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This study examines the role and meaning of violence and crime in racial 

contestations in Mississippi in the era before the emergence of a mass civil rights 

movement.  By conceiving of violence and crime as subjective, value-laden 

constructions, this dissertation challenges two common assumptions:  black resistance in 

Mississippi was minimal prior to the 1960s and racial repression was predominantly one 

of overt racism and physical violence.  Instead, discourses of crime, violence, and race 

within the black community reveal an extensive culture of resistance that rejected both 

the idea of black inferiority and the dominant interpretations of crime, violence, and 

justice.  Meanwhile, the centralization and legalization of racial repression within the 

political State led to structural racism and violence more akin to the post-civil rights era 

than of the Jim Crow South.  

Even in the absence of large scale efforts, many blacks developed an alternative 

interpretation of Jim Crow, crime, and violence.  Relying on oral histories and black 
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newspapers, this project explores racial challenges and counter-hegemonic messages of 

racial pride and equality within the black community.  Through direct confrontations, 

individual subversive acts, armed aggression, racial lessons at home and at school, and 

sharing stories of resistance and racial pride, African Americans affirmed their humanity, 

challenged the Jim Crow ideology, and contributed to a body of resistance that prefigured 

both the civil rights and Black Power movements.

In terms of racial repression, in the 1950s the directly violent racial practices of 

the past were giving way to more nuanced strategies in which racial dissent was publicly 

transformed into violence and crime.  The records of the State Sovereignty Commission, 

mainstream and black newspapers, and various manuscript collections reveal a campaign 

of repression characterized by secrecy, manipulation, public persuasion, and the cloaking 

of racial intent behind the rhetoric of law and order.  Through propaganda, new race-

neutral laws, surveillance, investigations, blackmail, arrests, and trials, officials tried to 

silence and criminalize activists as faulty citizens and convince the national and local 

publics that African Americans were better citizens under segregation.  This concealed 

structural racism foreshadowed the State response to dissent in the post-civil rights era.
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Introduction

Raylawni Branch, a native of Hattiesburg, Mississippi, was part of the second 

group of African Americans to enroll at Mississippi Southern College (now the 

University of Southern Mississippi) in 1965.  I met Raylawni in 1995 when I was doing 

research on the civil rights movement in Mississippi.  Since as a graduate student I barely 

had enough money to pay for the gas to get to Mississippi, Raylawni insisted that I save 

on lodging and stay with her family while I was in Hattiesburg.  Each night we spent 

hours talking about the past and the present and especially about the broader implications 

of race and racial difference.  During one of these conversations, Raylawni explained that 

she did not see different races—only the human race and that in her home they never 

referred to anyone as black or white.  This was how she raised her daughter, who in turn 

instilled the same values in her own daughter.  It thus came as a shock to Raylawni when 

one day her three-year-old granddaughter reasoned that Santa Claus must be good 

because he was white.  That was the day her granddaughter learned that Santa Claus was 

not real.  

Several years later, I would recall this story when I was thinking about the central 

themes of this project—black resistance, State repression, and specifically, 

transformations in how racial domination functioned in Jim Crow Mississippi.  Although 

this dissertation is about 1950s Mississippi, the Santa Claus story revealed that the racial 
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projects of the Jim Crow State are not so far removed from the processes of racial 

repression in 1990s Mississippi or in the time and place of my childhood, 1970s and 80s 

Missouri.  

I am from a tiny town in very rural northeastern Missouri.  The flat, fertile land 

was ideal for growing corn, wheat, and soybeans.  In my town of less than a thousand, we 

had one flashing red light, one bank, and one grocery store, but we also had four gas 

stations and four churches.  The message was clear:  If you were unlucky enough not to 

keep driving through our town, you would need some religion to endure it.  Farmers 

played cards virtually every weekday at the local feed store and everyone knew everyone 

else.  But one should not think that this was Garrison Keillor’s fictional town of Lake 

Wobegon; most people were not good looking and the children were not slightly above 

average.  As best I remember, the town was not charming and bucolic but rather was 

depressing and decaying.  From 1980 to 1990, nearly one-third of the population left 

town.  One of the few times anything exceptional happened to our town was in the late 

1980s when ABC’s Good Morning America featured the abandoned buildings on our 

Main Street as an example of the death of small town America.  It was our one moment 

in the spotlight, and at first we did not know whether to feel pride or shame.  But being 

well-trained, repressed white people of the Midwest steeped in the assorted Christian 

traditions that preach modesty and repression of all emotion, we chose the more 

comfortable feelings of shame and we did not brag about, complain about, or ever again 

mention our five minutes of fame. 
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Our view of the world was shaped not only by the perception of gradual decline 

but also by our sense of isolation.  Nonetheless, at least on the surface it might seem that 

we were connected to and interested in the outside world.  In everyday conversations 

there were opinions about major national issues in which the overwhelming homogenous 

majority opposed abortion, welfare and other forms of government “handouts” (except 

farm subsidies), affirmative action, and higher taxes, while favoring (Christian) prayer in 

schools and small government.  In 1980, we answered the call of patriotism and tied 

yellow ribbons around our trees as a show of support for the American hostages in Iran.  

People also had strong opinions about American cars.  In fact, before I left for college I 

never knew anyone who owned a foreign made car.  While some times this allegiance to 

Ford, Chevy, and Chrysler was expressed as our nationalistic duty, these consumer 

choices were more commonly motivated by a sense that American cars were better, 

particularly in relation to Japanese-made cars.  As I often heard, Japanese cars were not 

made from good, durable metal and this could be demonstrated in the sound of the 

shutting car door.  The closing of an American car door emitted a deep, masculine sound 

of metal slamming into metal whereas the Japanese door shut with all the effeminacy of 

two pie tins banging together.  Such was the logic that informed our nationalism and led 

us to drive our heavy-doored, testosterone-laden cars and trucks to Wal-Mart to buy toys 

and t-shirts made in Taiwan and China.

Notwithstanding our passion for automobile nationalism and the occasional 

politicized comments, the truth is that we harbored little concern for the world that lay

beyond the cornfields.  Our displays of patriotic solidarity emerged not from an engaged 
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political discourse but rather were more of a knee-jerk response to an unexamined belief 

in good (America, Christianity, and the good ol’ days) versus evil (Iran, the U.S.S.R., and 

modern decadence).  We did not think about or really even care about illegal 

immigration; we just knew that it was wrong.  We did not think about welfare; we just 

knew that our taxes supported “welfare queens” and their eight children.  While the 

nightly news reported on deindustrialization, conflicts in the Middle East, or human 

rights abuses abroad, these topics were of virtually no concern to my neighbors.  I was 

much more likely to hear serious and prolonged debates about whether Ford was better 

than Chevy.  Similarly, although there was plenty of criticism of Wal-Mart, it was never 

about the company’s anti-union practices or its effect on local businesses but rather on 

the long lines or the crowded parking lot at the local store.  Simply put, our concerns 

were local in the strictest sense.  I do not want to imply that we were simple-minded, as 

the stereotype of the ignorant rural folk/hillbillies of sitcoms would suggest, but rather 

that in our relative isolation we were predominantly interested in the issues that directly 

affected our daily lives.  A major global issue only became relevant when it became a 

local one, such as when the energy crisis led to higher gas prices.

It should thus come as no surprise that race and racial issues were not hot topics in 

my community.  In my town of 700 people there were no African Americans, no 

Mexican Americans or Mexican migrants, and no one of Jewish descent.  

Demographically, I was surrounded by whiteness.  In my classes in school, African 

Americans vanished from American history after the civil war.  We never learned about 

W. E. B. Du Bois, Langston Hughes, and Rosa Parks, let alone Ida B. Wells, Marcus 
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Garvey, and Malcolm X.  It is little wonder then, that each year when we got out of 

school for Martin Luther King’s birthday, I heard, “Why are we celebrating King?  He 

didn’t free the slaves, Lincoln did.”  Lacking in daily interactions with African 

Americans or a more complete education, our perceptions depended largely on the media.  

We saw blacks in the news committing rapes and murders, saw them on television shows 

as funny, clownish comedians, and we saw them as athletes on professional sports teams.  

Thus, while fights could break out over the type of truck one drove, people never seemed 

to care about or even be aware of major racial issues, such as police brutality against 

blacks, the disproportionate number of African Americans in prison and on death row, 

and the negative racial stereotypes in the media.  That said, in many other ways, race was

a part of who we were and it was a part of our local imaginary.  

Although when I was growing up there were no African Americans living in or 

near my town, that apparently had not always been the case.  As a child, I often heard 

people refer to a place just outside of town known as “Nigger Abby’s.”  Despite hearing 

this name countless times, it was not until I was a teenager that I realized that “Nigger 

Abby’s” was two separate words and that the first part of this phrase was the same racial 

epitaph I heard in jokes.  I did not know who Abby was but I did know that he or she had 

not lived near our community for a long time.  And of course, I wondered why there was 

an extra descriptor in the phrase, unlike another nearby farm that had been owned by 

whites and was known as the “Hatton” place, not as “Cracker Hatton’s.”  In addition, 

there was another common historical reference to blacks in my town.  According to a 

story I heard many times, in the early 1930s, a black family moved into the house across 
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the street from the house where I lived.  As the legend went, local whites set the house on 

fire and the black family fled town.  This tale was usually concluded with, “And that’s 

the last time any blacks/niggers lived in this town.”  I still do not know if this story was 

true and in some respects the veracity of it is irrelevant.  The bigger question is, why did 

people in my town need to tell this story and why was it told with pride?  Was it some 

way of claiming distinction over other nearby towns that included a few African 

American residents?

The references to blacks however did not end with these local history lessons.  

Throughout my childhood and even up to the present, when I return, I hear “nigger” 

jokes.  Many of these are told with regard to various ethnic references, in which one can 

substitute “nigger” for Jew, Pole, Mexican, Indian, etc.  In our town, however, it was 

almost always blacks who were the punch line.  Sometimes blacks were ridiculed as 

ignorant while at other times they were laughed at for being “uppity,” or for trying to be 

as talented, as smart, or as sophisticated as white people.  For example, many times I 

heard, “What does Pontiac stand for?  Poor ol’ nigger thinks it’s a Cadillac.”  

Furthermore, whether in jokes or in casual references, the word “nigger” was thrown 

about with regularity.  This word seemed to be perfectly acceptable as long as everyone 

in the crowd was white, which was almost always the case.  I do not think that this was 

only a matter of politeness or political correctness (a phrase and a concept that did not 

exist at the time) but rather that whites really believed that it was ok to use the word, that 

the word was not offensive if only whites heard it.  In fact, returning home years later and 

hearing someone use this word, I interjected that I found the word offensive.  This was 
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puzzling to the speaker, who countered with “why?  You’re not black.”  This is a prime 

example of how whiteness and blackness were constructed in my town.  White was the 

norm, blacks were fundamentally different from us, and to be white and concerned about 

race was to be considered very strange.  More important, we were completely unaware of 

our racism.  No one in my hometown would think of him/herself as a racist.  Racial jokes 

and epitaphs were not made in the presence of blacks and there were no overt racial 

conflicts, even in my high school, where there were four African American students (not 

from my hometown but from neighboring towns).  Our racism was for the most part 

below the surface.  Seemingly we had not learned that derogatory racial statements were 

wrong, but rather that it was wrong to express that prejudice in mixed company.

With minimal exposure to racial difference and with even less exposure to any 

sort of constructive discourse about race, I left my small white town for the University of 

Missouri.  Although the university was not nearly as diverse as it should have been, 

coming from the sea of whiteness that is the rural Midwest, it was as if I had stepped onto 

the shores of the United Nations.  Along with interactions with students and professors 

from diverse backgrounds, the watershed for my critical awareness of race came in 

Robert Collin’s history course on America in the 1960s.  Sitting in a large lecture hall and 

watching an episode of the “Eyes on the Prize” documentary of the civil rights 

movement, tears streamed down my face.  In part for the African Americans who risked 

their lives for freedom.  In part for the grievous, unforgivable acts of inhumanity 

committed by white people, who at once looked evil and inhuman and at the same time 

looked a lot like the white people from my own town.  I also shed tears over the 
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realization that given my own experiences, we had obviously not come very far since the 

end of Jim Crow.  Sitting in the hall as an idealistic, if naïve, college student I was 

ashamed of my hometown.  How could it be that almost thirty years after segregation was 

outlawed that racism and prejudice should remain so strong in my hometown?  I knew of 

course that there was racism everywhere but I had also believed—indeed wanted to 

believe—the mainstream media and politicians who told us that we had made great 

progress and that the occasional racialized conflict was an “isolated” incident.  This was 

their message in 1980 when Arthur McDuffie was beaten to death in Miami by the 

police.1  Eventually, however, I would realize that despite the isolation of my hometown, 

we were not unique, we were the norm.  Underneath the mask of progress and 

enlightenment, racism was still part of the national culture and it was still part of the 

nation’s economic, political, and legal systems.2

At the time, however, I was more interested in the heroes on the screen and I 

began to think about how African Americans had managed to topple Jim Crow in the face 

of so much violence and hatred.  I was particularly intrigued with Mississippi, perhaps in 

1 The four white police officers were acquitted.  Rioting ensued in the Coconut Grove district and the 
National Guard was called in.  Ultimately fifteen people were killed.  See, for example, Bruce D. Porter, 
The Miami Riot of 1980:  Crossing the Bounds (Lexington, Mass.:  Lexington Books, 1984); and Daryl B. 
Harris, The Logic of Black Urban Rebellions:  Challenging the Dynamics of White Domination in Miami 
(Westport, Conn.:  Praeger, 1999).  More recently there was the case of Amadou Diallo, a native of Guinea 
who was shot to death by four New York City police officers.  The off duty officers fired 41 shots at Diallo.  
The officers, who claimed that Diallo appeared to be reaching for a gun (he had no weapon and was 
apparently reaching for his wallet), were acquitted.   

2 For instance, while lynching is no longer tolerated in the U.S., blacks are still disproportionately 
executed by the State, while Blacks and Latinos are disproportionately represented in prisons.  
Furthermore, although voter discrimination is illegal, there are still frequently voting “irregularities” in 
predominantly black urban areas, such as during the national election in 2000 in St. Louis and Miami, and 
the 2004 national election in urban areas in Ohio.  Furthermore, according to recent reports, the economic 
disparity between blacks and whites is widening.  Despite these alarming trends, racism in contemporary 



9

part because in terms of racial demographics and the dramatic confrontational displays of 

white power, it seemed completely foreign from my own childhood in Missouri.  As well, 

I wanted to find out how in the region James C. Cobb calls “the most southern place on 

earth” blacks had summoned the courage and the will to challenge the system.3

My education in black resistance continued with the reading of some of the most 

popular scholarly narratives of the civil rights movement.  Collectively, these overviews 

focused almost exclusively on middle class activists (mostly males) organizing and 

uniting behind nonviolent tactics to change the system from within.  At the center of the 

story were major civil rights organizations and prominent national leaders fighting for 

integration and the franchise through the courts, new laws, and federal intervention. With 

few exceptions the story began with the Brown decision and Rosa Parks refusing to give 

up her seat on the bus and ended with the Voting Rights Act of 1965.  Sometimes there 

was a pre-1954 prologue, usually with a general, unexplored reference to the critical 

importance of World War II, or a post-1965 epilogue in which Black Power represented 

the disintegration of the civil rights movement.  Yet the inclusion of pre- and post-

movement activities only served to reinforce the “non-violent” movement’s uniqueness, 

separating it from other forms of black resistance that came before, during, and after this 

period.4

America is often presented in the mainstream as the actions of individuals as opposed to broader systemic 
causes.  

3 James C. Cobb, The Most Southern Place on Earth:  The Mississippi Delta and the Roots of Regional 
Identity (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1992).

4 Among the most popular scholarly and popular narratives are Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters:  
America in the King Years, 1954-1963 (New York:  Simon and Schuster, 1988), and Pillars of Fire:  
America in the King Years, 1963-1965, (New York:  Simon and Schuster, 1998); Steven F. Lawson, 
Running for Freedom:  Civil Rights and Black Politics in America since 1941 (New York:  McGraw-Hill, 
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Mississippi’s place in this standard narrative was also somewhat puzzling.  There 

were usually brief references to events in the early 1960s—James Meredith’s integration 

of the University of Mississippi in 1962, the assassination of Medgar Evers in 1963, and 

sometimes a reference to the Jackson sit-ins in 1961.  For the most part, however, 

Mississippi was presented as a place where there was little or no resistance until Freedom 

Summer in 1964.  This is perhaps not surprising given that many national organizations 

did avoid the state initially, choosing instead to begin in regions were the struggle seemed 

less daunting.  Nonetheless the implication was that nothing happened in Mississippi 

until outsiders appeared en masse.  

Similar to this representation of Mississippi, the general portrayal of 

segregationists in the standard narrative was also misleading.  These individuals were 

rather one dimensional, usually brashly preaching white supremacy and using whatever 

means to keep blacks subordinated, with little concern for how their actions were 

perceived either locally or nationally.  The overwhelming majority of segregationists, 

especially in Deep South states such as Mississippi, were presented as hardened racists 

who advocated and carried out lynchings and beatings with no attempt to hide their 

overtly racist attitudes.

When I first read these academic and popular narratives, I did not immediately 

perceive their limitations.  At the time, with no exposure to other readings, I had no 

Inc., 1993); Harvard Sitkoff, The Struggle for Black Equality, 1954-1992, rev. ed. (New York:  Hill and 
Wang, 1993); Robert Weisbrot, Freedom Bound:  A History of America’s Civil Rights Movement (New 
York:  Plume, 1991).  Many of the other narrower studies of the movement, such as the numerous 
biographies of Martin Luther King, Jr., have adopted a similar interpretation.  However, one key exception 
to these standard narratives, which captures the breadth and complexity of the movement, is Manning 
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reason to doubt that these works represented a relatively accurate and thorough portrayal 

of the civil rights movement.  But then I began to read firsthand and autobiographical 

accounts of this period, and I discovered a very different story.  From Robert F. Williams 

I learned about his armed militia in North Carolina organized against the Klan, his 

national debate over nonviolence with Martin Luther King, Jr., and an FBI manhunt that 

led him to Cuba and later China.5  From the collection Minds Stayed on Freedom, I read 

about black Mississippians reminiscing about a black man who had shot and killed 

several whites and who then became a local hero for fighting back.6  In various 

collections of oral interviews and in other firsthand accounts I read about blacks 

challenging Jim Crow by refusing to address a white individual with “sir” or “ma’am,” or 

by talking back to whites, or by telling jokes about whites.7  From blues musician Willie 

Dixon I saw how African Americans could be sophisticated and creative in criticizing 

Jim Crow in a way that black audiences would understand but white audiences would 

Marable’s Race, Reform, and Rebellion:  The Second Reconstruction in Black America, 1945-1990, 2nd ed. 
(Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 1991). 

5 Robert F. Williams, Negroes with Guns, (1962; reprint, with a foreword by Gloria House and an 
introduction by Timothy B. Tyson, Detroit:  Wayne State University Press, 1998).

6 Youth of the Rural Organizing and Cultural Center, Minds Stayed on Freedom:  The Civil Rights 
Struggle in the Rural South:  An Oral History (Boulder, Col.:  Westview Press, 1991).

7 Ibid.; Endesha Ida Mae Holland, From the Mississippi Delta (New York:  Simon & Schuster, 1997); 
James Forman, The Making of Black Revolutionaries, (1972; reprint, Washington, D.C.:  Open Hand 
Publishing Inc.., 1985); Howell Raines, ed. My Soul Is Rested:  The Story of the Civil Rights Movement in 
the Deep South (New York:  Putnam, 1977); Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer, Voices of Freedom:  An 
Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 1980s (New York:  Bantam Books, 
1990).  For an excellent recent collection of interviews, see William Chafe, et. al., eds., Remembering Jim 
Crow:  African-Americans Tell about Life in the Segregated South (New York:  New Press, 2001).  Also 
for three recent memoirs from Mississippi activists, see Aaron Henry: The Fire Ever Burning (Jackson:  
University Press of Mississippi, 2000); Gilbert R. Mason, Beaches, Blood, and Ballots:  A Black Doctor’s 
Civil Rights Struggle (Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 2000); and Winson Hudson and Constance 
Curry, Mississippi Harmony:  Memoirs of a Freedom Fighter (New York:  Palgrave Macmillan, 2002).
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not.8  From Black Power activist Eldridge Cleaver, I learned about the powerful effects of 

racism, with the potential to foster both a sense of self-hatred and hatred for whites.9

Were all these elements part of the civil fights movement too?

Charles Payne notes that in his conversations with civil rights activists, they often 

complain “that they could not recognize their movement in most histories.”10  Indeed the 

firsthand accounts of the struggle suggested a much messier, much more complicated 

story of black resistance.  They revealed a movement that was about more than national 

organizations, middle class male leaders, and a philosophy of nonviolence.  There were 

individuals challenging Jim Crow in both subtle and dramatic ways, there were class and 

ideological tensions, and there were countless acts of Jim Crow subversion that left a 

mark and inspired participants and witnesses as well as those who heard about the events 

secondhand. 

The huge discrepancy between the academic and popular narratives and the 

autobiographical accounts suggested that there was an important story about black 

resistance that was not being told.  In the past decade, however, a number of scholars are 

addressing these silences.  Robin D. G. Kelley has laid out an excellent model for how to 

think about and research the often “unorganized, clandestine, and evasive” resistance of 

the black working class.11  Timothy Tyson has helped to push Robert F. Williams back 

into the movement history and in so doing illustrated the common origins of the civil 

8 Willie Dixon, I Am the Blues:  The Willie Dixon Story (New York:  Da Capo Press, 1989).
9 Eldridge Cleaver, Soul on Ice (New York:  McGraw-Hill, 1968).
10 Charles Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom:  The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi 

Freedom Struggle (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1995), 413.
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rights and Black Power movements.12  Likewise, Peniel E. Joseph and Thaddeus Russell 

are both engaged in projects that redefine the narrow boundaries of the standard narrative 

and open a dialogue regarding the meaning of “significant” black resistance.13  Similarly 

in focusing on specific regions or groups within the South, Charles Payne, Nan 

Woodruff, Greta de Jong, and Lance Hill each have contributed to expanding the 

movement narrative both temporally and ideologically.14

Influenced by these recent studies and by the firsthand accounts, this project 

began as an examination of black resistance in Mississippi in the era before the civil 

rights movement.  However, in the course of my research, it gradually became clear that 

there was another story that needed to be told—that of the State’s racial projects during 

this period.  The sources on which I relied for evidence of black resistance were also 

revealing a great deal about racial repression.  Aware that everyday and individual acts of 

resistance would not be found in the most obvious civil rights sources, such as the papers 

of organizations, I tried to approach black transgressions from the perspective of 

segregationists.  I looked at mainstream and black newspapers and searched for reports of 

lynchings and black crime.  I paid particular attention to the records of the State 

11 Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels:  Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class (New York:  The 
Free Press, 1996), 7-8.

12 Timothy B. Tyson, Radio Free Dixie:  Robert F. Williams and the Roots of Black Power (Chapel 
Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1999).  

13 Peniel E. Joseph, “Waiting till the Midnight Hour:  Reconceptualizing the Heroic Period of the Civil 
Rights Movement, 1954-1965” Souls:  A Critical Journal of Black Politics, Culture, and Society 2, no. 2 
(spring 2000):  7; Thaddeus Russell, “The Fruits of Violence:  Black Resistance and the Transformation of 
Birmingham, 1941-1963” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Studies Association, 
Atlanta, November 2004), transcript in author’s possession.

14 Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom; Nan Elizabeth Woodruff, American Congo:  The African 
American Freedom Struggle in the Delta (Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 2003); Greta de 
Jong, A Different Day:  African American Struggles for Justice in Rural Louisiana, 1900-1970 (Chapel 
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Sovereignty Commission (a state-run investigative agency created in 1956 to preserve 

segregation) to uncover segregationists’ “private” conversations about Jim Crow 

violations.  Indeed, these sources were helpful in terms of exploring black resistance, 

although I would later find much, much more in the numerous oral histories of this 

period.  However, even as I was focused on what blacks were doing, the peculiar actions 

of the segregationists were constantly intruding into my thoughts.  

Where I had expected bluntness and open displays of racism and violence, I found 

secretiveness, behind-the-scenes manipulation, and public persuasion.  Of course 

segregationists wielded guns and blackjacks and wore white hoods, but they also 

employed undercover investigations, State surveillance, statistics on crime, illegitimacy, 

and venereal disease, and public speeches extolling the goodwill of whites and the 

contentedness of blacks.  When possible, State responses to Jim Crow threats were 

thoroughly discussed and carefully planned.  There is little doubt that these efforts 

required a far-reaching and aggressive State apparatus.  Still, these were not the actions of 

an all-powerful, supremely confident Jim Crow State too virulent to allow dissent but 

rather of a ruling elite desperate to reestablish Jim Crow hegemony by relying on 

persuasion and coercion.  These were the tactics of a ruling elite aggressively trying to 

disconnect itself from the brutal performances of racial oppression, such as lynching, 

while at the same time trying to preserve white domination through means that disguised 

the racial intent.  

Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2002); and Lance Hill, The Deacons for Defense:  Armed 
Resistance and the Civil Rights Movement (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2004).  
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The actions of State officials were in many ways akin to some of the racialized 

tactics of a later period.  In their study of racial constructions in the post-civil rights era, 

Michael Omi and Howard Winant argue that nationally the 1970s witnessed the rise of a 

reactionary racially-based movement from the political right in which various groups 

attempted to undue the changes brought by the 1960s social movements.  One of the key 

features of this broad movement was the use of coded language in which non-racial 

phrases disguised conservative positions on racial issues.  Thus, in the same breath 

political leaders could claim to favor racial equality while also opposing affirmative 

action.15  Their analysis was consistent with my own recollections of Missouri in the 

1970s and 80s.  However, Omi and Winant’s discussion of the post-civil rights era also 

sheds light on 1950s Mississippi, where these racial processes were already beginning to 

take root.  

Even before the emergence of the civil rights movement in Mississippi, new laws, 

propaganda and public rhetoric reinforced the racial status quo often without invoking 

race or the language of white supremacy.  Supporting these efforts, investigations and 

surveillance allowed the State to continue monitoring and subduing activists without 

attracting attention.  In the process of centralizing repression and disguising their actions, 

the Mississippi response to racial challenges foreshadowed some of the ways in which 

systemic racism would survive the death of Jim Crow, variations of which would endure 

in the political and economic structures, the culture, and in my hometown.

15 Likewise, during the 1988 presidential campaign, the “Willie Horton” ads played on white fears of 
black crime without the candidate having to make an overt racial statement. Michael Omi and Howard
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This dissertation, then, is an examination of both black resistance and State 

repression in the era just before the mass civil rights movement.  I focus in particular on 

the contested terrain of racial meanings and perceptions.  In terms of black resistance, any 

attempt to understand the ways in which blacks questioned, discussed, and challenged 

white domination should first take into account how blacks understood their Jim Crow 

world.  How did they interpret their oppression and the actions taken against that 

oppression?  The answer to that question, I argue, reveals the multiple and diverse forms 

of resistance that would later inform both the civil rights and Black Power movements.  

On the other side of the Jim Crow line, the most significant transformations in racial 

repression were related to State officials’ attempts to control the meaning and perceptions 

of Jim Crow domination.  Officials tried to conceal from the public the most brutal 

practices of racial oppression or at least to disguise those actions as the normal, racially-

unbiased workings of law and order.  At the same time, officials tapped into the language 

of violence, crime, and communism to transform activists into criminals, unpatriotic 

Americans, and generally immoral beings.  Thus, at the center of the struggle between 

resistance and repression, between human rights and racial domination, lay the contested 

meaning of violence.  

Chapter 1 explores the socially constructed meaning of violence.  Although in 

civil rights studies scholars frequently refer to violence (for example, the violence of 

lynching and the violence versus nonviolence debate among movement leaders), there 

has been little examination of what that term means to those using it and even less 

Winant, Racial Formation in the United States:  From the 1960s to the 1990s, 2nd ed. (New York:  



17

discussion of how and why some events were labeled violent and others were not.  

Whether one is talking about lynching, poverty, or armed resistance, any notion of 

violence needs to take into account the values, ideologies, and power relations that 

inform the concept within a particular sociohistorical context.  With an understanding of 

how Jim Crow domination inflicted physical, economic, and psychological violence upon 

African Americans, one can then begin to address how African Americans sought ways 

to survive and resist that violence.

Black resistance in Jim Crow Mississippi is the subject of chapter 2.  Utilizing 

oral histories and black and mainstream newspapers, I seek to demonstrate that even in 

the apparent absence of large scale resistance, many blacks had developed an alternative 

interpretation of Jim Crow, one that fostered an understanding of crime and violence 

distinct from and even in opposition to the dominant ideology.  With that framework 

established, I then focus on the everyday lives of Mississippi blacks and the ways in 

which they attempted to survive and sometimes challenge white domination.  This 

included direct confrontations, individual acts of racial subversion, armed aggression, and 

support networks within the family and within the black community.  Even in the 

seemingly most minor challenges to Jim Crow, blacks were affirming their humanity, 

setting examples for others to follow, and ultimately contributing to a cumulative body of 

resistance.

In chapter 3, I turn to the actions of the Jim Crow State and explore the 

legalization and centralization of racial repression.  Whereas the maintenance of racial 

Routledge, 1994), 113-136, 182.



18

lines had once been carried out primarily at the local level, by the mid-1950s State 

officials, particularly those at the top levels of government, were increasingly taking 

control over racial repression and organizing and coordinating responses to Jim Crow 

challenges.  This included the passage of new laws and the creation of the State 

Sovereignty Commission.  A key characteristic of these developments was the gradual 

disappearance of racialized language.  Even in laws clearly designed to protect 

segregation, references to race or segregation were usually omitted.  Whether through 

obvious segregation measures or those with seemingly no connection to segregation 

(such as the outlawing of common law marriage), for State officials these measures 

represented a first step toward hiding systemic racism within the language of law and 

order and social peace.  

The emergence of a full-blown State propaganda campaign is the focus of chapter 

4.  The Sovereignty Commission, other segregation organizations, political leaders, and 

to a certain extent journalists initiated both a formal and informal propaganda campaign 

in an attempt to control local and national perceptions of both Jim Crow society and civil 

rights efforts.  Through speeches, pamphlets, public statements, and newspaper articles 

and editorials, State officials tried to demonstrate that Jim Crow rule was both legitimate 

and necessary in Mississippi.  Emotional defenses of white supremacy were largely 

replaced by the scientific evidence of black crime and ‘immorality’ to prove that Jim 

Crow rule was necessary to maintaining law and order and racial harmony.  

Finally, in chapter 5, I examine the State’s response to specific Jim Crow 

challenges and to the continuance of racial violence against blacks.  In addressing civil 
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rights activists, State surveillance, arrests, and trials were critical not only to thwarting 

actual protest but also to a broader agenda to discredit activists.  Significantly, through 

these efforts segregation and racial violations were avoided in favor of more common, 

seemingly non-political charges in which activists were portrayed through media 

coverage, arrests, and trials as criminals or as unpatriotic citizens threatening the social 

peace.  Conversely, they also used these opportunities to suggest that the Jim Crow State 

was protecting all citizens—black and white—from violence and social disorder.  One 

potentially huge impediment to these strategies was the continuance of racial violence 

against activists and blacks in general.  Officials first tried to conceal these events and 

when that failed, they turned to the courts and the arena of public opinion to disconnect 

the State from these incidents and argue that these acts were not products of Jim Crow 

society.

Although a mass civil rights movement did not materialize in 1950s Mississippi, 

there were nonetheless signs of change, both in the boldness of local blacks and in the 

new strategies of segregationists.  While clearly the early 1960s was a critical moment of 

mobilization, the struggle against white domination had already begun.  The civil rights 

and Black Power movements were built on the frustrations and the acts of resistance of 

the post-World War II era, which in turn were built on the accumulated resistance of 

previous generations.16

16 See, for example, Roderick Bush, We Are Not What We Seem:  Black Nationalism and Class 
Struggle in the American Century (New York:  New York University Press, 1998); W. Fitzhugh Brundage, 
“The Roar on the Other Side of Silence:  Black Resistance and White Violence in the American South, 
1880-1940” in Under Sentence of Death:  Lynching in the South, ed. W. Fitzhugh Brundage (Chapel Hill:  
University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 271-291;  Jane Dailey, Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, and Bryant 
Simon, eds., Jumpin’ Jim Crow:  Southern Politics from Civil War to Civil Rights (Princeton, N.J.:  
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Partly in response to State officials’ increasing awareness of black discontent and 

partly due to national pressures, racial repression had changed dramatically by the early 

1960s.  In 1961, when Freedom Riders rode into Jackson and tried to integrate the bus 

depot, State officials had been honing their response to Jim Crow threats for several 

years.  Unlike Alabama, where a bus was turned over and set on fire, in Mississippi, 

Freedom Riders were arrested, charged with a breach of the peace, publicly portrayed as 

encouraging violence, and investigated and subsequently linked to pro-communist and 

criminal activities.  Even though this was the same year that African American Herbert 

Lee was shot and killed by a state representative, allegedly over a financial debt and two 

years before the assassination of Medgar Evers, the structural underpinnings of a more 

legalized, more centralized, more publicly hidden form of racial repression were already 

in place if not yet fully realized.  What had once been a violation of racial custom was 

now becoming a crime against the State.

The title of this project, “Against the Law,” was inspired by a Woody Guthrie 

song “Against th’ Law” in which Guthrie perceptively illustrates the far reaching power 

of the law to quell any form of political dissent or variation from the mainstream.17  As 

initially conceived, this title seemed completely appropriate in terms of discussing black 

resistance.  Any real or perceived dissent from the Jim Crow status quo, whether it was 

Princeton University Press, 2000); De Jong, A Different Day; Robin D. G. Kelley, “But a Local Phase of a 
World Problem:  Black History’s Global Vision, 1883-1950,”  Journal of American History 86, no. 3 
(December 1999):  1045-1077; Robin D.G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe:  Alabama Communists during the 
Great Depression (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1990); Kelley, Race Rebels; Brenda 
Gayle Plummer, Rising Wind:  Black Americans and U.S. Foreign Affairs, 1935-1960 (Chapel Hill:  
University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Tyson, Radio Free Dixie; and Woodruff, American Congo.
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organized public challenges or individual acts of subversion, represented serious offenses 

that were thwarted by those in power.  Much later, after realizing that I also needed to 

critically examine the processes of racial repression, this title became even more relevant.  

Throughout the Jim Crow era, all acts of resistance were potential threats, but the 1950s 

served as a critical period in which the establishment of legal patterns, coded language, 

and various forms of structural violence were implemented to repress dissent and to 

conceal racial intent within the legal apparatus and within the rhetoric of law and order.

17 This was among the lyrics that were discovered in his personal papers in the 1990s.  My encounter 
with the lyrics came from Billy Bragg’s cover of this song on a compilation of Woody Guthrie covers, ‘Til 
We Outnumber ‘Em, Righteous Babe Records 19.
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Chapter 1

The Multiple Meanings of Violence

For history records the patterns of men’s lives, they say:  Who slept with whom and with 
what results; who fought and who won and who lived to lie about it afterwards.  All 

things, it is said, are duly recorded—all things of importance, that is.  But not quite, for 
actually it is only the known, the seen, the heard and only those events that the recorder 

regards as important that are put down, those lies his keepers keep their power by.
—Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (p. 439)

[T]here is no such thing as non-violent resistance, however convincing it sounds as a 
political slogan, […] resistant itself is violent, and in its furtherance leads only to 

violence and chaos.  Non-violent resistance is a revolutionary technique and if followed 
to its logical and final conclusion leads only to violence and bloodshed.

--Editorial, Jackson Advocate, March 5, 1960

We can get no justice under the present system.  If we feel injustice is done, we must 
right then and there on the spot be prepared to inflict punishment on these people. . . .  we 

must meet violence with violence.
--Robert F. Williams, New York Times, May 9, 1959

In the files of the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission, there are more than 

two hundred documents devoted to Robert Franklin Williams, including newspaper 

clippings, copies of Williams’ newsletter The Crusader, and reports on Mississippians 

who had copies of the newsletter or of Williams’ book Negroes with Guns.  Williams, a 

North Carolina native, never visited Mississippi in the 1950s and 60s and there is no 
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indication that he had any contact with anyone in the state.1  Why then would Mississippi 

officials be interested in Williams?  

If, however, we consider Williams’ activism during this period, the answer is 

obvious.  Mississippi officials, as well as segregationists everywhere and the federal 

government, were probably following Williams’ because he was practicing and 

advocating armed self-defense, he was critical of nonviolent strategies, and he had 

attracted national attention.2  Yet, despite Williams’ prominence, most of the civil rights 

narratives either erased him from, or pushed him to, the margins of the movement 

because he was calling on blacks to “meet violence with violence.”  Curiously, both the 

1950s and 60s segregationists and the civil rights scholars who came later understood 

Williams as an advocate of violence.  For segregationists, this made him dangerous, 

while for subsequent scholars, it made him irrelevant.  

Violence is a crucial concept for discussions of the black freedom struggle.  On 

one side, there is the obvious physical violence of beatings and lynchings as well as the 

less visible violence of economic intimidation, labor exploitation, public policies leading 

to racialized poverty, and racial attitudes and policies fostering the psychological trauma 

of second class citizenship.  Violence is also central to the dialogue within the civil rights 

1 The Sovereignty Commission records can be viewed online at the Mississippi Department of Archives 
and History Web site.  The files can be searched through the name or folder index, by the folder number, or 
by performing a basic name search.  Unless otherwise noted, the Sovereignty Commission documents cited 
have been accessed through the online collection.  Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission Online 
Collection, http://www.mdah.state.ms.us/arlib/arlib_index.html, Mississippi Department of Archives & 
History, Jackson [SSC hereafter].  For more on Williams, see Robert F. Williams, Negroes with Guns
(1962; reprint, with a foreword by Gloria House and an introduction by Timothy B. Tyson, Detroit:  Wayne 
State University Press, 1998); and Timothy B. Tyson, Radio Free Dixie:  Robert F. Williams and the Roots 
of Black Power (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1999).

2 Williams, Negroes with Guns; Tyson, Radio Free Dixie.
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community, expressed most clearly in debates over passive versus armed resistance.  

Some organizations and individuals eschewed taking up guns, such as the Congress on 

Racial Equality and Martin Luther King, Jr., while others insisted on the necessity to 

fight back, such as the Black Panther Party for Self Defense and Robert F. Williams.  

Still others supported and participated in nonviolent events but also carried guns, ready to 

use them if necessary.  

Yet for all the references to the violence of segregationists and the advocates of 

violence within the movement, scholars have devoted little critical analysis to what this 

term means.  For instance, when we speak of the violence of lynching, is that equivalent 

to the violence of the Deacons of Defense and Justice in Louisiana, who took up arms 

against segregationists?  While the answer to that question must be no, we need to know 

why.  This question requires an examination of how violence has been perceived within 

the civil rights literature as well as an analytical discussion of what violence is and how it 

is defined within a particular society.  

In this chapter I first consider how initial media-derived constructions of violence 

and nonviolence have shaped the civil rights literature and in the process silenced

numerous voices of dissent within the black community.  I then analyze the multiple 

meanings of violence from the perspective that, like race, violence is a social construct 

that has real effects.  I offer a definition of violence that will be useful in understanding 

Jim Crow oppression in Mississippi and the black response to it.  Finally, I examine how 

specific groups—those in power/the mainstream and the subaltern—come to distinct 

understandings of what constitutes violence.
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Violence, Nonviolence, and the Civil Rights Movement

In the 1950s and 60s the media created a narrative of the civil rights movement 

that was centered around federal action, peaceful protest, and prominent national figures.  

According to this story, the movement began with the 1954 Brown decision and gained 

steam as blacks organized nonviolently through initiatives such as the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott, lunch counter sit-ins, and the March on Washington.  These peaceful efforts, 

along with the support of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations culminated in the 

1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act.  Thus the movement succeeded 

and it ended with the federal government legally enforcing black voting rights and 

integration.  Meanwhile, the Black Power movement was constructed as reactionary and 

violent and signaled the death knell of the civil rights movement.  Scholars adopted this 

interpretation and, as Charles Payne notes, despite recent positive changes the histories of 

the movement are still rooted in the same analytical frames first constructed by the 

media.3

In a 1991 essay, Steven Lawson maps the dialectical historiography of the civil 

rights movement across three generations of scholarship.4  The first generation produced 

numerous political histories that depicted national leaders and organizations who sought 

3 Charles Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom:  The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi 
Freedom Struggle (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1995), 413.

4 Steven F. Lawson, “Freedom Then, Freedom Now:  The Historiography of the Civil Rights 
Movement,” American Historical Review 96, no. 2 (April 1991):  456-471.
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political objectives—voting rights and legal integration—by pressuring the federal 

government.  Relying largely on presidential papers and the archives of civil rights 

organizations, Washington D.C. was at the center of these top-down studies.  Court 

decisions and federal action served as the backbone of the prominent works of this era, 

such as Carl M. Brauer’s John F. Kennedy and the Second Reconstruction, August Meier 

and Elliot Rudwick’s CORE, and Lawson’s own Black Ballots.5

Lawson argues that in the late 1970s a second generation of scholars emerged 

who rejected the top-down, national approach.  These studies abandoned major political 

figures and structures in favor of grassroots activism and racial dynamics at the local 

level.  In essence these scholars collectively contended that the movement took shape 

based more on needs within individual communities than on actions in Washington.  One 

of the most important of these studies that fits Lawson’s definition is William Chafe’s 

Civilities and Civil Rights, an in depth examination of the sit-in movement in 

Greensboro, North Carolina.  Previously, other scholars had positioned the 1960 

Greensboro protests within a national movement, as spawning a wave of sit-ins across the 

South.  Chafe, however, sought to examine “social change from the point of view of 

people in local communities, where the struggle for civil rights was a continuing reality, 

5 Carl M. Brauer, John F. Kennedy and the Second Reconstruction (New York:  Columbia University 
Press, 1977); August Meier and Elliot Rudwick, CORE:  A Study in the Civil Rights Movement, 1942-1968
(New York:  Oxford University Press, 1973); and Steven Lawson, Black Ballots:  Voting Rights in the 
South, 1944-1969 (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1976).  A number of other studies focused 
directly or indirectly on Martin Luther King, Jr., including David Levering Lewis, King:  A Critical 
Biography (Baltimore:  Penguin Books, Inc., 1970); David J. Garrow, Protest at Selma:  Martin Luther 
King Jr. and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1978); Bearing the Cross:  
Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (New York:  W. Morrow, 
1986); Stephen B. Oates, Let the Trumpet Sound:  The Life of Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York:  Harper 
& Row, 1982); and Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul of America:  The Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference and Martin Luther King, Jr. (Athens:  University of Georgia Press, 1987).
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year in and year out.”6  In the process, he argues that at the grassroots level national 

organizations and politicians were less relevant than the local white power structure and 

its relationship to the black and white communities.  In addition, Chafe and others 

demonstrated that the timing and the manifestation of the movement varied by location.

Finally, Lawson identifies a third generation that has turned to “a more interactive 

model, recognizing the need to connect the local with the national, the social with the 

political.”7  These studies explore the specificity of the movement in a particular locale as 

one directly and indirectly influenced by national events, groups, and leaders.  Perhaps 

the best example of this model, published after Lawson’s essay, is John Dittmer’s Local 

People, an excellent narrative history of the movement in Mississippi.  As the title 

suggests, black Mississippians are at the center of the story and yet Dittmer positions the 

local struggle within a national context.  He does not ignore the often sporadic role of 

national figures such as King, Robert F. Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson, but his major 

contribution is his focus on the nearly forgotten indigenous leadership within the state, 

including Medgar Evers, Amzie Moore, Annie Devine, and numerous others.  Dittmer 

demonstrates that the Mississippi movement was a local struggle that both shaped and 

was shaped by national events.8  In comparing these three generations of scholarship, 

Lawson demonstrates that the national versus the local has been a central issue.  

Meanwhile, throughout these three generations of scholarship, the idea that the 

6 William H. Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights:  Greensboro, North Carolina, and the Black Struggle 
for Freedom (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1980), 3.

7 Lawson, “Freedom Then,” 457.
8 John Dittmer, Local People:  The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Urbana:  University of 

Illinois Press, 1994).
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movement was synonymous with organized nonviolence as strategy and as ideology has 

been remarkably consistent.  

As with all history, the scholarly construction of the civil rights movement is a 

selective process, a reduction of a complex experience to specific trends and unifying 

ideas.  That process leads to silences.  As Michel Rolph-Trouillot notes, “Silences are 

inherent in history because any single event enters history with some of its constituting 

parts missing.  Something is always left out while something else is recorded.”9  While 

civil rights scholars have addressed some of those inherent silences—such as Dittmer’s 

exploration of indigenous leaders, the paradigm of organized nonviolence continues to 

cast a long shadow over movement scholarship.10  Accordingly, through selective 

silencing (for example, the exclusion of the most radical voices), civil rights scholarship 

continues to feed misconceptions concerning, as I explain below, the nature of black 

resistance, the connections between the civil rights and Black Power movements, the 

origins of these movements, the protest discourse within the black community, and the 

interconnected transformations in black resistance and State repression.  

Concerning the nature of black resistance, as scholars have privileged the 

ideology and strategies of nonviolence, they have marginalized other voices of protest 

9 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past:  Power and the Production of History (Boston:  Beacon 
Press, 1995), 49.  Silences and discrepancies can begin even before an event shifts from the present to the 
past.  

10 Given the recent scholarship that conceives of resistance broadly and extends beyond organizations 
and nonviolence (see the introduction, ns. 10-14), I initially believed that these ideas would be 
enthusiastically received by others.  However, attending a session at a conference recently, I asked a panel 
of distinguished civil rights scholars how resistance outside of organizations figured into their work on the 
movement.  Their collective response was that they were only interested in significant acts of resistance 
that led to measurable changes and that the individual acts I noted did not qualify.  I was left to wonder 
how they could be so certain in their definition of “significant.”
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and ignored the diversity of responses to Jim Crow oppression.  The silencing of Robert 

F. Williams illustrates this misconception within the scholarship.  Williams, a former 

U.S. Marine and local NAACP head in Monroe, North Carolina, engaged in a number of 

diverse civil rights tactics.  In addition to a peaceful protest to desegregate the city 

swimming pool, he formed an armed militia that successfully prevented the Ku Klux 

Klan from riding through black neighborhoods and firing their guns.  In 1959, he 

attracted national attention when in the wake of several racist decisions in local courts he 

called on blacks “to meet violence with violence.”  His espousal of armed self-defense 

sparked a national debate with Martin Luther King, Jr.  By 1961, with trumped up 

kidnapping charges, Williams was the target of an FBI manhunt.  Offered asylum by 

Fidel Castro, he fled to Cuba where he broadcast an AM radio program (“Radio Free 

Dixie”) that could be heard across much of the U.S. South.11

At the time, the media’s response to Williams was emblematic of their approach 

to activists who did not fall in line with “turn the other cheek” nonviolence.  In the 

aftermath of Williams’ call to arms in 1959, the New York Times ran the headline “N. A. 

A. C. P. Leader Urges Violence.”  With this article and others, there was little discussion 

of the immediate context of Williams’ remarks—the miscarriage of justice.  Furthermore, 

11 Tyson, Radio Free Dixie.  Another valuable source on Williams and an excellent primary source on 
the complexities of the movement is Williams’ own study, Negroes with Guns.  In addition, Ronald 
Stephens has demonstrated that even though the media and many scholars “forgot” about Williams after he 
fled to Cuba, Williams continued to work in the area of social justice until his death in 1996.  Ronald 
Stephens, “Narrating Acts of Resistance:  Explorations of Untold Heroic and Horrific Battle Stories 
surrounding Robert Franklin Williams’ Residence in Lake County, Michigan” (paper presented at the 
annual meeting of the National Association of Ethnic Studies, New Orleans, April 2001).
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although Williams’ pronouncements were self defense in nature—responding to white 

violence with violence, the media portrayed him as a dangerous advocate of violence.12

While the contemporary media constructed Williams as a spectacle outside the 

nonviolent movement, scholars gradually deleted or, at best, isolated him from the 

historical record.  That was not the case initially, though.  In the midst of the freedom 

struggle in the mid-1960s, Harold Cruse devoted a great deal of space to Williams in The 

Crisis of the Negro Intellectual.  Cruse challenged the media portrayal of Williams as a 

violent radical and argued that Williams—along with virtually every other black 

intellectual—had not been radical enough.13

Over the next thirty years, Williams’ significance to the movement diminished in 

the scholarship.  For example, in Taylor Branch’s more than one-thousand-page first 

volume on “the King years,” there is no mention of Williams or his national debate with 

King.14  Williams is also absent from most general histories of the movement or, if 

included, he is portrayed as an outsider to the movement.  In one of the most popular 

general narratives, The Struggle for Black Equality, Harvard Sitkoff briefly discusses 

Williams and concludes that the radicalism of Williams, as well as Malcolm X, “made 

the movement’s leadership and objectives appear responsible and moderate.”15  Although 

it is not clear from this remark what the movement was or who its leaders were, it is clear 

that the movement does not include Williams or his ideology.  Instead, Williams is 

12 Tyson, Radio Free Dixie, 149- 150.
13 Harold Cruse, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual:  A Historical Analysis of the Failure of Black 

Leadership (New York:  Morrow, 1967), 359.
14 Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters:  America in the King Years, 1954-1963 (New York:  Simon and 

Schuster, 1988).
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positioned on the margins, functioning only to make the movement seem more 

acceptable.  Thus one is left with the impression, not far removed from the media 

portrayal, that Williams was a lone renegade pushing against a tide of nonviolence.  

The marginalization of individuals such as Williams suggests that few others 

would have supported his call to arms in the late 1950s and early 1960s.  However, that 

runs contrary to overwhelming evidence of a connection between guns and black 

resistance long before the emergence of Black Power.  Bob Moses, a central figure in the 

Mississippi movement, discovered that in the rural South, ‘[i]t’s not contradictory for a 

farmer to say he’s nonviolent and also to pledge to shoot a marauder’s head off.’16

Similarly, in discussing a march for black employment in local stores in Lexington, 

Mississippi, Bee Jenkins recalled that, “Dr. Martin Luther King said it was nonviolent.  It 

was nonviolent until they [whites] brought in the law enforcements.  After, they came in 

with their guns, our menfolk thought we had to be protected, too.”17  These observations 

challenge the narrative that reduces the movement to one of passive resistance.  In fact, as 

Charles Payne contends, “Very little attention has been paid to the possibility that the 

success of the movement in the rural South owes something to the attitude of local people 

toward self-defense.”18  One of the reasons scholars have favored organizations over an

exploration of the attitudes of local people is that it has been much easier to research 

organizational records than to find out what people were thinking.  Nonetheless our 

15 Harvard Sitkoff, The Struggle for Black Equality, 1954-1992, rev. ed. (New York:  Hill and Wang, 
1993), 143.

16 Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom, 204.
17 Bee Jenkins, interview by Kenneth Sallis and Lekeshia Brooks, in Minds Stayed on Freedom:  The 

Civil Rights Struggle in the Rural South:  An Oral History, Youth of the Rural Organizing and Cultural 
Center (Boulder, Colo.:  Westview Press, 1991), 139.
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understandings of a mass movement that involved the participation of thousands cannot 

be complete without having some idea of local perceptions.  Additionally, the 

perspectives of Moses and Jenkins suggest that those who carried guns did not 

necessarily reject strategies of passive resistance. Accordingly, involvement in 

nonviolent protest coupled with a willingness to take up arms indicates a much more 

complex characterization of black resistance than we get from the traditional narrative.  

Nonviolence and armed resistance often co-existed side by side within the same 

movement, the same organization, and even the same individual.  Even as organizations 

and local leaders espoused a rhetoric and program of passive resistance, the local context 

was equally important in shaping the beliefs, strategies, and actions of African 

Americans.  

Just as scholars have overlooked the role of guns and self-defense, most have also 

ignored the impact of black radicalism on the movement.  Curiously, there are numerous 

studies on black radicalism for the several decades prior to the movement and there are 

some excellent studies for the mid-1960s and 1970s.19  Yet, scholars have shied away 

18 Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom, 205.
19 Studies dealing directly or indirectly with black radicalism in the pre-“civil rights” era include 

Winston James, Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia:  Caribbean Radicalism in Early Twentieth-Century 
America (London:  Verso, 1998); Ted Vincent, Keep Cool:  The Black Activists Who Built the Jazz Age
(London:  Pluto Press, 1995); Nell Irvin Painter, The Narrative of Hosea Hudson, His Life as a Negro 
Communist in the South (Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 1979); Robin D. G. Kelley, 
Hammer and Hoe:  Alabama Communists During the Great Depression (Chapel Hill:  University of North 
Carolina Press, 1990); Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism:  The Making of the Black Radical Tradition 
(Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1982); Nan Elizabeth Woodruff, American Congo:  The 
African American Freedom Struggle in the Delta (Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 2003); 
Greta de Jong, A Different Day:  African American Struggles for Justice in Rural Louisiana, 1900-1970
(Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2002); and Brenda Gayle Plummer, Rising Wind:  Black 
Americans and U.S. Foreign Affairs, 1935-1960 (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1996).  
Studies of the post-“civil rights” era include Gerald Horne, Fire this Time:  The Watts Uprising and the 
1960s (Charlottesville:  University Press of Virginia, 1995); Komozi Woodard, A Nation within a Nation:  
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from discussing black radicalism in the years between 1954 and 1965.  Did it suddenly 

disappear for a decade, reappearing only with the emergence of Black Power?  Of course

not, but it did vanish from the narrative of black resistance.  Peniel E. Joseph argues that 

this is partially the result of popular and historical narratives constructing the civil rights 

era as the ‘King years.’  Positioning King and an ideology of nonviolence at the core of 

this narrative “has rendered invisible whole narratives of civil rights history.”20

Specifically, Joseph notes that scholars have erased the black radical tradition from the 

record and they have removed the U.S. movement from the context of international 

political struggles.21  As a result, the radicalism and internationalist perspective seems to 

emerge on the scene suddenly in the mid-1960s with groups such as the Black Panther 

Party for Self-Defense.  However, as Joseph demonstrates, black radicalism and 

internationalism were already part of the early 1960s movement through individuals such 

Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones) and Black Power (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1999); 
William L. Van Deburg, New Day in Babylon:  The Black Power Movement and American Culture, 1965-
1975 (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1992); and Harold Cruse, The Crisis of the Negro 
Intellectual.  For more on the role of armed resistance in Mississippi, post-1963, see Akinyele O. Umoja, 
“1964:  The Beginning of the End of Nonviolence in the Mississippi Freedom Movement,” Radical History 
Review 85 (Winter 2003):  201-226; and Umoja, “‘We Will Shoot Back’:  The Natchez Model and 
Paramilitary Organization in the Mississippi Freedom Movement,” Journal of Black Studies 32, no. 3 
(January 2002):  271-294.  Finally, there are two recent studies that address black radicalism in both the 
“civil rights” and “Black Power” eras:  Robin D. G. Kelley, Freedom Dreams:  The Black Radical 
Imagination (Boston:  Beacon Press, 2002) and Roderick Bush, We Are Not What We Seem:  Black 
Nationalism and Class Struggle in the American Century (New York:  New York University Press, 1998).  

20 Peniel E. Joseph, “Waiting till the Midnight Hour:  Reconceptualizing the Heroic Period of the Civil 
Rights Movement, 1954-1965” Souls:  A Critical Journal of Black Politics, Culture, and Society 2, no. 2 
(spring 2000):  7.

21 Joseph defines black radicalism as “historic efforts to undermine and eliminate racial, gender, and 
class domination within a capitalist political economy under girded by an ideology of white supremacy.”  
Joseph, “Waiting till the Midnight Hour,” 15.



34

as Robert F. Williams, Julian Mayfield, and Dan Watts and with organizations such as 

the Fair Play for Cuba Committee and the Revolutionary Action Movement.22

Adam Fairclough’s Race and Democracy, a history of the civil rights struggle in 

Louisiana from 1915 to 1972, illustrates this process of marginalizing black radicalism.23

While acknowledging that historians have defined resistance too narrowly, Fairclough’s 

own understanding of what qualifies as significant resistance bears a striking resemblance 

to traditional interpretations.  He contends that organizations provided “the only kind of 

resistance—purposive and collective—that could force change.”24  That definition 

necessarily leads him away from individual, armed, and other forms of resistance outside 

of organizations.  Instead Fairclough focuses heavily on the NAACP and the Congress of 

Racial Equality (CORE), tracing a continuity of legal and direct political action 

throughout this period.  With this organization-driven narrative one might wonder if 

Louisiana had any tradition of armed resistance that might have influenced the 

movement.  Yet despite Fairclough’s dismissal of resistance outside of these two 

organizations, the recent work of both Greta de Jong and Lance Hill demonstrates that 

guns and the willingness to use them were critical to the freedom struggle in Louisiana.25

22 For example, until recently scholars have ignored the 1960 visit to Cuba of several African 
Americans, including Robert F. Williams, Julian Mayfield, Harold Cruse, LeRoi Jones and Marian 
Anderson.  For more on this visit to Cuba, see Tyson, Radio Free Dixie; Van Gosse, Where the Boys Are:  
Cuba, Cold War America, and the Making of a New Left (London:  Verso, 1993); and Alejandro de la 
Fuente, A Nation for All:  Race, Inequality, and Politics in Twentieth Century Cuba (Chapel Hill:  
University of North Carolina Press, 2002). 

23 Adam Fairclough, Race and Democracy:  The Civil Rights Struggle in Louisiana, 1915-1972
(Athens:  University of Georgia Press, 1995).

24 Ibid., xviii.
25 De Jong, A Different Day; and Hill, The Deacons for Defense:  Armed Resistance and the Civil 

Rights Movement (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2004).
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Along with Fairclough’s privileging of CORE and the NAACP, his notion of 

what constitutes significant resistance informs his analysis of Black Power.  First, he 

evaluates Black Power efforts based on his criteria for success of the early 60’s 

movement resistance—organized, nonviolent, and integrationist.  Thus, for Fairclough, 

by definition Black Power comes off as a much less effective version of the earlier 

movement.  Second, using his model of significant resistance, Black Power is presented 

as a break from the earlier movement and even as a setback for civil rights achievements.  

In other words, Black Power is not presented within the context of a long history of black 

resistance, but rather it is simply compared to his civil rights movement model.  In 

addition, Fairclough tends to overemphasize the racial separatism rhetoric of the mid 

1960s and suggests that Black Power advocates were reactionary and conservative.  

While Fairclough does not completely ignore black radicalism, he nonetheless pushes it 

to the margins of black protest activity.

If one understands the civil rights era as the ‘King years’ or only as organized 

nonviolence, then perhaps Black Power would seem contradictory, reactionary, and even 

insignificant.  But what happens if one does not assume that the movement was 

synonymous with nonviolence?  What happens if at the core of the narrative “nonviolent 

resistance” is replaced with the more general term “black resistance?”  In other words, if 

instead of searching for how blacks organized marches, boycotts, and sit ins, perhaps a 

better place to start would be a more basic search for how blacks resisted domination and 

sought freedom.
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The standard narrative is also misleading in terms of the origins of the movement.  

As previously mentioned, the traditional narrative tends to position the 1954 Brown

decision and/or the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955 as the beginnings of the 

movement.  Even though most scholars acknowledge the importance of World War II in 

the freedom struggle, the decade following the war is characterized as a time of minimal 

resistance, as a lull before the storm.  World War II is usually understood in generalized 

terms as a turning point—a moment when African Americans became acutely aware of 

the irony of fighting and dying for democracy abroad while being denied democracy at 

home.  Despite this general sentiment, there has been little in depth analysis of this post-

war period.  Furthermore, those studies that have probed into black resistance in this 

period have tended to focus exclusively on evidence of organized protest.  From the 

perspective of 1960s mass protest, scholars have tended to look backward, using the 60s 

organized nonviolence trope to explore black activism prior to 1954.  Yet, if we avoid 

this teleological approach and instead look forward from World War II, we could better 

understand the complexity and continuity of black resistance in which the war experience 

and domestic and international politics were directly connected to the emergence of the 

civil rights and Black Power movements.  

Aldon Morris’ The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement demonstrates the 

limitations of focusing only on organized resistance in the pre-1960s era.  When Morris’ 

study was published in 1984, it made a significant contribution to the field.  Up to that 

point, scholars had glossed over the early years of the struggle and few had explored the 

beginnings of the mass movement from the bottom up.  Morris, recognizing that the civil 
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rights narrative had placed far too much emphasis on national figures and national events, 

used an “indigenous perspective” to examine the ways in which the larger struggle in 

various “movement centers” emerged from local institutions and community groups.26

While Morris’ study reveals a great deal on the emergence and growth of civil 

rights organizations at the local level, including CORE, the NAACP, the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference, and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, 

his premise is based on the assumption that these organizations were synonymous with 

the movement.  His research was primarily limited to the papers of organizations and 

leaders (such as King) and his interviews with fifty-nine ministers and participants, most 

of them prominent figures in organizations.  With that research base, it is not surprising 

that for Morris, the only significant movement origins are in the development of civil 

rights organizations.  

Morris’ interpretation is skewed by the traditional narrative rooted in organized 

nonviolence.  First, Morris’ movement origins begin in 1953 with the bus boycott in 

Baton Rouge, Louisiana.  One of Morris’ central arguments is that the mass civil rights 

movement was unique and should be dealt with on its own terms.27  Without disputing 

that point, the privileging of organized nonviolent protest in the 1950s and earlier 

minimizes the movement’s origins in other forms of black resistance.  For Morris, the 

movement takes shape when civil rights organizations, both local and national, begin to 

26 Aldon D. Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement:  Black Communities Organizing for 
Change (New York:  The Free Press, 1984).

27 In fairness to Morris, while he begins with 1953, he acknowledges that the protest of the 1950s was 
linked to a long tradition of black resistance encompassing, slave revolts, Garveyism, and the 1941 March 
on Washington.  He also anticipated that any attempt to identify a particular moment as the beginnings of 
the modern civil rights movement would invite disagreement.  Ibid., ix-xi.
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have a larger presence in the South.  While it is true that there was relatively little 

organized civil rights activity in the decade following World War II, there were 

nonetheless many significant acts of black resistance.  For example, as both Charles 

Payne and John Dittmer have noted, in 1946 Medgar Evers and five other World War II 

veterans attempted to register to vote in Decatur, Mississippi.28  In addition, during the 

war and in the immediate months following it, there were numerous racial incidents 

involving returning black veterans and local whites.29  These actions occurred outside 

organizations yet they clearly have both direct and indirect connections with the birth of a 

mass civil rights movement.  

Second, Morris’ movement origins are situated almost exclusively in the black 

middle class, who represented much of the leadership in the civil rights organizations and 

the black church.30  If the origins came from institutions with black middle class leaders 

then that leaves only two possibilities for the role of the black working class.  One, in 

terms of ideology and strategy, the black working class and the black middle class were 

of one mind.  As I’ve already noted, the words and actions of individuals such as Robert 

F. Williams and others indicate that there was a great deal of division among blacks in 

their response to racialized oppression.  Concerning the black working class, Robin D. G. 

28 Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom, 47; Dittmer, Local People, 1-2.
29 For example, in Birmingham in 1943, there were a number of reports of black soldiers subverting 

racial customs on city buses by moving the sign marking the colored section forward, sitting in the white 
section, and fighting with white passengers and bus drivers.  Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels:  Culture, 
Politics, and the Black Working Class (New York:  The Free Press, 1994), 64.  There were also numerous 
incidents in Mississippi, including in 1946 a black soldier who criticized the segregated buses in Jackson 
and was subsequently beaten, jailed, and fined $25.  “Soldier Badly Beaten, Fined $25 for Criticizing Jim 
Crow Bus Here,” Jackson Advocate, 9 March 1946.
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Kelley contends that their concerns and their efforts were often quite distinct from the 

activities of middle class-led organizations.31  The other possible implication of Morris’ 

approach is that black working class resistance made no significant contribution to the 

emergence of a mass movement.  Since the black working class was less likely to be 

involved in organized protest, much of their resistance is omitted from the narrative.  On 

the neglect of the black working class within the scholarship, Robin D. G. Kelley 

contends that the “so-called margins of struggle, whether it is the unorganized, often 

spontaneous battles with authority or social movements thought to be inauthentic or 

unrepresentative of the community’s interests, are really a fundamental part of the larger 

story waiting to be told.”32  Because, as Kelley argues, “most black working-class 

resistance has remained unorganized, clandestine, and evasive,” a narrative that 

legitimizes only organized peaceful protest excludes an entire segment of the black 

community.33  Thus, while Morris illuminates the process of organizing, at the same time 

he obscures virtually every other form of black resistance in the post-World War II era.  

Overall, since the initial interpretation of the movement established by the media, 

there have been some important revisions within the academic literature.  In particular, 

scholars have reconsidered the top-down approach of federal action and national leaders 

and examined what was happening at the local level and how those efforts were 

interconnected to a national movement.  Unfortunately, scholars have been hesitant to 

30 In addition, Morris tends to focus much more on male leadership in the movement.  Of the 59 
interviews Morris conducted, over 80% were with males.  However, this represents a more balanced 
approach than earlier studies.

31 Kelley, Race Rebels, 1- 13.
32 Ibid., 4.
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reexamine the organized nonviolence trope and consider how various forms of resistance 

contributed to a mass movement.  Specifically, the labels the media applied to black 

resistance in the 1960s—advocates of nonviolence versus advocates of violence—remain.  

Thus, the first step in reexamining the role of black resistance in the civil rights and 

Black Power movements is to critically analyze these labels.  Beginning with the basics 

we need to ask, what does “violence” mean?

Defining Violence

While the ideology of nonviolence plays a central role in most civil rights studies, 

very few of these works address the concepts of “nonviolence” and its apparent opposite, 

“violence.”  Some studies have considered the strategies and rhetoric of passive 

resistance but that is not the same as delving into the meaning of nonviolence and 

violence.  Instead, most scholars tend to accept the labels of violence and nonviolence 

(i.e., King is nonviolent, Williams is violent; the civil rights movement is nonviolent, the 

Black Power movement is violent) without questioning the validity of those mainstream 

media and historiographical assertions.  How can we divide various individuals or groups 

into camps of violence and nonviolence if we do not first consider what violence is?  

More to the point, the use of the terms violence and nonviolence within much of 

the literature implies that violence as a term and as a practice is devoid of ideological 

meaning, that it has some common sense, objective definition.  In fact, violence is 

33 Ibid., 7-8.
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ingrained in a realm of significations that are intertwined with historical, social, 

gendered, and racial processes.  Violence is a subjective, value-laden social construction, 

whose meaning is constantly in flux across temporal and ideological terrains.  It is not 

within the scope of this project to detail all of the possible meanings and significations of 

violence.  Instead, I utilize the concept of violence as a way of exploring the multiple and 

diverse forms of both black resistance and State repression, as each relates to the black 

freedom struggle.

In the literature that theorizes violence, this concept is usually examined in one of 

two ways.  One group of scholars has attempted to lay out some sort of “objective” 

definition that allows for the labeling of particular events or processes as violent.  

Another group of scholars has tended to focus on how violence is defined within society.  

They are less concerned with creating an all-purpose objective meaning than with trying 

to explain how people decide what constitutes violence.  Both of these dialogues are 

relevant to understanding the role of violence in Jim Crow Mississippi.

A simple definition of violence would be that it is a use of force that involves 

infliction of physical injury or at least the intent to cause bodily harm.  Indeed, Webster’s 

dictionary defines violence as an “exertion of physical force so as to injure or abuse.”34

However, as an analytical tool that definition is of little use.  For example, what if an 

individual who is robbing a bank shoots a bystander?  Or what if instead the bystander 

shoots the bank robber?  What if police officers pump forty-one bullets into an individual 

who was reaching for his wallet while they were questioning him?  What if U.S. military 

34 Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, s.v. “violence.”
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forces assassinate a foreign head of state?  What if the U.S. President adopts an economic 

policy that leads to poverty and death for some of the nation’s citizens?  While each of 

these acts may result in bodily harm, each is also subject to numerous distinct 

interpretations.  The key to understanding what constitutes violence lies in perceptions, 

intent, and context.  For example, concerning the individual who was shot by the police, 

would it make a difference if he had a gun?  Would it make a difference if he were black?  

Even if we could agree that technically all of these incidents would be considered violent, 

we then get into the questions of justifiable and unjustifiable, or legitimate and 

illegitimate, violence and of who decides how those lines are drawn.  And those 

discussions of violence cannot be separated from the socio-historical context.

In terms of Jim Crow Mississippi, any conceptualization of violence must take 

into account the unequal distribution of power between whites and blacks.  In this 

dissertation, I define racial violence as an exercise of power, an act of direct or indirect 

force, committed by the oppressor against the oppressed to quell any real or perceived 

threat to the status quo and subsequently to the oppressor’s authority to rule over the 

oppressed.35  Violence cannot be divorced from other social constructions that serve to 

legitimize a particular hierarchical social structure.  As I explain below, violence and the 

political/social authority to define violence are the tools that maintain that structure.  

The most easily identifiable form of violence against the oppressed is that of the 

direct physical attack, such as beatings, lynchings, and police brutality.  These attacks are 

35 My understanding of violence is heavily influenced by Paolo Freire, who was concerned with 
education and class oppression in Brazil.  Paolo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, new rev. ed., trans. 
Myra Bergman Ramos (New York:  Continuum, 1993).
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violent not only in terms of the infliction of bodily pain or death but also in the 

psychological effect upon both the victim and the oppressed group.  Because the attacks 

can be meted out arbitrarily and without fear of punishment, direct physical violence 

devalues the body/life of the oppressed.  It sends the message to the individual and the 

group that the body of the oppressed is at the disposal of the dominant group.  Hence, 

direct physical violence reaffirms the dominant ideology that the oppressed are less than 

human relative to the oppressor.  Finally, direct physical violence functions to put down 

any real or perceived threats to the status quo.  It serves as a warning to the oppressed 

group that any breech of the laws and customs—which substantiate the boundaries 

between the oppressor and the oppressed—may be met with brute force.  Thus, violence 

functions physically and psychologically to discourage the oppressed from resisting.  

The multiple effects and functions of direct physical violence can be understood 

within the context of the Jim Crow South.  As Joy James observes, the objective of a 

lynching was not death but rather torture and mutilation as a means to control an ethnic 

people.  She notes that within U.S. culture, the black body constitutes a threat that has to 

be policed.  Accordingly, the lynching is not so much a response to a specific criminal act 

but rather to a symbol of racialized sexual deviance.36  One could argue that within the 

lynchers’ imaginary, the violation of sexual mores across racial lines was the ultimate 

breech of the racial status quo and the ultimate symbol of black resistance.  In one sense 

it mattered little whether or not an actual violation had occurred.  Once the rumor (the 

symbol) of a serious Jim Crow violation was in the open, someone had to be punished.  A 
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forceful and swift message had to be sent to the black community.  While other Jim Crow 

transgressions might be met with a less extreme expression of violence, all of those 

expressions were meant to thwart subversion and reinforce the dehumanization of 

African Americans.  

In addition to the direct physical attack, an oppressive system also engenders 

structural violence.  These violent acts or processes emerge from a system rooted in 

racialized, gendered, and class-based ideologies—ideas that justify the exploitation of 

specific groups.  Furthermore, these processes of violence are a product of the normal and 

regular functioning of the system.  Structural violence, such as racial profiling, women’s 

subjugation, and poverty, are not incidental, indiscriminant manifestations of violence, 

but rather they disproportionately affect specific groups.  

Johan Galtung suggests that structural violence is in one sense a more developed 

form of direct physical violence.  He notes that in terms of racialized violence in the U.S., 

the initial act of direct violence was the capture of Africans who were then forced in to 

slavery.  With the development of racialized slavery, justified through an ideology of 

white supremacy and black inferiority, structural violence emerged alongside physical 

violence.37  Thus even after slavery was abolished, racialized violence continued in the 

form of disfranchisement, segregation, discrimination, and more recently, racial profiling.  

36 Joy James, Resisting State Violence:  Radicalism, Gender, and Race in U. S. Culture (Minneapolis:  
University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 29-30.

37 Johan Galtung, “Cultural Violence,” Journal of Peace Research 27, no. 3 (1990):  291-305.
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These acts of violence, which served to dehumanize African Americans, both emerged 

from and solidified an oppressive racial system.38

While structural violence can inflict bodily harm, such as with police brutality, it 

also has psychological effects.  For example, with poverty, among its violent results are 

the malnutrition and lack of adequate healthcare relative to other segments of the 

population.  But in addition, the way in which poverty is understood in the mainstream is 

also an act of violence.  Within the mainstream, the impoverished individual, not an 

unjust system, is often blamed for her/his condition.  Such a notion is then frequently 

affirmed by a “bootstraps” ideology, the belief that anyone can succeed if she/he works 

hard enough.  These dehumanizing acts take various forms, including something 

seemingly as benign as a bumper sticker-- “I Fight Poverty—I Work.”39  From that 

perspective, the cause of poverty seems to be laziness.  Or by fixating on a stereotype 

such as the “welfare queen,” the blame shifts from structural problems to a racialized 

individual who does not want to escape poverty but instead would prefer to “rob” the 

taxpayer.40  The focus on the individual obfuscates the structural causes of poverty.  That 

interpretation does not take into account why poverty rates are higher among people of 

38 Whether ideas about race or the enslavement of Africans by Europeans emerged first is not 
particularly relevant to this discussion.  Whichever position one takes on that historiographical question, it 
is clear that the racial ideologies that emerged and developed in the U.S. from the beginnings of slavery to 
the present have served both to produce structural violence and to render those practices invisible.

39 Observed by the author on an automobile, Bloomington, Ind., November 2002.  As a political 
message, this bumper sticker is a reproduction of the myths created by U.S. ultra-right political and 
economic ideologies. Regardless of the fact that the bumper sticker can be considered an ‘alternative’ 
medium, its message operates within a discourse of democracy that reproduces the ideologies of the people 
in power.  John D. H. Downing, Radical Media:  Rebellious Communication and Social Movements
(Thousand Oaks, Cal.:  Sage Publications, Inc., 2001), 88-96.

40 Freire observes that the focus on the welfare recipient instead of the system leads to the assumption 
that the individual has deviated from the ‘good, organized, and just’ society, suggesting that the recipient 
not the system is what needs changing.  Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 55.
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color than among white people.  Nor does it explain why the normal functioning of 

capitalism affects white people and people of color differently.  Thus, in addition to the 

physical harm of poverty, the oppressed are also dehumanized by the efforts to convince 

them that they are to blame for their own impoverished condition.  

This process of blaming the individual—as opposed to addressing the condition of 

poverty—could also be understood as what Galtung refers to as cultural violence.  

Whereas structural violence emerges directly from the larger system, cultural violence is 

often exercised in the daily interactions and interpersonal relationships between members 

of the dominant and subordinate group in which particular discourses and symbols are 

debasing.41  In other words, within an oppressive system violence is woven into the 

culture itself, such as racial stereotyping in the media and sexist or homophobic remarks.  

As Paulo Freire has argued, “any situation in which ‘A’ objectively exploits ‘B’ 

or hinders his and her pursuit of self-affirmation as a responsible person. . . . in itself 

constitutes violence.”  Thus while cultural violence may not inflict direct bodily harm, it 

is nonetheless violent in its denial of self-affirmation.  Within the larger society, the 

oppressed are denied the right to define themselves—individually or as a group—and 

instead the nature of their existence is prescribed by the oppressor, i.e., as the black 

mammy or the dumb blonde.  They are reduced to a prescribed role determined by those 

in a position of power.  Furthermore, as Freire asserts, the oppressed are expected to see 

the world and their place in the world as a fixed entity, as something natural that could 

41 Galtung defines cultural violence as “those aspects of culture, the symbolic sphere of our existence 
by religion and ideology, language and art, empirical science and formal science (logic, mathematics) – that 
can be used to justify or legitimize direct or structural violence.”  Galtung, “Cultural Violence,” 291.
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not and should not be changed or challenged.  The oppressed are expected to adapt to this 

world.  Thus, the world created by the oppressor is one full of myths that function to 

reveal the “truth” of the dominant ideology.  According to Freire, these myths include the 

industriousness and generosity of the dominant group juxtaposed with the laziness of the 

subordinate group.42

In the Jim Crow South, one can perceive the functioning of cultural violence 

through the racialized forms of social address.  Whereas according to social custom 

whites would address other whites with titles (Mr., Mrs.), blacks were frequently given 

various labels such as boy, preacher, auntie, or uncle.43  Blacks were thus reduced to 

caricatures created by whites.  Accordingly, in their daily interactions with whites, 

African Americans were reminded of their supposed racial inferiority and denied the right 

to define themselves within the larger society.  In addition, they were taught that these 

distinctions in the forms of address were natural.  The potency of this cultural violence 

lay in the regularity with which it was carried out.44

Thus far, I have focused on the violence of the oppressor.  What about the 

oppressed?  Do they commit acts of violence?  In the way that I am conceptualizing 

violence—as a tool and product of oppression—the oppressed are incapable of violence.  

Even though, as previously noted, Robert F. Williams called on blacks to “meet violence 

with violence,” his position was one of self defense and of reaction to the violence of 

42 Ibid., 37, 25-29, 119-122.
43 Freire would probably refer to this custom as a form of cultural oppression, utilizing culture to 

cement the validity of the oppressor’s rule.  
44 Given this perspective on language, it is not surprising that blacks initiated an informal movement to 

be identified not as negroes (term of the oppressor) but as blacks and later as African Americans.  In fact, in 
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segregationists.  He was not so much meeting violence with violence as he was meeting 

violence with an aggressive defense.  As Paulo Freire asserts, “[n]ever in history has 

violence been initiated by the oppressed.  How could they be the initiators if they 

themselves are the result of violence? . . .  There would be no oppressed had there been 

no prior situation of violence to establish their subjugation.”45  While both the oppressor 

and the oppressed can use force, only the oppressor’s force is violent.  Because of the 

unequal distribution of power and privilege, only the oppressor’s force is capable of 

dehumanizing others.  

How then do we make sense of the use of force by the oppressed?  If it is an 

attack upon the oppressor, then it is a response to the violence and dehumanization of the 

oppressor.  As Freire contends, once the initial act of violence sets in motion a process of 

oppression, neither the actions of the oppressor nor the oppressed can be disentangled 

from it.  On at least one level, when the oppressed attack the oppressor, it represents an 

act of liberation.  For instance, if a black man shot and killed a white man in 1950s 

Mississippi (and there are examples of this that will be discussed in subsequent chapters), 

whatever other meaning can be gleaned from the shooting, this action would have been a 

direct rejection of the basic tenets of the Jim Crow ideology.  Whereas it had been 

inculcated in blacks to be submissive, stay in their place, and always defer to the 

authority of whites, a black man shooting a white man was a direct violation of that 

the post-civil rights era one could even argue that the use of the term “nigger” among blacks is consistent 
with the desire to take control over how they are defined.

45 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 37.
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hegemonic message.  At the very least, it represented an act of subversion, a denial that 

his body/life is worth less than the white man he shot.  

What about so-called black on black violence?  What if a black man murders 

another black man?  Obviously that constitutes an act of violence but it is what Freire 

refers to as “horizontal violence” in which the oppressed internalize their oppression and 

turn their rage against their comrades instead of against their oppressors.46  Similarly, as 

Frantz Fanon notes, “The colonized man will first manifest this aggressiveness which has 

been deposited in his bones against his own people.”47  Thus, these acts can also be 

understood as acts of violence caused by the oppressor and the condition of oppression.

In laying out a definition of violence that encompasses physical, structural, and 

cultural attacks upon the oppressed, I have tried to demonstrate that the key feature in the 

oppressor-oppressed relationship is dehumanization.  However, that is not how violence 

is usually understood within mainstream society.  In fact, one could argue that consistent 

with the analytical definition of violence that I am using, the process of labeling violence 

within mainstream society is in itself part of the larger campaign of the oppressor to 

maintain control by further dehumanizing the oppressed. 

In general, within the mainstream, violence usually refers to a direct use of force 

against another person.  This straightforward definition completely excludes structural 

and cultural processes of violence such as poverty and discrimination.  Thus for the 

mainstream, violent acts would include domestic abuse, shooting a person, or blowing up 

a building inhabited by civilians.  However, depending on the context, those acts could be 

46 Ibid., 44.  
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construed by the mainstream as either legitimate or illegitimate violence.  For example, in 

the U.S., most citizens understood the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing and the 2001 World 

Trade Center bombings as illegitimate acts of violence.  On the other hand, the 1945 

atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are generally understood by Americans as 

legitimate—or at least necessary/justifiable—acts of violence.  As these examples 

indicate, the distinction between legitimate and illegitimate violence has little to do with 

the extent of destruction or loss of life.  The “illegitimate” acts on U.S. soil destroyed 

several buildings and the number of deaths was in the thousands.  Meanwhile, the 

“legitimate” bombing of Hiroshima killed in the hundreds of thousands and completely 

leveled four square miles.  Obviously nationalism, geography, and the identity of the 

victims play a role in these examples, but those are only the most obvious factors 

involved.  For instance, in the U.S. if an individual shoots an intruder in his house, it is 

usually understood as a legitimate act of violence—even if the shooter’s life was not 

directly threatened.  That response would not be justifiable in all societies, but it is 

justifiable within a capitalist society in which the acquisition of private property is at the 

core of the belief system.  The key question then is, how does a particular society draw 

the line between legitimate and illegitimate violence?

Robert Wolff argues that the idea of legitimate violence requires a legitimate 

authority, some objective barometer that gauges legitimate and illegitimate violence.48

Although, as Wolff argues, a “real” legitimate authority is impossible because it is rooted 

in subjectivity, what is significant in the labeling of violence is that the population 

47 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York:  Grove Press, 1963), 52.
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believes that there is some ultimate authority.  That legitimate authority—whether it is 

expressed as the Constitution, local or state laws, customs, or the pronouncements of 

political leaders—comes from the State.49  Joy James asserts that “state and civil society 

seem to speak in one voice regarding policing, punishment, and violence as the media, 

educational institutions, and private citizens are organized to further state hegemony in 

spite of their autonomy from state apparatuses.”50  Thus similar to oppression, the 

labeling of legitimate and illegitimate violence is a product of the dominant ideas of State 

hegemony.  

As the State plays a central role in identifying and labeling violence, it gives itself 

greater leeway in its own use of “force.”  For example, Wolff observes that when a police 

officer beats a helpless victim, it is characterized as an ‘excessive use of force.’  

Meanwhile, if a group of citizens attack a police officer it is noted that the mob ‘resorts to 

violence.’51  The euphemism “excessive force” does not imply a significant 

uncontrollable problem but rather an isolated, unfortunate incident.  The use of the word 

“violence” to describe the crowd suggests a breech of the social pact, it implies an out-of-

control mob.  The key distinction in terms of one using force and the other resorting to 

violence is that the officer is a protector of the dominant system, while the crowd, with its 

potential for being beyond the control of the “authorities,” is a threat to that status quo.  

48 Robert Paul Wolff, “On Violence,” Journal of Philosophy LXVI, (2 October 1969):  601-616.
49 One may be tempted to argue that the written law is an objective authority but even beyond the way 

in which the law is carried out, it is clear that the law is completely beholden to interpretation within the 
historical context.  For example, despite the presence of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, Jim 
Crow segregation emerged in the South in direct violation of those amendments, substantiated by a re-
interpretation with the Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) decision.

50 James, Resisting State Violence, 6.
51 Wolff, “On Violence,” 608-609.
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Likewise, other forms of State violence, such as capital punishment, are also 

constructed as necessary to protect the larger society.  Those who are protecting the 

dominant system are almost never constructed as violent.  Or if the act is clearly violent, 

then it is written off as a justifiable act of violence, necessary in the interest of the public 

good.  James C. Scott asserts that these euphemisms for violence play an important role 

in disguising domination.  For example, State executions, which disproportionately kill 

members of oppressed groups, become the euphemism “capital punishment.”52

Just as the State masks its own acts of violence through euphemisms, it also 

publicly transforms resistance (to the State) into “violence.”  Those who represent a 

threat to the dominant system are nearly always constructed as dangerous to the larger 

society.  As Freire, contends, the oppressed who react to the violence against them are the 

ones who become identified as ‘violent,’ ‘barbaric,’ ‘wicked,’ or ferocious.53  For 

example, after fifteen deaths in six years at the hands of police officers, Cincinnati blacks 

took to the streets in protest of the most recent death in April 2001.  Mayor Charles 

Lukens likened the situation to Beirut, referred to the city as being ‘under siege,’ and 

noted that ‘the violence in our streets is uncontrolled.’  Meanwhile, protestors reminded 

the mayor that it was the police who had been violent and that they had been complaining 

about this violence (police brutality) for two years.54  Clearly, the mayor and the 

protestors had two very different understandings of violence.

52 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance:  Hidden Transcripts (New Haven, Conn.:  
Yale University Press, 1990), 52-55.

53 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 37.
54 Francis X. Clines, “Cincinnati Mayor Imposes Curfew to Quell Violence,” New York Times, 13 April 

2001, A12.  According to the article, the protestors “heckled” the mayor concerning police brutality.  
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Given this subjective nature of labeling violence and its connections to State 

hegemony, it is clear that to make sense of violence in the Jim Crow South, one must first 

situate “violence” within the context of the dominant racialized ideology.  For example, 

the lynching of blacks in the South that emerged in the Jim Crow era became legitimate 

acts of violence because they maintained the status quo.  What is significant is that in a 

general sense, the mainstream increasingly viewed lynching as unjustifiable violence, 

which explains the increase in trials against lynchers in the 1940s.  However, it is equally 

clear that ultimately those acts were deemed legitimate because the white perpetrators 

were always found “not guilty.”  In addition, as Joy James contends, the ritual of the 

lynching focused not on the particular lynch victim but on the symbol of the victim, as 

representing the black male aggressor.55  The State-sanctioned violence of lynching, then, 

was transformed in the mainstream into State protection, in this case the protection of 

white women and white womanhood.

Lynching was not simply a product of a Southern Jim Crow ideology, but more 

generally, of a national racialized ideology.  While northern whites may not have 

participated in the lynchings themselves, their acquiescence legitimized white 

Southerners’ actions.  National anti-lynching bills failed in Congress while postcards 

depicting Southern lynchings were popular in New York City.  Thus even though 

lynchings’ respectability gradually waned beginning in the 1920s, it continued to be a 

legitimate act of violence within the national mainstream at least into the 1940s when 

55 James, Resisting State Violence, 29. Similarly, Lewis R. Gordon contends that with an oppressive 
regime, evil is always presented as existing among individuals or groups, never within the system.  Lewis 
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federal officials began investigating these incidents.  Yet throughout much of the Jim 

Crow era, lynching was essentially acceptable because it represented no threat to the 

status quo.  

In sum, whether one is examining black resistance or racial repression, an 

understanding of violence as a social construction is critical to this discussion.  Analyzing 

how various groups defined and in some cases tried to manipulate these constructions 

sheds light on how racial domination functioned and how it was challenged.  From that 

perspective, it should be clear why Robert F. Williams and others who recognized the 

inherent violence of Jim Crow were considered dangerous by Mississippi segregationists.  

As I will discuss in the following chapter, these moments of critical awareness for 

African Americans were important building blocks leading toward a larger movement.

R. Gordon, Her Majesty’s Other Children:  Sketches of Racism from a Neocolonial Age (Lanham, 
Maryland:  Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1997), 154.
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Chapter 2

“Messing with White Folk”:  Surviving and Subverting 
Racial Domination in Jim Crow Mississippi

It is always necessary to watch out for something, a little beneath history, that breaks 
with it, that agitates it; it is necessary to look, a little behind politics, for that which ought 

to limit it, unconditionally.
—Michel Foucault, “Is It Useless to Revolt?”

They [whites only and colored signs] just humiliation to me.  You were just less than 
anybody else.  You just a low character. . . .  That’s what they thought you were.  You 

weren’t as good as they were.  It was humiliating but living was important.
—Cathon Robinson, Interview by Mausiki Scales, Itta Bena, Mississippi, August, 3, 1995

In January 1954, African American Eddie Noel shot and killed three white men.  

After two weeks of hiding from authorities and an armed posse of whites, Noel 

surrendered.  These events played out in the Mississippi Delta, in Holmes County, 

adjacent to Leflore County where Emmett Till was lynched for allegedly whistling at a 

white woman the following year.  Noel, however, was not lynched and although he was 

initially charged with murder, he was not executed nor sentenced to prison.1

1 Hazel Brannon Smith, “Slayer of Three White Men Gives Up to Authorities Wednesday Night,” 
Lexington Advertiser, 28 January 1954; “Noel Surrenders and Is Taken to Hinds Co. Jail,” Mississippi 
Enterprise, 29 January 1954; Bob Bloodworth, “Noel’s Surrender Described by Man Bringing Him In,” 
Lexington Advertiser, 4 February 1954; “Noel Surrenders, Trial Set First Monday in April,” Jackson 
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The implications of the Noel incident are potentially immense.  Well before the 

beginnings of a mass civil rights movement, here was a black man who directly 

challenged whites in a most dramatic and forceful manner.  In addition, in an area that 

was perhaps the epitome of white domination and racial oppression, the episode was not 

met with a lynching, a state execution, or any public demonstration of white power.  

Nonetheless, Noel’s story did not make it into the history books and his absence leaves 

many questions unanswered regarding race relations in pre-1960s Mississippi.  Was this 

act significant and did it have a larger impact on the black freedom struggle?  Were there 

other Eddie Noels?  How do we explain the response of the State and local whites?  

These questions will be addressed in this chapter and throughout this dissertation.  For 

the moment, however, I will focus on two interconnected issues:  Noel’s exclusion from 

the scholarship and how I learned about Noel.  

Similar to Robert F. Williams’s prolonged absence and marginalization, there is 

no place for Noel’s act of aggression within the standard civil rights narrative.  To the 

best of my knowledge, Noel was never part of a civil rights organization, his actions 

could not be classified as passive resistance, the shooting and surrender did not attract 

national attention, and the episode occurred before the Brown decision and the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott.  Accordingly, if one conceives of the movement as one of 

nonviolent organized resistance beginning in May 1954, Noel’s rebellion would appear to 

be unrelated to the integration of lunch counters and public schools that came later.  At 

the same time, one should not assume that Noel’s exclusion was a deliberate choice by 

Advocate, 6 February 1954; Hazel Brannon Smith “Separate but Unequal,” n.d., 
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scholars, as one is unlikely to find any account of this incident in civil rights records or in 

national newspapers.  Even if a researcher stumbled upon this episode in the local 

newspapers, she/he would have little reason to believe Noel had much of an impact on 

race relations or the civil rights movement in Mississippi.  

It is likely that I too would have missed Eddie Noel’s story, except that in pouring 

over oral histories from various projects, I found numerous references to the incident.  

More than fifty years after the shootings, it was still fresh in the minds of many African 

Americans in Holmes and Leflore counties.  In fact, Noel’s act of aggression was often 

told not as an isolated incident but rather as one of numerous examples—it being the 

most dramatic—of blacks challenging white domination.  The oral record of the Noel 

shooting underscores the need to question not only the ideological and temporal 

parameters of movement studies but also civil rights historians’ methodological approach 

to black resistance.

Many historians dismiss oral history as unreliable, conceiving of these 

recollections of the past as tainted by time and corrupted by the undependable nature of 

the memory.  While the reliability of the memory is a legitimate concern, the basis for 

disregarding oral accounts is often rooted in the apparent objectivity of the written text.  

Created within the historical moment, the written word becomes authoritative and 

immutable, regardless of the source of the text or the period of time between the 

historical moment and the scholar’s interpretation of it.  There are two serious problems 

with this hierarchical perception of sources.  First, the written text is subject to many of 

www.aliciapatterson.org/APF0606/Brannon_Smith/Brannon_Smith.html, accessed January 18, 2005.
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the same limitations as the oral text.  Although the actual written word does not change, 

as media scholar Steven Classen argues, both written and oral texts are socially and 

historically constructed.2  Any text, whether it was produced within the historical moment 

or in the reminiscences of that moment, is shaped by the ideologies of a particular time 

and by the frame of reference of those who create the texts.  As historical artifacts 

analyzed in a later time, these texts are similarly influenced by the perspectives, beliefs, 

and assumptions of those who attempt to derive meaning from these documents.  Written 

texts, like oral texts, are subjective and ex cathedra and their content is open to 

interpretation.  

A second problem that arises from privileging the written over the oral is the issue 

of exclusion.  As Ralph Ellison explained in Invisible Man, “All things, it is said, are duly 

recorded—all things of importance, that is.  But not quite, for actually it is only the 

known, the seen, the heard and only those events that the recorder regards as important 

that are put down, those lies his keepers keep their power by.”3  Whereas Ellison’s larger 

aim in this novel was to demonstrate the invisibility of African Americans within 

American society, he also astutely captures how African Americans are made invisible 

within the written record and more importantly, how the production of history functions 

to reinforce the dominant ideology and preserve the status quo.  Who is the recorder who 

decides what is worth writing down and who determines how that event is transcribed?  

Who and what gets left out or reinterpreted?  Regardless of even the noblest intentions of 

2 Steven D. Classen, Watching Jim Crow:  The Struggles over Mississippi TV, 1955-1969 (Durham, 
N.C.:  Duke University Press, 2004), 140-145.

3 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (New York:  Vintage International, 1980 [1947]), 439.



59

the recorder or the historian, all histories—including this one—are written with a 

conscious or subconscious purpose.  

An over reliance on the written record can result in a partial history or even a 

complete misinterpretation of the past.  For instance, in his examination of race and 

television in 1950s and 60s Mississippi, Steven Classen initially began by researching the 

documents of the Federal Communications Commission (FCC).  At a certain point he 

wondered “why there was not more ‘documented’ resistance to the consistent racism and 

unvarnished hate” that pervaded television in the 1960s.4  He soon realized that the 

documentation of resistance to racist television programming and practices resided in the 

memories of Jackson African Americans he interviewed.  In addition, unlike the FCC 

documents, local blacks’ discussions of television were intertwined with a much broader 

account of their experiences under Jim Crow.5  More than simply adding color to the 

narrative or fleshing out details, Classen’s oral interviews altered the narrative in 

demonstrating the various ‘undocumented’ ways blacks were talking about and 

challenging racism and segregation.  Whereas the written record suggested black 

passivity, the oral record revealed black discontent and resistance. 

In Classen’s case, the exclusion of black voices was the result of the record 

keepers.  In other instances historical exclusion or misinterpretation is a product of 

cultural practices within the African American community.  Given the strong oral 

tradition among African Americans, it would make sense that the written record would 

provide an incomplete account of the black experience.  For example, if one were to 

4 Classen, Watching Jim Crow, 140.
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examine all the black newspapers in the Deep South from the Jim Crow era, one would 

likely find relatively few instances of overt rejections of white domination.  It is not only 

that such proclamations would have been potentially dangerous but also that there were 

so many other safer outlets for expression, including churches, private conversations, 

beauty salons and barbershops, jook joints, coded music lyrics, and other sites ‘hidden’ 

from the white public.6  Writing about the significance of the blues, Paul Garon explains, 

“The most sense in which the blues singers act as ‘reporters’ is the way they become 

reporters of the mental processes.  Not so much the social or economic conditions of 

black life in America, but the effects of these conditions on the mind are expressed in the 

blues.”7  As a ‘reporter’ of the black experience, “[t]he black working-class blues singer 

rejects and even ridicules the repressive norms of the white bourgeoisie, negating 

bourgeois ideology in one fell swoop by the mere act of non-acceptance.”8  Whether in 

the blues, storytelling, jokes, or sermons, these oral texts would certainly offer insights 

into how blacks interpreted, coped with, and challenged racial domination.  As well, oral 

5 Ibid., 140-42.
6 Focusing in particular on black working class resistance, Robin D. G. Kelley contends, “Hidden in 

homes, dance halls, and churches, embedded in expressive cultures, is where much of what is choked back 
at work or in white-dominated public space can find expression.”  Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels:  
Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class (New York:  The Free Press, 1994), 51.  Likewise, many of 
these sites of resistance and critique were black public spaces.  As Mark Anthony Neal argues, the black 
press and black popular music served as primary sites for both public expression and communal critique.  
Mark Anthony Neal, What the Music Said:  Black Popular Music and Black Public Culture (New York:  
Routledge, 1999), 9.

7 Paul Garon, Blues & the Poetic Spirit (New York, Da Capo Press, 1978), 65 (Garon’s emphasis).
8 Ibid, 64.  While much of this rejection of repressive forces was coded in metaphors, as Garon 

discovered, the lyrics and conversations in the unrecorded blues of jook joints and private homes—places 
closed to whites—were much more direct and explicit.  For other excellent studies that connect the blues 
with the larger freedom struggle, see Adam Gussow,  Seems Like Murder Here:  Southern Violence and the 
Blues Tradition (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2002); Clyde Adrian Woods, Development 
Arrested:  The Blues and Plantation Power in the Mississippi Delta (London:  Verso, 1998); Neal, What 
the Music Said.
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texts are particularly useful in dealing with the segments of the black population, such as 

the illiterate and poor and working class blacks, who were often underrepresented in civil 

rights organizations.  

Finally, in arguing that the written text is not an objective, authoritative record, 

one should avoid the mistake of assuming that the oral text is more objective, more 

accurate, or closer to the truth.  Regardless of the source, any historical record, as well as 

the production of history itself, is subjective, and historical accounts reveal as much 

about those creating the history as they do about an historical event.  For example, in the 

historical account of Gabriel’s rebellion against slave owners in 1800 Virginia, James 

Sidbury discovered that white and black Virginians created two completely different 

stories of the event.  Whites turned the rebellion into a demonstration of the ultimate 

power of the State, while within the black community the failed rebellion became an 

example of white power undermining black solidarity and a critique of whites failing to 

live up to the ideas of the American revolution.9  As Sidbury’s study illustrates, 

sometimes the significance lay not in what happened but in how people remember what 

happened.10

9 James Sidbury, Ploughshares into Swords:  Race, Rebellion, and Identity in Gabriel’s Virginia, 1730-
1810 (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1997).  Similarly, in his study of African Creoles in 
Nicaragua, Edmund Gordon observed fundamental differences in the written and oral histories.  
Specifically, within the Creole community, the official written record was not nearly as important in their 
construction of their identity.  As Gordon contends, social memory was “utilized by Creoles to construct 
common meanings and are integral to imagining the community.”  Edmund T. Gordon, Disparate 
Diasporas:  Identity and Politics in an African Nicaraguan Community (Austin:  University of Texas Press, 
1998), 118.

10 The same argument applies to black memories in 20th Century Mississippi.  For instance, as activist 
Aaron Henry explained, the death of blues singer Bessie Smith in 1927 occupied a prominent place in the 
memories of blacks.  Shortly after her death, the story quickly spread throughout the black community that 
following her auto accident she had been denied admission to a white hospital.  Although this story was 
probably not true, as Henry explains, the perception within the black community that her death resulted 
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For discussions of race and resistance in Jim Crow Mississippi, oral sources are 

particularly important.  On the one hand, as Steven Classen discovered, the recollections 

of historical participants provide insights not available in traditional written records.  On 

the other hand, collective memory was and continues to be a central component of the 

African American experience.  One component of this collective memory is what Paul 

Gilroy refers to as a shared social memory of racial terror in which the terrors of the past 

also play a role in the present lived experience of blacks.11  Accordingly, slavery, 

lynching, economic exploitation, and past racial indignities remained (and continue to 

remain) within the collective memory of African Americans.  One did not have to be a 

slave or to have been the victim of racial violence to be affected and indeed shaped by the 

traumatic racial experiences of their ancestors and their racial brothers and sisters.  The 

victimization of any African American was the victimization of every African American.  

For African Americans in Jim Crow Mississippi, both the memory and the continuance of 

racial terror shaped who they were and how they understood the world.  

The collective memory of racial terror is also a model for discussions of black 

resistance.  Whereas acts of racialized oppression were part of a shared memory, so too 

were acts of resistance to that oppression.  Individual or collective acts of subversion, 

when witnessed or discussed by other African Americans, had a cumulative effect and 

served as important sources of inspiration for further action.  As W. Fitzhugh Brundage 

from a cruel racialized system was more important than the event itself.   Aaron Henry, the Fire Ever 
Burning, with Constance Curry (Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 2000), xviii.

11 In discussing black music, Gilroy explains, “there is a direct relationship between the community 
listeners constructed in the course of using that musical culture and the constitution of a tradition that is 
redefined here as the living memory of the changing same.” Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic:  Modernity 
and Double Consciousness, (Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 1993), 198.



63

contends, the memory of resistance “created the social and individual preconditions for 

future resistance.”12  Given that even the most minor of incidents could have contributed 

to these memories, I have not tried to establish a litmus test for determining what 

constitutes ‘significant’ resistance.  Instead, assuming that all of these incidents and many 

other unknown episodes inspired others, I have taken seriously any way in which 

Mississippi blacks challenged white domination.  

The memory of racial terror and the memory of resistance underlay the two 

central questions in this chapter:  How did blacks perceive their oppression and in what 

ways did they try to challenge it?  To answer those questions, I rely heavily on oral 

interviews.  Keenly aware of the limitations of recollections of a past era, I have tried to 

minimize this potential shortcoming by listening to and reading hundreds of interviews 

and transcripts scattered throughout a number of archives and in some cases accessible on 

the Internet.  I found more than 600 interviews with black and white Mississippians 

directly or indirectly related to Jim Crow life in the early to mid twentieth century.  

Approximately 200 of these interviews were particularly useful in shedding light on black 

perceptions of racial oppression and resistance to that oppression.  The strength in this 

approach is the multiple, varied perspectives of both the interviewees and the 

interviewers.  All of the interviews cited in this chapter were with black Mississippians.  

Within that group there was a great deal of variance in terms of age, date and place of 

12 W. Fitzhugh Brundage, “The Roar on the Other Side of Silence:  Black Resistance and White 
Violence in the American South, 1880-1940,” in Under Sentence of Death: Lynching in the South, ed. 
Brundage (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 285.
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birth, class, education, and vocation.  In addition, some of the interviewees were directly 

involved in organized efforts in the 1960s, while others were not.  

Mirroring the range of experiences of the interviewees was the variations among 

the interviewers and the projects that inspired the oral histories.  The dates of the 

interviews span from the 1970s to 2001.  There were black and white interviewers, 

including professors, graduate students, undergraduates, and even high school students.  

These interviews were conducted for historical projects with varied agendas:  the civil 

rights movement in Mississippi or in specific counties, the Jim Crow experience for 

Mississippi blacks, the cultural and social history of a specific neighborhood or county, 

the political history of the segregation defense, and white reactions and resistance to 

integration.  In addition, when possible and especially in discussing the racial discourse 

within the black public sphere, I utilize written sources (black and mainstream 

newspapers) to substantiate the broad themes and specific details that emerge from the 

oral histories.  Still, the core of the evidence comes from interviews with African 

Americans, and thus individual memories of Jim Crow are necessarily in the foreground.  

In the first part of this chapter, I focus on how blacks interpreted and talked about 

the multifaceted violence of Jim Crow by analyzing five key moments or sites for racial 

contestations:  African American children’s earliest exposure to racial difference, the 

imposed performance of black inferiority on public sidewalks and buses and in the forms 

of social address between blacks and whites, and finally cathartic personal realizations of 

what it meant to be black in Jim Crow Mississippi.  For each of these racial scenarios, I 

pay particular attention to the ways in which laws, customs, and/or white expectations 
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dehumanized African Americans.  Arguing that the foundation for black resistance was 

built on the critical awareness of being dehumanized, I then examine the ways in which 

blacks attempted to subvert racial oppression in the private sphere of the home, the semi-

hidden space of black schools and in the much more visible realms of the black press and 

public space.  In these spaces, blacks created an alternative worldview that undermined 

dominant constructions of blacks as anti-modern citizens.  Rooted in this 

counternarrative, I then consider more tangible acts of open resistance, from everyday 

challenges of racial customs to the more dramatic displays of armed resistance and direct 

confrontation.

Ultimately, in exploring black resistance in pre-1960s Mississippi, I am as 

concerned with the dialogues and memories of African Americans as I am with the actual 

events that are being discussed and memorialized.  While there is little doubt from the 

local newspaper coverage that the Eddie Noel shootings were an important event in 

January 1954, one also has to ask what it means that the shootings were still important 

fifty years later in the memories of Mississippi blacks.  To address that question, a good 

place to begin is to situate Eddie Noel within the dehumanizing context of the Jim Crow 

world.

The ABCs of Jim Crow:  Learning Racial Difference in Childhood

Legally speaking, Jim Crow segregation was solidified by the U.S. Supreme 

Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson decision in 1896 affirming the doctrine of ‘separate but 
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equal.’  In addition to separation of the races in public spaces, the late 19th century also 

witnessed the rise of black disfranchisement (after black males had been guaranteed the 

right to vote with the 15th amendment), a dramatic increase in lynching and other forms 

of physical violence, and the economic exploitation that developed through 

sharecropping and the crop lien system.13  Although the Plessy decision set an important 

national precedent, it had little bearing on the everyday race relations in Mississippi.  As 

Neil McMillen contends, “In Mississippi the color line was drawn in the attitudes and 

habits of its people, black and white, well before it was sanctioned by law” and “white 

sentiment crystallized” even before the end of Reconstruction.14  In fact, while state 

legislators passed some segregation laws during this period, they abandoned this project 

before it was ever completed.  Thus, in Mississippi social customs were central to the 

13 Under the system of sharecropping, those who worked the land were often forced to buy most or all 
of the supplies and they were frequently cheated out of their profits at the end of the year.  Most important, 
the emergence of the crop lien system cemented black dependence on whites.  As sharecropping developed 
rural merchants began to provide the sharecroppers with the seed, supplies, and eventually everything 
workers would need.  Because sharecroppers were paid only at the end of the year, they had no money to 
pay for the supplies and goods they would need throughout the year.  They were thus forced to borrow 
from these merchants and the crop became the collateral.  The problem with this system was that merchants 
established incredibly high interest rates.  Thus, year after year, sharecroppers were using the entire crop to 
pay on the previous year’s loan, and eventually they began to accumulate debt.  Furthermore, the merchant, 
who often worked in collusion with the landowner, could then control the sharecropper’s decisions, 
requiring them to grow certain crops to get another loan and forcing them to stay on the same plantation.  In 
sum, the years after emancipation saw a new labor system that looked strikingly similar to slavery.  For 
more on sharecropping in Mississippi and the South, see James C. Cobb, The Most Southern Place on 
Earth:  The Mississippi Delta and the Roots of Regional Identity (New York:  Oxford University Press, 
1992); Pete Daniel, Breaking the Land:  The Transformation of Cotton, Tobacco, and Rice Cultures since 
1880 (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1985); Nan Woodruff, American Congo: The African American 
Freedom Struggle in the Delta (Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 2003); Jacqueline Jones, 
Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow:  Black Women, Work, and the Family from Slavery to the Present (New 
York:  Vintage Books, 1985); Edward L. Ayers, The Promise of the New South:  Life After Reconstruction
(New York:  Oxford University Press, 1992); Leon F. Litwack, Trouble in Mind:  Black Southerners in the 
Age of Jim Crow (New York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 1998); Gavin Wright, Old South, New South:  Revolutions 
in the Southern Economy since the Civil War (New York:  Basic Books, 1986).

14 Neil R. McMillen, Dark Journey:  Black Mississippians in the Age of Jim Crow (Urbana:  University 
of Illinois Press, 1989), 3, 4. 



67

maintenance of racial domination, and those customs were informed by the notion of 

inherent racial differences between blacks and whites.

As Grace Elizabeth Hale argues, in the Jim Crow South, “segregation, as 

metaphor and as law, depended upon the myth of absolute racial difference, a translation 

of the body into collective meaning, into culture.”15  Whether an African American was 

trying to vote, trying to get a burger in restaurant, or simply talking to a white person, he 

or she was constantly reminded of his or her blackness in relationship to whiteness.  In 

laws and customs, blacks were taught that they were different from whites and that their 

status was a result of those differences.  Furthermore, blacks were confined to a public 

role prescribed by whites.  As Paulo Freire contended, “One of the basic elements of the 

relationship between oppressor and oppressed is prescription. Every prescription 

represents the imposition of one individual’s choice upon another, transforming the 

consciousness of the person prescribed to into one that conforms with the prescriber’s 

consciousness.”16  Those in power did not simply want blacks to act submissive but 

rather wanted them to believe that they should be submissive.  Blacks then were 

dehumanized not only in the physical effects of segregation, disfranchisement, and 

violence, but also in the denial to define themselves.  For most African Americans, these 

initial racial lessons began early in their childhoods.

One of the most striking elements in the interviews I encountered was how 

vividly many Mississippi blacks recalled their initial awareness of racial difference.  This 

15 Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness:  The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890-1940 (New 
York:  Vintage Books, 1998), 40.
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was intriguing in part because these first experiences were often when they were as 

young as four or five years old and in part because the moment was recounted without 

hesitation, as if it had happened only the day before.  Significantly, these experiences 

rarely involved anything as dramatic or physically violent as witnessing a lynching or a 

beating.  Yet, for black children, who did not yet know they were considered inferior, any 

exposure to racial dehumanization would be jarring.  Frequently these moments came 

soon after African American children began school.

Although there were numerous substantive differences between black and white 

schools—with whites generally having physically superior facilities, newer textbooks, 

and a longer school year, the initial exposure to racial difference for black students often 

came on the trips to and from school.  As black children walked to school each day, they 

were passed by the white children who were riding in buses.  Sometimes, the white 

students on the bus spit at the black students and called them names.17  At other times the 

bus driver was involved.  Attending school in the 1920s, Alice Giles recalls the bus driver 

swerving toward her and the other black children.18  During the same period, on David 

Mathews walks to school, the bus driver often veered into mud puddles as he passed 

black students.19

16 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, new rev., trans. Myra Bergman Ramos (New York:  
Continuum, 1993), 28-29 (Freire’s emphasis).

17 Walter Sculark, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Cleveland, Miss., 2 August 1995, Behind 
the Veil: Documenting African-American Life in the Jim Crow South, John Hope Franklin Historical 
Collections, Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Library, Duke University, Durham, N.C. 
[BTV hereafter]; Sarah Automon, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Greenwood, Miss., 4 
August 1995, BTV; Sculark Interview; John Johnson, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, 
Greenwood, Miss., 2 August 1995, BTV.

18 Alice Giles, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Indianola, Miss., 8 August 1995, BTV.
19 David Mathews, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Indianola, Miss., 5 August 1995, BTV.
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For the black students on foot, the bus was a symbol of privilege and the white 

students on the bus were in a position of power, looking down on black students, literally 

and figuratively, who were not entitled to buses.  Whereas the bus itself was a very real 

demonstration of racial difference, the unequal power relations were then reinforced by 

the name calling from whites and, perhaps more importantly, from the actions of the bus 

driver, an authority figure.  In essence, the act of slinging muddy water on students or of 

the driver threatening or pretending to threaten their lives by swerving towards them was 

a poignant early lesson in dehumanization, in which the black body was rendered 

dispensable.  

In addition to recognizing the racial differences, black children at some point also 

became aware of the consequences of disregarding Jim Crow customs.  For Johnny 

Jones, who spent most of his childhood on a plantation near Itta Bena in the 1930s, this 

realization came when he was about thirteen-years-old:

Then I began to see how white people do colored people. . . .  If you said 
something you wasn’t supposed to say, you got beat up. . . . If you didn’t say yes 
sir, no sir, you might get beat up . . .  They called everybody nigger.  Wouldn’t 
call you by your name. . . .  All the niggers that talked back to them got beat up, 
run out of town, or something.20

Perhaps Jones was already aware that in Jim Crow society blacks and whites were 

different, but it was not until he was a teenager that he understood the importance of 

publicly acknowledging his inferiority.  He understood both the dehumanization of Jim 

Crow and the impotence of his own position.

20 Johnny Jones, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 2 August 1995, BTV.
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Sometimes exposure to the enforcement of racial customs came from 

unknowingly crossing racial lines.  At a Christmas parade, a white girl approached a 

young Horace Buckley, African American, and offered him her balloon in exchange for a 

piece of the candy he had collected.  Suddenly a white man intervened, and as Buckley 

recalled, the man said, ‘Get back there nigger.  Don’t you never, now I kill ya.’  Buckley 

went home saddened, understanding “that there was a difference and the difference is 

there, and you’ve got to live with it.”21  Until the white man entered the scene, Buckley 

may not have even realized that he had crossed a Jim Crow line.  However, he went home 

aware that interactions between black men/boys and white women/girls were off limits.  

His difference from the white girl was made explicit, and he was threatened for not 

observing the racialized and gendered rules that governed that difference.  

Whether the initial racial experience was on the way to school, at a parade, or 

some other interaction with whites, this first encounter for black children indelibly 

shaped their perceptions of violence.  The swerving bus, the rock-bearing children on the 

bus, and the angry white man symbolized racialized physical violence or at least the 

threat of physical violence.  No doubt black children would have been exposed to other 

non-racialized forms of physical harm, such as in fights with other black children, but the 

encounters with whites were different in that attacks by whites were violence without 

recourse.  Dodging buses and rocks, black children learned that the rules were different 

for whites and that neither law nor custom could protect blacks from that violence but 

21 Horace Buckley, interview by Michael Garvey, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 11 May 1977, Civil 
Rights Movement in Mississippi, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern 
Mississippi, Hattiesburg [CRMM hereafter].
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instead served to legitimate these attacks.  Early childhood episodes with whites then 

were a first step toward recognizing that whites, the law, and the entire Jim Crow world 

represented potential violence against blacks.  Rooted in multiple experiences with 

displays of white power, by the time these black children reached adulthood, they had a 

firm understanding of what they could and could not do and how they could and could 

not act.  

Performing Black Inferiority:  The Racial Politics of Space and Language

Public spaces were key sites for the constant reinforcement of the myth of black 

inferiority.  In many of these spaces, signs marking off areas for “whites only” and 

“coloreds” kept the two races from coming into direct contact with each other, such as 

with separate water fountains, restrooms, waiting areas, theaters or separate sections 

within the same theater, and separate dining areas and separate windows for ordering 

food.  In terms of physicality, many of the spaces designated for blacks were less 

accessible, inconvenient, less modern, or in some other way inadequate, relative to the 

spaces marked for whites.  In some cases, however, there was no physical difference 

between the two spaces, such as in identical water fountains that sat side by side, with the 

only distinction being the wording—“whites” and “coloreds”—on the signs above the 

fountains.  Still, as Grace Elizabeth Hale argues, space itself reaffirmed the inferiority of 
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blacks as they were confined to areas that were defined as inferior, even if, the 

physicality of the space was no different from that marked for whites.22

Along with the signs marking off spaces for whites and blacks, there were also 

countless racial customs that conveyed the message of black inferiority.  Hettie Love, and 

many other blacks, experienced this standing in line at the post office, where, if a white a 

customer came in, he or she could cut in front of any black customer.23  The same custom 

applied in stores and in addition, blacks were usually not allowed to try on clothes before 

buying them.24  All of these interracial interactions in public sent the message that blacks 

were inferior to whites, that whites always came first.  More specifically, in the case of 

trying on clothes, the poignant message was that the black body was dirty and that the 

black body ruined the clothes for whites.  Similar to segregated spaces, these practices 

legitimized racial difference and perpetuated the idea that whites had special privileges.  

However, unlike the segregated spaces marked by signs, in these situations whites were 

actively performing their superior status—by cutting in front of blacks or by not allowing 

them to try on clothes—and through the performance of white privilege, blacks were 

pushed into inferior spaces. 

Although the imposition of white privilege was degrading for blacks, even more 

humiliating and traumatic were the racial situations that forced blacks to perform their 

inferiority.  As opposed to being dehumanized by what whites did, when blacks were 

made to participate actively in their oppression, their performances represented a public 

22 Hale, Making Whiteness, 137-138. 
23 Hettie Love, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 2 August 1995, BTV.
24 Alice Giles interview. 
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acknowledgement and acceptance of their dehumanization.  Three key sites in which 

racial customs required blacks to take the initiative were on the sidewalks, on the buses, 

and in the forms of social address between blacks and whites.

In general blacks were allowed to use the sidewalks but whites always had the 

right of way.  When whites approached, blacks were expected to step off if the sidewalk 

was narrow, and on wider sidewalks they were expected to move out of the path of 

approaching whites.  Franzetta W. Sanders, who grew up on the Gulf Coast in the 1940s 

describes her initial recognition of this unwritten, unstated rule:

I would notice sometimes if we were on the walkway meeting [whites], . . . we 
would be the ones to have to either stop or step in the street or step wherever so 
they could pass through.  Be it young or old, lame or sick, or whatever.  Age, it 
didn’t matter. . . . If you were white, you know, you came first.  The blacks just 
stepped back, and seemed like it was automatic.  We knew to do that and that’s 
the way it was.25

While the basic rule was fairly simple—give way to whites, there were numerous 

seemingly arbitrary variations.  In Clarksdale, Bennie Gooden often heard a policeman 

yelling at blacks to get off the sidewalk and to walk on the other side.26  Herman Leach 

recalls that the police arrested blacks for walking on the sidewalk if they had not paid the 

“street tax.”  It did not matter whether such a law actually existed because, as Leach 

realized, “whatever [the police officer] said, that was the law.”27  When Constance Baker 

25 Franzetta W. Sanders, interview by Stephanie Scull Millet, transcript, Moss Point, Miss., 17 May 
2000, Civil Rights Documentation Project, L. Zenobia Coleman Library, Tougaloo College, Tougaloo, 
Miss. [CRDP hereafter], www.usm.edu/crdp/html/transcripts/manuscript-sanders_franzetta_w.shtml, 
accessed Februrary 22, 2002.

26 Bennie Gooden, interview by Homer Hill, transcript, Clarksdale, Miss., 15 March 1994, CRMM, 
www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/oh/gooden.htm, accessed February 15, 2002.

27 Herman Leach, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Yazoo City, Miss., 8 August 1995, BTV.
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was walking to school, approaching white boys would sometimes spread out across the 

width of the sidewalk, forcing her to step off and let them pass.28  Thus, it was not 

enough for blacks to know the rule of stepping out of the way, they also had to be 

prepared to perform to the demands of the police, white boys, and others. 

Not following the rules—even those that were made up on the spot—could lead to 

arrests or beatings, even when the offense was unintentional.  In 1943, Elwood Cook, a 

black army sergeant accidentally brushed against a policeman on a sidewalk in Flora.  

Cook promptly attempted to apologize but he was nonetheless beaten and arrested.  

Fortunately for Cook, military officials were able to step in and obtain his release.29  On 

the surface one could argue that the policeman probably overreacted, but within the Jim 

Crow worldview, there were no allowances for accidents or intentions in terms of racial 

transgressions.  What mattered were appearances.  It was always the responsibility of 

blacks to know and to play the part of deference and inferiority.  In the words of Eddie 

Carthan, “You always were conscious of not only doing something wrong but of being 

accused of doing something wrong.”30

As with the sidewalks, on buses Jim Crow rules required blacks to acknowledge 

their second class status in the presence of whites by walking past whites to sit at the 

back of the bus in the colored section.  Frequently the performance of inferiority did not 

end once the black passenger made it to his/her assigned section.  On most buses as more 

whites boarded, blacks had to move further back, and if whites filled the bus, blacks had 

28 Constance Baker, interview by Kim Adams, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 3 April 1995, CRMM, 
www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/oh/baker.htm, accessed February 22, 2002.

29 “Flora Soldier Arrested in Sun. Incident Here,” Jackson Advocate, 20 November 1943.  
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to stand.  Regarding the sign marked “colored,” Johnny Barbour explains, “And it was 

moveable.  They’d move it when they got ready.  And just move you on back.  And you 

paid the same money everybody else paid.”31  Similarly, Constance Baker was once on a 

bus in the middle of a rainstorm and all the windows in the back of the bus—in the 

colored section—were broken out.  To avoid getting wet, she sat closer to the front.  But 

soon, several white girls boarded the bus, and, as Baker recalled, the driver said, ‘Girl, 

get up and let them white women sit down.’  As Baker explains, “you see how 

humiliating that kind of thing can be—and I was a grown woman at the time.”32  Whereas 

Barbour related his frustration to monetary terms, and Baker’s indignation was in part the 

lack of respect she received as an adult, each was additionally degraded by having to 

move from the original seat.  Thus, blacks always had to be prepared to take evasive 

action just to remain in their prescribed, inferior space.  

In performing inferiority, blacks were expected not only to know the rules but 

also to follow those rules without being prompted by whites.  For example, in 1946 in 

Jackson, Elport Chess, a World War II veteran, was arrested and beaten for not giving up 

his seat as more whites entered the bus.  Both Chess and other black witnesses claimed 

that Chess had never been asked to move and that there was nowhere else to sit anyway.33

In Jim Crow Mississippi, whether or not Chess had been asked or told to move was 

30 Eddie Carthan, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Tchula, Miss., 9 August 1995, BTV.
31 Reverend Johnny Barbour, Jr., and Clara M. Barbour, interview by Donald Williams, transcript, 

Jackson, Miss., 25 January 1999, CRDP, www.usm.edu/crdp/html/transcripts/barbour_johnny-jr-and-clara-
m.shtml, accessed February 20, 2002.

32 Fred Clark, Sr., interview by Leesha Faulkner, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 10 June 1994, CRMM, 
http://www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/oh/clark.htm, accessed February 22, 2002.
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irrelevant.  As a black man, he was required not only to obey whites but also to know his 

physical and metaphorical ‘place’ without being directed to that place by whites.  Chess’s 

Jim Crow mistake was in not policing himself.

Blacks were also expected to play the submissive role willingly and to 

demonstrate in their demeanor that they too believed whites deserved to have the best 

seats.  For instance, on a Jackson bus in 1946, a black solider recently returned from the 

war complained about the Jim Crow buses.  He was overheard by whites.  Even though 

the soldier was in the colored section, the police arrived and the soldier was beaten, 

jailed, and fined.34  This soldier’s ‘crime’ was his public display of dissent.  He had 

obeyed the Jim Crow customs but he had not delivered a convincing performance of 

inferiority.  

In addition to sidewalks and buses, another set of situations in which racial 

customs created a stage for the performance of black inferiority was in the forms of 

verbal address between blacks and whites.  In most situations, blacks were required to use 

titles in addressing whites and to respond with “yes, sir/ma’am” and “no, sir/ma’am.”35

One exception to the rule of titles was with white children.  Blacks could refer to white 

children by their first name until the children reached a certain age, usually during the 

teenage years.  For Rosie Bynum, when Billy, a white child she helped raise, turned 12, 

33 “Negro Students Boycott Bus Line,” Wilkamite Record, 29 November 1946; “Mayor Leland Speed 
Says Best Relations between White and Negro Citizens Will Be Maintained in Jackson,” Jackson 
Advocate, 30 November 1946.

34 “Soldier Badly Beaten, Fined $25 for Criticizing Jim Crow Bus Here,” Jackson Advocate, 9 March 
1946.

35 There were, however, some contexts, such as interactions between black and white sharecroppers, in 
which everyone was addressed by his/her first name regardless of race.  Aaron Henry grew up in this 
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she was told that for her he was now “Mr. Billy.”36  H. Williams recalls that when a white 

boy turned 16, the boss would tell all his black employees that it was time to call the boy 

“Mr.”37  While it is understandable why these transitions were difficult for blacks, one 

should ask, why did whites insist on this name change at such an early age?  Was it for 

blacks, so that they would be demonstrating deference to all whites well before a white 

person made it to adulthood?  Was it for whites, so that in their formative years they 

would learn that blacks were inferior?  These questions are impossible to answer.38

However, what is apparent is that both blacks and whites were constantly instructed in 

the proper roles for each race.

While blacks were expected to use titles for whites, whites almost never used 

titles in referring to blacks.  Instead blacks were either called by their first name or by a 

generic nickname, such as girl, boy, mama, old man, auntie, uncle, or preacher.39  As 

Alice Giles recalls, whites would call you “anything to avoid calling you by your 

name.”40  “Big Bill” Broonzy, a blues musician who grew up in the Delta on the 

Arkansas side, expressed these frustrations over naming practices in “When Will I Get To 

Be Called a Man.”  In the lyrics, Broonzy sings that first he was called “boy,” then “plow 

boy,” then when he fought for his country, “soldier boy,” and finally when he was “old 

environment, and as he observed, among poor sharecroppers racial customs were often not present and 
whites and blacks intermingled on a daily basis.  Aaron Henry, 5-6.

36 Rosie Bynum, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Leland, Miss., 26 July 1995, BTV; Annie 
Conley, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 25 July 1995, BTV. 

37 H. Williams, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Yazoo City, Miss., 8 August 1995, BTV.
38 It would be interesting to hear whites talk about this transition in their childhood, but this issue was 

not raised in any of the interviews of Mississippi whites that I encountered.  
39 Eura Bowie, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Moorhead, Miss., 9 August 1995, BTV; Alice 

Giles interview.
40 Alice Giles interview.
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and gray . . . they just calls me ‘Uncle Bill.’”  Ultimately, Broonzy sings, “a black man’s 

a boy, I don’t care what he can do.”41  The insistence on titles for whites verbally 

established their superior social position whereas the lack of titles and epithets in 

addressing blacks reinforced their Jim Crow status as a child-like race.  

In addition as blacks were known as uncle, auntie, and preacher, they were 

reduced to racial caricatures, and ultimately they were made invisible.  In a larger sense, 

the nicknames were an example of blacks being forced to see themselves and the world 

through the eyes of whites.  Paulo Freire argued that to be human is to name the world,42

and for the aunties, uncles, boys, and preachers of Jim Crow Mississippi, in public, they 

were denied the right to name themselves or the world around them.  

In sum, the physical performances on sidewalks and buses, and the verbal 

performances in conversations with whites, were especially important to the maintenance 

of Jim Crow because the racial lines of these sites were not neatly drawn.  Whereas some 

public spaces were designed to keep the two races apart and beyond contact with each 

other, in these three scenarios the critical dynamic was the interaction between blacks and 

whites.  And in each setting, it was blacks who were required to be the enforcers of the 

racial status quo, either by physically moving or by using particular words.  Thus, on a 

daily basis blacks were forced to demonstrate their acceptance of the Jim Crow racial 

ideology.  For those who performed that role but knew that black inferiority was a myth, 

these regular encounters would have likely been a source of humiliation.  

41 Big Bill Broonzy, “When Will I Get To Be Called a Man,” on Trouble in Mind, compact disc, 
Smithsonian/Folkways, 40131.

42 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 69.
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In most situations it would be difficult to know to what extent blacks in Jim Crow 

Mississippi really believed in the ideology that informed these customs and to what 

extent they were simply playing along to avoid reprisal.  Regardless, the dehumanization 

of Jim Crow fostered a diverse range of beliefs for African Americans, including 

everything from a belief in black inferiority, to feelings of helpless to change the system, 

to anger and hatred.  Reflecting back on his childhood, William Raspberry, who would 

later become a syndicated columnist for the Washington Post, explains, “I suppose, if I’m 

very honest, the way the system worked left me thinking vaguely—I would never have 

said this when I was growing up—that maybe black people were inferior.”43  For Amzie 

Moore, Jim Crow cultivated more than a vague sense of racial inferiority.  Moore, who 

would become an important civil rights leader in Mississippi, recalled from his 

childhood, that given all the advantages whites had, he thought “that it was sinful to be 

black, that God only loved white people,” and that “there had to be something wrong 

with me.”44  Raspberry’s and Moore’s observations illustrate the hegemonic process that 

underlay Jim Crow laws and customs in which the effects of segregation and domination 

extended beyond bodily harm and economic exploitation into the realm of psychological 

violence.  They internalized the dominant messages of black inferiority and at least for 

awhile accepted the stereotypical images of themselves that had been constructed by 

whites.  These types of beliefs could then lead to the acceptance of other forms of 

violence—physical and economic—as legitimate and even deserved.  It was inevitable 

43 William James Raspberry, interview by Chester Morgan, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 6 December 
1983, CRMM.
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that many blacks, constantly bombarded with the message that they were inferior to 

whites, would on some level believe or at least wonder if that was true.  

Still, exposure to the racial realities of Jim Crow could lead to unusual 

conclusions.  Growing up, Hettie Love saw that white people had the best of 

everything—the biggest houses and the best food and cars—while blacks were always 

working in the kitchens of whites.  As she understood it, “the lighter you are, the whiter 

you are, the power and the things you had, the easier time.”  Based on these observations, 

she determined that she should marry a white man.45  Love’s interpretation is intriguing 

because even as she saw the effects of Jim Crow in which whites had the upper hand, she 

did not attribute this to biological or inherent differences in race.  In fact, despite the fact 

that she was black, she believed she could reap the benefits of whiteness by marrying a 

white man.  While noticing the effects of Jim Crow, she did not internalize the message 

of black inferiority.

Meanwhile, there were others who did not necessarily question their own self-

worth but who nonetheless understood Jim Crow as normal or unchangeable.  For 

instance, growing up before World War II, Gladys Austin assumed that Jim Crow “was 

the way it was supposed to be” and she accepted it.46  Others linked the immutability of 

the dominant society to survival.  As a child Aaron Henry knew segregation lines existed, 

but he did not know who made those lines and he understood that it was easier to accept 

44 Amzie Moore, interview by Michael Garvey, transcript, Cleveland, Miss., 29 March and 13 April 
1977, CRMM.

45 Hettie Love interview.
46 Gladys Austin, interview by Kim Adams, transcript, Laurel, Miss., 2 May 1995, CRMM, 

www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/oh/west.htm, accessed February 22, 2002.
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segregation.47  Likewise, James Ingram notes that he is often asked how he tolerated 

segregation, and he answers, “That was the law.  I’m not saying it was right or good but 

that’s really what it was.  The law.”48  For H. Williams, the issue was not the law, but 

rather the white vigilantism that reinforced the laws and customs.  As he reasoned, if 

someone violated Jim Crow rules, “The first thing [whites would] holler about was a 

lynching, whoopin’ up a black.”49  Henry, Ingram, and Williams acceptance of their 

oppression was pragmatic—it was easier, it was the law, and it was the best way to avoid 

being lynched.  

From the time that Mississippi blacks were very young and walking to their 

segregated schools to the time that they died, they knew that in the Jim Crow world, they 

were different from whites.  Every sidewalk, bus, and interaction with whites served as a 

potential reminder of racial subjugation.  Some internalized this oppression, while others 

believed that defiance was too risky.  There was also, however, another range of personal 

responses to the violence of Jim Crow that fueled a dialogue of resistance within the 

black community—from the realization of being completely destroyed to a hatred for 

those responsible.  

47 Aaron Henry, 25.
48 James Ingram, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Yazoo City, Miss., 8 August 1995, BTV.
49 H. Williams interview. 
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On Being Destroyed:  The Seeds of a Counternarrative

Although Amzie Moore once understood his blackness as sinful and Aaron Henry 

once believed that acceptance of Jim Crow was easier than defiance, both of these 

individuals would devote their adult lives to fighting racism.  What accounts for the 

personal transformation in their perspectives?  For any African American who on any 

level determined to challenge Jim Crow, when did his/her resistance begin?  It defies 

believability to think that one morning a group of individuals woke up and suddenly 

realized that segregation was wrong and that they should sit at the whites only lunch 

counter.  Instead, both individually and collectively, resistance was a gradual process.  As 

James C. Scott contends, long before resistance appears as open defiance there are 

subversive discourses and countless acts of rebellion that are hidden from those in 

power.50  In Mississippi, the individual and collective protests were in large part a 

product of the racial dialogues within black public and private spheres.  In their 

discussions with each other and in experiencing and witnessing oppression and 

resistance, African Americans developed a counternarrative that challenged the Jim Crow 

worldview and sprouted more open forms of resistance.  This awareness of an alternative 

perception of the world began the moment an individual realized his/her life was 

overdetermined by Jim Crow.

Paulo Freire argues that for the oppressed the process of liberation “begins with 

men’s recognition that they have been destroyed.”51  This moment of awareness 

50 James Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance:  Hidden Transcripts (New Haven, Conn.:  Yale 
University Press, 1990), 224-227.

51 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 50.
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represents both a realization of one’s life being devalued and rendered dispensable as 

well as the knowledge that one’s personal destruction is a result of the dominant 

ideology.  At this critical juncture the individual recognizes what he or she has lost and 

who is to blame for that loss.  

In Jim Crow Mississippi, this consciousness could be understood as an awareness 

of what it meant to be black.  For instance, upon hearing about the Emmett Till lynching 

in 1955, Bea Jenkins fell to the ground in the cotton field and asked, “Why it have to 

happen to us all the time?  We have to take this brutality.  We haven’t did anything. . . .  

Lord, you know it’s a better way than this.  Our people just suffering and being killed for 

nothing.”52  Jenkins’s use of the pronouns “us” and “we,” as opposed to “him” and “he,” 

is not accidental.  Till’s death was not an isolated attack on an individual; it was an attack 

on all blacks and his destruction was also her and all African Americans’ destruction, for 

which there was no moral justification.  She obviously rejected the hegemonic idea that 

blacks were responsible for their own oppression and she rejected the legal authorities 

that had legitimated this act of racial violence.  

Whereas Jenkins responded to a tragic act against someone else, Bennie Gooden’s 

moment of racial clarity was more personal and underscores the psychological trauma 

that accompanied the realization of what it meant to be black in Jim Crow Mississippi.  

As he recounts, 

At first I didn’t know I was black.  I didn’t know that I was considered poor 
because everybody around here, everybody you had to deal with, they were in the 

52  Bea Jenkins, interview by Harriet Tanzman, transcript, Lexington, Miss., 17 January 2000, CRDP, 
www.usm.edu/crdp/html/transcripts/manuscript-jenkins_bea.shtml, accessed February 22, 2002.
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same predicament.  It had to be discovered, and then when I discovered that I was 
poor and black and different, and my thoughts didn’t amount to a hill of beans, I 
[realized I] was not counted.  Because I was considered a leader among my peers, 
I thought I had some station in life.  Only to find out that I was not considered.  
My thoughts, my well-being was not important whatsoever.  I wasn’t nothing.  
That’s shocking; that’s disturbing.53

If one were to remove the racial references in Gooden’s comments, his cathartic 

experience would sound like a moment of existential angst, of realizing that nothing in 

life was real or had any meaning.  In fact, in the eyes of Jim Crow whites, Gooden was 

less than human and his life was meaningless.  

With Jenkins and Gooden, there is a sense of overwhelming despair and of near 

disbelief that the world could be so harsh.  For others, however, the awareness of being 

destroyed by Jim Crow was translated into a belief that whites hated blacks, a feeling of 

hatred for whites, or both.  Ironically, in spite of the pervasiveness of racial violence 

against blacks, segregationists perpetuated a paternal message of whites loving and caring 

for blacks.  As Joel Williamson, contends, many whites believed they were living in a 

racially harmonious society in which blacks were happy and content and whites were 

their protective parents.54  Yet, despite what whites believed, some African Americans 

interpreted the violence of Jim Crow as proof that they were despised by whites.  Ruby 

Williams and James Nix each came to believe that whites hated blacks, although it is not 

clear whether they learned this lesson from their personal experiences or perhaps from 

53 Bennie Gooden interview.
54 Joel Williamson, A Rage for Order:  Black-White Relations in the American South Since 

Emancipation (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1986), 250-251.  
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their parents.55  From the perspective of the oppressed, white hatred of blacks is a 

completely logical interpretation of the senseless killings, the legal injustices, and the 

general dehumanization and devaluing of black life.  An equally logical response to Jim 

Crow oppression was to hate those who were responsible for one’s destruction.  

While most interviewees who expressed hatred toward whites also noted that this 

feeling eventually faded, it is impressive and revealing how frequently Jim Crow 

oppression cultivated this reaction.  For Lee Willie Miller, her hatred of whites emerged 

from a personal experience.  As a child, soon after her father died, a white man came to 

collect payment on a $300 loan he had made to Miller’s father and the white man took 

everything—220 acres of land, all the houses on the land, the mules and horses, and the 

wagons.  From that experience Miller began to hate whites.56  Similarly, Wilson Evans 

II’s “beginning of hating white people” came after he had parked in downtown 

Tylertown.  A police officer told him that the street parking was reserved for whites and 

then the officer broke off Evans’s car antenna.57  Whereas Miller’s hatred can be 

interpreted as a response to a dramatic personal event in which a white man took almost 

everything from her family, Evans hatred initially appears to emerge from a less 

significant incident.  However, Evans’s encounter is about more than parking or the law.  

Note, for instance, that Evans’s does not say that this was when he began to hate cops.  

Evans’s emotional response was directly tied to being told that he could not park in this 

55 Ruby Williams, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Clarksdale, Miss., 31 July 1995, BTV; 
James Nix, interview by Sarah Rowe, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 7 March 1993, CRMM, 
www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/oh/nix.htm, accessed February 20, 2002. 

56 Lee Willie Miller, interview by Donald Williams, transcript, Vicksburg, Miss., 29 July 1999, CRDP, 
www.usm.edu/crdp/html/transcripts/manuscript-miller_lee-willie.shtml, accessed February 22, 2002. 
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particular spot because he was black.  In that moment the officer represented every 

custom, every segregation sign, every law, and every white person who dehumanized 

blacks.  Thus, feelings of hatred could result from tangible losses, as in Miller’s case, as 

well as from the loss of one’s dignity and humanity.

Whereas Miller’s and Evans’s hatred seems in part linked to a feeling of 

impotence to change the situation, for some African Americans, hatred of whites was 

expressed through a desire to retaliate, as was the case with Samuel Bailey.  When Bailey 

was about twelve-or-thirteen-years old, his brother hit a white man.  Soon after, a mob 

came to the Bailey house, threatening to lynch his brother, who then fled the state.  

Samuel resolved that when he grew up, he “was going to kill all the white people” he 

saw.58  For others, hatred toward whites was a more gradual accumulation of the 

injustices against blacks.  Franzetta W. Sanders recalls her father frequently saying, “You 

know the Bible says we’re supposed to love each other. . . . But you know what?  If 

keeping me out of heaven by me having to love a white person, . . . I’ll die and go to 

hell.”59  These strong sentiments in which the effects of Jim Crow outweighed religious 

faith could go a long way toward cultivating in children a sense of distrust of whites.  

Similarly, when Fannie Lou (Townsend) Hamer was young, her mother would sing,

‘I’m going to land on the shore
I would not be a white man,
White as the dripping snow.
They ain’t got God in their heart.

57 Wilson Evans II, interview by Orley B. Caudill, transcript, Gulfport, Miss., 11 July 1981, CRMM, 
www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/oh/evans.htm, accessed February 22, 2002.

58 Samuel Bailey, interview by Alferdteen Harrison, transcript, Jackson, Miss., 6 July 1982, The Farish 
Street Historic District Oral History Project, Margaret Walker Alexander Research Center, Jackson State 
University, Jackson, Mississippi.

59 Franzetta W. Sanders interview.  
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To hell they sho’ must go.’60

As the sentiments of Bailey, Sander’s father, and Hamer’s mother demonstrate, racial 

segregation could have unintended consequences.  Whatever else resulted from white 

domination, the violence of Jim Crow bore the fruits of hatred.  Whereas segregationists 

wanted blacks to love them, many African Americans hated and wanted nothing to do 

with whites.  Instead, Sanders’s father hated whites so much that he preferred a 

segregated afterlife, whereas Hamer’s mother sang that it would be impossible for whites 

to enter heaven.  The hatred of whites underscored the ultimate failure of Jim Crow 

hegemony.  Blacks who hated whites were expressing intense dissatisfaction with Jim 

Crow and they were not attributing their oppression to fate or to racial determinism but 

rather were blaming whites for that oppression.  

Regardless, whether one felt hatred or hopelessness, the awareness that one had 

been destroyed by Jim Crow was a critical first step toward resisting that destruction.  In 

Gilbert Mason’s moving firsthand account of his experiences growing up on the 

Mississippi Gulf Coast, Mason asks himself, 

When did I become an activist?  Was it that day when I was twelve years old and 
bent over to pump air into my bicycle tires at a Gulf station on Terry Road, and a 
big white guy skipped up from behind and kicked me over?  When I turned to ask, 
“Why?” his smug answer, “ ’Cause I wanted to,” made a lasting impression. . . . I 
soon started doing small things to defy the system.61

60 Quoted in Kay Mills, This Little Light of Mine:  The Life of Fannie Lou Hamer (New York:  Plume, 
1993), 10.

61 Gilbert R. Mason, Beaches, Blood, and Ballots:  A Black Doctor’s Civil Rights Struggle (Jackson:  
University Press of Mississippi, 2000), 5.
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Mason’s account illustrates how “capricious humiliation and degradation” could fuel 

activism, and how some pivotal experience with racism—or an accumulation of 

experiences—could inspire thought and action.62  As he observes, it was this moment that 

led first to him “doing small things” to subvert Jim Crow and years later, to helping 

organize a wade-in at the segregated beaches of Biloxi.  Mason’s realization also 

demonstrates that with the awareness of being destroyed, the process of liberation had 

already begun.  As Freire contends, these initial moments of awareness could then lead to 

dialogue and action.63  These were cathartic moments of racial consciousness in which 

African Americans understood what it meant to be black in Jim Crow society.64  For 

segregationists, the utilization of various forms of violence—from physical to economic 

to psychological—was a double-edged sword.  If blacks believed that the violence 

committed against them was deserved, there would be little or no resistance to that 

violence.  However, the moment an African American recognized white actions as 

violent and dehumanizing, the seeds of resistance were sown.  For many, this critical 

awareness of Jim Crow was built on the formative lessons they learned from their 

parents.  

62 Ibid.
63 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 46.
64 As Michael Hanchard argues, racial consciousness “represents the thought and practice of those 

individuals and groups who respond to their subordination with individual or collective action designed to 
counterbalance, transpose, or transform situations of racial asymmetry.”  Michael George Hanchard, 
Orpheus and Power:  The Movimento Negro of Rio De Janeiro and São Paulo, Brazil, 1945-1988
(Princeton, N.J.:  Princeton University Press, 1994), 14.
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Survival, Self-Respect, and Racial Pride:  Learning about Jim Crow at Home

Previously in examining black children’s initial exposure to racial difference, I 

noted that this was a traumatic moment in which the innocence of childhood suddenly 

and prematurely was overtaken by the realities of a Jim Crow existence.  Frequently these 

episodes were marked by confusion for black children, which then led to conversations 

with their parents.  Whatever sparked these discussions about race and racism, they 

generally embodied one of two themes:  the importance of following Jim Crow rules and 

the idea that black inferiority was a myth.  

Parents instructed their children in the numerous unwritten rules of Jim Crow 

society in order to survive in that world.  Maurice Lucas was taught to answer whites 

with “yes, sir” and “no, sir,” Jessie Stewart was told to enter white homes through the 

back door, and Chris Young, Sr. learned that he should never go to the white section of a 

restaurant.65  Other parents used fear to emphasize the importance of following rules.  For 

example, Alice Giles’s parents told her that if she tried to drink out of the white water 

fountain, she might be beaten by whites.66

In addition to the rules about how to act in public and in the presence of whites, 

many of the conversations focused on black children’s interactions with white children.  

John Johnson, grew up playing with white boys in the neighborhood until one day when 

his mother told him he could no longer play with them.  Johnson was confused by his 

mother’s edict at the time; his mother later explained that there were certain things blacks 

65 Maurice Lucas, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Renova, Miss., 7 August 1995, BTV; 
Jessie Stewart, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Greenwood, Miss., 28 July 1995, BTV; Chris 
Young, Sr., interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Yazoo City, Miss., 8 August 1995, BTV.



90

and whites could not do together and that he had to be careful or something would 

happen to him.67  Charles Scott was also told to avoid whites and to be careful with what 

he said to whites.  Scott learned to stay in his ‘place,’ which meant “you did not get 

around, you didn’t hang around, you didn’t have jokes, and make these jokes with white 

folks.”68  Thus, at a very early age, many blacks were taught to fear whites and to act 

differently when interacting with whites.  

Perhaps because these lessons came at an early age, they were often presented in 

simplified terms with little explanation.  These lessons were about survival and about 

teaching children how to act in public to minimize the risk of being beaten or killed.  

Still, there were times when the lessons were more sophisticated.  For example, Jasper 

Neely’s father explained to him, ‘White folks love us when we laugh’ and Jasper recalled 

his father frequently laughing in the presence of whites, only to “cuss them out at 

home.”69  From his advice and by his example, Neely’s father imparted both a means of 

survival in playing the role of the simple, happy black that whites expected and a means 

of preserving one’s self-respect by expressing one’s true feelings in the safety of the

home.  

Many times the parental conversations followed specific racial incidents.  For 

example, in 1954, Alma Ward was at a country store—the same store where Emmett Till 

would allegedly whistle at a white man the following year, and she asked the white 

66 Alice Giles interview.
67 John Johnson interview.
68 Charles Scott, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 4 August 1995, BTV.
69 Jasper Neely, interview by Worth Long, transcript, Grenada, Miss., 19 February 2000, CRDP, 

www.usm.edu/crdp/html/transcripts/manuscript-neely_jasper.shtml, accessed February 22, 2002.
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attendant for a bag of popcorn.  The attendant refused to give it to her until she said, 

“Sir.”  Ward was in tears as she came back home, and she told her mother what had 

happened.  Her mother wanted to go to the store and confront the white man, but Ward’s

grandmother would not allow it, reasoning that the man had not hit her or threatened to 

hit her.70  The underlying message from the grandmother was that safety took precedence 

over pride, at least in this instance.  Ward was thus taught to be cautious in public and 

careful around whites.

In an effort to impart Jim Crow rules to their children, it is apparent that black 

parents were worried that their children would violate a racial custom, leading to tragic 

consequences.  These concerns were not unfounded.  In 1942, Ernest Green and Charlie 

Lang, both fourteen-years-old, were arrested and charged with the attempted rape of a 

thirteen-year-old white girl.  The three children played together frequently, but this time 

they were seen by a passing white motorist.  Although there was no evidence of 

attempted rape, the two boys were taken from the jail by a mob and lynched.  According 

to an investigator hired by the NAACP, during the lynching the boys’ genitals were cut 

off, their skin was pulled from their bodies, and a screwdriver was jammed down their 

throats.71  African American parents likely lived in fear that something similar could 

happen to their own children, underscoring that teaching their children about the dangers 

represented by whites really was a matter of life and death.  

70 Alma Ward, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 31 July 1995, BTV.
71 Madison S. Jones, Jr. to Walter White, 7 November 1942, Mississippi Lynching Collection, Margaret 

Walker Alexander Research Center, Jackson State University, Jackson, Mississippi.
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In teaching black children about the dangers of Jim Crow, lessons for boys were 

especially important.  Black boys, particularly as they became teenagers, were 

transformed in the larger society into the black male rapist who threatened white women, 

in which the sexual intentions of the black male were always assumed to be present.  

Accordingly Ernest Green and Charlie Lang’s presence with a white girl became 

attempted rape and later Emmett Till’s alleged whistling at a white woman was treated as 

seriously as an actual rape.  

Fearful that boys in particular could be lynched, black parents preached caution 

and avoidance regarding white women.  In addition, these lessons extended well beyond 

the realm of relationships.  For instance, when James Nix was on a bus one day with his 

father, he saw a white girl and said, ‘Daddy, isn’t that nice, pretty, long hair?’  James was 

later scolded and whipped by his father, which at the time confused James, who did not 

realize he had done something wrong.72  His father though understood that seemingly 

innocent remarks about white girls could have tragic results.  The fear of a black male 

being arrested, beaten, or killed for looking at a white woman was so prevalent, that, as 

Elizabeth Pitts recalls, many in the black community referred to it as “eye-raping.”73

Although fear of being lynched was less prevalent for black girls, interracial interactions 

also posed potential dangers.  While a black boy whistling at a white woman could be 

grounds for a lynching, white men could look at, have sexual relations with, and rape 

black women with little fear of a reprisal.  Thus Winson Hudson avoided white males, 

fearing that “white boys would rape you and then come and destroy the family if you said 

72 James Nix interview.
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anything. . . .  I couldn’t walk the roads at anytime alone for fear I might meet a white 

man or boy.”74

Whereas parents devoted a great deal of time to keeping their children safe by 

teaching them how to behave in a Jim Crow world, there is no evidence from the 

interviews that blacks were ever taught to believe in the inferiority that the rules were 

meant to impart.  For example, Obie Clark’s parents instructed him in how to act as a 

“second class citizen,” such as by addressing all whites with “Mister” and “Miss” and by 

going to the back doors of stores.  Yet Obie understood that this was only for his 

protection, noting that they knew of blacks who tried to be “first class citizens” in public 

and then disappeared overnight or lost their property.75

Black parents often made a conscious effort to undermine the myth of black 

inferiority in conversations emphasizing that blacks were as good as whites, in spite of 

the Jim Crow realities outside the home.76  As Williams Raspberry’s mother explained to 

her son after he had grown up, she had always tried to “build us up . . . because she knew 

the world was going to knock us down some and she wanted us to be about where we 

ought to be, and through that dual process.”  Raspberry’s reference to a dual process is 

echoed by James Robinson’s recollections.  Robinson explains that he was taught not 

necessarily right and wrong but rather was taught “what was right and wrong at that time 

73 Elizabeth Pitts, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Greenwood, Miss., 24 July 1995, BTV.
74 Winson Hudson, with Constance Curry, Mississippi Harmony:  Memoirs of a Freedom Fighter (New 

York:  Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 21-22.
75 Obie Clark, interview by Donald Williams, transcript, Meridian, Miss., 13 March 1999, CRDP, 

www.usm.edu/crdp/html/transcripts/clark_obie.shtml, accessed February 21, 2002.
76 Johnny Barbour and Clara M. Barbour interview; Daisy Livingston, interview by Doris Dixon, tape 

recording, Greenwood, Miss., 3 August 1995, BTV; James Nix interview.
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to make it in life.”77  Thus, as Robinson’s experience illustrates, black children were 

often taught that the rules of survival were unrelated to reality.  Instead Jim Crow rules 

had to be followed to avoid Jim Crow violence, and meanwhile, as Raspberry recalls 

there were a separate set of lessons in pride and self-esteem designed to counter the 

dehumanization of Jim Crow.

At times these lessons in racial pride were taught by example.  Alma Ward recalls 

an episode on a bus when she was with her mother and some friends of her mother, one 

who could pass for white.  When one of the ‘black’ women sat beside the woman who 

could pass, the bus driver told the darker-skinned woman to move away from the “white 

lady.”  But, as Ward recounts, the ‘white’ woman said, “I’m black. I wouldn’t look like it 

if you didn’t tip around and do things in the neighborhood and pretend that you don’t 

like. That’s why I look like I look.  But I’m a black woman and this is my daughter-in-

law and she goin’ sit with me.”78  In addition to chastising the driver for the dual sexual 

standards that permitted relationships between white men and black women, this was also 

a moment in which a light-skinned African American woman proudly and publicly 

embraced her blackness. 

Messages of racial pride also extended to discussions of black history and culture.  

Daisy Livingston’s grandparents frequently told her about Africa and about Haile 

Selassie and also traced her ancestry back to an African queen.79  Closer to home, James 

Cohen and many of his neighbors would walk a mile and a half to the only house in the 

77 James Robinson, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 10 August 1995, 
BTV.

78 Alma Ward interview.
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neighborhood that had a radio to hear the Joe Louis fights.80  In the home and in public 

spaces, pride in one’s blackness, as well as discussions of black history and culture, 

represented a counternarrative to Jim Crow constructions of blacks.  This was also a 

critical function of black schools.  

Even though black schools suffered from less funding and inferior facilities, many 

of them nonetheless were critical in undermining the Jim Crow ideology.  Sarah 

Automon, who began teaching in the early 1950s, recalls that while not all black schools 

permitted the teaching of black history and culture, in some of the schools she could talk 

about black history, as well as use plays and poems written by African Americans.81

Similarly, David Wicks’s teachers brought in black magazines and newspapers, and 

Wicks learned about numerous influential African American figures, including prominent 

political figures such as Booker T. Washington and Mary McLeod Bethune; and cultural 

icons such as Marian Anderson, Roland Hayes, and Fritz Pollard; as well as activist and 

educator Benjamin Mays and medical pioneer Daniel Hale Williams.82

In addition to teachers who emphasized that blacks were equal to whites and who 

could discuss black history and culture under the noses of school boards populated by 

whites, blacks at times went to great lengths to overcome unequal facilities and materials.  

In the used textbooks that came from the white schools there were either no references to 

blacks or else no positive references to blacks.  However, in Peter Stewart’s school, the 

79 Daisy Livingtson interview.
80 James Cohen, interview by Mike Garvey, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 2 February 1976, CRMM, 

www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/oh/cohen.htm, accessed February 19, 2002.
81 Sarah Automon interview.
82 David Wicks, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 25 July 1995, BTV.
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parents bought books with black characters, including, as Stewart recalls, a book in which 

Dick and Jane were black.83  Given that blacks were exposed to negative stereotypes of 

blacks within the mainstream culture—such as only appearing in newspapers as criminals 

or hearing their parents being addressed by whites as uncle or auntie, any positive or 

neutral portrayals of blacks in schools were particularly important in creating a 

foundation for resistance.84  Whatever else segregated schools represented, some 

educators were able to take advantage of their relative isolation from whites and teach 

messages of racial pride.

In adjusting to life under Jim Crow, childhood was an especially critical period 

for African Americans.  Teaching children about a dangerous and violent Jim Crow 

world, black parents emphasized following the rules made by whites, but they also 

subverted the myth of black inferiority that informed those rules by instilling a sense of 

self-worth and racial pride.  Accordingly the private realm of the home and the public 

space of the school were important sites in which African Americans learned of 

alternatives to the Jim Crow worldview, even if the meaning behind those lessons would 

not make sense until later in life.  These lessons further shaped black perceptions of 

83 Peter Stewart, interview by Charles Bolton, transcript, Jackson, Miss., 20 August 1997, CRMM, 
www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/oh/stewart.htm, accessed February 21, 2002.  In addition to this example of 
blacks pooling their efforts, another example of racial communalism and self support was in the creation of 
fraternal hospitals.  In the 1940s in the Delta, two fraternal hospitals were founded, dependent upon funding 
from the black community.  In an effort to attain better healthcare, sharecroppers, unskilled laborers, and 
many of the poorest African Americans in the area donated money for these hospitals.  David T. Beito, 
“Black Fraternal Hospitals in the Mississippi Delta, 1942-1967,” Journal of Southern History 65, no. 1 
(February 1999):  109-140.

84 Black schools could also play an important role in merging  pride in black culture with pride in the 
intllect.  As Claude McKay understood, for the educated black individual, trying to embrace the black folk 
tradition and the intellect could be source of tension, in part because of how blackness and intelligence 
were constructed in mainstream society.  Michael B. Stoff, “Claude McKay and the Cult of Primitivism,” 
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violence, the law, and racial customs.  Through their parents, their teachers, and their 

experiences, black children learned that laws and customs were not synonymous with 

moral code but nonetheless had to be followed to avoid violence.  As adults, there were 

other private and public spheres that fostered critical racial dialogues, and one of the most 

important of these sites was the black press. 

Alternative Constructions of Time, Race, and Justice in the Black Press

Whereas the partitioning of public space sustained and perpetuated racial 

difference, another demarcation of constructed differences was temporal.  For instance, at 

bus stops blacks had to wait for whites to board first and at the post office and in retail 

stores, blacks had to wait for whites to be served first.85  Waiting for whites was a daily 

reminder of racial differences and of black dehumanization.  In addition, these temporal 

delays were expressed in broader social and political terms, such as blacks perpetually 

waiting for the right to vote while being told at the clerk’s office and in the public 

discourse that they were not ready—the time had not come—for them to assume that 

responsibility.  These “disjunctive temporalities” represented more than inconveniences; 

in The Harlem Renaissance Remembered, ed. Arna Bontemps (New York:  Dodd, Mead & Company, 
1972), 132.

85 In terms of U.S. segregation, Michael Hanchard uses the example of school textbooks in which black 
children received the books discarded by white schools, meaning black students waited for information that 
white students had already “consumed and discarded.”  Michael Hanchard, “Afro-Modernity:  Temporality, 
Politics, and the African Diaspora,” in Alter/Native Modernities, ed. Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar (Durham, 
N.C.:  Duke University Press, 2001), 265.
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similar to the racial prescriptions of social address, “waiting also denotes taking one’s 

cues from somewhere or someone other than oneself.”86

This social construction of racial time, in which waiting was imposed on blacks, 

sheds light on the daily, psychological functioning of Jim Crow.  As well, the concept of 

racial time can be useful for examining black subversion.  African-descended people, 

Michael Hanchard argues, created an Afro-Modernity that in part embraced unique 

conceptions of time.  Racial equality, for instance became the end of racial time, in which 

blacks no longer had to wait to be treated as equal citizens and in which the striving 

toward that new time represented a belief that the present conditions could be improved 

in the future.87  Whereas the Jim Crow worldview constructed blacks as inferior, second-

class citizens, and thus as anti-modern, the counternarrative that blacks created in the 

private sphere of the home and the partially hidden public sphere of schools and the black 

press, constructed blacks as modern citizens.  Denied self-respect in the Jim Crow world, 

in black private and public spheres blacks fashioned images of themselves as intelligent, 

resourceful, clever citizens while also offering subtle critiques of their oppression.  

Particularly clear in the black press was a vision of a world in which the end of racial 

waiting was near.

While it was dangerous for blacks to criticize Jim Crow publicly and directly, 

national publications, such as the Chicago Defender, the Pittsburgh Courier, and Jet

86 Ibid.  In exploring the “disjunctive temporalities of both Western and Afro-Modernity,” Hanchard 
adopts the concept of racial time, which he defines “as the inequalities of temporality that result from 
power relations between racially dominant and subordinate groups.  Unequal relationships between 
dominant and subordinate groups produce unequal temporal access to institutions, goods, services, 
resources, power and knowledge, which members of both groups recognize.” Ibid., 252-253.
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magazine, exposed Mississippi blacks to counterhegemonic messages.  In these pages, 

blacks read about lynchings and other forms of oppression in their own state, which were 

either not covered or were reported from a segregationist perspective in mainstream 

Mississippi newspapers.  Noting the importance of the Courier and the Defender, Horbert 

Kornegay explains, “That was our only outlet, you know, for news actually.”88  In 

addition to reading about lynchings blacks also read about the NAACP, black culture, 

black entrepreneurship, blacks as responsible citizens, and other news that never made it 

into local mainstream newspapers.  Given that in many communities whites did not want 

blacks to have access to these publications, issues were sometimes mailed from relatives 

living in the north,89 and those issues were closely guarded.  For instance, blues musician 

Memphis Slim was in a restaurant in Marigold that had a back door with a peephole.  

Assuming that the backroom was for gambling, he was surprised to find a roomful of 

blacks reading the Chicago Defender, with a man standing watch at the door.90

Mississippi blacks could also read alternative messages in black newspapers 

within the state, especially in the Jackson Advocate.  From its inception in 1939 to the

mid-1950s, the Advocate was relatively critical of Jim Crow, even though those messages 

were less bold than what one could find in a paper published outside the South.91  Still, 

87 Ibid., 245-268. 
88 Hobert Kornegay, interview by Don Williams, transcript, Meridian, Miss., January 6, 1999, CRDP, 

www.usm.edu/crdp/html/transcripts/kornegay_hobert.shtml, accessed February 18, 2002.
89 Jasper Neely interview. 
90 Big Bill Broonzy, Memphis Slim, and Sonny Boy Williamson, liner notes of conversation recorded 

by Alan Lomax, on Blues in the Mississippi Night, compact disc, Rykodisc, RCD 90155.
91 The Jackson Advocate began publication in 1939 and, as Julius E. Thompson contends, its founder 

Percy Greene was highly respected within the black community in the 1940s for his open endorsement of 
civil rights and voting rights.  In the 1950s, however, Greene became sharply critical of integrationists.  See 
Julius E. Thompson, Percy Greene and the Jackson Advocate:  The Life and Times of a Radical 
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the Advocate offered a perspective for blacks not available in mainstream Mississippi 

newspapers.  This is particularly well illustrated in the newspaper’s coverage of World 

War II.  In addition to general coverage of the war, which could be found in both black 

and mainstream newspapers, the Advocate, similar to other black newspapers throughout 

the nation, paid special attention to the contributions of African American and African 

soldiers.  For instance in a 1943 article entitled, “Congo Tribesmen Join Allied Armies in 

Desert Fighting,” the wire service story described the soldiers in glowing terms as “tall 

black soldiers . . . all of them being over six feet tall, wearing the khaki fez hat which 

makes them look even taller.  These Negroes are all fine looking men.  They come from 

solid stock, are unusually healthy and strong, honest, clean, devoted and loyal to their 

officers.”92  The reporter also suggested that the soldiers were “disappointed” in having to 

detour into the Middle East instead of heading directly to the European front.93  Along 

with the focus on the superior physical features, these soldiers were almost the opposite 

of the deceitful, dirty, lazy, criminal blacks that appeared in white newspapers.  These 

soldiers were patriotic and eager to die defending a noble cause.  Similarly, a 1944 

article, “Africans Surpass Japs in Jungle,” noted that the West African men were 

“superior to the Japanese in every aspect of jungle warfare.”94  The underlying message 

Conservative Black Newspaperman, 1897-1977 (Jefferson, N.C.:  McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 
1994).  For more on the complexity of Percy Greene’s editorial position, see Caryl A. Cooper, “Percy 
Greene and the Jackson Advocate,” in The Press and Race:  Mississippi Journalists Confront the 
Movement, ed. David R. Davies (Jackson:  University of Mississippi Press, 2001), 55-84.  For more on the 
black press in Mississippi, see Julius E. Thompson, The Black Press in Mississippi, 1865-1985
(Gainesville:  University Press of Florida, 1993).  

92 “Congo Tribesmen Join Allied Armies in Desert Fighting; Make Significant Contributions to Mid-
East Campaign,” Jackson Advocate, 28 August 1943.

93 Ibid.
94 “Africans Surpass Japs in Jungle,” Jackson Advocate, 26 August 1944.
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in this coverage was that blacks—in this case Africans, but also by extension African 

Americans—were ready for freedom and full citizenship and that they had earned it on 

the battlefield.  

In many respects the proud descriptions of the troops mirrored characterizations 

of the American soldier in the broader American culture in which the ordinary citizen 

turned soldier became a hero.  As John Blum argues, “The GI as athlete, farm hand, 

mechanic, soda jerk, college student, and organization man—the GI as an ordinary 

American boy—gave the American people exactly the symbol with which they could 

easily identify, the brave soldier in whom they could see themselves and in whom they 

could take personal pride.”95  The difference in the black press, however, was that the 

heroes on their pages were black and frequently they were from Africa.  Praise for 

African troops was in part a product of a shared ancestry and in part consistent with a 

larger effort to demonstrate that blacks were not racially inferior.  In addition, the 

association between Jim Crow oppression and European colonization continued an 

association between African Americans and Africans that stretched back to the rise of 

black nationalism at the end of the nineteenth century and included Garveyism in the 

1920s.96  It was not until the onset of the Cold War, as Penny Von Eschen argues, that the 

95 John Blum, V was for Victory:  Politics and American Culture during World War II (San Diego:  
Harcourt Brace & Company, 1976), 64.

96 See for example, Wilson Jeremiah Moses, The Golden Age of Black Nationalism, 1850-1925 (New 
York:  Oxford University Press, 1978); Robin D. G. Kelley, “But a Local Phase of a World Problem:  
Black History’s Global Vision, 1883-1950,” Journal of American History 86, No. 3 (December 1999):  
1045-1077; Winston James, Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia:  Caribbean Radicalism in Early 
Twentieth-Century America (London:  Verso, 1998); Roderick Bush, We Are Not What We Seem:  Black 
Nationalism and Class Struggle in the American Century (New York:  New York University Press, 1998); 
Joseph E. Harris, African-American Reactions to War in Ethiopia, 1936-1941 (Baton Rouge:  Louisiana 
State University Press, 1994); Theodore G. Vincent, Black Power and the Garvey Movement (Berkeley, 
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black press was forced to couch the African American struggle in domestic terms and 

abandon an anticolonial position, which in mainstream circles became synonymous with 

un-Americanism.97  In the mid-40s, however, the links between segregation and 

colonialism were obvious and the success of African troops represented a source of pride 

for African Americans and as further proof that blacks everywhere were the equal of 

whites.98

The Advocate also published numerous articles praising African American 

soldiers.  This included news of Mississippi blacks who received the Good Conduct 

medal in the South Pacific,99 and a wire service story on an African American battalion 

that was awarded the Presidential citation.100  Other articles indirectly referenced 

integration at home, such as a report of how white American and British troops and 

African American troops were successfully working together in Italy.101  In addition, a 

1944 article included a photograph of three recently-enlisted Mississippi blacks standing 

in front of a U.S. flag, explaining in the caption that “[m]ore and more 17-year-old 

Colored boys” were signing up for the Navy, and that the smiles on the faces of the men 

Calif.:  Ramparts Press, 1971); P. Olisanwuche Esedebe, Pan-Africanism:  The Idea and Movement, 1776-
1991, 2nd ed. (Washington, D.C.:  Howard University Press, 1994).

97 Penny M. Von Eschen, Race Against Empire:  Black Americans and Anticolonialism, 1937-1957
(Ithaca, N.Y.:  Cornell University Press, 1997), 118-120.  Also see, Robert Korstad, and Nelson 
Lichtenstein, “Opportunities Found and Lost:  Labor, Radicals, and the Early Civil Rights Movement,” 
Journal of American History 75, no. 3 (December 1988): 786-811; and Gerald Horne, Communist Front:  
The Civil Rights Congress, 1946-1956 (Rutherford, N.J.:  Fairleigh Dickinson Press, 1988).

98 For more on African American connections to anti-colonial movements and the broader international 
context of the African American experience, see Brenda Gayle Plummer, Rising Wind:  Black Americans 
and U.S. Foreign Affairs, 1935-1960 (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1996).

99 “Mississippian in South Pacific Gets Good Conduct Medal,” Jackson Advocate, 20 January 1945.
100 “Presidential Citation Is Awarded Unit,” Jackson Advocate, 28 April 1945.
101 “No Race Issue Is Found among Troops in Italy,” Jackson Advocate, 11 December 1943.
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“tell an old American story of Southern patriotism.”102  Similar to the coverage of 

African troops, these stories emphasized African American soldiers’ bravery, skill, and 

loyalty.  The war was presented both as a testing ground for African American 

citizenship and as a model for post-war southern society.  It is particularly interesting that 

the Advocate refers to “Southern” as opposed to “American” patriotism, perhaps to drive 

home the point that these were southern blacks who were willingly performing their duty 

and that blacks in the South would expect better treatment after the war.  Collectively, the 

coverage of African and African American contributions to the war effort pointed to the 

end of Jim Crow time and the beginning of a new time in which blacks were treated as 

full citizens.  

In fact, black press coverage during the war devoted much attention to black 

expectations after the war.  On the homefront, as the national media and national political 

figures were blaming blacks for the 1943 riots in Detroit, a Jackson Advocate editorial 

argued that the riots demonstrated the need for integration and democracy throughout the 

country.103  Similarly, in June 1945, eleven black soldiers signed a letter to the editor 

calling on blacks “to start organizing and preparing now for that which we are fighting 

for, should it be denied us when we return to civil life.”104  In the same year, looking to 

possible changes with black veterans returning home, a Jackson Advocate editorial 

commented on the “courage, sacrifice, and devotion to duty” of the black soldier, who 

would deserve a community based on law and order and a “life with FREEDOM FROM 

102 “17-Yr.-Olds Flock to Navy,” Jackson Advocate, 4 March 1944.
103 “The Detroit Riot,” Jackson Advocate, 26 June 1943.
104 “Letter from . . . ” Jackson Advocate, 23 June 1945.
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FEAR.”105  Ultimately, throughout the war the Advocate was optimistic while also 

holding out a threat of black action if blacks were still to be denied democracy.  Overall, 

the stories on the war suggest that blacks believed they were on the cusp of dramatic

changes to the racial status quo.

Numerous scholars have pointed to the World War II era as a critical period in the 

black freedom struggle, evidenced by the sense of entitlement blacks expressed upon 

returning from fighting and also by increased activism.  NAACP membership rose 

dramatically, and in many places across the South, including Mississippi, black veterans 

attempted to register to vote.  The messages of black pride and black expectations within 

the press were also an indication of the vulnerability of the oppressor.  The black press’ 

nuanced interpretation of the war was a counternarrative to Jim Crow in that readers were 

exposed to blacks—African and African American—as heroes.  Even though the 

immediate post-war years did not witness the emergence of a mass movement, the 

expressions of racial pride within the press nonetheless demonstrate an increasingly open 

and public dialogue on race within the black community.  In a completely different 

context, the black press also presented an alternative perspective on crime and violence in 

its coverage of state executions of African Americans.

In April 1947, African American Jessie Lee Dickerson was charged with the 

murder of a white man, and Dickerson was found guilty and executed by the state in 

105 “Something about Jackson’s Returning Negro Veterans,” Jackson Advocate, 7 April 1945 (emphasis 
in original).  In using a phrase from Franklin Roosevelt’s Atlantic Charter speech guaranteeing basic 
freedoms for all the world’s citizens, the Advocate linked the African American condition to that of 
colonized peoples.  Roosevelt’s four basic freedoms included freedom of speech, freedom of religion, 
freedom from want, and freedom from fear of armed aggression.
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January 1948.106  The Columbus Commercial Dispatch reported on the execution, noting 

Dickerson’s signed confession was used as evidence and that Dickerson gave a statement 

before his execution, apologizing and hoping that his experience would “be a lesson” to 

others.107  In many respects this rather brief story was consistent with most of the 

mainstream coverage of executions of African Americans in Mississippi in the 1940s and 

50s.  Similar to other executions, the newspaper devoted little attention to the details of 

the crime, focusing instead on the final day, usually including any last statement by the 

condemned and the contents of the last meal.  For those who had maintained their 

innocence throughout the trial, special attention was given to whether or not there was a 

last minute confession and there often seemed to be an attempt on the part of reporters to 

elicit an apology, a statement of remorse, and a warning to others.  In these respects the 

Dickerson story followed form.  

The Jackson Advocate’s coverage of the crime was subtly yet significantly 

different.  A May 1947 article on Dickerson receiving the death penalty noted that the 

accused was “a veteran of World War II” and that he was “alleged to have confessed” to 

murder.  The article further explained that no motive had been established.108  Clearly, 

this news story did not argue that Dickerson was innocent nor was it even an outright 

condemnation of the legal system.  Nonetheless, and similar to much of the Advocate’s 

coverage of blacks charged with crimes against whites, words such as “alleged” and 

allusions to military duty cast doubt on the proceedings of legal officials.  Thus, black 

106 “Convicted Slayer Is Executed Here,” Columbus Commercial Dispatch, 23 January 1948.
107 “Dickerson To Die Here Tomorrow,” Columbus Commercial Dispatch, 22 January 1948.
108 “Demand Death Peanalty [sic] for Young Veteran,” Jackson Advocate, 3 May 1947.
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readers were exposed to a story of the event that expressed much less certainty of guilt 

than the stories found in mainstream newspapers.  

There is a similar disparity between mainstream newspapers and the Advocate

involving a 1949 incident, in which two African Americans, Otis Wilkerson and Lovell 

Shaffer, were charged with murdering Hardy Simmons, a white man, for which the two 

black men were executed in 1951.109  The Belzoni Banner ran a brief story explaining 

little more than that Shaffer had been executed.  Meanwhile, in its coverage of the 

execution, the Jackson Advocate used the headline “Second Negro Veteran to Die for 

Yazoo County Night Club Slaying,” and also mentioned in the lead that Shaffer and 

Wilkerson were “two young Negro war veterans.”  In addition, the article included a 

discussion of Shaffer’s mother’s plea to the governor, in which she argued that the case 

had a “Strange Fruit” element, a reference to lynching.  The mother pointed out that black 

eyewitnesses had been afraid to tell the truth that the white man had begun the shooting.  

Similar to the coverage of the Dickerson case, by including the details of the mother’s 

plea—which were not in the Belzoni Banner article, the article called into question the 

fairness of the trial and ultimately the guilt of Shaffer and Wilkerson.110

At other times the Advocate was even more direct.  In April 1954, African 

American Robert Buchanan was convicted of raping a white woman and he was executed 

in 1956.  The Jackson Daily News reported on the scheduled conviction and included 

109 “Lovell Shaffer Executed July 12,” Belzoni Banner, 12 July 1951.
110 “Second Negro Veteran To Die for Yazoo County Night Club Slaying,” Jackson Advocate, 14 July 

1951.
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details of the alleged crime.111  The Advocate’s coverage also included the specifics of 

the crime and noted Buchanan’s confession.  Then, after three paragraphs on Buchanan, 

the focus of the Advocate article abruptly shifted to a black woman in Jackson who 

accused her white employer of rape, noting that authorities had refused to charge him 

with a crime.  It is particularly revealing that this story was not part of a separate article 

but rather was merged with the discussion of a black man executed for rape of a white 

woman.112  The newspaper broadened the discussion of the execution of a black man to 

the larger issue of racial hypocrisy within the Jim Crow legal system.  

Frequently the discrepancies in press coverage revolved around the supposed 

confession of the accused.  Noting that a black defendant had confessed before or during 

the trial, or even after being convicted, was often a critical part of the mainstream 

coverage.  In the case of black defendants, the confession was frequently coerced or 

obtained under duress and black defendants were often convinced to confess to avoid 

being turned over to a lynch mob.113  In the mainstream press, however, the details of the 

confession were usually ignored, or when the method of the confession became central to 

the case, the defense’s claims were discounted.  This standard journalistic practice was 

used in a 1942 incident in which three black men were charged with killing a white man.  

Elijah Parker, George Lewis, and James Lewis were convicted of murdering T. H. 

Gober, based largely on their confessions.  The case was appealed to the Mississippi 

111 “Jackson Rapist To Die Tuesday in Gas Chamber,” Jackson Daily News, 2 January 1956.
112 “Jackson Negro Man Executed for Rape Committed Here,” Jackson Advocate, 7 January 1956.
113 “Man Lynched as Jury Deliberated Fate, Lynched at Site of Mississippi University,” 25 September 

1935, Box 2, Folder 12, Jessie Daniel Ames Papers #3686, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, 
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Supreme Court on the basis that the confession was coerced.  George Lewis died in 

prison, James Lewis received a life sentence, and Parker was executed in 1944.  From the 

initial arrest to the execution, the mainstream newspapers never questioned Parker’s guilt.  

In 1942, after the U.S. Supreme Court refused to hear an appeal, a Jackson Clarion-

Ledger editorial noted that the court’s refusal was a victory for Mississippi, 

demonstrating that the confession was not coerced and that Parker had received a fair 

trial.114  In addition to assuming that there was no basis for Parker’s appeal, the editorial 

excluded a discussion of the specific reasons for the appeal.  Following the execution, the 

Jackson Daily News explained that Parker had been electrocuted “for the murder of T. H. 

Gober, . . . whom he and two other negroes, clubbed to death and threw in a well.”115

Thus, the arguments of the prosecutor were taken as fact.  Meanwhile, the Madison 

County Herald reported that Parker had paid “for his heinous crime.”116  In the 

mainstream press, Parker’s guilt was never in doubt.  It only becomes clear how much 

was left out of the reporting when one examines the coverage of the Jackson Advocate.

After the initial arrest and confession, the Advocate informed its readers that 

“questioning began about midnight Saturday night and ended when the youth confessed 

early Sunday morning.”  Without stating that the confession may have been coerced or 

obtained under duress, the Advocate certainly suggested this possibility by noting the 

The Liberator, 1 March 1949, J. B. Matthews Papers, Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections 
Library, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina.

114 “People’s Faith in the Courts Once Again Is Justified,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 14 October 1943.
115 “Original Sin,” Jackson Daily News, 30 August 1943.
116 “Elijah Parker Pays Supreme Penalty,” Madison County Herald, 11 February 1944.
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length of the interrogation.117  In addition, in covering a stay of execution for Parker in 

1943, the Advocate included the contentions of the appeal—Parker not being granted due 

process, and the threat, duress, and coercion in the confession—and noted that “of much 

interest is the fact that all the attorneys representing the youth were appointed by the 

Court.”  It is not clear whether the court-appointed attorneys were “of interest” because 

they appeared to be acting in the best interest of Parker or whether the implication was 

that these lawyers, which included future governor Ross Barnett, could be doing more for 

their client.  Either way, this point suggests that normally court appointed attorneys 

meant a lack of justice for blacks.  Overall, the Advocate included much more 

information about the case and instead of emphasizing Parker’s innocence or guilt, 

focused on due process and whether or not Parker would be given a fair hearing.  Within 

the mainstream press, accusations against blacks were taken as fact, bolstered by the 

general understanding that blacks in general were prone to violence.  Meanwhile, the 

subtext within the Advocate’s coverage conveyed an inherent questioning and distrust of 

the law and an awareness that what whites labeled as crime and violence was not 

necessarily either.

The arrest, trial, and execution of Willie McGee followed a similar trajectory in 

the media, except that this case attracted a great deal of national and international 

attention.118  In November 1945, Willie McGee of Laurel was charged with raping a 

117 “Three Youths Held in Murder, Robbery of White Farmer,” Jackson Advocate, 1 August 1942.
118 For more on the Willie McGee case, see Craig Zaim, “Trial by Ordeal: The Willie McGee Case,” 

Journal of Mississippi History 65, no. 3 (2003): 215-247.  For more on the relationship between racial 
violence against blacks and international Cold War politics, see Mary L. Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights:  
Race and the Image of American Democracy (Princeton, N.J.:  Princeton University Press, 2000).
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white woman.119  The following month, the jury deliberated for less than three minutes 

before rendering a guilty verdict, and McGee was scheduled to be executed in January.120

The NAACP took on the case and McGee’s new attorney, Bella Abzug, engineered 

several appeals, arguing that McGee had been denied his civil liberties, including the 

suppression of evidence, a coerced confession, and the exclusion of key witnesses from 

the trial.121  In addition to the involvement of the NAACP and the Civil Rights Congress, 

as well as organized demonstrations in New York and in Mississippi, the case was 

covered in numerous international newspapers.122  McGee was executed in May 1951.123

In its initial local coverage the Laurel Leader- Call reported that McGee signed a 

detailed confession.124  Before the trial on the rape charge, the court conducted a hearing 

on McGee’s sanity, and during this hearing, the Leader Call focused on whether or not 

McGee was sane.  Readers were told that McGee had become incoherent and largely 

unresponsive, explaining that he had a “dazed expression,” was “trembling” and “wide-

eyed,” and had “jibbered continually and inaudibly.”125  While the journalist made no 

direct judgment on McGee’s sanity, he noted that the jailor believed McGee was “putting 

on an act.”  Several days later, reporter Paul Tiblier suggested that “either McGee was 

119 “Another Negro Is Jailed in Assault Case Investigation, Laurel Leader-Call, 4 November 1945.
120 “Negro To Pay with Life Is Court Edict,” Laurel Leader-Call, 7 December 1945.
121 “Federal Judge Hears Plea To Stay McGee's Execution,” Jackson Daily News, 7 May 1951.
122 For more on the Civil Rights Congress’s involvement in the case, see Horne, Communist Front.
123 Jimmy Ward, “Willie Brave in Life but He Shed a Tear as Electricity Took a Toll,” Jackson Daily 

News, 8 May 1951.
124 “Negro Confesses Attack and Charge Is Filed,” Laurel Leader-Call, 10 November 1945.
125 “Negro To Pay with Life Is Court Edict.”
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crazy—or just crazy like a fox.”126  The newspaper also reported that the court-appointed 

defense attorneys refused to call their own doctor, citing a lack of funds.127

Once it was established that McGee was sane, in the trial that resulted in the first 

guilty verdict, the Leader-Call explained that “thirteen persons took turns in spinning out 

the story of his crime.”128  In mainstream press coverage of the subsequent trials, the 

Jackson Daily News identified McGee as the “convicted rapist” and the “thrice convicted 

rapist,” and explained that after his execution, some of those in the crowd outside the jail 

wanted to see “the rapist’s body.”129  Thus, as with the coverage of Elijah Parker, in the 

mainstream press, McGee’s guilt was treated as fact.

Meanwhile, the initial coverage in the Jackson Advocate was much more 

extensive, including numerous details not reported in the Leader-Call.  The Advocate

contradicted the Leader Call by contending that the judge, not the court-appointed 

attorneys, refused to allow the defense to call a doctor to testify.  In addition, unlike the 

Laurel newspaper, the Advocate expanded on those who testified on McGee’s sanity, 

noting that none of them were medical professionals.  Furthermore, the newspaper 

reported that McGee’s mental condition may have resulted in part “from a beating he had 

received following his arrest, and before his removal to the Hinds County jail.”130  The 

mainstream press never mentioned that McGee was beaten nor that no medical doctor on 

126 “Negro To Pay with Life Is Court Edict”; “Willie McGee Says Nothing as He Awaits Death,” 
Laurel Leader-Call, 11 December 1945.

127 “Negro To Pay with Life Is Court Edict.”
128 Ibid.
129 “Federal Judge Hears Plea”; W. C. Shoemaker, “Switch Was Pulled and the Generator Struggled, 

then the Throng Quieted,” Jackson Daily News, 8 May 1951.
130 “Southern Negro Youth Congress, NAACP Plan Legal Action in Miss. Rape Case,” Jackson 

Advocate, 5 January 1946.
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either side had examined or testified to the defendant’s sanity.  Conversely, the Advocate 

did not include the opinion of the jailor or of others regarding McGee’s mental status.  

Instead, the black newspaper was more concerned with the workings of the legal process 

than with the possible decision that would be rendered.  

In the subsequent trials on the rape charge, the Jackson Advocate continued to 

report on details of the case not presented in the mainstream press.  For instance, the 

newspaper reported on the testimony of Mrs. Troy Hawkins, the alleged victim, in which 

she testified that her child had been sleeping next to her and that her husband was in an 

adjacent room.131  The mainstream press omitted this detail, and as was the case when the 

alleged victim was a white female, never identified the individual or the family by name.  

As well, two months after McGee was executed, an Advocate article commented that 

black citizens were still talking about the outcome largely because recently “a number of 

white men have been arrested for the rape of teenaged Negro girls and Negro women in 

various sections of the state.”132  The McGee ordeal, then, fueled a dialogue not only of 

that particular incident but also of the relationship between race and the legal system.  

In the coverage of the trials and executions of African Americans, the mainstream 

press generally created a neat, simple narrative, demonstrating both the defendant’s guilt 

and the supposed racial fairness of the Jim Crow judicial system.  Meanwhile, the 

Jackson Advocate consistently broadened discussions of individual cases against African 

Americans to the larger issue of racial justice in the legal system, at times by mentioning 

131 “Giant Rally Hears Wife of Willie McGee,” Jackson Advocate, 15 July 1950.
132 “Trial of Two White Men in Vicksburg Rape Case Set To Start Thursday,” Jackson Advocate, 7 

July 1951.
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whites who committed crimes against blacks but went unpunished.  In this regard, the 

Advocate depicted a legal arena that operated on racial time in which blacks were still 

waiting for justice.  While the newspaper did not directly question the judicial system, it 

did include various details, as well as words such as “alleged,” that at the very least 

revealed a more skeptical appraisal of Jim Crow justice.  Significantly, the Advocate’s 

lack of faith in the legal system mirrors sentiments within the larger black community, in 

which many individuals made no distinction between lynchings and executions.

In numerous interviews with Mississippi blacks, when asked about lynchings, 

interviewees responded by discussing State executions.  For instance, Juvernia Robinson 

was asked if he had ever heard of any lynchings, and he responded by mentioning the 

execution of a black boy accused of raping a white girl.133  In addition, when A. Peyton 

was asked about lynchings, he first alluded to a lynching he heard about in 1938 and he 

then referred to the execution of Lovell Shaffer.134  Likewise, Winnie Weston recalled 

that her parents were always whispering about “[h]anging, executing, just all kind of 

death among the black.”135  Regardless of whether one considers state executions as 

synonymous with lynchings—and one can make a strong case that executions were “legal 

lynchings,” the important point here is what this conflation of lynching and execution 

reveals about how these African Americans and the Jackson Advocate made sense of the 

133 Juvernia Robinson and Cathon Robinson, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Itta Bena, 
Miss., 3 August 1995, BTV.

134 Peyton was the caretaker in charge of embalming Shaffer’s body, and instead of cleaning it up for 
public viewing, he preserved the bodily effects of the electrocution so that others could “see what they had 
done to him.”  A. Peyton, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Yazoo City, Miss., 8 August 1995, 
BTV.  A similar approach was taken after the lynching of Emmett Till four years later, in which Till’s 
mother insisted on letting the world see her son’s bloated, mutilated body. 

135 Minnie Weston, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Moorhead, Miss., 8 August 1995, BTV.
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legal apparatus.136  Police, laws, courts, and men in white robes were all part of the same 

system of oppression and violence.  The skepticism and the blurring of legal and 

extralegal violence against blacks that underlay both the Advocate’s coverage and the 

interviewees’ recollections reveals a dialogue about racial justice in which blacks were 

talking about and questioning Jim Crow and in which black and white perceptions of 

violence and the law were quite distinct.

“Messing with White Folk”:  Resisting Jim Crow Customs

Based on the conversations within the home, the various public expressions of 

racial pride, and the subtle criticisms of the legal system in newspapers, it is evident that 

there was an alternative perception of Jim Crow, violence, crime, and justice within the 

black community.  Furthermore, in contradicting the dominant Jim Crow messages of 

black inferiority and subordination, this critical racial dialogue should be understood as 

resistance to white domination.  At the same time, these discussions were significant in 

fostering other, more overt challenges to the racial status quo, including everything from 

individual violations of Jim Crow customs that were minor in scale to taking up arms 

against whites.  

136 For a discussion of state executions as “legal lynchings,” see George C. Wright, Racial Violence in 
Kentucky, 1865-1940:  Lynchings, Mob Rule, and “Legal Lynchings” (Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State 
University Press, 1990); and Wright, “By the Book:  The Legal Executions of Kentucky Blacks,” in Under 
Sentence of Death, ed. Brundage, 250-270.
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On an individual level, African Americans resisted dehumanization in a myriad of 

ways on a daily basis.  For instance, as soon as Laura Taylor became aware of the 

meaning behind the segregated water fountains, she refused to drink from public 

fountains, and even if she was thirsty, she waited until she was at home.137  Similarly, 

Ruby Williams never answered a white person’s question with a simple yes or no, which 

would have required her to add “ma’am” or “sir.”  Instead, she found other ways to 

respond and to avoid the language of racial deference without giving the appearance of a 

direct challenge to whites.  As she recalls, whites would try to ask her questions that 

would force her to say yes or no, but she always managed to reply in some other 

manner.138  For both Taylor and Williams, their efforts to get around Jim Crow customs 

were relatively safe, nonetheless, for each, these small battles were refusals to perform 

their prescribed inferiority, allowing them to preserve their dignity.  

Others were more direct in challenging racial customs.  Clearese Cook’s mother 

taught her always to obey the laws and the customs, ‘even though it’s not what you 

want,’ and this included not drinking from the white water fountain.  Cook, however, was 

curious, and she wanted to know what the difference was between the ‘white’ water and 

the ‘colored’ water.  Once, as a teenager, she took a drink from the white water fountain, 

and to her surprise, it tasted the same as the water from the colored fountain.139  Cook’s 

experience is an excellent illustration of Grace Elizabeth Hale’s discussion of how the 

137 Laura Taylor, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Greenwood, Miss., 3 August 1995, BTV.
138 Ruby Williams interview.
139 Clearese Cook, interview by Kim Adams, transcript, November 1994, CRMM, 

www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/oh/cook.htm, accessed February 16, 2002.
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racial designation of space could reaffirm black inferiority.140  Before Cook sampled the 

“white” water, she assumed that it was superior because it was reserved for whites.  And 

if the separate fountains stood for a metaphor of racial difference, the realization that the 

water in each was the same represented a very real demonstration of the myth of black 

inferiority.  

John Johnson was also preoccupied with the separate water fountains.  In addition 

to numerous experiences “sneaking” water from the white fountain, Johnson sometimes 

spit in that fountain.  As Johnson explains, it was his “own little way of messing with 

white folk.”  Significantly, in looking back on these moments, Johnson reasons that at the 

time he would not have thought of his spitting as resistance but that in retrospect “that’s 

what we were doing.”141  Most likely, if he had been caught by whites spitting into their 

fountains, they would have understood it as resistance, too.  Thus, even though Johnson’s 

act may seem insignificant or not particularly constructive, it takes on greater 

significance when considered within the context of Jim Crow dehumanization.  In 

drinking out of the white fountain, Johnson was laying claim to a superior space reserved 

for whites.  Meanwhile, in spitting on that space, Johnson was leveling the two spaces 

and mocking the hegemonic message that blacks were less clean than whites.  Through 

Johnson’s saliva, whites would be exposed to the alleged black dirtiness that they 

assiduously avoided.  In drinking from the fountain, Johnson rejected the idea of white 

superiority, and in spitting in that fountain he rejected the idea of black inferiority.  

Significantly, Johnson, as well as Cook, Williams, and Taylor, were taking control over 

140 Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness, 137-138.
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their own lives, even if it meant violating racial customs and risking a reprisal from 

whites.  

Other blacks took even greater risks by directly challenging Jim Crow in the 

presence of whites.  The remembrance and retelling of these episodes can be divided into 

two general categories:  stories of blacks who stood up to whites and got away with it and 

stories of blacks who stood up to whites and paid for it.  Despite the distinct outcomes, 

within the black community each type of episode carried with it the possibility of pride 

and respect and served as an example for others.  

Ariel Barnes recalls from the 1920s going to the movies with another African 

American female.  Her friend accidentally bumped into a white girl, whose white male 

companion said to Barnes’s friend, ‘Watch it, there.’  The appropriate Jim Crow response 

would have been something along the lines of “sorry, sir,” but instead Barnes’s friend 

immediately replied, ‘Same here.’  In telling this white couple that they were equally to 

blame for the bump, this black woman was also saying that she had as much right to the 

space as whites did.  It was a direct challenge to the custom of always giving whites the 

right of way.  As the young man, perhaps in disbelief, began to become visibly upset, the 

two African American girls ran away, probably realizing the risk they had taken in 

talking back to whites.  Barnes believed that when they fled, the white man was about to 

strike her friend.  Afterwards, the African American girl’s friends teased her about it, 

suggesting a certain level of respect and admiration for her actions.  This incident may 

not seem like a big deal within the larger context of the freedom struggle, and certainly if 

141 John Johnson interview.
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it had been a black male talking back to a white male after bumping a white female, the 

white response may have been much worse.  Still, from the time that  Barnes was very 

young, she had been stepping out of the way of whites, and for her and her friends, this 

was an important moment, in which they witnessed/heard about a black female 

challenging a white male and getting away with it.142

For Alma Ward the demonstration of standing up to whites came through her 

grandmother.  On one occasion, a white city utility worker accused Ward’s grandmother 

of turning on the water at a house she was renting but had not been staying in for some 

time.  After telling the man that she had not turned on the water, he, according to Ward, 

said, ‘Don’t get smart with [me] nigger, because you know you’re talking to a white 

man.’  Ward’s grandmother answered, ‘I don’t care who I’m talking to,’ and as Alma 

watched from the yard, she saw the white man running away, with her grandmother 

behind him—wielding an axe.  In this case, the owner of the house sided with the black 

woman and had the utility worker fired, hinting at the complexities of black-white 

relations in Jim Crow Mississippi.143  Significantly, as previously noted, it was Alma 

Ward’s grandmother who had advised her daughter and granddaughter against returning 

to the country store where a white man had insisted that Alma refer to him as “sir.”  Thus, 

Ward’s grandmother did not challenge whites with every opportunity but rather had some 

awareness of when it was safe to speak out or wield an axe.   

142 Ariel Barnes, interview by Sarah Rowe, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 1 April 1993, CRMM, 
www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/oh/barnes.htm, accessed February 15, 2002.

143 Alma Ward interview.
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One particularly important site in which blacks often pushed against Jim Crow 

lines was on the buses.  Long before Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat in 

Montgomery and before the bus boycott in Baton Rouge in 1953, buses were a relatively 

frequent site for black resistance, and this resistance was not always met with retaliation 

by whites.  On numerous occasions blacks refused to perform their inferiority.  For 

instance, in studying records from Birmingham’s public transit system, in a twelve month 

period spanning 1941 and 1942, Robin D. G. Kelley uncovered 176 racial incidents and 

complaints, including 51 episodes in which blacks intentionally sat in the white section or 

refused to give up their seat to a white person.144

John Peoples recounts a personal experience on a Jackson bus.  Even when there 

were no whites on the bus, according to an unwritten rule, blacks were not supposed to sit 

in the front two rows.  The bus driver asked Peoples to move back and he refused, 

reasoning to the driver, ‘The sign says from the rear to the front and this is the front.’  

Furthermore, because it was dark the driver could not see if there were available seats 

further back, and, according to Peoples, there was nothing the driver could do.  Probably, 

if the driver had chosen to challenge Peoples, he could have stopped the bus and checked 

the seating situation or called the police.  Perhaps the driver considered it less of an issue 

since there were no white passengers/witnesses or maybe he did not feel comfortable 

standing up to a busload of blacks.  Either way, for Peoples and for other blacks on the 

144 Kelley, Race Rebels, 58-59.
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bus who witnessed the exchange, it was a significant moment in which a black man 

refused a white man and went unpunished for violating a Jim Crow rule.145

In Peoples’s case, one is left to wonder how the other black passengers interpreted 

his actions.  In another bus incident, however, we have the memories of one of the 

witnesses.  Mamie Phillips was on a bus with a number of other blacks, and the 

segregated sections were marked by a curtain that stretched from one side of the bus to 

the other, barring blacks from seeing out of the front of the bus.  At one point, one of the 

black passengers stood up, pulled out a knife and cut through the curtain.  There were 

also several black soldiers on the bus, and, according to Phillips, the bus driver did not do 

anything because he did not want to be challenged by the soldiers.  As soon as the man 

who had cut the curtain down exited the bus, a black preacher on the bus remarked to the 

just departed passenger, ‘I’ll tell you what, the black and the white would be better off if 

all you and your kind was dead.’  Everyone on the bus, blacks and whites, responded 

with laughter, perhaps diffusing a tense situation.  The next time Phillips was on the bus, 

the curtain was gone.146  Like Peoples, the man with the knife went unpunished.  

These episodes of blacks challenging Jim Crow customs demonstrate that even 

with lynchings, executions, beatings, and daily humiliations, white domination was never 

total.  There were blacks who were constantly contesting Jim Crow limits and gaining 

back some of their humanity and freedom.  Furthermore, the presence of black witnesses 

145 John Peoples, interview by Alferdteen Harrison, transcript, 23 February 1994, Recollections of the 
Civil Rights Movement, Margaret Walker Alexander Research Center, Jackson State University, Jackson, 
Mississippi.

146 J.C. Fairley, Mamie Phillips, and Charles Phillips, interview by Charles Bolton, transcript, 
Hattiesburg, Miss., 24 June 1998, CRMM, www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/oh/fairley.htm, accessed February 
19, 2002.



121

magnified the ramifications of these successful acts of subversion, potentially serving as 

a counternarrative to black submission and inferiority, as well as providing a source of 

inspiration.  As Robin D. G. Kelley contends, “daily acts [of resistance] have a 

cumulative effect on power relations” in which enough minor, seemingly irrelevant 

actions lead to larger, more visible acts, and ultimately to social movements.147

Racial confrontations initiated by blacks that sparked no immediate white 

response were the exception.  When blacks publicly challenged Jim Crow customs, they 

usually did so fully aware that they risked bodily harm.  Jessie Stewart recalls that his 

father always told whites what he thought and never backed down to anyone, even “if 

they killed him.”  On one occasion, Stewart’s father had talked back to a white 

policeman, and he then refused to take back the comment.  For his insubordination, he 

was arrested, beaten, and jailed.148  Similarly, prior to the time when John Peoples sat in 

the front of the bus, he was on a bus in which a black soldier in Starkville also would not 

move from the front.  The driver pulled out an axe and hit the soldier across the neck, 

leaving the soldier paralyzed.  In response, blacks boycotted the bus until the driver lost 

his job.149  In each of these examples, there was a witness who relates the story:  Stewart, 

who credits his father and grandfather for teaching him to stand up for himself and 

Peoples.  While beatings, arrests, and other forms of punishment were meant not only to 

keep offenders in line but also to serve as examples to other blacks, these episodes had a 

much different effect on Stewart and Peoples.  Stewart respected his father’s defiance and 

147 Kelley, Race Rebels, 8.
148 Jessie Stewart interview.  
149 Ibid.
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Peoples would later perform a similar act on a bus.  Thus, even if bearing witness to an 

act of resistance did not lead to immediate action, it did seem to lead to a complex 

mixture of feelings—outrage, fear, humiliation, and respect for the victim.  

These incidents were examples of the vulnerability of the oppressor, in which, as 

Paulo Freire argued, the oppressed learn that resistance is possible and the status quo is 

changeable.150  Even in the instances in which the racial transgression was met with 

physical violence, in the memories and retelling of the event, the act of resistance 

survived and in many cases inspired others.  In 1995, when H. Scott was asked who he 

looked up to when he was growing up, he responded that he respected “anybody who 

wouldn’t admit to the idea that whites were the master and blacks were the slave . . . . 

those who had some identity, who had pride, and who had self esteem.”151  Scott could 

have been thinking of folks like Peoples and Alma Ward’s grandmother, who subverted 

customs, or he also could have been thinking of those African Americans who challenged 

the system much more dramatically by taking up arms.

Armed Resistance in Jim Crow Mississippi

Throughout the rural South, as Nan Woodruff observes, many African Americans 

kept guns both for hunting and for self protection.152  Charles Payne suggests that the 

150 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 46.
151 H. Scott, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Yazoo City, Miss., 8 August 1995, BTV.
152 Nan Woodruff, American Congo:  The African American Freedom Struggle in the Delta

(Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 2003), 137.
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willingness of blacks to use those guns may be directly related to the success of the civil 

rights movement.153  Nan Woodruff’s study of black workers in the Mississippi/Arkansas 

Delta, Lance Hill’s work on the Deacons for Self Defense in Louisiana, Akinyele O. 

Umoja’s extensive discussion of numerous episodes of armed resistance in 1960s and 70s 

Mississippi, Thaddeus Russell’s work on “ordinary black people” aggressively resisting 

threats to their freedom and autonomy in 1940s, 50s, and 60s Birmingham, and Timothy 

Tyson’s biographical study of Robert F. Williams and the armed militia he organized in 

North Carolina, demonstrate that black armed resistance and its relationship to the civil 

rights and Black Power movement is a vital area of ongoing research.154  In Jim Crow 

Mississippi, the importance of armed resistance can be understood both in actual 

incidents of blacks taking up guns against whites and more pervasively of blacks 

embracing an ideology of armed resistance, a perspective that allowed for both self 

defense from an impending physical threat, as well as a general defense of one’s dignity 

against the daily accumulated acts of Jim Crow violence and humiliation.155

153 Charles Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom:  The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi 
Freedom Struggle (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1995), 205.

154 Nan Woodruff, American Congo; Lance Hill, The Deacons for Defense:  Armed Resistance and the 
Civil Rights Movement (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2004); Akinyele O. Umoja, 
“1964:  The Beginning of the End of Nonviolence in the Mississippi Freedom Movement,” Radical History 
Review 85 (Winter 2003):  201-226; Thaddeus Russell, “The Fruits of Violence:  Black Resistance and the 
Transformation of Birmingham, 1941-1963” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the American 
Studies Association, Atlanta, November 2004), transcript in author’s possession; Umoja, “‘We Will Shoot 
Back’:  The Natchez Model and Paramilitary Organization in the Mississippi Freedom Movement,” 
Journal of Black Studies 32, no. 3 (January 2002):  271-294; Timothy B. Tyson, Radio Free Dixie:  Robert 
F. Williams and the Roots of Black Power (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1999).

155 As Thaddeus Russell argues, regarding black resistance in Birmingham, for a majority of black 
people the story of resistance was not one “of nonviolence and integration, but of violence and the defense 
of autonomy.”  Rusell illustrates this point by noting the police reports in the 1940s, 50s, and 60s or 
hundreds of black people “punching, kicking, biting, and even stabbing and shooting whites” who 
threatened their freedom and autonomy, Russell, “The Fruits of Violence.”  
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As discussed previously, there were many black individuals who stubbornly 

refused to back down to whites and who expressed a willingness to shoot and kill, if 

necessary.  For instance, Hobert Kornegay, who kept a rifle near his garage, vowed that if 

anyone ever hit him or shot at him, he would fire back, and “that was going to be the end 

of him [the white man].”  Kornegay was aware that it would be the end of himself as 

well, but that did not alter his resolve.156  George Bailey, also recalls that even though 

blacks rarely used guns for self-protection, if he had been hit by a white person, he would 

hit back.157  Likewise Tommie Lee Williams, Sr. explains that he kept a pistol with him, 

and if he realized he was going to be lynched, he would shoot to kill.158  Franzetta W. 

Sanders’s father always kept a gun in the house, and he explained to his daughter that he 

would kill anyone trying to force their way into the house, even if he was killed in the 

process.159

Particularly striking in all of these sentiments, beyond an element of bravado, is a 

note of fatalism.  Each of these individuals knew that hitting or shooting at a white person 

would almost certainly result in death for themselves.  Williams and Kornegay were

prepared to shoot back if they thought they were about to die anyway, Sanders’s father 

was motivated by protecting his family, and for Bailey hitting back was a matter of self-

respect.  Although each of these individuals could have been thinking of self defense, it is 

equally clear that none of them believed they could actually get away with shooting 

156 Hobert Kornegay interview.
157 Georgia Bailey, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Indianola, Miss., 25 July 1995, BTV.
158 Tommie Lee Williams, Sr., interview by Donald Williams, transcript, Vicksburg, Miss., 20 August 

1999, CRDP, www.usm.edu/crdp/html/transcripts/manuscript-williams_tommie-lee-sr.shtml, accessed 
February 22, 2002.
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whites.  Furthermore, in discussing how they would respond to white aggression, these 

individuals were not speaking the language of physical self defense but rather of taking 

down their attackers.  Taking action against whites in a desperate situation was an 

ultimate expression of one’s full humanity; shooting whites carried with it the message 

that the black body was as valuable as the white body, and the act of shooting white 

attackers denied whites complete control over black bodies.

At the same time, the scenarios described above were only hypothetical situations.  

And thus, what was particularly important in these sentiments was their impact on the 

living.  With the specter of lynching infiltrating the daily lives of blacks and threatening 

at any moment to take another black life, developing an attitude of fighting back 

represented a psychological denial of white domination.  There was only so much blacks 

could do to protect themselves from being lynched or executed, but they could deny 

whites total control over black bodies by believing that for at least a moment, they would 

control the fate of white bodies.  Thus, an ideology of armed resistance could imbue

blacks with a sense of control over their own lives, and it could also be a tool of 

liberation reminding whites that blacks were not always submissive.  Furthermore, even 

if for some that ideology was never tested, a few demonstrations of blacks’ willingness to 

fight back could send a powerful message. 

In discussions of lynchings, numerous scholars have argued that one of the chief 

functions of lynching was to serve as an example to the rest of the black community to 

stay in their Jim Crow place.  And although, especially by the 1930s, lynchings were 

159 Franzetta W. Sanders interview.
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becoming less common, even an occasional lynching or the threat of lynching could be 

very effective in maintaining the racial status quo.  Conversely, few scholars have 

considered the effects of blacks shooting and killing whites.  Similar to the function of 

lynching, incidents of African Americans killing whites were a reminder to the white 

community that Jim Crow domination was not complete, that whites could not always get 

away with violence against blacks.  Incidents of blacks killing whites, then, served as a 

lesson to the white community of the risks involved in racial repression.  If Jim Crow was 

a dangerous world for blacks, it could also be a dangerous world for whites.

To directly challenge whites, particularly with a gun, was to risk one’s life.  What 

then would lead an African American in Jim Crow Mississippi to take that risk?  For 

Johnny Jones, one of these critical moments emerged from a mixture of the continual 

humiliations and the denial of his manhood.  Soon after the end of World War II, when 

he was in his early twenties, there were several young white men who were going to the 

local ballpark with black women and having sex with them.  As Jones recalls, it was 

particularly frustrating because he knew that if he only looked at a white woman, he 

could be lynched.  It is not clear whether or not the black women willingly went with 

these white men, but Jones and several of his friends decided to end it.  They confronted 

the white men at the ballpark, leaving one member stationed nearby with a shotgun.  The 

white men did not challenge the black men and the black women left.  The following 

night the black men were arrested and jailed and released after each paid a twelve-dollar 

fine.  As Jones observes, it was common for whites to back down when they were 

outnumbered, and then only to respond when they had a numerical advantage.  While 
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Jones does not explain why he and his companions were not punished more severely by 

the police, he notes that at least one of the white men was married and was worried that 

his wife would find out that he was seeing another woman.160

This episode is as much about gender relations within the black community and 

feelings of emasculation as it is about a racial confrontation.  We do not know from 

Jones’s account the perspective of the black women, but we do know that Jones’s 

response was informed in part by lynchings and white women.  Whether or not Jones and 

his friends were acting on behalf of the black women, their response was certainly a 

reaction against white male authority, and for Jones and his friends, the white men had 

crossed a line that had to be defended.  More to the point, this was a case of black men 

standing up to white men and winning, in spite of being thrown in jail.  

For Bee Anderson, issues of gender, black masculinity, and white male access to 

black women also came into play.  According to Rosie Sanders, who was a child at the 

time (probably in the 1920s), a white man stepped into an argument between Bee 

Anderson and his wife.  Anderson told the white man that he had no right to interfere.  

The white man pulled out a pistol and shot Anderson in the hand.  The two men then 

struggled for the gun and Anderson shot and killed him.  When a group of whites came 

looking for Anderson, he hid behind a creek bank, and, according to Sanders, shot his 

pursuers as they came over the bank.  He was finally apprehended, and he was castrated, 

his eyes were pulled out, and he was tied to a car, with his body dragged along the

160 Johnny Jones interview.
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highway for other blacks to see.  He was then hung from a tree and shot until there was 

little left of his body.161

Based on Rose Sanders account, Bee Anderson was reacting to a white man 

intruding into his relationship with his wife.  From a Jim Crow perspective, the white 

man’s involvement may seem consistent with other customs of racial deference.  Yet, 

unlike other customs, this imposition of white authority did not occur in public but rather 

occurred within the private sphere of the black home and within the private realm of 

marriage, areas in which blacks could normally exercise more control over their lives.  

Thus from Anderson’s perspective, the white man had overstepped his authority and 

perhaps Anderson felt that he had been emasculated before his wife and dethroned within 

the realm of his own home.  

Equally important is how the incident was memorialized.  This story became 

more than a domestic dispute or a struggle between a white man and a black man, it was 

also one of a black man shooting and killing numerous whites before he was captured.  

Furthermore, by the end of Sanders’s account, through the vivid, grotesque details of the 

lynching, Anderson was the victim.  In Sanders’s retelling, Anderson’s shooting of the 

whites was presented as legitimate and justified while the lynching of Anderson was 

portrayed as illegitimate violence.

In many cases, the shooting of whites could clearly be understood as an act of self 

defense.  Lou Allen recalls an incident in the mid-1920s in which a white landowner went 

to the home of a black sharecropper early in the morning and demanded that he go to the 

161 Rosie Sanders, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Greenwood, Miss., 3 August 1995, BTV.
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field immediately.  The black man refused and went back to his breakfast.  According to 

Allen, the white man was going to shoot the farmer, but instead the farmer pulled out a 

gun and shot the white man first, killing him.162  This episode illustrates an important 

aspect of these acts of armed resistance.  We do not know what really happened.  For 

instance, we do not know if the white man pulled out a gun and if he really was going to 

shoot the black man.  But what is important here is not the actual facts of the incident but 

rather the story that was told.  In this case, the incident became one of self defense, of 

justifiable homicide, and of a black man standing up to a white man.  

In a similar episode in May 1935, Glen Roberts, a white landowner, went to the 

home of Elwood Higginbotham, a black renter, to whip him for driving cattle across his 

property.  Higginbotham would not let Roberts into his home and retreated to a back 

room.  As Roberts banged on the door of the room, Higginbotham, according to the 

investigation, warned Roberts, ‘don’t come in here or I’ll hurt you.’  When Roberts 

finally forced the door open and entered the room, Higginbotham shot him at close range 

with a shotgun, killing the white man.  Higginbotham was arrested and lynched several 

months later, after it became apparent in the trial that the jury might not ask for the death 

penalty.163  Given Higginbotham’s warnings to Roberts not to enter the house, one can 

assume that Higginbotham did not want to kill Roberts.  But was this because he had a 

moral aversion to killing or because knew he would pay with his own life for killing a 

white man?  We do not know but it does appear that this was a case of self defense and 

162 Lou Allen, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Greenwood, Miss., 25 July 1995, BTV.
163 “Lynching at Oxford, Lafayette County, Miss., September 17, 1935,” Box 1, Folder 7, Jessie Daniel 

Ames Papers.
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that at least from the perspective of Higginbotham, he believed he was either preventing 

or forestalling his own death.

The facts of the case were not explained in the local newspaper or in the wire 

service coverage.  According to the investigator, it appeared from the newspaper account 

that Higginbotham and Roberts had met on a highway or in some public place.  Upon 

asking the editor of the local paper about the coverage, according to the investigator, the 

editor reasoned that “he had to live in Oxford and that he wanted to get along with the 

people there, and that the race situation made it practically impossible to carry the facts 

about the killing.” 164  Along with illustrating why written texts are often inadequate and 

misleading in researching black resistance in Jim Crow Mississippi, this admission by the 

editor also reveals the potential power of black armed resistance and the tenuous nature 

of Jim Crow domination.  It is significant that the white public wanted to believe that this

was a story of unprovoked black aggression and that the white man had been 

unjustifiably killed, as opposed to being an act of white aggression met with an act of 

black self defense.  Why this would have been important to whites is unclear.  Perhaps 

the white public wanted moral justification for killing a black assailant and wanted to 

portray the lynching as an act of legitimate violence, or maybe the white public did not 

want to allow for the possibility that there was ever a justification for a black man killing 

a white man.  Although it is impossible to know the reasoning behind the misinformation 

regarding the shooting, it is apparent that whites did not want the precedent of a black 

man shooting a white man and getting away with it, regardless of the circumstances.  

164 Ibid. 
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The ways in which a story was interpreted and remembered were important to the 

maintenance of Jim Crow, as those in power tried to maintain domination through 

physical violence if necessary but without ever having to expose the ugly side of 

domination to the public.  Interpretation and remembrance were also important in the 

black community and this sometimes led to slightly different accounts of an incident.  For 

example, in Itta Bena in the early 1950s a black preacher purchased some furniture on 

credit and then lost his job and could not make the payments.  What happened after that is 

recounted separately by both Hettie Love and Booker Frederick, and their remembrances 

are quite different.165

According to Frederick, white men went to the preacher’s house to get the 

furniture and the preacher was waiting inside with a shotgun.  The sheriff then came to 

the house, several shots were fired, and the police were discussing burning down the 

house.  They then convinced the preacher to give up, promising that something could be 

worked out.  The preacher was taken to the county farm, where prisoners were forced to 

work, and he was beaten, which Frederick noted, upset a lot of blacks in the 

community.166

Meanwhile Hettie Love also recalls that white men came to the house where the 

preacher waited with a shotgun.  But, according to Love, when night came, the preacher 

disappeared and eventually made his way to California.167  To a certain extent, it does not 

matter which of these outcomes is the real one—or it could even be something else.  To 

165 Booker Frederick, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 2 August 1995, 
BTV; Hettie Love interview.

166 Booker Frederick interview.
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look at it another way, within various segments of the black community, both of these 

stories were real and their significance lay in the different messages conveyed.  

Frederick’s version is a story of whites overreacting to the situation and inflicting 

violence on a man who had lost his job, demonstrating the injustice of Jim Crow rule.  

His story is one of moral outrage and racial injustice.  In Love’s version the black man is 

vaulted to a heroic position because he escaped punishment by outsmarting white 

officials.  What unites these stories is that each was an example of racial defiance.  Even 

though, according to Frederick, the preacher was arrested, he had initially held them back 

with his shotgun.  In other words, significance of armed or aggressive resistance lay not 

in whether an overt challenge could spark a massive rebellion—which was virtually 

impossible in Jim Crow Mississippi—but rather in how the incident outlived the moment 

in the memories of the black community and contributed to a growing body of resistance 

to oppression.  

As well, when African Americans fought back with guns, most did so realizing 

there was little hope of surviving for long.  For instance, as Elwood Higginbotham shot 

down whites coming over the creek bank, he must have been aware that eventually he 

would be taken.  And yet, perhaps on one level this awareness that one’s death was 

imminent was also liberating.  Knowing that death was imminent, there was nothing left 

to threaten an individual into submission.  Killing as many whites in the process may 

have been a form of retribution for a life of humiliation and oppression, and it may also 

have been a very dramatic demonstration of one’s humanity, in which the shooter 

167 Hettie Love interview.
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demonstrated that his life, his body, was not less valuable than that of the oppressor.  This 

possibility seems particularly likely in the case of Frank Hurd.

According to Nathaniel Lewis, Frank Hurd, a schoolteacher in Amite County, was 

advocating equal pay for black teachers.  Hurd was at the school, when he was told that a 

group of whites were coming to kill him.  Hurd, who kept a gun with him, sent the 

students home and waited for the men to arrive.  As Lewis recalls, Hurd killed sixteen 

men before they finally killed him.168  Thus, in this story, Hurd is portrayed as a man who 

realized he was about to die but who nonetheless killed as many whites as he could, 

leaving behind a lesson for whites and revealing why black armed resistance was as 

critical to overthrowing Jim Crow as lynching was to preserving it.  

Even though aggressive challenges to white authority were relatively rare in Jim 

Crow Mississippi, their significance often outlived the actual episode, reminding whites 

that attempts at dehumanization and domination came at a cost and reminding blacks that 

the oppressor was vulnerable.  In addition the memories of black armed resistance reveal 

a conceptualization of crime and violence quite distinct from Jim Crow interpretations.  

For the State, the legal system served to reinforce the dominant ideology and specifically 

to legitimate racial violence against blacks while concomitantly labeling any black 

aggression as illegitimate and criminal.  However, in black perceptions of black armed 

resistance, the law and legal authorities were either irrelevant or were lumped together 

with other acts of unjustified violence.  Meanwhile, the aggressive “violence” of blacks 

against whites was understood as a natural and legitimate response to Jim Crow violence 
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and oppression, and revealed both a rejection of the legitimacy of the law and of the 

racial ideology that informed the law.  These perceptions were particularly clear in the 

Eddie Noel case.  

The Legacy of Eddie Noel

In order to put Noel’s shootings into context, it is useful to consider race relations 

in Holmes County, where there was a history of violence against blacks.  Eight years 

earlier, a white man shot a black boy in the back in what even local whites considered 

“the most cold-blooded murder in the town’s history.”169  Three months after that 

incident, several white men lynched Leon McTatie, who was falsely accused of stealing a 

saddle.170 Other acts of racial violence against African Americans persisted into 1954, 

the year of the Noel incident.  Sheriff Richard Byrd was criticized for his brutal treatment 

of blacks and shortly after Noel’s outburst, Byrd shot a black boy in the back allegedly 

because the boy had yelled in the direction of the sheriff’s car.171 Thus, similar to other 

Mississippi African Americans, Eddie Noel lived in a county where blacks could be shot 

168 Nathaniel H. Lewis, interview by Tom Healy, transcript, McComb, Miss., 24 October 1978, 
CRMM.

169 “Killing of Youth at Pickens Called Most Cold Blooded Murder in Town’s History,” Jackson 
Advocate, 27 April 1946.

170 “Five White Men Jailed for Murder of Holmes Negro Will Get Preliminary Hearing in Lexington 
Friday,” Lexington Advertiser, 1 August 1946.

171 “Jittery ‘Shiners, Trigger-Happy Men Messed Up Holmes Manhunt,” Lexington Advertiser, 21 
January 1954; Murray Kempton, “What Have They Got To Live for?” New York Post, 16 November 1955, 
Box 54, Folder 16, in Will D. Campbell Papers, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of 
Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.
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or killed for the least provocation and one could not count on the law or its 

representatives for protection.  

On January 13, 1954, twenty-eight-year-old World War II veteran Eddie Noel 

was standing outside a country store near Brozville, about sixty miles north of Jackson.  

An argument ensued between African American Percy Cobbins and Willie Dickard, one 

of the white owners of the store.  According to the local newspaper, the Lexington 

Advertiser, as the two men stepped out of the store, continuing the argument, Noel shot 

Dickard in the chest, killing him.  Noel then fled to his house, and when a group of white 

men arrived, Noel shot his way out, killing two more white men, including a deputy 

sheriff, and wounding two others.  For two weeks Noel was in hiding, while an armed 

group of local whites searched for him, with a $1,000 reward offered for information 

leading to Noel’s whereabouts.172  Noel finally turned himself in.

The larger significance of the shooting and the manhunt can be grasped in part by 

the press coverage.  The editor of the Lexington Advertiser was Hazel Brannon Smith, a 

racial moderate who occasionally came under fire from segregationists for her criticism 

of contemporary racial practices.173  In fact, in response to the newspaper running a story 

on Sheriff Byrd shooting a black boy, the sheriff sued Smith for libel.  Nonetheless, a 

comparison of the Advertiser’s coverage of the episode with that of Mississippi black 

newspapers reveals two distinct interpretations.  In the first article on the shooting, the 

Advertiser explained that Noel had “committed the crimes as the result of an argument 

172 Hazel Brannon Smith, “Slayer of Three White Men Gives Up to Authorities Wednesday Night,” 
Lexington Advertiser, 28 January 1954.
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that began over whiskey.”174  The black newspaper the Mississippi Enterprise explained 

that the shooting reportedly occurred after Dickard “slapped another Negro, Percy 

[Cobbins].”175  Thus, while the mainstream paper linked the shooting to whiskey, the 

Mississippi Enterprise implied that there could have been a racial element behind the 

shooting.  Whether or not this was true—it was never mentioned in the mainstream 

press—is less relevant than what it says about the perceptions of the incident within the 

black community.176  The inclusion of a motive justified and legitimized Noel’s response 

as one of direct retaliation, even if that response was extreme.  

A week after the shooting, while Noel was still at large, a Jackson Daily News

article reprinted in the Advertiser, noted that some people in Jackson felt sorry for Noel.  

The reporter responded to this sentiment by countering, “He killed.”177  The same article 

referred to Noel as a “lead-splattering Negro” and explained that during the argument 

between Cobbins and Dickard, “Noel entered the fracas by blasting young Dickard with 

his rifle.”  Similar to the Advertiser’s report a week earlier, there was no reference to 

Cobbins being slapped or to any reason why Noel opened fire on Dickard.  

In addition to providing possible motivations for the shooting, black newspapers 

carried additional information not in the mainstream newspapers.  The Jackson Advocate

mentioned that Noel was a World War II veteran and told its readers that Noel had 

173 For more on Smith’s position in relationship to race and civil rights, see Arthur J. Kaul, “Hazel 
Brannon Smith and the Lexington Advertiser,” in The Press and Race, ed. David R. Davies, 233-264.

174 “Three Holmes Men Dead, Two Seriously Injured by Negro Man Following Argument over 
Whiskey,” Lexington Advertiser, 14 January 1954.

175 “Noel Surrenders and Is Taken to Hinds Co. Jail,” Mississippi Enterprise, 29 January 1954.
176 Likewise, while the validity of this claim cannot be proven, it is equally possible that mainstream 

newspapers intentionally excluded the slapping incident, perhaps considering it irrelevant.  In fact nothing 
in the mainstream coverage suggests that there was anything rational about Noel’s response.  
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“brought out one of the biggest, if not actually the biggest manhunt in the history of the 

state.”178  Whereas the Daily News referred to the white posse as “bands of armed 

citizens,” without noting how many were in the bands, the Advocate described the 

manhunt as involving “up to 500 armed men, bloodhounds, and a spotter plane.”179

Meanwhile, according to the Mississippi Enterprise, “nearly 800 men” were searching for 

“the sharp-shooting veteran.”180  Further adding to Noel’s stature, the Enterprise

explained that “Noel has a reputation for being able to shoot combs from his wife’s hair, 

to light matches held between her teeth.”181

The basic facts of the mainstream and black newspapers are the same—a black 

man shot and killed some white men.  Yet, within the details there are two very different 

perceptions of the event.  The mainstream reporting appears objective, but their coverage 

is based on the assumption that Noel’s actions constituted a crime.  Meanwhile the black 

press was more skeptical, perhaps because crime sometimes meant talking back (if a 

black person talked back to a white person) while beatings and murder, when committed 

by whites against blacks, were not always a crime, or at least not a punishable crime.182

In addition, in the black press, there is an element of pride both in Noel’s sharp-shooting 

skills and in his ability to outsmart so many whites.  From the initial coverage, Noel is 

177 “Jittery ‘Shiners.”
178 “Noel Surrenders, Trial Set First Monday in April,” Jackson Advocate, 6 February 1954.
179 Bob Bloodworth, “Noel’s Surrender Described by Man Bringing Him in,” Lexington Advertiser, 4 

February 1954; “Noel Surrenders Trial Set First Monday in April.”
180 “Noel Surrenders and Is Taken to Hinds Co. Jail.”
181 Ibid.
182 However, with this and other events, there was no singular black perspective.  Some black 

Mississippians worried that the Noel shootings would reflect badly on the black community including one 
citizen who in a letter to the local newspaper asked the white community not to judge blacks by the actions 
of one individual.  Arenia C. Mallory et al., Letter to Editor, Lexington Advertiser, 14 January 1954.
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held up as a “badman,” as a heroic outlaw figure not attacking specific individuals but 

attacking the oppressor in general.183  By emphasizing the number of men involved in the 

manhunt and by mythologizing Noel’s skills as a shooter, in the black press Noel became 

a real life Stagolee-type folk hero of countless blues songs.184

It is unclear what eventually happened to Noel.  According to Hazel Brannon 

Smith, Noel was declared “mentally incompetent” to stand trial and he was sent to the 

state mental hospital.185  Some local African Americans, however, remember it 

differently.  Both Georgia Clark and Booker Frederick believed that Noel spent some 

time in prison, but he somehow got out, with Clark believing he escaped to the North.186

Similarly Arthur Clayborn, Jr., recalls that Noel was never in jail and that the authorities 

sent him out of the state on a train because he was a “crazy black.”187

Before we accept the conclusions of the journalist over that of the forty-year-old 

memories of African Americans, we should at least consider how unusual it would have 

183 See John W. Roberts, From Trickster to Badman:  The Black Folk Hero in Slavery and Freedom
(Philadelphia:  University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989), 171-220.

184 Regarding black heroes, John Roberts notes that “heroic creation is a process very much like 
culture-building—the means by which a group creates and maintains an image of itself to proclaim 
difference from others by objectifying in its institutions the ideals that it claims for itself.”  Furthermore, he 
contends that the folk hero tradition within the African American community extends from African culture 
building.  Roberts, From Trickster to Badman, 1,4.  Thus, an interesting parallel with hero creation in the 
African American community can be found in Nigeria.  As Toyin Falola demonstrates, the construction of 
heroes by Yoruban writers and historians has historically been a reflection of values and larger ideological 
concerns within a specific socio-historical context.  For instance, in the twentieth century, hero construction 
has responded to the desire for Yoruban unity, anti-colonial sentiment toward the British, and the desire for 
state building and order.  Toyin Falola, “Yoruba Writers and the Construction of Heroes,” History in Africa
24 (1997):  171.  

185 Hazel Brannon Smith “Separate but Unequal,” Alicia Patterson Foundation Reporter 6, no. 6 
(1983), www.aliciapatterson.org/APF0606/Brannon_Smith/ Brannon_Smith.html, accessed January 18, 
2005.

186 Georgia Clark, interview by Harriet Tanzman, transcript, West, Miss., 7 October 1999, CRDP, 
www.usm.edu/crdp/html/transcripts/manuscript-clark_georgia-g.shtml, accessed February 22, 2002; 
Booker Frederick interview.



139

been for a black man to shoot and kill several whites, including a deputy sheriff, and not 

be lynched or executed.  A year later and one county to the north Emmett Till was 

lynched, and in a county known for its racial abuses against blacks, whites did not choose 

to make an example of Noel.  Instead it appears that officials wanted the entire incident, 

and the memory of the incident, to disappear quickly.  Perhaps they did not want the story 

of a black man who had stood up to and killed numerous whites to receive more attention 

in the black community.  Or perhaps officials were worried that Noel could become a 

martyr and inspire a reaction from other blacks.  Whatever the reasoning, the ambiguous 

outcome of the shootings serves as a further indication that Jim Crow domination had its 

limits.

In spite of how quickly the Noel incident vanished from local newspapers, the 

remembrance of Noel’s actions had a life and significance of its own.  The belief that 

Noel managed to escape to the North is consistent with the image of a black man who 

had eluded, out shot, and outsmarted hundreds of white people, suggesting that he had 

once again made fools of whites.  Furthermore, the story is an excellent demonstration of 

why armed resistance or armed aggression was critical to the freedom struggle, even if 

these events were relatively rare.  For many African Americans, Noel became the 

legendary badman.188  Booker Frederick heard that after Noel had surrendered, “he told 

187 Arthur Clayborn Jr., William Earl Davis, and Arnette Davis, interview by Mausiki Scales and Doris 
Dixon, tape recording, Yazoo City, Miss., 7 August 1995, BTV.

188 Significantly, in the approximately ninety interviews conducted in Holmes County in 1995 for the 
Behind the Veil project only the Emmett Till lynching was mentioned more frequently than the Eddie Noel 
shootings.  Regarding the potential long-term impact of challenges to the status quo, James C. Scott 
contends that if “the first act of defiance meets with a decisive defeat it is unlikely to be emulated by others.  
The courage of those who fail, however, is likely to be noted, admired, and even mythologized in stories of 
bravery, social banditry, and noble sacrifice.”  Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance, 227.
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them he could have killed about all of them if he had wanted to, but he didn’t want to.”189

Through Noel, Frederick implies a role reversal, in which, at least for a moment, a black 

man was terrorizing whites and could dispense with those white lives at his discretion. 

Likewise T. C. Johnson recalls the incident with pride, reasoning, “just one man, a 

black man, made 500 whites move.”190  Conversely, Johnson refers to the white posse 

who went in search of Noel as “a Ku Klux Klan mob.”191   In his interpretation, Johnson 

turned the tables on Jim Crow norms in two ways, first, by referring to the shooting as a 

moment when whites were afraid of blacks, and second, by transforming those 

supposedly acting in the name of the law into criminals.  Meanwhile, Arthur Clayborn, 

Jr., concisely sums up the larger implications of Noel and others who fought back against 

whites.  Clayborn observes that blacks “who would go crazy, kill up a whole lot of white 

folks. . . . were respected.”192  Thus, in trying to understand the meaning of the Noel 

shootings, the actual facts of the incident and debates over whether Noel’s actions 

constituted a crime or an act of resistance are less relevant than the ways in which 

African Americans talked about and interpreted the shootings.  The story of the Noel

shooting served as an example of a dramatic subversion of the dehumanization of Jim 

Crow.  

189 Booker Frederick interview.
190 T. C. Johnson, interview by Reginald Skinner and Jackie Collins, in Minds Stayed on Freedom:  The 

Civil Rights Struggle in the Rural South:  an Oral History, Youth of the Rural Organizing and Cultural 
Center (Boulder, Colo.:  Westview Press, 1991), 154-56.  

191 Ibid.
192 Arthur Clayborn, Jr. interview.
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Throughout this chapter I have explored the ways in which individual blacks 

sought to reassert their humanity and challenge white domination, primarily by 

reconceptualizing and undermining Jim Crow constructions of crime, violence, justice, 

and race.  Looking back on these incidents from the post-1960s side of sit-ins, boycotts, 

and other mass protests, these episodes may seem insignificant or unimportant to the 

larger freedom struggle.  However, I have argued that it is necessary to analyze the pre-

Brown years within the context of Jim Crow dehumanization in which those in power 

strove for racial control by trying to convince blacks that they were inferior.  Whereas 

lynching represented a dramatic reminder that the black body belonged to whites, the 

daily humiliations of sidewalks, buses, and walking to school were more mundane, but 

equally real reminders that in Jim Crow Mississippi, blacks did not count.  In that society, 

blacks were expected to perform their inferiority everyday.

Yet, despite these bleak circumstances, those in power never achieved Jim Crow 

hegemony.  Blacks and segregationists were constantly pushing in opposite directions 

against the lines of racial oppression.  In the lessons in private homes, in the schools, and 

in the press, the often subtle messages of racial pride, everyday acts of resistance, and 

dramatic aggression against whites fostered a dialogue of resistance that would inform 

the civil rights and Black Power movements.  Prominent within this dialogue was a 

realization that the law was not a legitimate authority but rather was a weapon of the 

strong subjectively wielded to maintain domination.  Of course, while blacks were 

continually seeking out the vulnerability of their oppressor, segregationists were at the 

same time looking for ways to fortify their domination.  As I discuss in the following 
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chapters, in the 1950s, they would be faced with new challenges that would require more 

sophisticated forms of racism and oppression.  
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Chapter 3

A “Just and Legal Fight” for White Domination:  The Centralization 
and Legalization of Racial Repression in the Post-Brown Era  

The fight that we wage must be a just and legal fight.  Acts of violence and lawlessness 
have no place.  Violence hurts the cause of the South. . . .These acts are turned against us 

by our enemies.
–Senator James Eastland, December 1, 1955

In September 1954, less than four months after the Brown decision deeming 

segregated schools unconstitutional, the black newspaper the Jackson Advocate reported 

that “fear of violence and intimidation” of blacks was spreading across the state 

unparalleled since the Reconstruction era.  The heightening apprehension among 

Mississippi blacks was prompted in part by the emergence and rapid growth of the White 

Citizens’ Councils.  It was also flamed by statements such as those of an unidentified 

state representative and Citizens’ Council member who suggested that “a few killings 

would be the best thing for the state.”1  That comment embodied one of the central 

functions of lynchings in the early days of the Jim Crow era:  using the public spectacle 

of violence as an example to the entire black community.  Although the number of annual 
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lynchings had dropped dramatically over the last thirty years in Mississippi and across 

the South, it appeared that in the face of federal threats to segregation, white Southerners 

were prepared to respond with a new wave of violence against blacks.

A year later, however, and not long after the murders of Emmett Till and voting 

rights activist Lamar Smith, staunch segregationist Senator James Eastland issued a much 

different sounding message.  Speaking at the statewide Citizens’ Council convention, the 

senator advised the group against vigilante violence, warning that “[v]iolence hurts the 

cause of the South” and proposing instead that segregationists engage in a “just and legal 

fight.”2  In noting the harm done by violence, Eastland was probably thinking of the 

negative national publicity generated by the Till lynching.3  Whereas the call for a few 

killings a year earlier implied that violence would serve as an example and deterrent to 

other integrationists, Eastland’s legal approach suggested that there as a new threat 

requiring new tactics.  This emerging threat was the national public and the federal 

government.

Although the immediate frame of reference was Brown and the Till lynching, the 

larger context was transformations in the relationship between the federal government 

and civil rights and between the federal government and the South.  In particular, these 

1 “Citizen Councils Seen Spreading Fear Among State Negro Citizens in Drive to Keep Segregation,” 
Jackson Advocate, 18 September 1954.  

2 James O. Eastland, “We’ve Reached Era of Judicial Tyranny,” speech at the Citizens’ Council 
Statewide Convention, 1 December 1955, reprinted as a pamphlet, Citizens’ Council/Civil Rights 
Collection, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.

3 In his study of the efforts to desegregate Jackson’s commercial TV, Steven D. Classen argues that as a 
catalyst for black activism, the Till lynching was more important than the Brown decision.  However, from 
the perspective of State repression, one could argue that the Brown decision was critical in terms of 
fostering legal changes while the publicity of the Till lynching was key to promoting repressive tactics that 
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changing relationships were fueled by black activism and protest in the aftermath of 

World War II.  Black soldiers returned home emboldened by an even greater claim to 

democracy and human rights.  Membership in various civil rights organizations, 

particularly the NAACP, increased dramatically across the South.  In turn, the NAACP 

intensified efforts to gain equality through the law, culminating in the Smith v. Allwright

decision in 1944 (outlawing the exclusion of black voters from the Democratic primary) 

and the Brown decision overturning the doctrine of “separate but equal.”  Outside the 

courts, there were also indications that mass demonstrations could become a key vehicle 

for black protest.  For example, in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, in 1953, blacks boycotted 

segregated buses; two years later blacks in Montgomery, Alabama, followed suit; in 

Tallahassee in 1956, black college students protested the arrest of two fellow students; 

and in December of the same year, 250 blacks in Birmingham desegregated city buses.4

At the same time that blacks were becoming more vocal in their protests of racism and 

violence, the federal government was gradually, if reluctantly, taking on the role of 

protector of civil rights. 

In reality, the federal government’s support of civil rights was often motivated by 

international Cold War pressures in which calls for democracy abroad could be 

undermined by evidence of the lack of democracy at home.  Within this international 

context, southern racial policies were becoming a liability for the federal government.  At 

avoided the appearance of racial violence and oppression.  Steven D. Classen, Watching Jim Crow:  The 
Struggles Over Mississippi TV, 1955-1969 (Durham, N.C.:  Duke University Press, 2004), 33.  

4 For more on these mass protests, see Aldon D. Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement:  
Black Communities Organizing for Change (New York:  Free Press, 1984), 17-76.  For an excellent first 
hand account of the connections between the Brown decision and the Montgomery boycott, see The 
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least partly in an effort to shore up world opinion, at various times all three branches of 

the government acted on behalf of African Americans.  The U.S. Supreme Court’s Smith 

v. Allwright and Brown decisions were steps toward constitutionally ensuring black civil 

rights in the areas of voting and education and more generally, they challenged the 

essence of the Jim Crow worldview rooted in black inferiority.  Furthermore, as Mary L. 

Dudziak contends, “Brown was an essential and long-overdue affirmation of the story of 

race and American democracy that the government had already promoted abroad.”5

While these were the most dramatic and perhaps most important federal measures of the 

post-war era, the executive branch also took action in support of civil rights.  During the 

war, with A. Philip Randolph threatening a March on Washington of 100,000 protestors, 

President Franklin Roosevelt issued Executive Order 8802 banning discrimination in the 

defense industries.  In 1948, in an effort to appease the left wing of the Democratic Party 

and stave off a challenge from Henry Wallace, President Harry Truman proposed 

moderate civil rights reforms, targeting voting rights, fair employment, and an anti-

lynching law.  In the same year, he also issued an order calling for the end of 

discrimination and segregation in the armed forces.  Even Congress, including the Senate 

with committee leadership dominated by long-serving Southern Senators, took action.  In 

Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It:  The Memoir of Jo Ann Gibson Robinson
(Knoxville:  University of Tennessee Press, 1987).

5 Mary L. Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights:  Race and the Image of American Democracy (Princeton, 
N.J.:  Princeton University Press, 2000), 107.  Although cold war politics could at times work to the 
advantage of civil rights activists, it nonetheless had a debilitating effect on some civil rights organizations 
in the post World War II era.  For example, through the rhetoric and politics of anti-communism, civil 
rights groups in the U.S., who during the World War II years had strengthened their ties to anti-colonial 
movements in Asia and Africa, were forced to break those connections during the Cold War years.  This 
meant that when a mass movement emerged in the late 1950s and early 1960s national civil rights groups 
were forced to couch their protests within a domestic milieu instead of attaching the movement to anti-
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1957, the Senate approved a watered-down Civil Rights Act that was nevertheless the 

first major civil rights legislation passed by the U.S. Congress since 1875.  While all of 

these federal efforts were limited in scope, they did demonstrate that regardless of the 

extent of support or the motivations for the support, African Americans had a potential 

powerful ally in the freedom struggle.  As important, these initiatives signaled to white 

Southerners that the federal backing of segregation was eroding.

Scholars generally agree that World War II was a majoring turning for African 

Americans and the freedom struggle.  Yet, scholars have paid much less attention to how 

this period was also a transformative one for those who vowed to defend segregation.6  In 

fact, some of these changes began well before the war.  The number of lynchings in the 

South had been declining steadily since the 1920s, with the drop off usually paralleling 

national discussions of anti-lynching legislation and increasing Southern reliance on 

federal aid since the 1930s.  In addition, the federal government was beginning to display 

at least some interest in violent attacks against blacks.  For example, in Mississippi in 

1942, for the first time in the Jim Crow era, federal agents investigated a lynching in the 

state, and although the results were the same (no one was found guilty of the crime), 

federal involvement had at least forced Mississippi officials to go through the pretense of 

a trial and also set a precedent for future federal intrusions in Southern racial crimes.

colonial struggles throughout the African diaspora.  Penny M. Von Eschen, Race Against Empire:  Black 
Americans and Anticolonialism, 1937-1957 (Ithaca, N.Y.:  Cornell University Press, 1997).  

6 For two early studies of the white Southern reaction to civil rights threats, see Neil R. McMillen, The 
Citizens’ Council:  Organized Resistance to the Second Reconstruction, 1954-64 (Urbana:  University of 
Illinois Press, 1971); and Numan V. Bartley, The Rise of Massive Resistance:  Race and Politics in the 
South during the 1950’s (Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 1969).  
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As well, labor and agricultural disruptions had an impact on the relationship 

between whites and blacks in the South and between the South and the federal 

government.  During World War II, the demand for soldiers led to labor shortages in 

agriculture, which especially affected areas such as the Mississippi Delta that depended 

on the labor-intensive sharecropping system.  Through both federal subsidies beginning 

in the 1930s (that usually ended up in the hands of the planter elite) and the loss of labor 

during the war, the South’s, and especially Mississippi’s, farmers were belatedly turning 

to mechanization.7  Former black sharecroppers left the plantations either for the cities 

(often in the North) or for jobs off the plantation.  These changes meant that Southern 

blacks were becoming less dependent on those who had often policed Jim Crow lines.  At 

the same time, the South as a whole was becoming more dependent on the federal 

government and thus more closely connected to the rest of the nation.  

National opinion was also beginning to turn against Southern segregationists.  

Increasingly, reports of Southern lynchings, and especially the nationally published 

photographs of Emmett Till’s bloated body, were being understood as evidence of a 

barbaric society.  While whites outside the South largely ignored the discrimination and 

racialized violence in their own backyard, they were beginning to view the South and its 

racial society as fundamentally out of step with the rest of the nation.  In the years that 

followed, aided by television, images of fire hoses and police dogs attacking 

demonstrators contributed to the image of the white Southerner as a backward, violent, 

7 James C. Cobb, The Most Southern Place on Earth:  The Mississippi Delta and the Roots of Regional 
Identity (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1992), 184-208.  Also see Nan Woodruff, American Congo: 
The African American Freedom Struggle in the Delta (Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 
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intransigent racist.  As civil rights advocates of passive resistance well understood, such 

public images of violence could win national support for the freedom struggle.  Many 

segregationists realized that as well.  Accordingly, by the late 1950s in Mississippi, in 

responding to resistance and activism, the ruling elite were increasingly reconsidering 

how best to quell dissent.  It was not only a matter of silencing the individuals, they also 

had to take into account how those methods would be understood by the federal 

government and the national public.  While in time Mississippi officials would begin to 

worry about local blacks, too, in May 1954, their primary concerns were with the U.S. 

Supreme Court.

In this chapter I examine the legalization and centralization of racial repression in 

mid-1950s Mississippi.  Soon after the Brown decision, the Mississippi legislature, along 

with legislatures throughout the South, passed numerous new laws that on the one hand 

were designed to legally strengthen segregation and on the other hand were couched in 

language that made no direct reference to civil rights or race.  At the same time, beyond 

the corridors of the state capitol building, the day to day administration of racial lines was 

undergoing changes as well.  Mirroring the State Sovereignty Commission’s expanding 

influence over racial episodes within the state, racial domination was gradually shifting 

from interpersonal and often extralegal efforts of local citizens to the more impersonal, 

carefully orchestrated initiatives of “official” agents of the State.  The way in which 

racial transgressions were defined in the public was also changing.  Individuals who 

challenged Jim Crow were castigated as common criminals, bad citizens, or as abnormal 

2003); and Pete Daniel, Breaking the Land:  The Transformation of Cotton, Tobacco, and Rice Cultures 
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beings who were trying to destroy the racial harmony of the South or more broadly to 

undermine the nation in the fight against communism.  Ultimately, the legalization and 

centralization of racial repression and the criminalization of racial dissent pointed to a 

new, pronounced attempt to cloak racism and repression under the banner of maintaining 

law and order and social peace.  Ideologically and tactically these changes would shape 

how the State responded to national threats and to civil rights activists within the State, as 

I discuss in subsequent chapters.

Old Customs, New Laws

When the Brown decision was handed down, some Southern political leaders 

greeted it with defiance.  Georgia Governor Herman Talmadge accused the court of 

ignoring the law and Senator Eastland proclaimed that the South would ‘not abide by or 

obey’ the decision.8  Nonetheless, most other officials were much more cautious and 

across the South the decision was met either with resignation or with uncertainty as to its 

ultimate impact.  But after the initial shock wore off, Southern legislators passed more 

than 450 new measures to prevent or limit school integration.  Many other laws targeted 

the group most responsible for the legal challenge, the NAACP.9  In addition, in the 

shadows of Brown, a new organization, the White Citizens’ Council, emerged from the 

since 1880 (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1985).  
8 Richard Kluger, Simple Justice:  The History of Brown v. Board of Education and Black America’s 

Struggle for Equality (New York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 1976), 710-711.  For more on the immediate reaction 
of Southern leaders to the Brown decision, see Bartley, 67-81.
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Mississippi Delta and quickly took root across the South with the publicly avowed 

purpose of preserving segregation not through violence but through legal means.  

Both the legislative impulse and the concern over public images of violence 

shaped the political climate in Mississippi in the first few years following the Brown 

ruling.  However, in the mid 1950s, officials were ill-prepared for a “just and legal fight.”  

While some legal measures to solidify and protect segregation were passed in the 1890s, 

the process of codifying segregation had never been completed and at least until the 

1950s it had been largely unnecessary.10  This was why, across the South, after the Brown

decision, state governments quickly passed laws to legally reinforce segregation.  In 1956 

alone, the Mississippi legislature approved at least eighteen resolutions and laws dealing 

directly or indirectly with civil rights challenges.11  Of the numerous ‘segregation’ laws 

passed by the legislature beginning in the mid-1950s, most addressed one of four targets:  

school integration, the NAACP, black voting, and public protests. 

Even before the Brown decision Mississippi politicians had recognized a looming 

threat to segregated schools for nearly a decade.  For starters, segregationists were well 

aware that the black schools in the state were in no way equal to the schools for whites.12

The obvious inferiority of black schools represented one of the major discrepancies 

between the Jim Crow myth of white benevolence and the reality of inequality, a 

9 Harvard Sitkoff, The Struggle for Black Equality, rev. ed. (New York:  Hill and Wang, 1993), 20-27.  
10 Neil R. McMillen, Dark Journey:  Black Mississippians in the Age of Jim Crow (Urbana:  University 

of Illinois Press, 1989), 9-10.  
11 Laws of the State of Mississippi, 1956 (Chapters 239, 241, 253-261, 265, 273, 288, 365, 443, 466, 

475).  
12 Dittmer cites a 1949 Jackson Daily News editorial in which segregationist Fred Sullens admits that 

‘in the matter of education we have for many years been treating Negroes most outrageously. . . .  It might 
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potential glaring dissonance given the increasing importance of public perceptions.  

Consequently, prior to Brown and as far back as 1946, there had been numerous 

discussions about at least getting closer to the idea of ‘separate but equal’ schools to 

avoid federal intrusions.13

These considerations usually surfaced in response to a specific local or national 

challenge.  In 1948, Gladys Noel Bates, a black teacher in Jackson, brought a federal suit 

against the local school board, charging that black educators were paid far less than white 

teachers with similar training and experience.  The suit failed but soon after that the 

legislature increased funding for black teachers (although because distribution was in the 

hands of local school boards, it had little effect on black teachers’ salaries).14  In the same 

year, after the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that Oklahoma would either have to admit 

blacks to its graduate programs or provide equal facilities, the Mississippi legislature 

considered a bill that would provide scholarships for Mississippi blacks to attend 

graduate school out of state.  The bill did not pass, perhaps because it would have 

required the state to spend at least $50,000 in the first two years.15  In 1953, Governor 

Hugh White, Jr. pushed through legislation to allocate funds to build new schools for 

blacks, provide transportation, and bring the pay for black teachers up to the level of 

white teachers.  That proposal, which eventually passed, met with a fair amount of 

well be called a public scandal.’  Dittmer, Local People:  The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi
(Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1994), 34-35.

13 For the efforts to improve black schools in Mississippi, see Charles C. Bolton, “Mississippi’s School 
Equalization Program, 1945-1954:  ‘A Last Gasp to Try to Maintain a Segregated Educational System’,” 
Journal of Southern History 66, no. 4 (November 2000):  781-814; and Bolton, The Hardest Deal of All:  
The Battle over School Integration in Mississippi, 1870-1980 (Jacks on:  University Press of Mississippi, 
2005).

14 Ibid., 35-36.
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resistance from legislators, many who believed that they were simply surrendering to 

federal pressure.16  Overall, there was relatively little change in the school situation prior 

to 1954.

In the aftermath of Brown Mississippi politicians considered numerous proposals 

to maintain segregation.17  Revealing the extent to which some segregationists 

misunderstood their fellow black citizens, Governor White initially believed voluntary 

segregation (blacks voluntarily choosing to stay in black schools) was the answer.  In 

1954 he assembled a meeting with one hundred prominent African American leaders in 

the state, believing they would support the plan and could persuade the black community 

to maintain segregation voluntarily.  Instead, individual after individual stood up and 

demanded integration, with only one supporting the governor’s plan.  After the meeting, 

the stunned governor remarked, “I have completely lost confidence in the Negroes.”18

Governor White’s faith in black acquiescence may seem incredulous but, in fact, he was 

not alone.  As John Dittmer has argued, in the early 1950s white Mississippians “had 

become convinced that the racial status quo was no longer threatened” despite a recent 

upsurge in NAACP membership and black voter registration as well as other signs of 

black activism.19

15 “Miss. Planning Negro Scholarships,” Jackson Advocate, 14 February 1948.  
16 Dittmer, Local People, 36-38; Yasuhiro Katagiri, The Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission:  

Civil Rights and States’ Rights.  (Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 2001), xxvi-xxvii.
17 For more on the segregationist response to Brown and other threats to segregation in Mississippi, see 

Dittmer, Local People, 41-74.  
18 “Negroes Insist Upon Integration,” “May Ask Authority to Abolish Public System of Schools,” 

Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 31 July 1954; Dittmer, Local People, 38-40.    
19 Ibid., 34.  
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Most of the other responses to Brown, however, were either legal or constitutional 

in nature.  Rooted in a states’ rights ideology, some favored interposition or 

nullification.20  Both of these ideas received a great deal of press although officials were 

never close to implementing either of them.  Furthermore, the newly elected governor, J. 

P. Coleman was against any proposal that would lead to federal troops coming to the 

state.21  In the meantime with these dramatic moves on hold, the legislature passed 

several laws designed to strengthen the legal standing of segregation in Mississippi 

schools.

One of these new laws codified Mississippi’s segregated school policy.  The 

measure explained—and the order of these phrases is significant—that no ‘member of the 

white or Caucasian race’ could attend a school ‘which was also attended by a member or 

members of the colored or Negro race.’22  From a functional standpoint, this simply 

meant whites and blacks could not attend the same school.  Although this bill was 

obviously meant to prevent blacks from integrating white schools, the wording was not 

that blacks must stay out of white schools or even that blacks and whites must have 

separate schools.  Instead, the tone and syntax suggest something slightly different.  The 

20 With interposition, the state could place itself between the federal government and the people and ask 
for some other affirmation of the constitutionality of Brown, such as a constitutional amendment.  Through 
nullification the state could declare the court decision null and void for infringing upon the right of each 
state within the area of education.  “What Are Interposition, Nullification?” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 18 
December 1955; Katagiri, The Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission, 4-7.

21 Initially Coleman opposed interposition but was later persuaded to support it.  By early 1956 
interposition had a great deal of support among the most powerful state leaders, including Coleman, Sillers, 
and Eastland, nonetheless it never led to a confrontation, perhaps partly because the federal government 
was not actively pushing for the enforcement of racial integration.  “What Are Interposition, 
Nullification?”; “Legislator Backs Interposition,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 16 December 1955; “Coleman 
Says He'll Support Move toward Interposition,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 27 January 1956.  

22 Numan V. Bartley, The Rise of Massive Resistance (Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 
1969), 77.  
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law explained that whites could not go to the same school as blacks and thus implied that 

white students, not black students, were the ones being denied.  It is unclear why the law 

was worded this way.  Perhaps officials were trying to make the law less susceptible to 

being deemed unconstitutional.  As was often the case in the years to follow, legislators 

may have been trying to demonstrate both to the courts and to the public that the law did 

not discriminate because it deprived both races equally.  Regardless of the law’s intent, it 

was never invoked.  Nonetheless, the wording of the law was significant in revealing that 

as early as 1955, Mississippi politicians were attempting to hide the language of 

segregation and discrimination within the wording of the law.  

Another legal option was the abolishment of the public school system.  There 

could be no integrated public schools if there were no public schools to integrate.  In 

early 1956, the legislature passed a bill to repeal the compulsory education law, meaning 

the State would no longer require children to attend school.23  In conjunction with the 

repeal of compulsory education the legislature gave the governor the power to abolish the 

public school system.24  If that ever happened, it was understood that whites would attend 

private schools (presumably with some sort of state assistance) while according to 

Governor White, ‘Negroes would be left to ferret out their own problems of education.’  

White considered this to be used only as a last resort and only if blacks would not support 

23 Laws of the State of Mississippi, 1956 (Chapter 288); Phil Stroupe, “Legislature to Tackle History’s 
Largest Budget,” Jackson Daily News, 2 January 1956; Dittmer, Local People, 59.

24 “May Ask Authority to Abolish Public System of Schools,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 31 July 1954; 
Katagiri, The Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission, xxvi-xxvii.
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voluntary segregation.25  Of course, once black leaders soundly rejected White’s first 

option, the governor became an advocate of threatening to abolish the public school 

system, to be used as a ‘big stick . . . to hold over [black leaders’] heads.’26  In other 

words, rooted in the time-tested traditions of Jim Crow repression, the governor hoped to 

threaten blacks into supporting segregation.  Mississippians did ultimately ratify a 

constitutional amendment giving the state legislature the power to abolish the schools, 

although officials never acted on this authority.27

Overall, many of the early proposals on avoiding school integration revolved 

around the legal arena, probably because the most imposing challenge was coming from 

lawsuits and the Supreme Court.  In addition, while prior to Brown officials appeared 

more predisposed to some cooperation or compliance, after Brown the legal efforts were 

far less conciliatory.  Still, none of these much-debated public issues and legal measures 

were ever used in the fight against integration.  Perhaps their chief function was as a 

threat/warning to the federal government not to interfere or maybe the laws simply 

represented the impassioned blustering of states’ rights bravado.  However, the critical 

legacy of mid-1950s political decisions lay not in dramatic avowals of a confrontation 

with federal authorities but rather, with a much more subtle approach.  In fact, one law 

that targeted schools was emblematic of the circuitous approach to integration attempts.

25 “White Sees Voluntary Segregation Solution of School Problem,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 30 July 
1954.  

26 “May Ask Authority.”
27 Dittmer, Local People, 59.  In addition, in the 1956 session, the legislature also passed a bill 

requiring every district to provide separate schools for blacks and whites.  Laws of the State of Mississippi, 
1956 (Chapter 273).  
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In 1956, the legislature made common law marriages illegal.  The new law was in 

reality less concerned with the sanctity of marriage than it was with school integration.  

Many blacks in Mississippi had never officially been married under the authority of the 

state.  By outlawing common law unions, it would make the children of those marriages 

illegitimate and then the parents of those children would have no legal standing to sign 

the currently circulating NAACP petitions demanding that their children be sent to white 

schools.  This law exemplified attempts to prevent integration efforts through indirect 

legislation.  In making no connection to school integration or race within the language of 

the law, this measure outlawed and morally discredited what was a common practice 

within the black community.28

Along with the laws buttressing school segregation, there were many others that 

targeted the NAACP.  The simplest and most direct approach within the legal arena 

would have been to outlaw the NAACP in the state, as Alabama did.  And while such a 

bill was debated, it never passed.  John Dittmer notes that it is unclear why the legislature 

did not outlaw the NAACP but he suggests that politicians may have been trying to avoid 

the publicity (which could be used by the NAACP) or possible constitutional 

28 Laws of the State of Mississippi, 1956 (Chapter 241).  The results of this law, in creating thousands 
more ‘illegitimate’ blacks in the state overnight, also dovetails with segregationists’ national propaganda 
campaign.  As I discuss in the following chapter, statistics on illegitimacy was a key component in 
segregationists’ efforts to establish scientifically the immorality of blacks as a justification for white 
domination.  There is also something a little more subtle at work here.  As Anders Walker contends, this 
law would dramatically increase the rate of illegitimate births in the black community.  State officials could 
use such statistics to argue that blacks were in fact less civilized than whites and therefore suggest that 
integration would be dangerous for whites and of little use to blacks.  Anders Walker, “Bastards Out of 
North Carolina, Mississippi, and Florida: The Deployment of Black Illegitimacy Rates to Subvert Civil 
Rights in the South,” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Historical Association, 
Chicago, January 2003).
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confrontations.29  Another possibility, expressed by Governor J. P. Coleman in 1959, was 

that banning the NAACP would have forced the group underground, making it more 

difficult to monitor their activities.30  In crafting anti-NAACP legislation, politicians were 

likely thinking of both the public sphere/federal government and surveillance.  Those 

concerns would also help to explain why officials ultimately used a more indirect 

approach to silence the NAACP in the state.  Instead of outlawing the NAACP, 

legislators turned to many other new measures which did not refer to the NAACP but 

were nonetheless intended to hamper the organization’s activities in Mississippi.

Because many of the NAACP’s strategies involved working through the courts, 

the Mississippi legislature passed several new measures regarding lawsuits.  A bill passed 

in 1956 prohibited “any person, firm, partnership, corporation, group, organization, or 

association” from providing any funds to a person involved in a court proceeding.  

According to the bill’s author the law was designed among other things to prevent the 

“stirring up of legislation.”31  Two months later the legislature approved a bill that would 

require any out-of-state attorneys to get approval from the state board to appear in a 

Mississippi court.32  Both of these measures were intended to make it more difficult for 

the NAACP or any other civil rights organization to bring a lawsuit against segregation 

within the state or to aid any local citizens who may be using the courts to challenge 

segregation.  

29 Dittmer, Local People, n. 49, 450.  
30 “Racial Segregation Topic of Mississippi ‘Talkathon,’” Jackson State Times, 14 June 1959.
31 Laws of the State of Mississippi, 1956 (Chapter 253).
32 Laws of the State of Mississippi, 1956 (Chapter 255).
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State officials also recognized that the NAACP’s potential influence in the state 

extended beyond the courts and into the black community.  Representative Karl 

Weisenburg accused the NAACP of arousing ‘hatred, animosity and strife between our 

peoples.’33  Governor Coleman pushed through legislation requiring an update of the 

state’s list of subversive organizations and then required teachers to list any organizations 

to which they belonged.  Although membership in one of these organizations would not 

constitute a criminal offense, state employees (which included black teachers) were 

banned from being members in any of these groups.34  In addition, in 1958, the legislature 

adopted an act requesting an investigation of NAACP activities, explaining that the 

organization was not acting in “the best interests of either the white or negro race.”35

Whereas the anti-NAACP laws focused largely on an external threat, Mississippi 

politicians also passed laws that targeted a potential internal threat, black voters.  

Throughout the Jim Crow era most blacks in Mississippi were prevented from voting 

through a wide variety of tactics.  In an effort to solidify white rule, the 1890 Constitution 

required an eligible voter to be able to read a section from the constitution.  That 

requirement was usually unnecessary because most blacks were disfranchised through 

33 “Bill Is Aimed against NAACP,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 25 January 1956.
34 “Legislature to Tackle History’s Largest Budget”; Ney M. Gore to W. J. Simmons, 12 October 1955, 

Erle E. Johnston, Jr. Papers, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, 
Hattiesburg; “Assault Upon Freedom of Association:  A Study of the Southern Attack on the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People,” American Jewish Congress, 31 May 1957, Box 376, 
Folder “NAACP, 1957, Jan.-Oct.” J. B. Matthews Papers, Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections 
Library, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina.  

35 Laws of the State of Mississippi, 1958 (Chapter 651); and Les Brumfield, “Clergyman Urges 
Harmony of Races,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 19 May 1959.  
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other means, such as fraud, threats, and beatings.36  However, in the post World War II 

era, with many black troops returning from the war and joining civil rights organizations 

and with the Smith v. Allwright decision outlawing the white primary, black voter 

registration increased steadily.  Within a decade, the number of black voters nearly 

quadrupled to one million across the South.37  In Mississippi, where intimidation 

continued to serve as an effective deterrent, the gains were much more modest, with only 

22,000 blacks registered, or four percent of the eligible black voting population.38  Still, 

that low percentage did not lessen segregationists’ fears that blacks would continue trying 

to register and vote.  

In April 1954, legislators tried to make it more difficult for blacks to vote through 

an amendment, easily approved by referendum, that would require any new voter to read 

or write a section of the Constitution and give a ‘reasonable interpretation’ of the section 

to the county registrar.39  The new requirement would not apply to any voter who was 

qualified and registered prior to 1954.  The following year the legislature changed the law 

allowing voters to register in local election precincts, now requiring them to register at 

the county courthouse.  The number of black registered voters quickly dropped to 

approximately 12,000.40

36 For more details on black disfranchisement in the post-Reconstruction era, see McMillen, Dark 
Journey, 38- 48.  

37 Steven F. Lawson, Running for Freedom:  Civil Rights and Black Politics in America Since 1941
(New York:  McGraw-Hill, Inc., 1991), 27.  

38 Dittmer, Local People, 52; Lawson, Running for Freedom, 27.  
39 Dittmer, Local People, 52-53; Laws of the State of Mississippi, 1954 (Chapter 427), in Erle E. 

Johnston, Jr. Papers.
40 Dittmer, Local People, 70.
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In some respects, these measures were not a significant break from the past.  After 

all, the results were the same—through ‘legal’ and extralegal means blacks would 

continue to be disfranchised.  However, unlike a reactionary lynching or beating, these 

were preemptive steps with officials acting before blacks were voting in significant 

numbers.  In addition, as opposed to simply reading or writing a passage, in requiring a 

potential voter to interpret the constitution, the new law added a level of legal subjectivity 

to the process.  County officials would have much more ‘legal’ discretion in rejecting 

black applicants.41  The implications of this law also extended beyond voting.  Because 

jury members were required to be eligible voters, this new measure would continue to 

insure that few blacks could “legally” serve on the jury.42  More generally, on both a real 

and symbolic level, this new voting law pointed to structural changes in the policing of 

racial lines.  

Most obviously, this voting restriction was a legal deterrent to potential black 

political gains and a fortification of white supremacy through the law.  Forcing blacks to 

register in the courthouse was also an important step toward centralizing repression.  

With fewer registration locations, State officials could more easily monitor and intimidate 

potential black voters.  Finally, courthouse registration represented a centralization of 

repression.  Whereas registering in a local precinct would have meant likely appearing 

before a familiar white individual, in the courthouse, the potential voter now faced the 

41 Indeed, throughout the late 1950s and early 1960s, scores of would-be black voters were rejected 
because they could not interpret a section of the constitution to the satisfaction of the registrar.  

42 For example, in 1959 Goldsby was found guilty of murdering a white woman and in the appeal 
process his attorneys argued that blacks had been systematically excluded from the jury.  Attorney General 
Joe Patterson countered that there was no intentional discrimination, reasoning that because there were so 
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more official, more impersonal glare of the State.  Even though in all probability the 

results of a registration attempt would be the same, the administration of that rejection 

would be conducted by fewer individuals more closely tied to the political State. 

Outside the legislative parameters there were other signs that top level officials 

were becoming more involved in the disfranchisement of blacks.  For example, during 

the 1955 election, State Democratic Chairman Tom Tubb was told by Clay County 

officials that a number of blacks there might try to vote.  Tubb remarked that blacks 

would not be allowed to vote in the primary, ‘but we also intend to handle it in a sensible,

orderly manner.’  The ‘sensible’ manner he suggested was to have any black votes turned 

over to the county election committee.  Tubb noted that the ‘Negroes are better off that 

way’ instead of being ‘given a whipping like some of these county boys plan to do.’43

Tubb seemed to imply that he was doing blacks a favor, that instead of being beaten, 

blacks would simply have their votes thrown out.  Although Tubb’s actions were 

technically not legal, they nonetheless seemed to prefigure Eastland’s call a year later to 

wage the fight without physical violence.  Clearly Tubb was determined to preserve racial 

control but without resorting to beatings and without leaving it to the unpredictable 

actions of local citizens.  And thus Tubb’s message was also directed at local whites, 

cautioning against vigilante violence and warning them to leave disfranchisement to the 

authorities.  

few eligible black voters it was almost impossible to find qualified blacks to serve on the jury.  “Jury 
Ruling Stuns State,” Jackson Daily News, 7 January 1959.

43 “All Back Segregation in Mississippi Voting,” newspaper unknown, [August 1955 ?], microfilm, 
Papers of the NAACP, (Frederick, MD : University Publications of America, 1990), Film 17, 412, Part 18, 
Series C, Reel 13.
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Yet, despite the new law and despite Tubb’s “sensible” approach, direct physical 

violence and intimidation against potential black voters continued.  For example, in 1955 

alone, three African Americans were shot (two of them fatally) for their participation in 

voter registration activities.44  In addition, members of the Citizens’ Council were 

intimidating voters through telephone calls, letters, and hearses that were sent to the 

homes of would-be voters.45  Even the most ardent segregationist officials, such as 

Eastland, expressed uneasiness about these extralegal efforts in the post-Brown and post-

Till climate precisely because such acts could be used against segregationists.  Thus 

throughout this period, there was a tension over the uses of direct physical violence as top 

level officials experimented with other means of repression that could be as effective 

against resistance without alienating segregationists from the nation.  Having to work 

within the law added another element to trying to maintain that delicate balance.  

A final group of new laws anticipated the possibilities for mass public protest in 

Mississippi.  Although there had been no mass demonstrations in the state, preventative 

legal steps were taken shortly after the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955.  Significantly 

the bus boycott in Baton Rouge in 1953 did not spark a similar reaction from Mississippi 

politicians.  However, in the two years between the boycotts, the national political 

climate had changed considerably.  The Montgomery boycott came soon after the Brown

44 This included Gus Courts, who fled the state after being shot, Reverend George Lee, and Lamar 
Smith, who according to the sheriff, ‘made the mistake of trying to participate in the local election.’  
“Shooting of Gus Courts NAACP Branch President Keeps State in Spotlight as Observers See New Crisis 
in Race Relations,” Jackson Advocate, 3 December 1955; “Death of Rev. G. W. Lee in Belzoni Saturday 
Night Puts Spotlight on Race Relations in Mississippi,” Jackson Advocate, 14 May 1955; “Pin Vote 
Slaying on Trio,” newspaper unknown, c. August 1955, microfilm, NAACP Papers, File 17, 412, Part 18, 
Series C, Reel 12.  
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decision, suggesting mounting challenges to segregation, and it also garnered much more 

national attention than the Baton Rouge boycott had.  Thus, in the wake of the 

Montgomery boycott, the Mississippi legislature increased the potential penalty for a 

“breach of the peace or disturbance in a place of business” to a maximum of $500 and six 

months in jail.46  That law was clearly aimed at demonstrators who might attempt to 

demand service in businesses or sections of businesses reserved for whites.  In fact, one 

day after passing that measure, the legislature approved a bill conferring the right of a 

business or business owner to choose its customers.47

Another bill passed during this period was also a direct response to a national 

initiative.  In December 1955, the Interstate Commerce Commission ordered a ban on 

segregated waiting rooms in interstate depots.  Illinois Central Railroad officials 

announced that they would comply, and they took down the “white” and “colored” signs 

in their Mississippi stations.48  In Jackson, city officials put up their own racial signs.  

The following month, the Mississippi House passed an act requiring racially separate 

facilities in train and bus depots.49  One day later, two black women were arrested at the 

Illinois Central terminal in Jackson for entering the “whites only” waiting room.50  It was 

45 Roy Wilkins to Herbert Brownell, Jr., 24 August 1955, microfilm, NAACP Papers, Folder 17, 412, 
Part 18, Series C, Reel 13.  

46 However, this is not the “breach of peace” law that would be used in the early 1960s against the 
freedom riders and other activists.  A revised law was passed in 1960.  Laws of the State of Mississippi, 
1956 (Chapter 256).  

47 Laws of the State of Mississippi, 1956 (Chapter 257).
48 “IC Will Observe De-Segregation,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 16 December 1955.
49 Charles M. Hills, “House Decrees Segregation at Depots in State,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 28 

January 1956.
50 “Arrest Two Negroes at Railroad Station,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 29 January 1956.
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one of the few times in the post Brown era that officials charged anyone with violating a 

segregation law.  

Within two months after the incident, the legislature approved two measures 

requiring transportation companies (trains, buses, etc.) to maintain separate waiting 

rooms and restrooms for blacks and whites.  They also passed a third bill that made it a 

misdemeanor to use the restroom marked “for persons other than his or her race.”51  To 

the best of my knowledge these laws were never invoked.  Instead with the arrests of 

protestors usually falling under other laws, such as breach of the peace, the most 

important ‘segregation’ measures were not those that directly outlined racial policies but 

rather those that had the legal appearance of racial neutrality. 

In considering the numerous laws targeting schools, the NAACP, voting, and 

mass protest, few of these laws, as I have noted, actually used the words ‘race,’ ‘black,’ 

‘segregation,’ or ‘integration.’  In fact, this was true of many of the laws that emerged 

throughout the South after the U.S. Supreme Court deemed segregation unconstitutional.  

While the intentions of many of these laws were thinly veiled, such as requiring new 

voters to interpret the constitution to prevent blacks from registering, Mississippi 

legislators were not oblivious to the possibility that the constitutionality of these 

measures could be challenged in court.  In fact, during this period many of the laws 

included a legal disclaimer clause that clearly reveals Mississippi politicians concern with 

the U.S. Supreme Court.  For example, the bill requiring state employees to list all 

organizations in which they were a member included this clause:  “If any paragraph, 

51 Laws of the State of Mississippi, 1956 (Chapters 258, 259, 260).  
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sentence, clause, phrase, or word of this act shall be held to be unconstitutional . . . [that 

decision] shall not affect any other portion of this act [. . .]”  Some variation of that clause 

appeared in most of the newly passed laws designed to preserve segregation.  At times, 

the legislature even appended this clause to laws already on the books, such as the 1942 

conspiracy law, which defined conspiracy in part as an attempt to overthrow segregation 

laws and customs.

A distinction, however, needs to be made between the cautious, often circuitous 

language within these new laws and the public discussions of their intent.  Despite these 

attempts to obscure the racial motivations behind new laws, within the public discourse 

most Mississippi segregationists were rather open about the purpose of these measures in 

the mid-1950s.  When J. P. Coleman was running for governor in 1955, he instructed 

voters to elect the candidate best qualified ‘to preserve segregation.’  Soon after he was 

elected, Coleman announced a six-point plan to maintain segregation, which included 

many of the measures previously mentioned.52  Likewise, the Clarion-Ledger ran 

headlines such as “House Passes New Segregation Bill” and explained that the new 

subversive list was intended to discredit “organizations whose purpose is to break down 

segregation.”53  Or as Associated Press journalist Douglass Starr noted in the bill 

outlawing common law marriage, it was clearly “another barrier to keep Negroes out of 

white society.”54

52 “Coleman Presents ‘Record of Servce’ [sic],” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 22 June 1955; Stroupe, 
“Legislature to Tackle History’s Largest Budget.”

53 Douglas Starr, “House Passes New Segregation Bill,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 17 February 1956; 
John Herbers, “Mississippi Prepares New Subversive List,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 18 December 1955.

54 Starr, “House Passes.”  
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This early period of defending segregation was marked by an almost FDR/New 

Deal-like atmosphere, with politicians pushing through a lot of legislation and 

contemplating other legal measures in the hopes that something would work.  The 

passage of numerous new laws marked the beginnings of a new era in preserving white 

domination.  Through the legislative process, Mississippi officials were codifying, 

formalizing, and centralizing racial repression.  The critical legacy of these early laws 

was in the way in which the legalization of segregation was coded within the language of 

common crime and the maintenance of law and order.  By the late 1950s this centralized, 

legal approach would be more fully developed through an extensive, well-organized State 

apparatus and through the construction of activists as criminal citizens.  

Organizing and Centralizing the Jim Crow Apparatus

Harvard Sitkoff has referred to the late 1950s as “the high tide of white massive 

resistance.”55  While this historical characterization potentially obfuscates the complex 

everyday forms of black resistance often percolating just below the surface, it nonetheless 

captures the perceptions of Southern segregationists at least in the few years following 

the Brown decision.  Targeting the challenges emanating from New York (the NAACP) 

and Washington, D.C. (the federal government), Southern officials appeared to be 

winning every battle through defiance.  While school integration seemed imminent in 

1954, a year later the Supreme Court softened its position considerably by calling for 
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integration “with all deliberate speed.”  White Southern defiance was further bolstered in 

1956.  After a federal court ruled that African American Autherine Lucy had to be 

admitted to the University of Alabama, she was instead expelled permanently and no 

action was taken by the federal government.  Subsequently, throughout the South, 

because the Brown decision was not being enforced, the suppression of civil rights 

challenges continued to be characterized by bold defiance and direct physical violence at 

the local level.  In fact, the Southern Regional Council reported more than 200 episodes 

of violence against blacks and activists in the five years following Brown.56

In Mississippi, following the threat of immediate integration and despite the initial 

wave of legislation, segregationists soon settled into familiar patterns of repression.  

Local acts of resistance were met with intimidation and direct physical violence that was 

still meted out at the local level with little involvement of top level officials.  Even the 

Sovereignty Commission, the most important defender of segregation in the state, 

primarily confined itself to national propaganda prior to 1958.

Towards the end of the decade, however, there was a gradual centralization of 

repression in which top level officials and particularly the Sovereignty Commission tried 

to take control over the response to local threats.57  Mindful of the growing importance of 

national public opinion and aware of burgeoning civil rights activism within the state, top 

55 Sitkoff, The Struggle for Black Equality, 57.
56 Ibid.  Furthermore, in Mississippi from 1954 to 1964, the State executed 23 blacks, nine of whom 

were charged with the rape of white women.  David Oshinsky attributes this increase to the explosion of 
white anger at the Brown decision.  David M. Oshinsky, “Worse Than Slavery”:  Parchman Farm and the 
Ordeal of Jim Crow Justice (New York:  The Free Press, 1996), 229.  

57 Paralleling the decentralized and localized nature of racial repression, in gubnatorial elections in the 
South in prior to 1954, few candidates made race or segregation an issue in their campaigns.  Earl Black, 
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level officials adopted more sophisticated tactics, including investigations, surveillance, 

arrests, and trials.  Unlike reactionary lynchings and beatings that had been conducted at 

the local level, the new approach required careful planning and coordination between 

various segments of the political and civil society.  In short, the emerging segregation 

defense depended on a smooth-functioning, hierarchical State apparatus.  More 

specifically, this entailed the creation of a Jim Crow network of local and state level 

officials working together, a cooperative local media, and a pool of black informants.  In 

the development of this Jim Crow apparatus, the Sovereignty Commission played a key 

role.  

By 1958, as the Sovereignty Commission was increasingly expanding its duties to 

include the investigation and surveillance of civil rights activities within the state, the 

under-staffed agency relied heavily on the support of officials at the local level.  Agents 

responded to major events such as sit-ins, school integration attempts, boycotts, 

demonstrations, and other violations of segregation laws.  But the agency did not limit its 

investigative role to dramatic events, they also tried to uncover and thwart individual, 

‘unorganized,’ and minor breaches of racial customs.  For example, in 1960, the agency 

investigated an African American woman in Chickasaw County because she had attended 

a white church.58  In the same year, agent Tom Scarbrough investigated a black woman 

who used profanity in speaking to a telephone operator and then to police officers who 

Southern Governors and Civil Rights:  Racial Segregation as a Campaign Issue in the Second 
Reconstruction (Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 1976).

58 Tom Scarbrough to Members State Sovereignty Commission, 1 December 1961, Mississippi State 
Sovereignty Commission Online Collection, http://www.mdah.state.ms.us/arlib/arlib_index.html, 
Mississippi Department of Archives & History, Jackson [SSC hereafter].  
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arrested her.59  In 1961, agent A. L. Hopkins checked out an incident in which Jackson 

State College instructor Powell Jones demanded that a white female clerk refer to his 

wife with a title.60  All of these incidents are the types of transgressions that in the past 

would not have been reported to a state agency but rather would have been handled by 

local whites.  Furthermore, that Mississippi officials gave so much attention to these 

episodes indicates not only the extent of a vast apparatus but it also reveals a great deal 

about segregationists’ concerns.

Given that these incidents did not rise to the level of a full scale revolt or even of 

a direct political action such as trying to vote, why would the State concern themselves 

with these apparently inconsequential episodes?  Why would an agency charged with 

preserving segregation investigate a black woman for cursing a telephone operator?61  In 

Jim Crow Mississippi, even the slightest crack in the system or the most innocuous 

encroachment of racial barriers was taken seriously, especially by the late 1950s when 

racial challenges seemed to be coming from every direction.  In addition, after a half 

59 Tom Scarbrough, “Humphreys County,” 12 October 1960, SSC.  
60 After the clerk referred to his wife by her first name, Jones asked if he could refer to the clerk by her 

first name.  When she replied in the negative, Jones insisted that it was therefore not acceptable for her to 
refer to his wife by her first name only.  In addition, in his report the agent commented that the Jones 
couple was “extremely well dressed.”  In noting that fact, the agent was subtly suggesting that this black 
couple did not fit the racial expectations and images imposed on them by whites—deferential, humbly 
dressed, and subservient.  Along with their insistence on titles, their nice clothes would have suggested to 
officials that the Jones were potential ‘troublemakers,’ and that they did not know their ‘proper place’ in 
Jim Crow society.  A. L. Hopkins, “Investigation of Powell Jones, c/m, Instructor at Jackson State 
College,” 9 October 1961, SSC.  In a similar episode the previous year, African Americans in Clarksdale 
refused to address white postal employees with titles because the employees never used titles in referring to 
their black customers.  Zack J. Van Landingham, “NAACP, Clarksdale, Mississippi,” 24 May 1960, SSC.  

61 On the surface one might be tempted to understand this cursing incident not as a racial issue but as 
one of moral standards.  But as Robin D. G. Kelley has argued, blacks cursing in public (white) spaces 
represented “a serious transgression of the racial boundaries” in 1940s Birmingham, Alabama.  He notes 
that on public buses no whites were ever charged with cursing while for blacks it was one of the most 
common charges.  Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebel:  Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class.  New 
York:  The Free Press, 1996, 71- 72.
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century of Jim Crow domination, minor transgressions by the oppressed were not as 

benign in the context of the late 1950s as they might seem to us who are examining the 

period from this side of the civil rights movement.  As James C. Scott argues, any 

weakness in surveillance or enforcement by the powerful is likely to be exploited by the 

powerless:  “A small success is likely to encourage others to venture further, and the 

process can escalate rapidly.”  Furthermore, as Scott contends, strictly enforcing the line 

separating the powerful from the powerless can also move that line back, “suppressing 

previously tolerated public gestures.”62  In responding to the ‘insignificant’ acts, those in

power understood the relevance and accumulative influence of even the most minimal 

acts of resistance.  For that reason the Sovereignty Commission reacted to even the 

slightest potential breach of the Jim Crow social order.  Indeed, to pour through the 

agency’s files, one is left with the impression that few Jim Crow violations eluded the 

gaze of the State.  And this attention to even the most minor of episodes required a great 

deal of collaboration with citizens and officials throughout the state.  

The Sovereignty Commission agents, of whom there were never more than three 

on the staff at any one time, tapped into a Jim Crow apparatus that already existed.  Local 

officials and white citizens would continue to be involved in the monitoring and 

enforcement of racial lines.  The challenge for the Sovereignty Commission was to take 

charge of these efforts and bring order to the segregation defense.  Of utmost importance 

was to preserve and even strengthen segregation while concomitantly protecting Jim 

Crow’s public image.  

62 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance:  Hidden Transcripts (New Haven, Conn.:  
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Throughout the late 1950s and early 60s, agents conducted routine visits to most 

of the counties in the state, focusing in particular on potential hotbeds of resistance, such 

as in the Delta where the percentage of black inhabitants was highest.  These 

investigations usually entailed checking on the status of NAACP and civil rights activity 

or finding out if there were any ‘troublemakers’ in the area.  Agents also wanted to 

establish connections with individuals within each county.  The Sovereignty Commission 

tried to build up trust with locals so that the agency would be contacted whenever any 

racial dilemma arose and before locals responded to it on their own.  The Sovereignty 

Commission also kept local officials apprised of what laws could be used in targeting 

protests.  Agents prepared lists of various laws (especially the ones recently passed by the 

legislature) with an explanation of each and they frequently met with law enforcement 

officials to discuss how specific laws could be used.  On at least one occasion the agency 

sent a document to all mayors, explaining in detail the lawful and unlawful uses of 

sidewalks and streets.63  This was a particularly important function since many of the new 

laws disguised racial repression behind race neutral language.  Thus during a routine 

visit, the agent usually met with numerous community leaders, including sheriffs and 

police officers, judges, attorneys, voting officials, elected officials, Citizens’ Council 

leaders, local business persons, journalists, ministers, and school officials.64

Yale University Press, 1990), 196.
63 Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission to All Mayors, State of Mississippi, n.d.; Mississippi 

State Sovereignty Commission to Mississippi Law Enforcement Officers, n.d., SSC.  
64 As J. Michael Butler argues, the Sovereignty Commission could have never carried out its mission 

without extensive cooperation and involvement from local white citizens.  J. Michael Butler, “The 
Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission and Beach Integration, 1959-1963:  A Cotton-Patch Gestapo?”  
Journal of Southern History 68, no. 1 (2002):  147.
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Along with establishing connections with local leaders and citizens, agents also 

investigated specific incidents and individuals.  In these cases too, the agent would meet 

with numerous local officials and anyone else who might have information on the 

incident or individual being investigated.  From this information gathering, officials 

sought solutions that would quash Jim Crow threats quickly and quietly.  Often that 

required cooperation from individuals who were not part of political society but rather 

were within the realm of civil society.65  For example, in 1962 a student at Rust College 

(a school for African Americans owned by the Methodist Church) approached three 

Holly Springs drugstore owners about integrating their lunch counters.  All three refused 

and at least one of them contacted the local police who in turn contacted the Sovereignty 

Commission.  After meeting with various officials, agent Tom Scarbrough set out a plan 

of action if the student launched a sit-in at the stores:  any student protestors would be 

arrested and then sent to the college president who would administer his own punishment.  

Subsequently the criminal charges would be dropped.66  Clearly while Scarbrough was 

preserving segregation he was also trying to protect the State’s public image by excluding 

65 In defining the “State,” Antonio Gramsci asks, “But what does [the everyday concept of State] 
signify if not that by ‘State’ should be understood not only the apparatus of government, but also the 
‘private’ apparatus of ‘hegemony’ or civil society?”  He summarizes this as “State = political society + 
civil society, in other words hegemony protected by the armour of coercion.”  In 1950s/60s Mississippi, 
one sees that just as the policing of racial lines was becoming more centralized under top level officials, 
they were still largely dependent on a State apparatus that extended into the private and non-political 
sectors populated by businesspersons, educators, religious leaders, and even black informants.  Antonio 
Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, ed. and trans. Quintin Hoare and 
Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York:  International Publishers, 1971), 261, 263.  In addition, Joy James 
notes that State violence is often rendered invisible to the public because “state and civil society seem to 
speak in one voice regarding policing, punishment, and violence as the media, educational institutions, and 
private citizens are organized to further state hegemony in spite of their autonomy from state apparatuses.”  
Joy James, Resisting State Violence:  Radicalism, Gender, and Race in U.S. Culture (Minneapolis:  
University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 6.  

66 Tom Scarbrough, “Marshall County,” 14 December 1962, SSC.  
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the political/legal arm of the State from the process of repression, at least once the 

charges were dropped.  In this specific case, that meant relying on the college’s authority 

over its students.  In this episode, the scope of the response was relatively limited, 

involving only the business owners, the police, and the college president.  On other 

occasions, the response to a potential protest required the involvement of many more 

individuals and entities.  But that effort too, could function quite efficiently.  

On March 21, 1960, agent Zack Van Landingham met separately with two black 

informants and learned that an organization was planning a sit down strike for March 24 

and 25.  He then discussed the situation with John Aldridge, a legal assistant to Governor 

Ross Barnett.  The two agreed that the best approach was to seek cooperation and support 

from black college presidents, superintendents of education, and black principals.  

Barnett approved the plan.  Van Landingham then contacted the five black college 

presidents in the state and each agreed to discourage students from participating.  Van 

Landingham was also in touch with various law enforcement officials in Jackson and 

Clarksdale.  Jackson Chief of Detectives Meady Pierce suggested that protests might not 

fall under the trespassing laws and thus the police would have no grounds for arresting 

the demonstrators.  The agent then contacted State Senators Earl Evans and W. B. 

Alexander, who informed him that there were three new bills that could be used against 

the protestors.  These bills would be signed into law by the governor by March 23, one 

day before the protests were scheduled.  Van Landingham sent copies of these bills to 
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Pearce.67  Early on the morning of March 24, Pierce met with TV and radio reporters and 

asked them not to conduct live broadcasts of the protests because it might encourage 

more people to go downtown and lead to more confusion and trouble.  It is not clear 

whether Pierce was worried about more supporters joining in (and broadening the protest) 

or more detractors on the scene, which given the carefully laid out legal approach could 

lead to chaos and bad publicity.68

Although the Sovereignty Commission did not contact the governor’s office for 

every investigation, this episode is nonetheless representative of the agency’s approach.  

First, there was the attempt to uncover as much information as possible from a diverse 

array of sources.  Second, State officials were actively engaged in trying to prevent civil 

rights incidents before they began, in this case by getting black educators to discourage 

and perhaps apply pressure to would-be demonstrators.  Third, in the event that a 

demonstration could not be prevented, officials were already preparing for a response 

through new laws that were pushed through the legislature and the governor’s office in 

just three days.  Officials did not even consider using a current segregation law on the 

books or even those that were passed in 1956 but instead created laws specifically for this 

protest.  Thus, whereas protests might have once been met by vigilante or police 

violence, in this case it was addressed beforehand by a coalition of educators, politicians, 

a governor’s aide, a police chief, and reporters.  Finally, this incident alludes to the 

67 Zack J. Van Landingham, “Sit Down Protest Strikes; Jackson, Mississippi; Integration 
Organization,” 23 March 1960, SSC.

68 Zack J. Van Landingham, “Sit Down Protest Strikes, Jackson, Mississippi,” 25 March 1960, SSC.  
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importance of controlling the local media, which throughout this period represented a 

chief concern of segregationists.

The role of the media in terms of civil rights and segregation was rather complex.  

The national media’s portrayals of the brutality of white domination, such as police dogs 

attacking nonviolent protestors, was pivotal to turning the tide of national public opinion 

against segregation.  And yet, there were limits to these media contributions.  Even 

before the emergence of the Black Power movement, the national media, much like 

segregationists, tended to characterize more aggressive forms of black resistance through 

the images of crime and violence.  For example, in 1959, after Robert F. Williams in 

North Carolina advocated armed self-defense because the police and the courts offered no 

protection for blacks, he was vilified in the national press.  In an article tellingly entitled 

“N.A.A.C.P. Leader Urges Violence,” the New York Times referred to Williams’ call ‘to 

meet violence with violence,’ without contextualizing the statement within issues of 

racial injustices in the courts or self-protection.  Williams was characterized as an 

advocate of violence instead of as an advocate of armed self defense.69  But if the 

national media misconstrued some forms of black resistance as illegitimate violence, the 

Southern media were usually critical of black resistance in any manifestation.  Although 

69 The day after the “meet violence with violence” statement and three days before the Times story ran, 
Williams contextualized his remarks, explaining, “These court decisions open the way to violence.  I do not 
mean that Negroes should go out and attempt to get revenge for mistreatments or injustices . . .”  These 
follow-up remarks were not included or even mentioned in the Times article.  “N.A.A.C.P. Leader Urges 
Violence,” New York Times, 9 May 1959; Robert F. Williams, Negroes with Guns (1962; reprint, with a 
foreword by Gloria House and an introduction by Timothy B. Tyson, Detroit:  Wayne State University 
Press, 1998), 26; Stephen A. Berrey, “‘Meeting Violence with Violence’:  Robert F. Williams and the 
Debate over Armed Resistance in the Civil Rights Struggle,” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the 
National Association for Ethnic Studies Conference, Orlando, Florida, 1999).
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at times, the local Southern media might also be critical of the white establishment, they 

were for the most part a cooperative player within the Jim Crow apparatus.  

In Mississippi in particular, the media were frequently the willing allies of 

segregationist leaders and thus often carried out their own self-censorship.  As Steven D. 

Classen notes, Jackson’s dominant newspapers and broadcast media usually excluded the 

voices of blacks who disagreed with segregation, replacing them with black opinions that 

supported the status quo.70  In fact, media officials often needed little or no coaxing from 

State officials in keeping Jim Crow dissent out of the newspapers.  Activist and Tougaloo 

College professor John Salter explained in 1962, 

Not only do the greatest majority of the state’s papers avoid printing any news 
which would reflect unfavorably upon white-held attitudes of prejudice and 
white-initiated acts of discrimination against Negroes—but every technique of 
censorship, playing-down, and often outright exclusion is utilized to avoid 
printing anything which would reflect favorably upon the Negro people.71

As Salter realized, the vital role played by the media was not only in how civil rights and 

resistance were reported but also in what was not reported.  For example, upcoming 

NAACP meetings were often given no publicity in local newspapers.72  On some 

occasions the collusion crossed state lines.  In 1962, when Martin Luther King, Jr. 

announced that he would visit Clarksdale, both the Clarksdale and Memphis newspapers 

70 Classen, Watching Jim Crow, 75.  
71 John Salter, “Thoughts on the Mississippi Free Press,” Mississippi Free Press (Jackson), 5 May 

1962.  All the citations of the Mississippi Free Press refer to copies of the newspaper housed within the 
Lucy Komisar Civil Rights Collection, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern 
Mississippi, Hattiesburg.

72 Scarbrough, “Marshall County.”
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agreed not to cover the event.73  In addition, many other items, such as incidents of 

vigilante violence or police brutality, were also absent from the mainstream newspapers.  

In fact, from reading the mainstream newspapers in late 1950s Mississippi, one might be 

led to believe that there was little civil rights activity, only a few individual acts of 

lawless violence against blacks, and a contented black and white citizenry living in racial 

harmony and peace.

Nonetheless, even though the mainstream media was entrenched within the Jim 

Crow apparatus, at times there were conflicts between the journalistic impulse to cover 

newsworthy events and the Sovereignty Commission’s desire to keep news regarding 

racial contentions out of the public.  Therefore, in addition to giving instructions to the 

media in moments of an impending demonstration, agents also tried to use the media to 

control public access to smaller scale incidents.  One of those moments involved 

Louvenia Knight’s attempt to send her children to a white school.  The story behind that 

case reveals both the complications of trying to maintain segregation through 

“legitimate” means and the efforts to keep potentially damaging episodes obscured from 

the public.  

In 1960, Louvenia Knight tried to enroll her son in a white public school in Jasper 

County, but the school board denied her application because the local white community 

considered the Knights to be ‘negroes.’74  Sovereignty Commission agents A. L. Hopkins 

73 Tom Scarbrough, “Martin Luther King, Jr. and Others,” 13 February 1963, SSC.  
74 The Knight family’s run-ins with Jim Crow laws actually began before 1960.  In 1946, Louvenia’s 

brother, Davis Knight, who considered himself to be white and had enlisted in the Navy as a white man, 
married Janice Lee Spradley, white.  Two years later, he was charged with violating the miscegenation law 
which prohibited the marriage of a white person with a ‘negro or mulatto or person who shall have one-
eighth or more of negro blood.’  In the jury trial, the case hinged on whether or not Knight had at least one-
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and Tom Scarbrough investigated the case and initially focused on the birth certificates of 

Louvenia and her son.  On Louvenia’s birth certificate, she was listed as “negro” while 

both her sons were listed as “white.”  Their father, whom Louvenia never married, was 

also listed as white.  Upon meeting with local school officials and the sheriff and 

discussing it with the attorney general, Joe Patterson, the agents visited Louvenia.  After 

Louvenia explained that her family did not consider themselves to be “negro,” she agreed 

not to try to enroll either of her children until she had her birth certificate corrected to 

show her as white (she claimed that the “negro” designation had been a mistake).  The 

Sovereignty Commission agents were satisfied with this response and they seemingly had 

succeeded in taking care of the potential problem without drawing public attention to the 

case.75

However, three years later, Louvenia Knight again tried to enroll her sons in the 

white public school.  The county superintendent requested that the Sovereignty 

Commission re-investigate.  Although often in the Jim Crow South racial 

attitudes/customs and the law were usually consistent, in this case there was a clash 

between stateways (the segregation law) and folkways (local white attitudes toward the 

eighth “negro blood.”  Because Knight’s parents, grandparents, and great grandfather were listed as white, 
for him to legally qualify as a “negro” (at least “one eighth ‘negro’ blood) his great grandmother, Rachel 
Knight, would have to have been “pure African.”  While one man testified that Rachel had negroid 
features, three others testified that she could not have been “pure African” based on her skin color and 
features.  Nonetheless the jury deliberated for fifteen minutes before returning with a guilty verdict.  Davis 
Knight was sentenced to five years in the state penitentiary.  The case was appealed to the State Supreme 
Court, who overturned the ruling, concluding that it could not be proven beyond a reasonable doubt that 
Davis Knight was at least “one-eighth negro.” “Davis Knight vs. The State of Mississippi, Brief on behalf 
of Appellant,” n.d., SSC; Erle Johnston, “Knight Case,” 27 November 1963, SSC.  For more on the Davis 
Knight case, see Victoria Bynum, “‘White Negroes’ in Segregated Mississippi:  Miscegenation, Racial 
Identity, and the Law”  Journal of Southern History 64, no. 2 (1998):  247-276.

75 A. L. Hopkins and Tom Scarbrough, “Meeting with the West Jasper County School Board [. . .],” 22 
August 1960, SSC.
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Knights).  This time the agents conducted a much more thorough investigation and 

discovered that Louvenia could be no more than “one-eighth” black, as defined by the 

law, and therefore her children were no more than “one-sixteenth” black, meaning that 

under the laws of Mississippi, they were ‘white.’76  Yet, while the boys were legally 

‘white’ (as most likely was Louvenia), in the eyes of school officials and local whites 

they were ‘black.’  The school board refused to admit them and further noted that if the 

boys were enrolled there, it would lead to violence.77

As one agent observed, they had reached an impasse.78  The two boys could not 

be enrolled in a white school without creating a great deal of public attention, potentially 

involving violence.  Nor could they be enrolled in a black school, in which case as 

‘white’ students they would be violating the segregation laws and ‘would possibly throw 

the white schools . . . open to integration attempts by Negroes.’79  The agents tried to 

persuade Louvenia to move to another district and send her sons to a white school where 

no one knew the family but she refused.  The Sovereignty Commission even considered 

having the local school pay for private instructors to teach the Knight boys in their home, 

but this was deemed to be impractical.80  As the case continued with no resolution in 

76 In addition they discovered that Louvenia had a sister near Laurel and a first cousin in Jackson, all of 
whose children attended white schools.  Also according to the agents’ reports, Louvenia’s sons were most 
likely roughly “1/32 negro” as defined by the law.

77 Erle Johnston, Jr., “Louvenia Knight,” 26 November 1963, SSC; Tom Scarbrough and Virgil 
Downing, “Jasper County (Louvenia Knight and her farher [sic], Otho Knight),” 27 November 1963, SSC; 
Erle Johnston, Jr., “Director's Report to Sovereignty Commission Members - December 1963,” Paul B. 
Johnson Family Papers, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, 
Hattiesburg.

78 Erle Johnston, Jr., “Louvenia Knight, described on her birth certificate [. . .],” 12 December 1963, 
SSC.  

79 A. L. Hopkins and Erle Johnston, Jr., “Further Investigation of Louvenia Knight Case,” 19 December 
1963, SSC.

80 Johnston, Jr. “Louvenia Knight, described.”  
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sight, Sovereignty Commission officials’ chief concerns were keeping the boys out of a 

black school and keeping the story out of the media. 

In January 1964, the Sovereignty Commission director, Erle Johnston, Jr., 

expressed relief that even though Jackson journalists were aware of the case, they had 

agreed not to cover the story.81  But Johnston was not convinced that the media would 

continue to sit on the story, explaining to Governor Paul Johnson in a letter the following 

month that he was “afraid the news media will begin to publicize this case as two white 

boys who cannot go to school in Mississippi.”82  Concluding that the case was a 

stalemate, the Sovereignty Commission closed the case; the following year Louvenia 

Knight’s two sons were enrolled in a white school.83  Meanwhile, the Jackson press never 

covered the case, revealing the extent to which the local media sometimes silenced 

themselves in support of segregation, even if that support was not always automatic.

Ultimately, self-censorship within the media and the Sovereignty Commission’s 

attempts to control the media emanated not only from fears over national publicity but 

from more local concerns.  Despite public claims that officials had faith in “their 

Negroes” not to protest, it is clear that their confidence in Mississippi blacks was 

beginning to wane.  As early as 1959, Van Landingham suggested that the Sovereignty 

Commission consider financially supporting a particular black newspaper if it would 

“publish the right kind of news relative to maintaining the status quo in race relations.”  

At the very least, Van Landingham recommended that they subscribe to the newspaper to 

81 Erle Johnston, Jr. to Louvenia Knight, January 24, 1964, SSC.
82 Erle Johnston, Jr. to Governor Paul B. Johnson and Lieutenant Governor Carroll Gartin, 14 February 

1964, SSC.
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find out what news Mississippi blacks were reading.84  Although that proposal was never 

fully realized the agency did provide some payments to Percy Greene of the Jackson 

Advocate.  Meanwhile, a potentially much more valuable source for gauging black 

sentiment and uncovering possible protests could be found in black informants.

Throughout the late 1950s and 1960s, both the Sovereignty Commission and a 

number of local law enforcement officials employed black informants, who performed 

various functions for the agency.85  Most often informants gave the agents the names of 

individuals in the community they believed to be NAACP members or otherwise active 

in civil rights efforts.  Informants were also asked to attend meetings (those of the 

NAACP, the Regional Council of Negro Leadership, and the Progressive Voters League), 

and when Martin Luther King, Jr. visited Clarksdale, the agency tried unsuccessfully to 

put a hidden microphone on an informant who attended King’s speech.86  Upon the 

suggestion of one informant, the Sovereignty Commission considered creating an anti-

NAACP organization of Mississippi blacks who would work to protect segregation.87

83 Bynum, “‘White Negroes’ in Segregated Mississippi,” 274.
84 Zack J. Van Landingham to Director, State Sovereignty Commission, 26 March 1959, SSC.
85 When the Sovereignty Commission files were opened to the public, one of the major concerns 

expressed by activist Ed King was that the secrets revealed in the surveillance (such as sexual orientation or 
employment as an informant) would needlessly besmirch the character of many Mississippians.  Thus, for 
individuals identified as informants or in some cases incriminating evidence against individuals, I have 
excluded their names here in the interest of protecting those individuals and their families.    

86 Zack J. Van Landingham, “Negro Anti-NAACP Organization,” 21 May 1959, “Progressive Voters’ 
League,” 25 August 1959, and Zack J. Van Landingham to Governor Ross J. Barnett, 25 January 1960, 
SSC.

87 After investigating the informant (checking criminal records and interviewing his acquaintances) and 
determining that he was as one white official put it, “a white man’s Negro,” the agency agreed to allot the 
informant $100 per month for three months to explore the possibility of creating “a secret underground 
organization of Negroes.”  Zack Van Landingham to File 9-9, 15 January 1959, SSC.
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That proposal, however, was never developed, no doubt partly because in addition to 

organizational expenses the informant requested $5,000 to $6,000 per year to run it.88

Beyond the information gathering requested by the Sovereignty Commission, 

other State officials sought various favors from black informants.  Curiously, as many 

segregationists were positioning their own public efforts as legal, at the same time, black 

informants were at times asked to handle the “extralegal” work.  For example, in 

Clarksdale, a city official tried to get an informant to kill prominent activist Aaron Henry.  

On a separate occasion the same official offered this informant $10 to “beat the hell” out 

of a group of white college students from Iowa who were active in the movement in 

Clarksdale.89  The informant rejected both offers. 

One of the greatest difficulties involving black informants was that the 

information derived from African Americans was not always reliable.  For example, one 

informant reported that activists in Shaw were planning to poison the water in the 

swimming pool for whites.90  On another occasion an informant (perhaps the same one) 

reported that activists were planning to bomb the white school in Shaw.91  Another 

informant, prior to Martin Luther King, Jr.’s visit to Clarksdale, reported that a black 

female was going to frame the mayor on a rape charge.92  None of these scenarios played 

out and there is no corroborating evidence to suggest that anyone ever discussed these 

tactics.  It certainly would be inconsistent with other methods being used at the time by 

88 Zack J. Van Landingham to Director, Sovereignty Commission, 9 March 1959, SSC; and Katagiri, 
The Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission, 48-49.  

89 “Diggs to See President about Delta Situation,” Mississippi Free Press, 4 April 1963.  
90 Zack J. Van Landingham, “NAACP, Shaw, Mississippi,” 13 October 1959, SSC.  
91 A. L. Hopkins, “NAACP Activities in Bolivar County, Miss.,” 11 July 1960, SSC.  
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civil rights groups in the state.  One wonders, then, why would informants provide 

misinformation and more generally what were their motivations for working with State 

officials?

Neither of those questions can be adequately answered here.  First, it is not clear 

in these cases of faulty information whether the individuals involved were knowingly 

giving erroneous reports or if local activists, who certainly were aware that they were 

under constant surveillance, were intentionally misleading informants.  Whichever is 

true—and it may be some of both, giving false information to those charged with 

maintaining segregation should be read as an act of resistance in which either the 

supposed informant or those who knew of the informant carried out acts that frustrated 

and often diverted attention and resources away from other repressive efforts.  Regardless 

of the intent or the source, the end result was that it hindered the work of the Sovereignty 

Commission.

As far as the motivations to be an informant, that is also unclear.  It is possible 

that some of these individuals genuinely believed in segregation.  Or some of them may 

have done it for financial reasons or to ingratiate themselves with those in power.  One 

agent remarked that a particular informant was “a liar and an opportunist” who had made 

up numerous stories simply to get money from law enforcement officials.93  It is also 

possible that some were informants out of sense of jealousy or dislike for specific 

activists.  Often the reports from informants became rather vicious personal attacks 

92 Charles E. Snodgrass, “Negro Meeting, Clarksdale, Mississippi,” 13 February 1962, SSC.
93 Zack J. Van Landingham to File 9-17, 4 December 1959, SSC.  
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against black community leaders.  Of course one should also take into account that those 

sorts of characterizations of activists were exactly what State officials expected to hear.

In examining the various reports by informants one is struck by how much the 

personal characterizations resemble those written by State officials.  For example, an 

informant explained that Dr. T. R. M. Howard, a key figure in the Regional Council of 

Negro Leadership, had come to Mound Bayou when the town badly needed a doctor but 

that he “ended up stealing over $25,000 from the Negroes.”  The same informant referred 

to R. L. Drew as a “crook” and Amzie Moore as someone who “intelligent Negroes” 

would never follow.94  While it is not clear whether these informants were unknowingly 

repeating the hegemonic rhetoric or if they were simply telling those who paid them what 

they wanted and expected to hear, these characterizations would have likely reinforced 

segregationists’ own belief in the immoral nature of activists.  In addition, it perhaps 

would have helped convince officials that the majority of Mississippi blacks were against 

integration.  Yet, although agents and law enforcement officials frequently used 

informants, they were nonetheless wary of those reports, not sure if either the information 

or the individual could be trusted.  That is, they never really knew whether the informant 

was with them or against them.  Or, to put it another way, officials did not know if they 

were dealing with a ‘good Negro’ or a ‘bad Negro.’

94 Zack J. Van Landingham, “Negro Anti-NAACP Organization,” 18 February 1959, SSC.
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Transforming Activists and Race Rebels into Social Deviants

Whereas the State’s response to activists and race rebels was carried out by a far-

reaching apparatus, the ideological foundation that informed that response lay in three 

intertwined constructions:  the ‘bad Negro,’ an imagined community of whiteness, and 

the ‘normal.’  These three constructs both emerged from and reaffirmed a Jim Crow 

worldview rooted in white supremacy.  Furthermore, as brute force became less effective 

in thwarting black resistance, the attempts to criminalize dissent increasingly depended 

on segregationists’ public efforts to redefine the nature and actions of race rebels and 

activists through the language of the ‘bad Negro,’ whiteness, and of a ‘normal,’ peaceful 

society sustained by white domination.

Long before the late 1950s, white Southerners’ perceptions and discussions of 

blacks were well-steeped in a dualistic social construction of the ‘good Negro’ and the 

‘bad Negro.’  These terms probably had their origins in slavery.  During the antebellum 

period, some plantation owners referred to those slaves who appeared to be industrious 

workers and loyal to their white masters as “good slaves.”95  In addition, because slaves 

often wore the mask of contentment and loyalty as a means of accommodation and 

survival, the reality of happy, contented slaves was greatly exaggerated.96  Conversely, 

other slaves were labeled as “bad Niggers.”  This included those who ran away, were 

95 Leon F. Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long:  The Aftermath of Slavery (New York:  Vintage Books, 
1980), 154, 105.  As Eugene D. Genovese illustrates, slaves also used the term, but with two entirely 
different meanings.  For slaves, “bad nigger” referred to slaves who did harm to other blacks.  Meanwhile, 
the term “ba-ad Nigger” (with emphasis on the pronunciation) was a positive reference to other slaves who 
“gave the white man hell.”  Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll:  The World the Slaves Made (New 
York:  Vintage Books, 1974), 625-626, 436-437.

96 However, not all whites were fooled by this deception, creating a sense of uneasiness among 
slaveholders regarding the true feelings and intentions of slaves.  Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll, 582-584.
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disobedient, or in some other way were “a bad example to others.”  What made these 

slaves “bad Niggers” was that through their insubordination, they threatened to 

undermine the paternalistic master/slave relationship and more generally the basis of the 

system of labor control.  In the immediate aftermath of emancipation, it became clear that 

this label would outlive the institution of slavery, as ex-slaves who tested the limits of 

their new freedom were also referred to as “bad Niggers.”  After slavery, then, this term, 

or “bad Negroes,” was attached to those African Americans who encroached on white 

racial control.97

In the early twentieth century, with Jim Crow still being codified into Southern 

and national law, notions of the “good” and “bad Negro” became intertwined with moral 

justifications of segregation and white domination.  Within the national culture, white-

constructed images of blackness were expressed in black caricatures, rooted in the 

nineteenth century minstrel shows, which can be generally divided into five types:  the 

mammy, the tom, the coon, the tragic mulatto, and the buck.98  These were virtually the 

only images of ‘blackness’ within the mainstream culture of radio, advertising, film, and 

television.  While all of these stereotypes generally reinforced ideologies of black 

inferiority and dependence on whites, they can also be understood as variations of the 

97 John W. Roberts, From Trickster to Badman:  The Black Folk Hero in Slavery and Freedom 
(Philadelphia:  University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989), 177.  Similarly, in Atlanta at the turn of the 
century images of ‘good’ and ‘bad were tied to issues of labor and racial control.  The white elite tended to 
tag the increasingly independent black working class as ‘bad Negroes,’ while characterizing those (usually 
members of the black elite) who remained faithful to the slavery-derived notion of white paternalism as 
‘good Negroes.’  Gregory Mixon, “‘Good Negro—Bad Negro’:  The Dynamics of Race and Class in 
Atlanta during the Era of the 1906 Riot,” Georgia Historical Quarterly 81 (fall 1997):  593-621.  

98 Donald Bogle, Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks : An Interpretive History of Blacks in 
American Films, 4th ed. (New York:  Continuum, 2001).  For more on racial representations in television, 
see Herman Gray, Watching Race:  Television and the Struggle for Blackness (Minneapolis:  University of 
Minnesota Press, 1995).
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earlier conceptualizations of the “good” and “bad Negro.”  The mammy (nurturer of 

white children) and the tom (servile, dutiful to white master) were updated manifestations 

of the “good slave.”  In addition, while the coon (clownish, harmless) may not have been 

known for loyalty to whites, at the very least, he was no threat to whites.  On the other 

hand, the tragic mulatto, with desires to pass as white, and the hypersexualized buck, with 

a penchant for white women, were variations on the ‘bad Niggers’ who threatened to 

undermine racial boundaries and violate white bodies.  

As Ella Shohat and Robert Stam observe, citing Marlon Riggs’ provocative 

documentary film Ethnic Notions, the proliferation of racial stereotypes within U.S. 

culture had less to do with representing blacks than with both reassuring and frightening 

white audiences.99  Racial stereotypes became the predominant visible images of blacks 

at roughly the same moment that blacks were becoming more mobile and leaving the 

rural South for urban areas as well as occupying public spaces previously reserved for 

whites.  As a result the racial lines that had been formerly upheld by slavery were 

increasingly blurred.100  Legal segregation and other manifestations of white domination 

(such as direct physical violence) reestablished those lines while the division of blacks 

into “good” and “bad Negroes” provided the moral justification for these practices.  

Echoing Ethnic Notions, the ‘good Negroes’ were a confirmation to whites that they were 

acting in the best interest of both races and the ‘bad Negro’ served as proof that blacks 

needed to be controlled.  

99 Ella Shohat and Robert Stam, Unthinking Eurocentrism:  Multiculturalism and the Media (London:  
Routledge, 1994), 199.
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This justification for racial subjugation in the early twentieth century was further 

reinforced by historical reinterpretations of the antebellum period.  The “bad Niggers” of 

the slavery period virtually disappeared and were replaced by an entire slave population 

of “good Negroes.”101  Slave resistance and the brutality of slavery were replaced by 

masters who cared for their slaves and slaves who loved their masters.  Within this 

revision, the ‘bad Negro,’ represented as rapist and murder in historical texts and films 

such as Birth of a Nation (1915), subsequently became a byproduct of the freedom of 

emancipation and reconstruction.  In other words, the historical message was that slavery 

had created peaceful, content blacks while black empowerment spawned criminals.  

Given this supposed proliferation of ‘bad Negroes’ during the reconstruction era, 

Jim Crow domination was characterized as a return to the mythical racial harmony of the 

antebellum period.  By the 1920s and 30s, white Southerners created what Joel 

Williamson calls a “racial dream world” in which racial tensions ceased to exist.  Similar 

to the romanticized “Old South,” this dream world contained benevolent whites and 

loyal, grateful blacks living in racial harmony.  White southerners, Williamson argues,

convinced themselves that “[o]ur Negroes are good Negroes” and whites became the 

loving, but forceful parents who protected and cared for their black ‘children.’  

Lynchings did little to alter this perception of racial harmony and paternalism, as 

southern whites, when not in the midst of a lynching, could forget that ‘bad Negroes’ and 

100 Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness:  The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890-1940
(New York:  Vintage Books, 1998), 123.

101 Hale, Making Whiteness, 43-85.  For an example of this historical revision, see Ulrich B. Phillips, 
American Negro Slavery (1918; reprint, Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 1966).  
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discontent existed.102  From the perspective of this racial dream world, based in white-

created racial caricatures, blacks were rendered invisible, while resistance to white 

domination became threats to the social peace.  In sum, the historical legacy of the good 

and bad Negro, always defined by the degree of submissiveness to whites, shaped 

segregationists’ perceptions of activists and race rebels in the 1950s and 60s.  These 

constructions were also rooted in a much broader system of social control, one that 

transcended blacks and the South.  

In her provocative study of Native Americans and the criminal system in 

Montana, Luana Ross considers the ways in which Native Americans were divided by 

white authorities into categories of “Good” and “Bad Indians.”  The “Good Indian” was 

one who knew his/her subordinate place and who assimilated into white/European 

culture.  Conversely, the “Bad Indian” was characterized as inassimilable and was 

subsequently labeled as savage, immoral, and criminal.  In both Montana and in the 

South, the oppressed individuals were defined as “good” or “bad” based on the extent to 

which each resembled the “ideal” image created by whites.  Thus, the “good Indian” was 

one who either approximated a non-threatening white-created image (such as the noble 

savage) or who acted less “Indian” and more “white.”103   Similarly, in the South the 

‘good Negro’ was based on media-generated images of the mammy, the tom, and the 

coon, who were loyal to whites or at the very least were no threat to the racial status quo.  

The lesson in these parallels between “bad Negroes” and “bad Indians” is that across 

102 In the minds of white this paternalistic image did not contradict the episodes of “violence necessary 
to keep blacks in place.”  Joel Williamson, A Rage for Order:  Black-White Relations in the American 
South Since Emancipation (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1986), 250-251.  
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time, region, and groups, the myths that justify white domination have proven to be rather 

malleable and adaptable. 

Likewise, in considering how race is constructed for particular groups, one can 

make connections between African Americans and Irish Americans.  As David Roediger 

notes, prior to the 1860s the Catholic Irish ‘race’ was often described as “[l]ow-browed 

and savage, grovelling and bestial, lazy and wild, simian and sensual.”104  These 

adjectives were similar to those applied to blacks during the same period, and as 

Roediger argues, “it was by no means clear that the Irish were white.”105  The experience 

of Irish Americans hints at the complexities of racial construction and the ever-changing 

boundaries of whiteness.  It also reveals the interconnectedness between civilizationist 

rhetoric and race, in which non-whites, by definition, became savage, bestial, and 

hypersexual.  In the 20th Century, to whatever extent these adjectives were projected onto 

an entire “racial” group, they were also applied in particular to those within the racial 

group who rejected the dominant ideology, whether that was the bad Indian or the bad 

Negro.

In 1950s Mississippi, the construction of the ‘good’ and ‘bad Negro,’ much like 

earlier representations, were white-created images linked to segregationists’ expectations 

for blacks.  The ‘good Negro’ (and its synonyms such as ‘respectable Negro,’ one of the 

‘better class of Negroes,’ and the ‘white man’s Negro’) was the obedient, subservient, 

103 Luana Ross, Inventing the Savage:  The Social Construction of Native American Criminality
(Austin:  University of Texas Press, 1998), 52.

104 David R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness:  Race and the Making of the American Working Class
(London:  Verso, 1991), 133 (Roediger’s emphasis).

105 Ibid., 134.
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deferential black individual who preferred segregation.  The ‘good Negro’ addressed 

whites with “yes, sir” and “no, sir,” stepped off the sidewalk to allow whites to pass, left 

politics to whites, and never questioned white authority.  Furthermore, many Southern 

whites believed that the vast majority of Southern blacks were “good Negroes.”  As 

Governor Fielding Wright remarked in 1950, ‘I honestly believe that at least 90 per cent--

I'd even say 95 per cent of the Negroes in this state are good Negroes.  They don't want 

anything more than they are entitled to.’106  This myth of black Southerners as “good 

Negroes” underscored the naturalness of Jim Crow race relations in which domination 

had benefited both races.  This vision of contented blacks was not so different from the 

antebellum creation of the ‘good slave’ or the early Jim Crow image of the ‘good Negro.’  

What had changed, though, was that segregationists were increasingly projecting this 

myth into the public as a defense of segregation.

If ‘good Negroes’ were submissive and loyal, the ‘bad Negroes’ were their 

opposites:  rebellious, ungrateful, and insubordinate.  The ‘bad Negro’ was one who 

insisted on being addressed with a title, called attention to the racial inequalities of Jim 

Crow society, attempted to vote, or in any way challenged white authority.  However, 

through public characterizations they also became synonymous with criminals and bad 

citizens.  In the process threats to white domination were publicly transformed into 

threats to peaceful, law abiding society, and the relationship between blacks and crime 

intersected with notions of the “good” and “bad Negro.”  An African American who was 

charged with robbery or even murder might still be labeled a ‘good Negro’ if her/his 

106 “Governor Seeks Cooperation of Negroes in State,” Mississippi Enterprise, 26 August 1950.  
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crime was against African Americans and if she/he were loyal and submissive in all 

matters involving whites.  On the other hand, even the slightest perceived transgression 

of racial custom could be enough for an African American to be tagged as a ‘bad Negro’ 

and then to be treated as a criminal.  Accordingly, the criminalization of activists did not 

descend from the criminal arena but rather from the historical ideologies of racial 

domination.107  And by the 1950s in the minds of Mississippi segregationists, there were 

only two types of blacks:  those who supported the racial status quo and those who were 

deviants.  These images of blacks were also tied to an imagined community of whiteness.  

Grace Elizabeth Hale argues that by the 1940s, “white southerners imagined 

themselves linked across the fissures of locality, gender, and class differences, and 

political and religious loyalties” through the creation of a common whiteness that had 

formed within a “culture of segregation.”108  As she notes, whereas slavery had once 

served to mark blacks as inferior, in the post-slavery era, segregation emerged at least in 

part to draw firm the lines of racial difference.  Through segregation, whiteness and the 

superiority of whites was identified largely within public spaces, such as railroad cars, 

water fountains, and schools in which superior spaces were reserved for whites.  In 

addition, within the culture of segregation, blacks were understood as inferior at least 

107 In her study of class struggle in Rio de Janeiro, Teresa Meade argues that in the 1890s the ruling 
elite ignored vice in poor neighborhoods until it became a threat to the social order.  Thus, as in Jim Crow 
Mississippi, what became defined and treated as “crime” was not related to social conditions but to social 
control.  Teresa A. Meade, “Civilizing” Rio: Reform and Resistance in a Brazilian City, 1889-1930 
(University Park:  Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), 36, 43.  Likewise, in her analysis of crime in 
Native American communities, Luana Ross contends that the labeling of crime represented a form of social 
control in which Native resistance to Euro-Americanization became criminal.  Ross, Inventing the Savage, 
14, 86.  

108 Hale, Making Whiteness, xi.
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partly because they were confined to ‘inferior’ space.109  Furthermore, throughout the Jim 

Crow era, this southern whiteness dovetailed with national conceptualizations of 

whiteness, which by the 1920s coalesced in response to an influx of Eastern European 

immigrants.110  This loose national unity around whiteness revealed the national 

complicity in racial repression, as evidenced, for example, by the codification of 

segregation through the Plessy decision in 1896 and the failure of the federal government 

to pass anti-lynching legislation.  Southern lynchings were accepted or at least tolerated 

as necessary to preserving Southern civilization.111

Nonetheless, by the 1930s, rifts were appearing within this interregional unity of 

whiteness.  Increasingly, non-Southerners were interpreting Southern racial violence as 

acts of barbarity contradictory to a civilized society.  Southerners were gradually being 

perceived as less modern than other white Americans.  It was precisely because of these 

fissures in national whiteness that Mississippi segregationists tried to re-establish an 

‘imagined community of whiteness’ to strengthen the racial bonds with non-southern 

whites and ultimately to cultivate allies to defend segregation.112  As I will explain in the 

following chapters, the imagined community of whiteness was critical to both the 

propaganda campaign and the local response to racial challenges, in which officials 

sought national support by paralleling their fight against integration with other racial and 

109 Ibid., 137-138.
110 For more on constructions of whiteness in relation to European immigration, see Matthew Frye 

Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color:  European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge, 
Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 1998).

111 Hale, Making Whiteness, 237, 285.
112 Benedict Anderson defines the nation as “an imagined political community” in that its members 

perceive that they share a common bond.  In this case I am using that national model to define a group 
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ethnic conflicts outside the South.  In this way, officials attempted to apply the ‘bad 

Negro’/bad citizen label to various minority groups in other regions.  In addition, in 

trying to re-establish their links with other whites, they were also revealing the 

boundaries of a whiteness that was marked not only by race but also by nationality and 

culture.

Mississippi segregationists’ attempts to tap into a national whiteness also factored 

into how they responded to Jim Crow threats within the state.  Officials turned to laws 

and criminal arrests, which by outward appearances were less violent, more legitimate, 

and more civilized than extralegal lynchings and beatings.  The very nature of arrests, 

trials, and due process suggested not barbarity but rather that civilization was being 

preserved and that officials were responding not to an oppressed group but rather to 

criminal individuals.  Through both propaganda and the criminalization of activists, 

Mississippi segregationists were juxtaposing the alleged crime and immorality of an 

integrated society that treated Puerto Ricans, Asians, Mexicans, and ‘bad Negroes’ as 

social equals with a society in which whites were in complete control.  The latter was 

represented as a normal, peaceful, and ultimately superior society.  In fact, white 

Southerners attempts to strengthen the bonds of a national whiteness were imbued not 

only with the language of social control but also with a much more general 

conceptualization of ‘normal’ American society.  

If a society based on white domination were ‘normal,’ then anyone who 

challenged that domination would be by definition abnormal, or socially deviant.  And 

organized around common beliefs and experiences as white Americans.  Benedict Anderson, Imagined 
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even though race was the most prominent signifier of ‘normal’ in the Jim Crow South, 

the construction of normal nonetheless embodied much more than race.  Paul Gilroy 

argues that “gender is the modality in which [race] is lived;” racial identities are in effect 

formed and informed by gendered identities.113  In the Jim Crow South, racial 

identification was not only a “deeply gendered process” but also a process submerged in 

numerous other ideologies including class, citizenship, and sexuality, as well as gender.  

Jane Dailey, Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, and Bryant Simon note that throughout the Jim 

Crow era, white supremacy was not “an overwhelming force” but that instead it was 

“pulled in all directions by class, gender, and racial tensions.” 114  For example, the initial 

sites of racial contention in which segregation first emerged were those spaces, such as 

railroad cars, that included white women and upper class whites. 115

However, while white supremacy was pulled every which way, it is apparent in 

1950s and 60s Mississippi that white supremacy was also pushed in all directions through 

various representations of the ‘normal.’  In other words, racial domination was 

increasingly enforced not through overtly racialized efforts but rather through numerous 

Communities:  Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, rev. ed. (London:  Verso, 1991), 6-7.  
113 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic:  Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, Mass.:  

Harvard University Press, 1993), 85.  In demonstrating this phenomenon, he notes that “[a]n amplified and 
exaggerated masculinity has become the boastful centrepiece of a culture of compensation that self-
consciously salves the misery of the disempowered and subordinated.  This masculinity and its relational 
feminine counterpart become special symbols of the difference that race makes. [. . .]  These gendered 
identities come to exemplify the immutable cultural differences that apparently arise from absolute ethnic 
difference.”  

114 Jane Dailey, Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, and Bryant Simon, introduction to Jumpin’ Jim Crow:  
Southern Politics from Civil War to Civil Rights (Princeton, N.J.:  Princeton University Press, 2000). 

115 Edward L. Ayers, Southern Crossing:  A History of the American South, 1877-1906 (Oxford:  
Oxford University Press, 1995), 96-97.  Similarly, Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore argues that in North Carolina, 
the creation of Jim Crow society rooted in White Supremacy emerged from racial, class, and gender 
constructions.  Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow:  Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North 
Carolina, 1896-1920 (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1996).  
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other constructions and identities that ultimately marked off the boundaries of race and 

racial politics.  Thus, in Jim Crow Mississippi, the ‘normal’ could generally be 

understood as a patriarchal, genteel, capitalist, patriotic, law-abiding, God-fearing, Judeo-

Christian, heterosexual society.  White domination then was intertwined with all that was 

‘normal,’ while activists became ostracized through any of these constructions that 

separated them from the ‘normal.’

More specifically, in the 1950s and 60s segregationists tended both to perceive 

and construct activists and race rebels as dangerous, flawed beings who either 

intentionally or inadvertently threatened to undermine normal, peaceful, law-abiding 

society.116  Activists and race rebels were castigated and positioned outside ‘normal’ 

society not only in racial terms, but also—and usually more effectively—through the 

ideologies of class, gender, citizenship, and sexuality.  While segregationists in 1950s and 

60s Mississippi often invoked racial terms, such as ‘bad Negro,’ they also attacked their 

opponents on the basis of gender (effeminate/not masculine), class (poor, 

ignorant/uneducated), citizenship (criminals, communists), religion (atheists) and 

sexuality (homosexual).  Accordingly, through the ideological subtext of the bad Negro, 

whiteness, and the normal, activists and race rebels were understood on various levels as 

116 Foucault contended that in a society in which the citizens live by a commonly-agreed-upon social 
pact, “the least crime attacks the whole of society.”  The criminal becomes an enemy and a traitor; “he 
appears as a villain, a monster, a madman, perhaps, a sick and, before long, ‘abnormal’ individual.”  The 
criminal then, as a flawed being, is positioned outside of mainstream and “normal” society.  Michel 
Foucault, Discipline and Punish:  The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York:  Vintage 
Books, 1977), 89-90, 92-93, 96, 101.  Joy James, however, notes that Foucault’s notion of crime and the 
abnormal does not take into account race or gender.  Instead, as she argues, the abnormal body is both 
racialized and gendered.  For example, the black body itself is positioned as abnormal in relation to the 
white body, and because of its abnormality and association with crime, it requires close policing.  James, 
Resisting State Violence, 24-43.
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abnormal individuals but they were also publicly pushed to the margins of society 

through these constructions.  

One indication of how Jim Crow challenges were discredited is to examine the 

diversity of labels applied to activists and race rebels.  The statements of public officials 

and newspaper articles never referred to those who challenged Jim Crow as “activists” 

and almost never used the words “protestors” or “demonstrators.”  Instead activists were 

most commonly referred to as “racial agitators,” “Negro agitators,” “troublemakers,” and 

“outsiders.”  All of these terms functioned to position activists as out of step with the 

mainstream and, of course, “outsiders” implied that the threats were not from local blacks 

(who were “good Negroes”) but from individuals outside the South.  In addition, 

mainstream Mississippi newspapers always put the term ‘freedom riders’ in quotes, using 

punctuation to question the validity of the group’s purpose.  Yet, while these were the 

descriptions and qualifiers used most frequently by segregationists, there seemed to be 

almost as many derogatory labels as there were activists, many of which underscored the 

ways in which white domination was bound up in various hierarchies.  

Some of these descriptions were drawn from discontinuities between black 

activism and the white-created image of ignorant, grateful blacks.  For example, a white 

business owner warned the Sovereignty Commission about blacks in Eatonville who 

were “very aggressive, well educated and intelligent,” adding that many of the Eatonville 

blacks “look practically white.”117  Curiously, in acknowledging the intelligence of these 

blacks, this white individual contradicted the notion of black inferiority, which was, of 
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course, the entire paternalistic justification behind segregation/racial domination.  In fact, 

these blacks, because of their intelligence and proximity to ‘whiteness,’ were especially 

dangerous.  Other descriptions combined race and class connotations.  In Coahoma 

County, a Sovereignty Commission agent referred to a group of would-be black voters as 

“a good many illiterate, blue gum, cotton patch Negroes,” referencing stereotypes to 

imply that these individuals were not smart enough to vote.118  At other times, some 

activists were marginalized through references to sanity and reason, such as activist Rosie 

Johnson who was called “irresponsible, if not crazy.”119

Along with these attacks on the personal character of activists as not being smart 

enough or sane enough for equal rights, many of the labels were intertwined with the 

rhetoric of citizenship.  Activist T. R. M. Howard was labeled in a local newspaper as 

“not a desirable citizen.”120  Officials could also take another approach by reminding the 

black community of the difference between “good” citizens and “bad” citizens.  For 

example, in 1961, after the Reverend George Lee was shot for his involvement in civil 

rights activities, the Clarksdale newspaper suggested that local blacks not attend the 

memorial service, explaining that the service “didn’t reflect the thinking of good 

Negroes.”121  This ‘advice’ served as a not-so-subtle reminder to blacks that ‘good 

Negroes’ do not support civil rights efforts (and perhaps too, that the gaze of the white 

community would be upon them).  Throughout all of these references, there is a parental 

117 Zack J. Van Landingham, “NAACP, Eatonville, Forrest County, Mississippi; Integration 
Organization,” 5 December 1958, SSC.

118 Tom Scarbrough, “Coahoma County,” 31 October 1962, SSC.
119 Tom Scarbrough, “Leflore County,” 4 April 1963, SSC.  
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tone with white authorities/parents scolding or warning blacks/children about what they 

could and could not do.  It was a legacy of the white racial dream world of the 1920s and 

30s in which, as Joel Williamson argues, whites saw themselves as “the good parents of 

blacks.”122  Within that context, many of the references to citizenship implied that blacks 

were not ready for citizenship but instead should leave those responsibilities to whites.  

While many of the citizenship references indicated that whites were acting in the best 

interest of blacks, others embraced a much broader perspective, suggesting that 

segregationists were themselves the ultimate citizens protecting the nation from 

communists.

In referencing communism, Mississippi segregationists were defending their 

tactics as patriotic and ultimately presenting racial domination as the protection of 

democracy against communist infiltration.  Activists were often referred to as 

“subversives,” which positioned them as individuals determined to overthrow the social 

order.  From that perspective, officials devoted a great deal of time to looking for links 

between the movement and communism.  In 1963, Clarksdale police arrested two African 

American students from Michigan State University who were delivering a truckload of 

drugs and other supplies to Aaron Henry.  Because some of the boxes included the name 

of Carl Braden (active in the movement and a suspected communist in Kentucky), 

Sovereignty Commission officials assumed that communists were connected to Henry 

and the movement in Mississippi.  Their suspicions were further aroused by an 

120 “Good Riddance,” newspaper unknown, n.d., Box 54, Folder 16, Will D. Campbell Papers, William 
D. McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.  

121 “Police Harass Group at Memorial Service,” Mississippi Free Press, 18 May 1963.  
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anonymous letter from Louisville, Kentucky, that listed among the two students’ 

associates a ‘dope peddler,’ a ‘known communist,’ a white woman who was a ‘known 

prostitute for colored men,’ and a white man previously arrested for manslaughter, car 

theft, and unlawful demonstrations.123  Although the two students were never indicted, 

apparently for a lack of evidence, the investigation and the anonymous letter affirmed and 

perpetuated segregationists’ beliefs that activists were anti-American and criminal in 

nature.124

Blacks who consistently challenged the status quo could expect to be castigated 

and positioned outside the ‘normal’ in various ways.  One of the best examples of these 

complex, multi-faceted characterizations can be gleaned from a 1956 Jackson Daily News 

editorial targeting a prominent black leader, Dr. A. H. McCoy, who among other things 

had demanded integrated schools and spoke out against the murder of voting rights 

activist Lamar Smith.  The editorial condemned the ‘fanatical mouthings’ of McCoy and 

called him ‘arrogant and hot-headed’ and later explained that McCoy was ‘bold and 

insolent, recklessly disregarding common sense.’  In response to McCoy’s insistence 

upon a meeting of the Jackson school board to discuss integrated schools, the editorial 

asked, ‘Can you imagine anything more arbitrary, impudent, intolerant, and downright 

insolent?’  McCoy was further referred to as a ‘radical of the radicals’ who had once met 

122 Williamson, A Rage for Order, 251.  
123 Tom Scarbrough, “Coahoma County,” 4 March 1963, SSC.
124 In a similar vein, as part propaganda and part discrediting of the movement, the Citizens’ Council 

released a teaching guide for schools with more than fifty suggested books.  The titles included “Race-
Mixers Do Not Tell You Races Are Different,” “Race-Mixers Want to Cause Trouble,” “Race-Mixers Help 
Communists,” “Race-Mixers and Communists Want America Weak,” “Segregation Is Christian,” and 
“Southerners Won’t Let Race-Mixers Ruin Their Country.”  John R. Salter, Jr., Jackson, Mississippi:  An 
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with Communist leaders.  Finally, McCoy was contrasted with the ideal characterization 

of Jim Crow blacks:  ‘Many thousands of hard-working, law-abiding, self-respecting, 

home-loving Negroes will resent the intemperate language of Dr. McCoy. [. . .]  They are 

well content with present conditions and legislative plans for the future.  This splendid 

class of Negro citizens do [sic] not want to have anything to do with Dr. McCoy and the 

NAACP.’125

A great deal was revealed in this diatribe.  On the one hand, McCoy was 

characterized as the opposite of the ‘white man’s Negro.’  His insolence, arrogance, and 

impudence and the boldness with which he challenged whites were an affront to Jim 

Crow racial deference.  The editor was insulted that McCoy would even suggest that 

blacks and whites should meet and discuss integration.  With his alleged Communist ties, 

he was also painted as un-American and as a bad citizen.  In addition, the terms “hot-

headed,” “fanatical,” and “intemperate” implied that McCoy was neither rational nor 

sane.  In this one editorial, McCoy was isolated from “normal” society in terms of race, 

patriotism/citizenship, class, and intelligence.  If one were to believe the segregationist 

rhetoric, all who challenged Jim Crow were abnormal, crazy, and a threat to peace and 

racial harmony.

The derogatory labels could also apply to whites.  Political officials, journalists, 

and various segregationists often described whites who participated in the movement as 

American Chronicle of Struggle and Schism (Malabar, Fla.:  Robert E. Kreiger Publishing Company, 
1987), 11.

125 “We Pause to Wonder-- And Wonder We Do,” Petal Paper, reprint from Jackson Daily News, 4 
August 1955, P. D. East Collection, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern 
Mississippi, Hattiesburg.  The moderate white editor, P.D. East, reprinted the editorial to criticize it and 
suggest that editorials such as this one would lead to bloodshed. 



203

“Negro lovers,” outside agitators,” and as “Communist-associated agitators.”126  A 

Sovereignty Commission agent inverstigated a white teacher in Vicksburg because he 

was believed to be teaching “subversive subjects,” such as suggesting that integration 

was acceptable.127  Segregationist and county clerk Theron Lynd called editor P. D. East 

a communist, in response to East’s frequent criticisms of the Citizens’ Council tactics.128

In general, the communist label seemed to be used more often for white activists than for 

blacks.  Perhaps without the option of racializing fellow whites, the most effective form 

of ostracism was to define the white activists’ ‘deviance’ in terms of patriotism and 

citizenship.  Likewise, State officials treated whites who violated interracial social and 

sexual customs as deviants.  A Sovereignty Commission agent investigating a white 

woman who had a child with a black man referred to the woman as  “white trash,” hinting 

at the class constructions that informed racial labels.129  Another Sovereignty 

Commission agent noted that a white woman who was spending a lot of time at a catholic 

school for African Americans was believed to be “an alcoholic.”130  Thus, not only blacks 

but anyone who challenged the status quo could be positioned outside the ‘normal.’131

126 Tom Scarbrough, “Yazoo County,” 29 March 1961, “Holmes County,” 17 September 1963, 
“Leflore County, 4 December 1961, SSC.  Ed King, a prominent white activist, recalled, ‘To the whites, 
anybody who wanted change had to be a communist.’  Katagiri, The Mississippi State Sovereignty 
Commission, 88.

127 A. L. Hopkins, “Activities of Mr. Joe Ed Price, teacher [. . .],” 16 December 1960, SSC.
128 P. D. East to Theron Lynd, 26 November 1962, P. D. East Collection.  In addition, East was 

criticized by the Citizens’ Council and his newspaper was eventually forced out of business through 
economic pressure.  McMillen, The Citizens’ Council, 256-257.  

129 Tom Scarbrough, “Tallahatchie County - Oline Crocker - white female - age 31,” 26 June 1962, 
SSC.  

130 Tom Scarbrough, “Leflore County,” 4 December 1961, SSC.
131 Novelist and native Mississippian Barry Hannah (white) recalled, “If you went to the wrong 

roadside restaurant, tennis shoes meant ‘hippies,’ ‘Freedom Riders.’  I have trembled coming back to my 
own state because my hair was a little long.”  Interview with Barry Hannah by John Griffin Jones, 26 
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Descriptions of mixed groups (whites and blacks mingling together in public) 

seemed to invoke its own language of abnormality.  Investigating a report of a group that 

included white and black women in public in Batesville in 1961, the agent noted that the 

individuals appeared to be affectionate toward each other.  He referred to them as people 

of “very low moral character” who “appeared drunk.”  He also noted that one of the 

white women had used an “insulting tone” with the police.132  In 1963, a group of white 

and black students from Tougaloo College who were in Lexington were described as 

“beatnik looking” and “slouchily garbed and looked filthy.”133  Probably in the 1960s 

mainstream South no term more aptly implied bad citizenship than the term “beatnik.”  

Still, while segregationists marginalized white supporters of the movement it differed 

from descriptions of blacks.  Missing from these characterizations of whites was the 

parent/child language, such as being called insolent or ungrateful.  Instead white activists 

were either de-politicized, such as being called drunk or lacking in moral character or 

they were ultra-politicized as un-American traitors such as through the terms 

“communist” and “beatnik.”  

Ultimately, these various characterizations had limited value as a tool of 

repression.  Segregationists could tell the public that McCoy had ties to communists but 

that would be effective only if the general population (and especially blacks) believed it.  

In other words, through rhetoric officials could suggest that an individual should be 

ostracized but that alone was not always enough to silence an activist.  There was, 

December 1980, in Mississippi Writers Talking, ed. John Griffin Jones  (Jackson:  University of Mississippi 
Press, 1982), 145.  

132 Tom Scarbrough, “Panola County,” 10 November 1961, SSC.
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however, another approach that embodied both rhetoric and action in which 

segregationists could push activists outside normal, peaceful society.  Based on the 

efforts of the Sovereignty Commission, it is clear that segregationists assumed that 

activists were immoral and that it was only a matter of uncovering the evidence so the 

public could see that the civil rights movement was being carried out by criminals or 

deviants.

In April 1961, the agency investigated Opal Anderson, an African American 

student at Jackson State College, whom they believed participated in a demonstration in 

Jackson.  In digging up information on Anderson, agent Tom Scarbrough met with the 

sheriff’s department and the principal at the black high school where Anderson had 

attended.  The principal informed Scarbrough that Anderson had been a good student and 

received a scholarship to Jackson State but that she was also likely to be involved in “a 

racial controversy with the least encouragement.”  At the sheriff’s office, Scarbrough 

extended his search beyond Opal to include other family members.  Although there was 

no police record for the student’s father, the agent concluded that the Andersons were not 

“good law abiding Negroes” because Opal’s grandfather had been a bootlegger and her 

uncle was serving a prison sentence for armed robbery.  Based on this information, the 

agent recommended that the entire family be considered as “possible trouble makers.”134

Thus, in connecting Opal’s activism with her grandfather and uncles criminal past, the 

agent made no distinction between criminal and civil rights activity, revealing that, in 

essence, both were against the law.   

133 Tom Scarbrough, “Holmes County,” 17 September 1963, SSC.  
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Sometimes the agent’s search for a criminal background bore no results.  In July 

1963 agent Scarbrough investigated Joyce and Dorie Ladner, sisters and students at 

Tougaloo College.  Scarbrough met with numerous police and school officials but found 

no evidence of criminal behavior or of problems in the school.  Instead he found just the 

opposite.  The Ladners’ former principal explained that the Ladners had been excellent 

students and had been selected valedictorian and salutatorian of their class.  Perhaps 

skeptical of this response or perhaps suspicious of a black principal praising activists, the 

agent checked out the principal’s background, too.  As for the Ladners, he learned that 

both were active in numerous organizations and by all measures appeared to be 

outstanding young citizens.  Furthermore, the agent could find no incriminating evidence 

on the Ladners’ parents.135  From the episodes involving Anderson and the Ladners, one 

recognizes not only a search for incriminating evidence but also just beneath the surface 

an attempt to confirm that civil rights activism was deviant.136  Although Opal Anderson 

134 Tom Scarbrough, “Carroll County & Opal Anderson, a colored female, [. . .],” 20 April 1961, SSC.
135 Tom Scarbrough, “Joyce Ann Ladner and Dorie Ladner, sisters, [. . .],” 19 July 1963, SSC.  The 

Ladners remained quite active in the movement throughout the 1960s.  For more on the Ladners, see 
Dittmer, Local People; and Charles Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom:  The Organizing Tradition and 
the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1995).

136 Many of these officials genuinely believed that anyone who challenged the dominant system must 
be deviant.  That is, they were not only using the criminal arena pragmatically to silence activists, but in 
fact did so convinced that activists were criminal and immoral.  This realization is not intended to justify 
the deplorable actions of segregationists but rather to demonstrate the extent to which they were 
constrained by their own racialized worldview.  As Stuart Hall contends, racial ideologies are not 
constructed by individuals but rather emerge from specific social formations that create a larger system of 
meanings.  From an intellectual standpoint, expounding on the racist beliefs and actions of an individual is 
of limited use, particularly for a historian.  What broader questions can be addressed from the actions and 
beliefs of one individual?  How much can an individual’s racism tell us about how a political, economic, 
and social system engendered racial oppression?  On the other hand, to uncover the system that created 
individuals with those beliefs is critical to understanding how race and other social constructions function 
within a given society.  Thus, segregationists’ belief that activists were criminals is an example of what 
Hall refers to as “inferential racism”:  “naturalized representations of events and situations relating to race 
[. . .] which have racist premises and propositions inscribed in them as a set of unquestioned assumptions.”  
Stuart Hall, “The Whites of Their Eyes:  Racist Ideologies in the Media,” in Silver Linings:  Some 
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was an excellent student, through her family’s alleged criminal past segregationists could 

make sense of her actions as aberrant and write them off as the actions of an individual 

prone to criminal behavior.  Conversely, officials had no way to explain the actions of the 

Ladners.  

The assumption that activists were social deviants was so entrenched that the 

absence of criminal evidence seemed at times to confound segregationists.  In 1961, in 

Leflore County a white storeowner expressed surprise that his black employee Johnny 

Barbour had participated in a sit-in at least partly because to the employer’s knowledge, 

Barbour appeared to be honest and he had never stolen anything from the store.  That 

statement, made confidentially to a Sovereignty Commission agent, reveals more than an 

attempt to criminalize Barbour.  The white employer truly believed that activists were 

criminals.  Perhaps he had absorbed the Jim Crow State’s message that activists were 

criminals.  Regardless, sometimes criminalization was specifically used to marginalize 

particular activists but this pragmatic tactic functioned alongside a deeply-held racial 

attitude that was already associating black resistance with criminality.137  In sum, activists 

and race rebels were both understood and constructed as abnormal, criminal beings.  

Under the banner of a whiteness that became synonymous with Jim Crow domination, 

activists and criminals became the “bad Negroes” and communists who threatened to 

undermine the racial harmony of the South and more generally, the nation’s fight against 

communism.  

Strategies for the Eighties:  Contributions to the Communist University of London, ed. George Bridges and 
Rosalind Brunt (London:  Lawrence & Wishart, 1981), 36.  

137 Tom Scarbrough, “Leflore County – Johnnie Barbour [. . .],” 19 May 1961, SSC.  
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Throughout this chapter I have tried to demonstrate that focusing only on the 

dramatic episodes of the segregation defense, such as lynchings and police dogs attacking 

demonstrators, risks obscuring the subtle but significant transformations in racial 

repression.  Although direct physical violence against activists and race rebels continued, 

top level officials established a foundation for what James Eastland referred to as a “just 

and legal fight.”  New laws not only reinforced segregation customs but also set a 

precedent for using repressive tactics that, unlike vigilante violence, had the appearance 

of legal authority and legitimacy.  A better organized and more centralized apparatus 

paved the way for ‘official’ agents of the State to take control of, or at least direct, the 

segregation defense.  Finally, activists were publicly constructed as criminals and 

communists, as immoral beings who were a danger to the larger society.  Through these 

three processes, segregation officials were gradually recognizing the need to divorce their 

fight for white domination from issues of race and segregation and instead to use the 

criminalization of activists to suggest that they were fighting against subversives to 

protect democracy and the moral fabric of the South and the nation.  As I discuss in the 

following chapter, this ideological perspective formed the core of Mississippi 

segregationists’ message to the nation. 
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Chapter 4

Criminal, Immoral, Content Negroes:
The State Propaganda Campaign in 1950s Mississippi

We cannot count for nought the natural indolence and indifference of the Negro’s nature.  
We cannot disregard his utter disregard for the laws relating to theft. We cannot overlook 

his proclivity for drunkeness [sic] and dope addiction.  We cannot overlook his natural 
tendency to immorality and violence and subject our children to the terrible consequences 

resulting from such traits through integration.
—Mississippi Judge Tom P. Brady, San Francisco, California,

October 4, 1957

It has been a policy of mine and the city council, the police department and the people to 
maintain what has worked for the past 100 years to bring happiness, peace and prosperity. 

. . .  My instructions have been to do whatever is necessary to maintain law and order.
—Jackson Mayor Allen Thompson, September 30, 1961

In 1956 in the wake of numerous lynchings of blacks resulting in acquittals of 

whites or unsolved cases, Mississippi Governor J. P. Coleman asked Ney Gore, Jr., of the 

Sovereignty Commission, to compile state-wide, county-by-county statistics that would 

show a breakdown of homicides by race.1  A similar study had been conducted in 1954 

which revealed that officially blacks had killed eight whites, whites had killed six blacks, 

and blacks had killed 182 blacks.  The 1955 study bore similar results.  Of the cases 

1 Among those African Americans known to have been lynched/murdered by whites in 1955 were 
Lamar Smith, Clinton Melton, Emmett Till, and the Reverend George Lee.  
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reported in 1955, there were 183 black homicides and 51 white homicides.2  Among the 

most significant data was that the incidence of interracial killings were relatively low 

(two whites killed by blacks, five blacks killed by whites), the number of black and white 

deaths by the State (officers and executions) were roughly equivalent (ten blacks, six 

whites), blacks killed by other blacks accounted for nearly seventy percent of the 

homicides, and ninety percent of the black deaths were at the hands of other blacks.  

In asking Gore for the 1955 statistics, Coleman reasoned that the previous study 

had been “a most telling piece of information.”  Although Coleman did not explain what 

he meant, this study reveals some of the underlying themes and objectives of the State’s 

emerging propaganda campaign.  Discussions of crime supported with scientific evidence 

became a key feature of the segregation defense in the late 1950s.  Mississippi officials 

used national and state statistics to argue that under Jim Crow there was little interracial 

tension, blacks were not disproportionately killed by whites or by the State, and blacks, 

who accounted for the overwhelming number of black deaths, were prone to criminal 

behavior.  While it is unclear as to when or how many times these numbers were cited, 

the motives behind the studies had nothing to do with exploring the factors leading to 

higher rates of crime among blacks, such as social conditions or a legal system that 

ignored most black on black crime.  Indeed it seems that this project, ignoring biases in 

2 J. P. Coleman to Ney M. Gore, 11 September 1956; and Ney M. Gore to J. P. Coleman, 19 February 
1957, Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission Online Collection, 
http://www.mdah.state.ms.us/arlib/arlib_index.html, Mississippi Department of Archives & History, 
Jackson [SSC hereafter].  According to the study, of the 183 black homicides, 163 were killed by blacks, 5 
by whites, 6 by officers, 4 by the legal institution, 1 by suicide, and 4 homicides were unsolved.  Of the 51 
white homicides, 35 were killed by other whites, 2 by blacks, 2 by officers, 1 by a railroad company, 4 by 
the legal institution, 1 by suicide, and 5 homicides were unsolved. There was also one Indian killed by 
another Indian.
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how homicides were defined, was not meant to examine crime so much as it was to 

contribute to the propaganda campaign by providing evidence of black immorality and 

thus demonstrating the necessity of segregation and white rule.  

Prior to the 1950s, segregation and the racial violence that sustained it proceeded 

with the complicity of the federal government and the national public.  In the first 

national legal challenge to the rapid proliferation of segregated public spaces, the 1896 

U.S. Supreme Court upheld segregation in the Plessy v. Ferguson decision, which 

became the basis for the doctrine of “separate but equal.”  Similarly, George H. White, an 

African American congressman from North Carolina, introduced the first federal anti-

lynching bill in 1900—a year in which there were 130 recorded lynchings and following 

a decade in which there were 1107 recorded lynchings.3  The bill, however, never made it 

out of committee.  Numerous other anti-lynching laws were proposed, particularly in the 

1920s and 30s, but these bills were consistently defeated by a Congress dominated by 

long-serving Southern legislators.  The executive branch displayed even less interest in 

intervening or altering Southern racial politics.  In fact, in 1915, President Woodrow 

Wilson, viewed the film Birth of a Nation, with its depiction of newly freed slaves as 

outlaws and rapists, and reportedly commented, ‘it’s like writing history with lightning, 

and my only regret is that it is all terribly true.’4

3 These statistics come from Tom Cowan and Jack Maguire, Timelines of African-American History:  
500 Years of Black Achievement (New York:  Perigee Books, 1994). There is some dispute about what 
constitutes a lynching, although there is no dispute that thousands were lynched during the Jim Crow era.  
For an extensive historical discussion of the issue of defining lynching, see Christopher Waldrep, The Many 
Faces of Judge Lynch:  Extralegal Violence and Punishment in America (New York:  Palgrave Macmillan, 
2002).  Also see Ralph Ginzburg, ed., One Hundred Years of Lynching (Baltimore:  Black Classic Press, 
1988).

4 Richard Wormser, The Rise and Fall of Jim Crow (New York:  St. Martin’s Press, 2003), 121.



212

The national public also provided relatively little condemnation of race relations 

in the South.  The migration of thousands of African Americans to northern cities was 

accompanied by residential segregation and riots.  There were major race riots in 1917 in 

East St. Louis, Illinois, in 1921 in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and in 1919 in Chicago, as well as 

more than 25 major riots in the same year throughout the country.  Southern whites had 

little need to justify their actions to the nation, in part because, as Grace Elizabeth Hale 

notes, the post-Reconstruction era witnessed the development of “a racialized 

commonality of whiteness” that crossed regional boundaries.5  In the 1920’s W. E. B. Du 

Bois understood this in international terms, noting, ‘The discovery of personal whiteness 

among the world’s people is a very modern thing, a nineteenth and twentieth century 

matter indeed.’6

By the 1930s, however, the relationship between the South and the nation was 

beginning to change.  Because of various socio-political factors—New Deal legislation, 

agricultural mechanization, and the declining value of cotton—the South was becoming 

more dependent on the nation and the federal government.  Similarly, these broad trends 

meant a decline in the demand for black laborers, as Southern blacks became less 

dependent on white plantation owners, bankers, etc.7  Along with these transformations, 

5 Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness:  The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890-1940 (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1998), 20-21.

6 W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Souls of White Folk,” in Darkwater:  Voices from within the Veil (1921), 
reprinted in Eric J. Sundquist, ed., The Oxford W. E. B. Du Bois Reader (New York:  Oxford University 
Press, 1996), 497,cited in Hale, Making Whiteness, 21.

7 As Nan Woodruff notes, World War I created employment opportunities in northern factories for 
African Americans in the Delta and also fueled their expectations for democracy.  As well, the federal 
government’s increasing involvement in the Delta served to undermine planter authority.  Nan Woodruff, 
American Congo:  The African American Freedom Struggle in the Delta (Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard 
University Press, 2003). Charles Payne also observes that large scale structural changes opened the door 
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the federal government, while not fully committed to civil rights, was slowly bringing 

action against segregation.  The Smith v. Allwright (1944) decision outlawing the white 

primaries and Harry Truman’s civil rights plank in 1948 indicated potential national 

threats to segregation on the horizon.  Then, in 1954 the Supreme Court made its historic 

Brown v. Board of Education decision.

In legal terms, the Brown ruling struck down the doctrine of separate but equal 

and more specifically, called for the end of segregated public schools.  One should not 

underestimate its importance as a legal precedent overturning Plessy.  Still, the decision 

did not produce immediate results.  Notwithstanding the phrase “with all deliberate 

speed” from the Brown II decision a year later, there was no timetable for implementing 

the decision.  Nor was there a suggestion for how the process of desegregating the 

schools would be carried out.  In the aftermath of the ruling, Brown’s most significant 

contributions may have been that first, it indicated that the federal government would 

become more involved in Southern politics and second, it directly challenged the 

legitimacy of Jim Crow domination.8  As Jackson Advocate editor Percy Greene astutely 

for future activism.  Charles Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom:  The Organizing Tradition and the 
Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1995), 13-21. For more on the 
changing relationship between the South and the federal government and economic transformations in the 
South, see James C. Cobb, The Most Southern Place on Earth:  The Mississippi Delta and the Roots of 
Regional Identity (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1992); Pete Daniel, Breaking the Land:  The 
Transformation of Cotton, Tobacco, and Rice Cultures since 1880 (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 
1985); James C. Cobb, The Selling of the South:  The Southern Crusade for Industrial Development, 1936-
1990, 2nd ed. (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1993); Bruce J. Schulman, From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt:  
Federal Policy, Economic Development, and the Transformation of the South, 1938-1980 (New York:  
Oxford University Press, 1991); Patricia Sullivan, Days of Hope:  Race and Democracy in the New Deal 
Era (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1996).

8 For more on Brown and its impact, see Richard Kluger, Simple Justice:  The History of Brown v. 
Board of Education and Black America's Struggle for Equality (New York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 1976); James 
T. Patterson, Brown V. Board of Education:  A Civil Rights Milestone and Its Troubled Legacy (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2001); Peter Irons, Jim Crow’s Children:  The Broken Promise of the Brown
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observed, the Brown decision had the potential to overturn the ‘unwritten’ agreement 

between the South and North in which southern whites had been allowed to “handle the 

Negroes in its own way” through segregation laws, disfranchisement, and “Ku Klux 

terror.”9  Even though the court laid out no program for desegregation, the ruling itself 

would alter the relationship between the South and the federal government. 

Beyond legal and political ramifications, the Brown decision strengthened the 

resolve of African Americans to challenge white domination.  Robert F. Williams, a 

soon-to-be prominent African American leader, compared his feelings upon hearing of 

the decision to that of the jubilation newly freed slaves must have felt with emancipation.  

Williams interpreted Brown as ‘the beginning of a new era in American democracy.’10  In 

Mississippi the State Beauticians, an African American group, came out in full support of 

the decision, noting that segregation had ‘generated a feeling of inferiority.’11  Thus, 

Brown held out the promise of federal intervention, and that promise emboldened African 

Americans to voice their discontent with the racial status quo.

Changes in the South’s relationship to the federal government, to the national 

public, and to their own black citizens, drove Mississippi officials to defend white 

domination on new battlegrounds.  This included, as I discussed in the previous chapter, 

the passage of seemingly race-neutral legislation to strengthen segregation legally.  

Another key approach was the propaganda campaign, the subject of this chapter.  Faced 

Decision (New York:  Viking, 2002); and Michael J. Klarman, From Jim Crow to Civil Rights:  The 
Supreme Court and the Struggle for Racial Equality (New York:  Oxford University Press, 2004).

9 “Mississippi and School Segregation Decision,” Jackson Advocate, 22 May 1954.
10 Timothy B. Tyson, Radio Free Dixie:  Robert F. Williams and the Roots of Black Power (Chapel 

Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 73-74.  
11 “State Beauticians,” Jackson Advocate, 24 July 1954.  
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with the looming threat of federal intervention, a national public increasingly, if 

hypocritically, critical of Southern racial practices, and the possibility of a local revolt, 

Mississippi officials set out to convince the nation and its own citizens that segregation 

was both legitimate and necessary.  

In exploring the rise of a new form of racial propaganda in 1950s Mississippi, I 

first consider the pivotal role of national perceptions of the Emmett Till lynching and of 

the creation of the two groups that would take the lead in the propaganda effort, the State 

Sovereignty Commission and the White Citizens’ Councils.  I then analyze the messages 

of black crime, black immorality, and citizenship, as well as the transformation of Jim 

Crow violence into State protection.  These themes dominated the mailings, speeches in 

the North, and Congressional debates that targeted a national audience.  Finally, I 

examine the less formal but equally pervasive propaganda directed at Mississippians in 

the form of media coverage and political statements.  

At the heart of both the national and local propaganda campaigns were crime and 

violence.  Mississippi officials relied on and manipulated rational arguments and 

scientific evidence to conflate integration and civil rights with black crime, black 

immorality, and bad citizenship.  Generally eschewing overt and impassioned references 

to race, officials subtly made the case for racial difference and black inferiority by 

concealing race within the language of gender, colonialism, citizenship, immigration, 

communism, paternalism, and whiteness.  Ultimately the propaganda campaign was an 

attempt by Mississippi segregationists to convince the nation and its own citizens that 
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integration would lead to crime and disorder, while segregation would preserve law and 

order and insure peace and progress for whites and blacks.  

Segregation’s Tattered Image and the Birth of a National Propaganda Campaign

Whereas the Brown decision signaled to Mississippi politicians the need for new 

laws, the public response to the Emmett Till lynching suggested that the traditional 

hallmarks of Jim Crow domination (physical violence and intimidation), no longer played 

so well in front of a national audience.  Till, a fourteen-year-old African American from 

Chicago, had allegedly whistled at or made a pass at a white woman in the Delta town of 

Money.  He was lynched by two white men who would later admit their guilt in a

national magazine.12  The two men were arrested and brought to trial.  The arrest and trial 

of white men charged with an offense against a black individual was not unusual in 1950s 

Mississippi.  Since 1942, federal investigations of lynchings had “encouraged” State 

officials to hold trials and thus to maintain the appearance of justice.  As was the case in 

previous hearings, the two white men were acquitted by an all-white jury.  But what 

made this lynching different was that it attracted a great deal of national attention before, 

during, and after the trial.  Part of the reason for this may have been that Till was from 

outside the South.  The publicity was also fueled by the mother’s decision to leave the 

12 There has been some speculation that others may have been involved, leading officials to exhume 
Till’s body and perform an autopsy in 2005, with the possibility of indicting additional individuals.
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casket open for thousands of people to view the mutilated body, photographs of which 

were published in newspapers across the country.13

Before the trial began, Governor Hugh White promised that the court would do its 

duty.  Additionally, perhaps in an attempt to downplay the significance of the Till case, 

many editorials in the state suggested that the incident should not be labeled a lynching.14

During the course of the Till case some members of the local press clearly recognized the 

larger implications of the trial.  The editor of the Greenwood Commonwealth accused the 

NAACP of turning the case into an assault on segregation.  He confidently asserted that 

“justice-loving” people of the state would punish the guilty parties and that “justice shall 

be administered irrespective of the color of the victim or the criminals.”15

In the aftermath of the not guilty verdict, the official language changed 

significantly.  Gone were the promises of justice along with any admission that justice 

had not prevailed.  In fact, the press seemed to lose interest in justice for Till (if that ever 

was their interest) and instead focused on what the verdict would mean for segregationist 

rule.  One editor suggested that the ruling had altered the political climate in the state.  He 

noted that white Mississippians had believed that a not guilty verdict would give the 

NAACP a “kick in the teeth” but that instead it had only fueled the integrationist cause by 

showing the South to be anti-black.  He explained, “Outsiders accuse us of being unjust 

to the Negroes of Mississippi.  They seek to drive a wedge between the good Negroes 

13 Stephen J. Whitfield, A Death in the Delta:  The Story of Emmett Till (New York:  The Free Press, 
1988), 51-53.  After being found not guilty, Look magazine paid the two men several thousand dollars to 
tell their story in which they confessed to the lynching.  

14 “Mississippi Hard Hit by the Slaying of Till,” Jackson Advocate, 10 September 1955.
15 “A Just Appraisal,” Greenwood Commonwealth, 2 September 1955.  
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and good white people of Mississippi. . . . We manifest an attitude that is contrary to law 

and order.”16  The primary concern in this sentiment was not that Till’s killers went free 

but that it made segregation and Mississippi look unjust in the eyes of the nation as well 

as in the eyes of local blacks.17  The verdict had indicated to the public that in Mississippi 

law and order did not prevail.  There is also here some recognition of the failure of the 

traditional method of repression in which the direct approach of lynchings and not guilty 

verdicts was meant to quell black resistance.  But instead the trial represented a national 

indictment of Jim Crow justice.  

The Till case, or more specifically, the negative national response to the Till 

verdict, helped spawn changes in the State’s defense of segregation.18  Unlike any 

previous moment in the Jim Crow era, Mississippi officials recognized the importance of 

shaping public perceptions of white rule, and that required a much more organized, more 

centralized approach.  The two organizations that would take the lead in the propaganda 

campaign were the White Citizens’ Councils and the Mississippi State Sovereignty 

Commission.19

16 “The Till Case in Retrospect,” Jackson Advocate, 26 November 1955.  The editorial was initially 
published in the McComb Enterprise-Journal, 21 November 1955.

17 Although the Till case dramatically heightened concerns over national opinion about Jim Crow rule, 
the fear of national perceptions and the idea to try to shape those perceptions already existed.  For example, 
in 1943 the Jackson Clarion-Ledger had argued that the only way to stop federal intervention was ‘to 
prevent lynchings in the future, through education, through suasion, and by giving every prisoner or suspect 
full and adequate protection until the guilty are punished through due process of law.’  Payne, I’ve Got the 
Light of Freedom, 19-20.  

18 Although State officials were focused almost exclusively on an outsider/federal threat, the Till 
lynching/not guilty verdict also had an impact on many African Americans who would later become active 
in the movement in Mississippi.  John Dittmer, Local People:  The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi
(Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1994), 57- 58.   

19 For a detailed examination of segregation propaganda in the South in the post-Brown era, see Numan 
V. Bartley, The Rise of Massive Resistance (Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 1969).  
Bartley argues that the propaganda embraced one of three themes—constitutionality of States’ 



219

White Citizens’ Councils sprang up throughout the South but their origins lay in 

the Mississippi Delta.20  The organization was formed in 1954, shortly after the Brown 

decision, by Robert B. Patterson, a plantation manager.  Citizens’ Councils leaders 

claimed to be preserving segregation legally and without violence.  Local chapters were 

populated by the most prominent community leaders, including businessmen, 

professionals, politicians, attorneys, and judges.  Among its biggest supporters was the 

Hederman Press, which controlled Jackson’s two daily newspapers the Clarion-Ledger

and the Daily News.  Members often defined themselves in relation to the Ku Klux Klan, 

by publicly denouncing violence and identifying “with the ‘better class’ of southern 

whites.”21  Major state politicians tended to maintain their distance from the organization, 

with the notable exception of governor-to-be Ross Barnett.  By 1955, the Mississippi 

Citizens’ Council claimed 80,000 members in the state.22

Along with publicly criticizing the violent tactics of the Ku Klux Klan, the

Citizens’ Councils claimed to work only within the law to preserve segregation.  These 

“legal” measures included publishing in the local newspaper the names of those 

individuals who had signed the NAACP’s petitions demanding integrated schools.  

Subsequently, those persons were often fired or denied credit.  Along those lines, the 

group often applied personal pressure—such as economic threats—to prevent blacks 

Rights/unconstitutionality of Brown; biological or sociological inferiority of blacks, and civil rights as part 
of a Communist plot.  Ibid, 184-185.  

20 For what is still the best study of the rise of the Citizens’ Council across the South, see Neil R. 
McMillen, The Citizens’ Council:  Organized Resistance to the Second Reconstruction, 1954-1964
(Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1971).  

21 Ibid., vii-viii.  
22 Ibid., 16-19, 21-22, 25, 27, 211, 216.  
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from voting or from participating in civil rights activities.23  Despite the organization’s 

public denouncement of violent tactics, Hodding Carter, editor of the Delta Democrat 

Times (Greenville, Miss.) and a racial moderate, referred to the group as an ‘uptown Ku 

Klux Klan.’24  Because the Citizens’ Councils were largely decentralized, it was 

relatively easy for the group to deny any role in intimidation, always claiming that even 

when a member was involved, the individual was always acting on his or her own.  

With local council members monitoring the racial situation in their own 

communities, much of the efforts of the group’s state leaders focused on propaganda, 

which was distributed through pamphlets, a newspaper, and a television program.  By 

1958, Patterson claimed that the Mississippi association had mailed five million pieces of 

literature across the country.  In 1957 the group began broadcasting a fifteen-minute 

television program, “Forum,” featuring interviews with U.S. representatives and senators 

and was soon being shown across the South and to numerous markets outside the South.25

The other major player in the propaganda effort, and one perhaps more important 

because of its direct affiliation with the State, was the Mississippi State Sovereignty 

Commission.  In 1956, the Mississippi legislature created the Sovereignty Commission to 

23 As former Senator Fred Jones explained in October 1954, ‘we can accomplish our purposes largely 
with economic pressure in dealing with members of the Negro race who are not cooperating . . . .’  Ibid.,
209.  

24 “Death of Rev. G. W. Lee in Belzoni Saturday Night Puts Spotlight on Race Relations in 
Mississippi,” Jackson Advocate, 14 May 1955.  

25 McMillen, The Citizens’ Council, 35-36, 38-39, 337; Steven D. Classen, Watching Jim Crow:  The 
Struggles over Mississippi TV, 1955-1969 (Durham, N.C.:  Duke University Press, 2004), 37-38, 111.  The 
Sovereignty Commission initially gave the Citizens’ Council $20,000 and then $5,500 per month.  The 
Sovereignty Commission continued to make monthly donations (although they were reduced in 1962) until 
1964, by which time the state agency had contributed $193,500 to the Citizens’ Council.  McMillen, The 
Citizens’ Council, 337.
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protect the state “from encroachment . . . by the Federal Government.”26  While within 

the legislation there was no reference to segregation or race, as one official explained, the 

state-funded agency “was set up to maintain segregation.”27  Toward that end, the 

Sovereignty Commission devoted most of its resources to two areas:  public relations and 

investigative work.  In the first couple years of its existence, the agency focused in 

particular on public relations.28

Sovereignty Commission agents and other State officials waged the propaganda 

campaign through pamphlets mailed to non-southerners, the Speakers’ Bureau which sent 

prominent segregationists to speak outside the South, and other media resources such as 

the production of a documentary film, financial contributions to the Citizens’ Councils 

television program, and sponsorship of a tour to have a group of New England editors 

visit the state.29  By the end of 1957, the agency had mailed out more than 200,000 

pamphlets to newspapers, politicians, organizations, and numerous other individuals who 

wrote to the Sovereignty Commissions with questions about or criticisms of segregation.  

Beginning in 1960, the Speakers’ Bureau funded talks by Mississippi segregationists in 

places such as South Bend, Indiana, Elmira, New York, Chicago, and Oakland, Iowa.30

The film and other media resources were made available to civic organizations and radio 

26 Laws of the State of Mississippi, 1956 (Chapter 365).
27 “State Sovereignty Commission,” n.d., SSC.
28 For a detailed history of the State Sovereignty Commission, see Yasuhiro Katagiri, The Mississippi 

State Sovereignty Commission:  Civil Rights and States’ Rights (Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 
2001).  Also see Sarah Rowe-Sims, “The Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission:  An Agency History,” 
Journal of Mississippi History 61, no. 1 (Spring 1999):  29-58.

29 For more details on the tour of New England editors, see John R. Tisdale, “‘Don’t Stone Her Until 
You See Her Side’:  New England Editors and the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission’s Public 
Relations Campaign of 1956,”  Journal of Mississippi History 64, no. 3 (Fall 2002):  169-188.
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and television stations.  Through all of these efforts, the Sovereignty Commission’s 

objective was to tell “the true story of race relations in Mississippi.”31

The pamphlets and articles mailed out by the agency told a story of racial 

harmony from numerous angles and pro-segregation perspectives.  Among the mailings 

were editorials and articles by African Americans who endorsed segregation.  The agency 

also sent out statements and reports from prominent politicians and segregationists, such 

as Governor J. P. Coleman and the Montgomery (Ala.) Advertiser editor Grover C. Hall, 

Jr.  Some of the reports were from non-Southern sources, such as a report from the 

Conference of Chief Justices (including forty-four state chief justices).  Finally, many of 

the mailings were created by the Sovereignty Commission and emerged from the 

agency’s own research and fact finding initiatives.32

For the Speakers’ Bureau, Erle Johnston, Jr., prepared a general speech, derived 

in part from suggestions of segregationists across the state.  The speakers, many of them 

not directly affiliated with the Sovereignty Commission, were expected to deliver 

Johnston’s address.  Officials also prepared a standard press release on the speech for the 

local newspaper.  In addition, Johnston made a list of commonly asked questions and 

appropriate answers to be given by the speakers.33  The speech, the press release, and the 

question and answer guide were all carefully worded.  In essence, the Sovereignty 

30 “State Sovereignty Commission:  Report to the Members of the Senate and House of Representatives 
of the State of Mississippi,” n.d., SSC.

31 “State Sovereignty Commission,” n.d., SSC.
32 “After Integration Repeal, What?” reprint from Jackson Advocate; “A Negro Deplores Integration 

Idea”; Manning Johnson, “Wanted!  Another Booker T. Washington”; “The Montgomery Advertiser”; 
“Government of Laws or of Men?”; “In the Interest of Better Understanding”; “Let the Facts Speak . . . ”; 
“Don’t Stone Her Until You Hear Her Side,” SSC.
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Commission wanted to maintain as much control over the speakers as they had over the 

mailings.  

In this attempt to re-educate northerners and combat the national media, the 

propaganda of the Sovereignty Commission, Citizens’ Councils, and various politicians 

presented a number of diverse arguments in defense of segregation.  There were legal 

positions that contended that the U.S. Supreme Court’s Brown decision had been 

unconstitutional and that the federal government had no authority to enforce school 

integration.  There were also numerous attacks on integrationists and civil rights 

organizations such as the NAACP as intentionally or unintentionally aiding communism.  

Some, particularly the Citizens’ Council, turned to biblical justifications for Jim Crow.  

While some of the propaganda was blatantly racist (such as Judge Tom Brady warning of 

the “mongrelization” of the white race that would come with integration), most of it took 

a more nuanced approach, particularly the pieces distributed by the Sovereignty 

Commission.  Along these lines, integration was painted as damaging both to whites and 

blacks while segregation was characterized as a natural development that would benefit 

the society as a whole and blacks in particular.  At the center of these pro-

segregation/anti-integration arguments were notions of crime and violence—and the 

racialized manipulation of those concepts. 

33 “The Message from Mississippi,” n.d.; “Suggested News Article for Speakers Press Kit”; “Questions 
Asked, and Answers Given, by Sovereignty Commission Volunteer Speakers,” SSC.
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Black Crime and Immorality

Although black crimes against whites had always garnered much attention 

throughout the Jim Crow era, prior to the mid-1950s black on black crime had largely 

been ignored by State officials, even as others broached the subject.  In the 1930s, in 

separate studies of race relations in the South, scholars John Dollard and Hortense 

Powdermaker observed a supposed proclivity among blacks toward violent aggression.  

David Cohn, writing on his native Mississippi, remarked that “crime among Negroes is 

one of the gravest problems against which the Delta struggles . . .”  Each of these scholars 

suggested that at least part of the reason for the high rate of black criminality was that the 

State neglected black on black crime, allowing perpetrators to go unpunished.  Similarly, 

W. J. Cash connected the lack of racial justice in the courts to black attacks on whites, 

contending that the black man was left with “little choice but violence if he were 

determined to have redress against white men of any power.”34  Such accusations, 

however, evoked little response from State officials.  Most of the time, black crime was 

only a topic when it served as a justification for a lynching.  And as several scholars have 

argued, prior to World War II it was largely unnecessary for the State to defend itself 

against charges of legal injustice.35  All of this changed in the 1950s when suddenly the 

34 John Dollard, Caste and Class in a Southern Town (Garden City, N.Y.:  Doubleday & Co., Inc, 
1957), 269; Hortense Powdermaker, After Freedom:  A Cultural History in the Deep South (New York:  
Russell & Russell, 1968), 172-174; David L. Cohn, Where I Was Born and Raised (South Bend, Ind.:  
University of Notre Dame Press, 1967), 104; W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York:  Vintage 
Books, 1991), 414-415.  Neil McMillen argues that there were relatively few episodes of armed black 
resistance because whites “enjoyed a clear preponderance of firepower and could virtually always count on 
the support of police and militias.”  McMillen, Dark Journey, 225-226.

35 Jane Dailey, Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, and Bryant Simon, introcution to Jumpin’ Jim Crow:  
Southern Politics from Civil War to Civil Rights (Princeton, N.J.:  Princeton University Press, 2000), 4; 
Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom, 19, 21-28.
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subject of black crime pervaded segregationist discourse.  Within these discussions, 

segregationists espoused three interconnected themes: blacks were morally inferior to 

whites, integration fostered black crime and immorality, and, conversely, segregation 

kept black crime and immorality under control.  

Within the post-Brown propaganda campaign, the most visible and most prevalent 

characteristic of black crime references was statistical data.  Figures on crime and other 

forms of social deviance appeared in pamphlets, public speeches, newspaper articles, and 

U.S. Congressional debates.  Many of these uses of statistics had the simple, but rarely 

directly stated, objective of demonstrating that blacks were morally inferior to whites.  

Speaking on the floor of the U.S. Senate in 1960s, Georgia Senator Richard 

Russell, observed that in Jackson in 1956, blacks had accounted for 76.6 percent of those 

arrested for murder, while comprising only 44.9 percent of the city’s population.  Most 

likely, these numbers were taken from the aforementioned homicide report prepared by 

the Sovereignty Commission.  Russell concluded that this example demonstrated why 

segregationists were ‘irrevocably opposed’ to integration.36  In referencing murders in 

Jackson, Russell ignored any State bias in how these numbers were produced.  There was 

no consideration, for example, to the arguments of Dollard, Cohn, and Cash that black 

crime was at least in part a product of Jim Crow injustice.  Instead these State-produced 

statistics were taken at face value to serve the purpose of segregation.  

Mississippi officials also utilized various crime statistics.  In front of a Carleton 

College (Northfield, Minnesota) audience, prominent Citizens’ Council official William 

36 “Jackson Crime Figures Cited By Sen. Russell,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 14 March 1960. 
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J. Simmons stated that “[t]he Negro has always posed a special problem in the field of 

law enforcement.”  He backed this up by pointing out that the rate of “major crimes of 

violence” for blacks was three times above the national average.37  Similarly, a Citizens’ 

Council newspaper article noted that blacks accounted for 43 of the 65 federal executions 

in 1956. 38  The title of this article, “Crime Figures Speak Louder than Words,” is an apt 

description of the broader propaganda objective.  Similar to Russell’s use of statistics, 

these productions were based on the assumption that the criminal arena was an impartial, 

objective enforcer of justice.

Whereas the figures of higher black crime rates were used with regularity, there 

were in fact some “words” missing from the racial dialogue.  In general, officials avoided 

making generalizations about blacks when they talked about crime.  Neither Russell nor 

Simmons nor the Citizens’ Council article actually stated that these figures proved that 

blacks were inferior.  Furthermore, there is more to this omission than the fact that such a 

conclusion seems obvious from their examples.  By letting the numbers speak for 

themselves, segregationists tried to remove themselves and the image of the impassioned 

Southern racist from the equation, suggesting that they were only reporting the facts.39

Another way in which the racialized discourse of crime statistics was often 

softened was in the relationship between black crime and Southern whites.  In referring to 

black crime as a “special problem,” Simmons’ message was tinged with white 

37 William J. Simmons, “The Race Problem Moves North,” Carleton College, Northfield, Minnesota, 
15 May 1962, Paul B. Johnson Family Papers, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of 
Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.

38 “Crime Figures Speak Louder than Words,” Citizens’ Council (Jackson, Miss.), April 1957.  
39 “The Message from Mississippi.”
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paternalism—not anger or hatred—in which black crime became a burden, or special 

problem, for whites.  In addition, by linking black crime to the necessity for segregation, 

both Russell and Simmons implied that segregation was not rooted in racial control but 

rather in practicality.  For Simmons, segregation was the practical solution to the South’s 

“special problem,” in which whites were only interested in protecting society from crime.  

In these instances the message was not only one of black inferiority but also of 

responsible, loving whites.  

Many other times this kinder, paternalistic interpretation of black crime was 

replaced by a much harsher version that played on national racial stereotypes and racial 

fears, illustrating the intertwinement of racial and gendered hierarchical structures.  A 

1958 Citizens’ Council article on crime in northern cities referred to the rape of “a young 

white housewife” by a black man.40  The allusions to white women were neither random 

nor coincidental.  As Abby Ferber argues regarding white supremacist discourse, threats 

to the dominant hegemony are interpreted as threats to differentiation and “[i]nterracial 

sexuality emerges as the most evocative symbol of this threat.”41  In the case of the 

article, the use of the word “young white housewife” suggested that the alleged victim 

was innocent and respectable.  Furthermore, “housewife” brings to mind the home, which 

implied a black invasion of the private sphere.  As well, the incident hinted at 

emasculation, in which the white male was not able to protect his home and his wife.  In 

her analysis of the Dixiecrat Party, Kari Frederickson argues that gender and family 

40 “Big City Dwellers Quake Under Negro Terrorism,” Citizens’ Council, August 1959, Will D. 
Campbell Papers, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, 
Hattiesburg.  



228

became intertwined with race in the party’s attempts to resist the federal government and 

civil rights.  That fight, she notes, was often expressed through an “explosive language of 

sex and domesticity” in which segregationists saw themselves as the defenders of white 

male authority. 42  A few years later in Mississippi this same language of sex and 

domesticity linked racial control with both the protection of white womanhood and the 

salvation of white masculinity.  While segregationists did not frequently mention 

housewives, they were numerous references to rape and the threat of the black male 

rapist.

A Citizens’ Council mailing, entitled “Racial Facts,” stated that roughly half of 

the rape cases in the U.S. involved “white female victims and male Negro attackers.”43

Even though white officials were dealing with the most serious charge that could be 

leveled against a black male, they avoided racial epitaphs.  This seemingly neutral 

description suggested that the officials were only “reporting” the facts.  Still any sentence 

that included “rape,” “white female victim,” and “male Negro attackers” would 

nonetheless evoke the image of the black male rapist and the black male’s supposedly 

uncontrollable sexual urges.  In tapping into the racialized myth of the black male rapist, 

the “facts” of rape provided a justification for white domination and even indirectly a 

defense of lynching.  At the very least, such evidence suggested that the black body 

41 Abby Ferber, White Man Falling:  Race, Gender, and White Supremacy (Lanham, Mass.:  Rowman 
& Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1998), 86.

42 Kari Frederickson, “‘As a Man, I Am Interested in States’ Rights’:  Gender, Race and the Family in 
the Dixiecrat Party, 1948-1950,” in Jumpin’ Jim Crow, ed. Jane Daily, Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, and 
Bryant Simon, 260-274.  

43 “Racial Facts,” Citizens’ Councils, May 1964, Citizens’ Council/Civil Rights Collection, William D. 
McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.
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needed to be policed and in the process painted black crime as a “serious” problem as 

opposed to a “special” problem.44

Significantly, in positing integration as a danger to white womanhood, for 

Mississippi officials black crime was not the only culprit.  White liberals were also a 

threat. A Sovereignty Commission pamphlet, entitled “Don’t Stone Her until You Hear 

Her Side,” tried to counter various “falsehoods” with “facts.”45  The facts focused on 

statistical evidence to demonstrate the high rate of black crime (using the 1954 homicide 

report) and the economic improvements for blacks under segregation.  Particularly 

revealing, though, is the title and the cartoon just below it.  Stoning made associations 

with biblical times, positioning the battle over segregation as a holy war.  In the center of 

the cartoon is a young, white blond female cradling a baby and holding a placard that 

says “MISSISSIPPI.”  On one side of her are a group of white men carrying stones.  They 

all have dark hair and exaggerated noses and they are ambiguously ethnic, resembling 

street thugs or perhaps the Mafia.  It is also possible that these caricatures, with the 

enlarged, sloping noses, were meant to be Jews.  One member of the group is pointing a 

finger at the woman and another member is holding a sign that reads “PRESSURE 

GROUPS.”  On the other side of the woman is a similar looking white man, pointing a 

finger at her, holding a gun in the other hand, and standing under the sign “NATIONAL 

44 It was not necessary to make a direct reference to the black male rapist because that idea was already 
ingrained in the Western white mind.  As Frantz Fanon explained, the Negro was constructed in the white 
mind as sexualized and thus as ultimately biological, not as intellectual.  Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White 
Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (New York:  Grove Weidenfeld, 1967), 157-158, 164.

45 John R. Tisdale briefly discusses this brochure within the context of the tour of New England 
newspaper editors to Mississippi.  Tisdale, “‘Don’t Stone Her until You See Her Side,’” 176.
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CIRCULATION SEEKERS.”  There are no blacks in the picture, only the media and 

(white) civil rights groups.  

In this image the gendered visual language is used to demonstrate that the real 

threat is not black criminals—who can be controlled by segregationists—but rather is 

white integrationists and those (the media) who influence national public opinion.  One 

iconographic reading is that the white female represents the South being bullied by a 

barbaric (stoning), ethnic North in which not only the present but also the future and 

future generations (the baby) are at risk.  On another level, the female stands in for what 

integration could lead to—the death of motherhood, of the pure, innocent, virtuous 

female, and even of white children.  Without ever using words such as miscegenation, 

interracial sex, or rape, the implication is that racial mixing would be the end of the white 

race.  Thus even though white liberals were implicated in this image, the black male 

rapist was symbolically incorporated, somewhere just beyond the picture, waiting for the 

white liberals to give him greater access to the white woman.46

Although both direct and veiled references to black crime were critical to 

establishing black moral inferiority, Mississippi officials also turned to statistics on other 

forms of social deviance to illustrate the dangers of black empowerment.  Illegitimacy 

was a particularly popular topic.  Similar to the homicide report, the Sovereignty 

Commission also conducted a study of illegitimate births in Mississippi, finding that the 

rates were much higher among blacks than among whites.47  From the report, a Jackson 

46 “Don’t Stone Her Until You Hear Her Side,” SSC.
47 It is not clear whether the children of common law marriages were counted in this report as 

illegitimate.  In Mississippi, common law marriages were quite common within the African American 
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Daily News article entitled “Sordid Record of Degradation No Longer a ‘Quiet’ Scandal,” 

explained that the facts proved conclusively that “bastard production is shown with 

appalling clarity to be predominantly a racial characteristic.”48  Likewise, speaking on the 

floor of the U.S. House, Mississippi representative John Bell Williams asked, “Do 

negroes observe the same moral standards as whites?”  He answered this question by 

citing statistics on venereal disease and illegitimate birth in the District of Columbia.  He 

told his audience that blacks had higher rates of venereal diseases and illegitimate births.  

Two months later, Williams again presented numerous statistics of illegitimacy in the 

nation’s capital to argue that skin color was “not the only difference between the races.”  

He even read aloud the entry for “Negro” in the Encyclopedia Britannica (11th edition, 

publication date 1911), in which it was explained that the Negro became mentally inferior 

to whites only after puberty in which “sexual matters take the first place in the Negro’s 

life and thoughts.” 49  Significantly, Williams did not tell his audience that he was relying 

on a source published 45 years earlier, a bibliographic detail that would have called into 

question the legitimacy of his source.50

community, and if common law marriage was no longer recognized, it meant that the children of these 
marriages would be illegitimate.  Furthermore, in 1958, the year the study was released, common law 
marriages were outlawed by the state legislature.  While this article claims that these children were not 
included in the data, I could not verify this.  “Sordid Record of Degradation No Longer a ‘Quiet’ Scandal,” 
Jackson Daily News, 29 August 1958.  See Anders Walker, “Bastards Out of North Carolina, Mississippi, 
and Florida: The Deployment of Black Illegitimacy Rates to Subvert Civil Rights in the South,” (paper 
presented at the annual meeting of the American Historical Association, Chicago, January 2003).

48 “Sordid Record of Degradation.”
49 John Bell Williams, “Racial Differences,” Congressional Record, 84th Cong., 5 July 1956, 6, Box 

376, Folder “NAACP, 1956,” J. B. Matthews Papers, Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections 
Library, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina..

50 Williams took his definition of the Negro from an era in which biological notions of race were still 
prevalent and at roughly the same time that historian U. B. Phillips was conceptualizing slavery as an 
institution that had been beneficial to blacks.  In 1956, The Encyclopedia Britannica was in its 14th edition, 
originally published in 1929, but revised almost annually.  
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In considering that these two sources and many others of the period, it may seem 

that the segregationists’ approach did not vary in any significant way from previous 

generations, who relied, for example, on biological constructions of race to make the 

same point.  Yet, as John Downing and Charles Husband observe, “ideas regarding the 

inferiority of the Black African have persisted for centuries, but the arguments which 

have legitimated these beliefs have changed over time.”51  In the propaganda of the 1950s 

and early 60s, Mississippi officials, like their predecessors, were still talking about racial 

difference but now those discussions embraced the language of sociology and the social 

sciences, even if their uses of these tools were pedestrian and self-serving.  Accordingly, 

in the “bastard production report” and in Williams’ remarks, the arguments took the form 

of the scientific method.  Williams verbally poses his central question while the unstated 

central question of the article is whether illegitimacy rates vary by race.  Each then relies 

on statistical evidence to provide an answer.  Finally, Williams goes a step further by 

citing a supposedly objective source (the Encyclopedia Britannica).  Still, neither text 

offered more than the appearance of scientific objectivity, and neither the Sovereignty 

Commission study nor Williams conducted a thorough analysis of the stated problem or 

attempted to uncover underlying causes.  Instead, the reliance on statistics was simplistic 

and functional, in which the numbers were grafted onto an ideology of white supremacy.  

This point might seem obvious, given that both of these texts were clearly employed to 

justify segregation.  Nonetheless, one should not dismiss or minimize the significance of 

segregationists turning to the language of science and math.  As we know from the 

51 John Downing and Charles Husband, Representing ‘Race’:  Racism, Ethnicities, and Media (London:  



233

multiple ways in which statistics are misused and misinterpreted, these motives would 

not necessarily have been transparent to every reader.  Equally important, this form of 

propaganda demonstrates that segregationists were also concerned with their own image 

and thus they were portraying themselves not with the passion that characterized 

lynchings but with the logic and reason of an educated, enlightened leadership.  As 

Sovereignty Commission public relations head Erle Johnston, Jr., explained for the 

speaker’s bureau, “Material for speakers should be reasonable and persuasive, without 

any reference, directly or indirectly, which could be construed as hatred or resentment.”52

Characteristic of this new campaign of persuasion, words were favored over bullets and 

scientific evidence was preferred over emotional, impassioned racial diatribes53

Closely connected to discussions of social deviance was a dialogue of citizenship.  

Whereas crime and deviance implied that blacks were a problem for whites, notions of 

citizenship suggested that blacks were not prepared to be good citizens.  Segregationists 

turned to citizenship most frequently when specific racial practices could not be justified 

through black crime arguments.  For instance, Sovereignty Commission speakers 

addressing non-Southern audiences were warned to be prepared for questions about the 

need for segregated water fountains and swimming pools.  Speakers were instructed to 

respond that while there were a number of blacks who had “reached the plateaus of 

Sage Publications, 2005), 6.
52 “Operation:  The Message from Mississippi,” Johnson Family Papers.
53 As Lee Baker demonstrates, in challenging the Plessy decision, NAACP lawyers relied heavily on 

social science evidence to show that there was no basis to segregation based on racial inferiority.  Given 
that scientific evidence had played such a key role in the Brown decision, it may at least partially explain 
Mississippi officials’ heavy reliance on scientific evidence to prove that segregation was necessary.  Lee 
Baker, From Savage to Negro:  Anthropology and the Construction of Race, 1896-1954 (Berkeley:  
University of California Press, 1998), 188-207.  
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citizenship” in terms of being “personally clean [and having] high morals,” they were 

“still in the minority.”54  The implication of this statement was that there were different 

levels of citizenship and that most blacks had not yet reached the highest level, as whites 

apparently had.  Thus, the phrase “second class citizenship,” which was not used, was 

replaced with the less politicized word “plateaus” and was couched within the language 

of hygiene.  In defending segregation, the speaker was ultimately suggesting that blacks 

were not ready for the full responsibilities of first class citizenship, such as voting rights.  

Through this reasoning, African Americans and integration represented yet another 

potential threat to whites—disease—and segregation became the quarantine.  

This was not the only time that hygiene and disease had been used to justify racist 

policies.  For example, as Neil Foley observes, in the debates over immigration policies 

in the 1920s Mexicans “were accused of every social ill, of carrying diseases, lowering 

wages, accepting charity, displacing Anglo workers, molesting white women, . . .” 55

These arguments against Mexican immigration were similar to the arguments against 

integration and full citizenship for African Americans in 1950s Mississippi.  References 

54 “Questions Asked, and Answers Given.”
55 Neil Foley, The White Scourge:  Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor Whites in Texas Cotton Culture

(Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1997), 54. Likewise, in the early twentieth century, North 
American officials marked Puerto Ricans as racially different and as second class citizens through the 
discourse of disease and science.  Policies regarding veneral disease and prostitution on the island were 
made on the basis that Puerto Ricans were incapable of ruling themselves.  Laura Briggs, Reproducing 
Empire:  Race, Sex, Science, and U.S. Imperialism in Puerto Rico (Berkeley:  University of California 
Press, 2002), 53.  Meanwhile, Alexandra Stern notes that toward the end of the nineteenth century and the 
beginning of the twentieth century, discrimination against various non-white groups was often rooted in the 
scientific and moralistic term “degeneration” in which racial mixing could lead to the decline of the white 
race. Alexandra Minna Stern, Eugenic Nation:  Faults and Frontiers of Better Breeding in Modern America
(Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2005), 13.  Focusing on the experience of Chinese Americans in 
San Francisco, Nayan Shah argues that hygiene was associated with civilization and whiteness.  For some 
white reformers this association meant that the Chinese could never be included within the boundaries of 
whiteness, while for others it meant they could be included only if their Chinese-ness could be erased.  
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to illegitimacy and venereal disease as well as hygiene reinforced racial difference 

through supposed social/biological distinctions.  Even as these statements implied black 

inferiority and savagery, they were also carried with an apparent air of racial goodwill, as 

the speaker acknowledged that some blacks had reached a higher level of hygiene.  

In arguing that empowered blacks were or would be bad citizens, Mississippi 

officials did not limit their body of evidence to the U.S.  As one report on suggestions for 

public relations explained, “[p]articular attentions should be given the ‘emerging’ African 

nations, their obvious inability to govern themselves, their inherent inadequacies.”56

Accordingly, Sovereignty Commission speakers were instructed to respond to questions 

about white superiority by reminding the audience of “the history and progress and 

achievements by nations governed by white people and compare this with nations 

governed by non-whites.”57  Along these same lines, a Citizens’ Council pamphlet 

referred to Haiti and the Congo as countries where blacks had taken control of “a white 

civilization” resulting in “[c]haos, poverty, and ignorance.”  This mailing also cited a 

University of Pennsylvania professor whose research showed that “the Negro is 200,000 

years behind the Caucasian in evolutionary development.”58  According to this 

interpretation, blacks were not so much biologically inferior as they were 

biologically/socially behind.  In trying to present segregation as a logical system, this 

source was particularly useful to the Citizens’ Council because it did not come from a 

Nayan Shah, Contagious Divides:  Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown (Berkeley:  
University of California Press, 2001).  

56 Untitled, n.d., Box 142, Folder 4, Paul B. Johnson Family Papers.  
57 “Questions Asked, and Answers Given.”
58 “Racial Facts.”  
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Southern segregationist but rather from a northern professor.  In these various references 

to blacks throughout the African diaspora, evidence of bad government and bad 

citizenship served as both a justification for white domination and a warning against 

integration and black empowerment.

In each of these pieces the parameters of racial difference were extended beyond 

the U.S. in which the world was divided into a black-versus-white dichotomy.  

Segregationists were likening their own racial situation to one of colonialism, in which 

they wanted non-Southerners to think of blacks not as black Americans but as Africans.  

In this way, Mississippi officials could tap into dominant colonial and racial ideologies 

that constructed Africans as less civilized than whites and as a group unprepared for self-

rule or for the responsibilities of citizenship.  By associating blacks with Africa as 

opposed to America and the American experiences of slavery and lynching, 

segregationists were trying to transform victims into supposedly uncivilized, inferior 

savages.

The use of international examples not only solidified the notion of inherent racial 

difference extending back to Europeans and Africans, but it also re-framed race relations 

in the South.  In arguing that there were problems with blacks throughout the world, 

segregationists were suggesting that racial problems were not a result of Southern whites 

and segregated policies but rather were a result of black inferiority.  They were 

contending that all whites—not just Southerners—had problems with blacks/Africans.  

At the same time, this argument implied that the races were inherently and biologically 
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different.  It was then only a small step to contend that racial control was the best solution 

for both whites and blacks.  

While much of the propaganda focused on black crime and social deviance to 

establish black inferiority and racial difference, Mississippi officials often took this 

argument one step further and focused on the relationship between black immorality and 

integration and segregation.  Relying largely on statistical data, officials tried to 

demonstrate that blacks were particularly bad citizens in integrated societies while 

segregated societies kept blacks under control.

Throughout the propaganda there are numerous references to black crime in 

northern cities.  In 1959 the Citizens’ Council newspaper ran an article entitled “Big City 

Dwellers Quake under Negro Terrorism.”  The author enumerated recent interracial 

crimes and racial disorders in Washington D. C., Chicago, Baltimore, East Orange, New 

Jersey, New York City, St. Paul, Minnesota, and Seattle.  Elucidating the link between 

integration and black crime, the author explained that in “predominantly Negro and 

Puerto Rican” Harlem, where ‘Civil Rights’ laws were strictly enforced, there had been 

1,392 felonies committed, including 20 killings and 34 rapes, in the past seven moths.  

More to the point the writer reasoned that “increased racial tensions” were causing “riots, 

killings, [and] rapes” in New York and other northern cities.59  Above the article was an 

editorial cartoon that originally ran in the Nashville Banner.  Under the title “One of the 

Hands that Fed Him,” was a large hand extended over a plate of bones and the hand is 

being bitten by a dog.  The hand was labeled “N.Y.” and the dog “Race Tension.”  The 

59 “Big City Dwellers Quake Under Negro Terrorism.”
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bones bore the tags “‘Civil Rights’ Politics” (note that the legitimacy of Civil Rights is 

called into question through the use of quotes); “Court Decrees,” and “Anti-South Sop.”  

The dog’s bite is also labeled as “Harlem Incidents,” “Brooklyn,” “Bronx,” “Trouble,” 

and “Racial Strife.”  Thus, through both cartoon and the article, the black crime statistics 

serve as supporting evidence proving the results of integration and civil rights.  

Accordingly, the blame is shifted from blacks to the courts and politicians pushing 

integration.  The unwritten message is that the South can expect similar “race tension” if 

integration proceeds.  

In using northern cities as a warning of the social impact of integration, 

Washington, D.C., was a favorite target.  In 1957 the Citizens’ Council newspaper ran a 

front page story entitled, “Negro Illegitimacy in D. C. Rises 227 Pct. in 9 Years,” using 

the same statistics Williams had used a year earlier.60  In addition, a Citizen’s Council 

pamphlet showed that the rates of crime, illegitimacy, and venereal disease were higher 

among blacks than among whites, and in a speech in Jackson, Mississippi, that later 

became a Citizens’ Council pamphlet, Senator James Eastland explained that in DC “the 

white children are being pulled down to the intelligence level of the negroes.”61 In 

addition, allusions to venereal disease carried the fear of violence in which the 

contaminated black body could infect/attack the white body.  Washington received so 

much attention because segregation had been outlawed there in 1950.  In the words of an

60 The original source for these statistics divided the illegitimate births racially by “white” and “non-
white.”  In the Citizens’ Council article “non-white” became “Negro.”  “Negro Illegitimacy in D.C. Rises 
227 Pct. in 9 Years,” Citizens’ Council, April 1957.

61 McMillen, The Citizens’ Council, 35; James O. Eastland, “We’ve Reached Era of Judicial Tyranny,” 
speech at the Citizens’ Council Statewide Convention, 1 December 1955, reprinted as a pamphlet, Citizens’ 
Council/Civil Rights Collection.
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editorial cartoon in The Citizens’ Council, D.C. was “the nation’s integrated showcase.”62

Thus Washington was not only an integrated city, but a recently integrated city, 

presumably serving as a model of the effects of integration.  Mississippi officials then 

focused on recent statistics in D.C., suggesting that increases in illegitimacy, crime, and 

venereal disease were direct results of integration.  

Frequently in discussing crime and violence, officials compared the integrated 

North to the segregated South.  William J. Simmons told an Iowa audience of “the 

horrible stories of inter-racial crimes and violence in the integrated New York schools” 

which had prompted many schools to ask for police protection.  He then explained that 

the schools in the South had never needed the police to keep order in any of its schools.63

John Bell Williams, in the same speech in which he questioned black moral standards, 

asked his Congressional colleagues, “Does the negro commit more crimes in integrated 

or segregated states?”  He answered this question by noting that under integration the 

black crime rate was 681% higher than the white crime rate while in segregated states the 

black crime rate was only 248% higher than the white crime rate.  While these statistics 

were used as evidence of black criminal behavior (with the rate higher for blacks in both 

regions), his larger point was to argue that “the negro [is] a better citizen” under 

segregation.64  Similarly, a Citizens’ Council pamphlet noted that the black population in

62 This cartoon showed whites running from a crumbling building labeled “Washington D.C.” in the 
direction of a sign that read “Virginia.”  “Segregation by Flight!” Citizens’ Council, September 1956, Will 
D. Campbell Papers.  

63 William J. Simmons, “The Mid-West Hears the South’s Story,”  3 February 1958, Box 680, Folder 
“Simmons, W.J.” J. B. Papers.

64 Williams also showed that the number of felony charges and the number of felony prisoners among 
blacks was higher in the integrated North than in the segregated South.  One other curious note about this 
speech/pamphlet is the title of it, “Where Is the Reign of Terror?”  The phrase “reign of terror” had been 
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New York’s prison system was five times higher than the black prison population in 

Mississippi.  The pamphlet of course did not explain that in Mississippi black on black 

crime was often ignored or that punishment for black transgressions was often meted out 

beyond the legal arena.65  Instead, one is left with the impression that New York 

(integrated) blacks commit more crimes than Mississippi (segregated) blacks.  Officials 

also emphasized crime outside the South when challenged on specific racial incidents in 

Mississippi.  

In November 1960 the beating of black girl in Batesville, Mississippi, briefly 

attracted national attention and an FBI investigation.  Shortly after a national news 

service picked up the story of the beating, the outspoken TV personality Steve Allen sent 

a letter of condemnation to state officials.  Sovereignty Commission agent Tom 

Scarbrough responded to the letter by including a report from the Belgium government 

“on the rapes and other brutal crimes committed by the Congolese Army against the 

white people in the Congo.”  The agent also added his own remarks, suggesting that the 

individual be reminded of “the atrocities committed daily in California, Chicago and New 

York, as well as in the Congo, against the white people by the Negroes.”66  The pamphlet 

used in a 1942 Jackson Advocate editorial (“Mississippi approaches a Reign of Terror”) which noted that a 
recent pair of lynchings and the rantings of politicians such as Mississippi Senator John Rankin, would lead 
to more violence against blacks.  Although fifteen years later Williams probably did not remember this 
specific editorial, he was nonetheless responding to the notion of Jim Crow rule as a reign of terror, 
suggesting that the real reign of terror was not Southern whites but blacks in integrated societies.   And it 
was yet another example of segregationists trying to preserve segregation through rhetoric and by 
redefining the racialized terms within the public sphere.  John Bell Williams, “Where Is the Reign of 
Terror?” Citizens’ Council/Civil Rights Collection.  “Mississippi Approaches a Reign of Terror,” Jackson 
Advocate, 17 October 1942.

65 “Racial Facts”; Williams, “Where is the Reign of Terror?”; “Rev. J. W. Jones, pastor of a Baptist 
church in New Albany and editor of the Community Citizen,” n. d., SSC.

66 This particular response is a little unusual in that the remarks are rather contentious, perhaps owing to 
Allen’s public stance in favor of civil rights.  Most of the time in their efforts to win over non-Southerners 
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and Scarbrough’s letter shifted the discussion from the beating of a black girl to black on 

white violence in other parts of the nation and the world.  

In the references within the propaganda to black crime outside the South, officials 

were most obviously arguing that integration was flawed, and that integration itself led to 

more black crime.  To that end, segregationists turned to examples of racial tensions and 

black crime in the North and elsewhere to demonstrate that the South, because of 

segregation, had less of a race problem than the North.  This line of reasoning was in part 

a response to the negative national images of the South as a land of racial strife and 

barbarism.   As one of the Sovereignty Commission mailings concluded, “[t]he American 

people do not even know where their race problem is located on the map.”67  The 

message was that Northerners should deal with their own race problem and allow 

Southerners to do the same.  

Mississippi officials almost never countered attacks of racism and white on black 

violence in the South with similar examples from the North, even though they would 

have had evidence of racism and discrimination throughout the country.  One wonders 

why Scarbrough, in responding to the condemnation of the black girl’s beating, did not 

focus on violent attacks against blacks in the North.  Likewise, Williams never made the 

argument that prison rates were higher in the North because the Northern system of 

justice was more prejudiced against blacks than the Jim Crow system.  One could also 

argue that by countering criticisms of racism in the South with examples of racism in the 

to segregation, officials maintained an air of polite civility, seemingly in an effort to persuade instead of 
alienate their audience.  Tom Scarbrough, “Panola County,” 30 January 1961, SSC.  
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North that segregationists would have been admitting their collective white guilt and 

acknowledging that at least on some occasions whites, whether in the South or elsewhere, 

had mistreated blacks.  That theme, even in reference to slavery, does not appear in the 

propaganda.  Instead, by constantly shifting discussions of white on black violence to 

discussions of “atrocities” of blacks against whites, black crime anywhere became a 

justification for white domination everywhere.  By referencing black violence in the 

Congo and U.S. cities, Scarbrough was justifying the beating of the black girl in 

Mississippi.  The larger point in this pattern, one that was critical to the propaganda 

campaign, was that wherever blacks lived, they were a problem for whites.  In that 

regard, by constantly hammering home the message that if uncontrolled blacks were a 

threat to whites everywhere, segregationists hoped to win over the national public 

through the common bond of whiteness.  

As I noted in the previous chapter, in emphasizing an imagined community of 

whiteness, Mississippi officials were trying to bridge the ever-widening regional identity 

gap between Southern and non-Southern whites, in which whites outside the South 

increasingly understood Southern whites as barbaric and out of step with modern 

society.68  As Senator James Eastland reasoned,  

We must take the offense.  We must carry the message to every section of the 
United States. . . . .  The great majority of the rank and file of the people of the 
North believe exactly as we do. . . .  After all, the average American is not a racial 
pervert.  We must place our case at the bar of public opinion.69

67 Grover C. Hall, Jr., et al. “Publish It Not in the Streets of Askelon,” Montgomery Advertiser, SSC 
(Emphasis in original). 

68 See Hale, Making Whiteness.
69 Bartley, The Rise of Massive Resistance, 171.  
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For Eastland and other propagandists the key to swaying public opinion was to make 

their case in racial terms to whites throughout the country.  This meant, on the one hand, 

downplaying regional differences between the North and South, and, on the other hand, 

emphasizing a common bond of whiteness in which not only blacks but anyone who was 

‘not white’ was excluded.  For instance the prepared speech for the Speaker’s Bureau 

noted, “In Mississippi, we are not trying to solve the problems of the Asiatics on the west 

coast, the Indians in the midwest, the Puerto Ricans on the east coast, or the Mexicans in 

the southwest.”  The speaker would then be appealing to whites by lumping together 

various groups—blacks, Asians, Indians, Puerto Ricans, and Mexicans—as one common 

problem for whites.  The speaker also would hold up a map of Mississippi that indicated 

the counties where blacks constituted a majority, explaining that “[t]his situation has 

brought problems.”  Problems, he would suggest, that any section of the country would 

face if they had a similar percentage of black citizens.  He would then implore the 

audience to allow Southerners to solve their own “problem.”70

This community of whiteness then was informed not only by race but also by 

nationality and ethnicity, in which whiteness became equivalent to Americanness, an 

Americanness that excluded many American citizens—blacks, naturalized citizens, and 

territorial citizens (Puerto Ricans).  Mississippi officials would have had good reason to 

believe that merging whiteness and Americanness would appeal to a national audience.  

70 “The Message from Mississippi,” Erle E. Johnston, Jr. Papers, William D. McCain Library and 
Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.  The reference to Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, 
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Long before the 1950s, similar constructions of whiteness emerged in other parts of the 

country.  For example, Neil Foley notes that in Texas in the early twentieth century, 

Mexican Americans were often pushed outside the circle of whiteness as “racial 

foreigners.”  Often regardless of citizenship status, they were culturally constructed as 

nonwhite both in terms of race and national origins.71  Likewise, in the speech above, 

blacks were compared not to Asian Americans but to Asiatics, not to Mexican Americans 

but Mexicans.  In terms of voting rights and social equality, blacks were second class 

citizens, but from the perspective of whiteness, they were non-citizens and non-

Americans.  

Ultimately, whether the propaganda covered statistics on crime and immorality or 

the problems caused by other ethnic groups in other parts of the country, Mississippi 

officials played on racial fears to appeal to whites throughout the country.  What is 

particularly revealing about Mississippi officials’ utilization of statistics is that those 

numbers were largely the product of State violence.  For example, one of the causes of 

higher rates of venereal disease, whether in the South or in the nation’s capital, was the 

violence of poverty perpetuated by State policies.  Thus, the crime and disease that were 

in part a product of the racialized system were being used as proof that the racialized 

system was necessary.  Accordingly, the propaganda on crime and immorality 

demonstrates the power in having control over the meanings of crime, violence, and 

deviance, whether that power was held by politicians, by law enforcement officials, or by 

Indians, and Asians was also included in the “suggested news article” the Sovereignty Commission sent to 
local newspapers.  “Suggested News Article for Speakers Press Kit,” SSC.

71 Foley, The White Scourge, 61.  
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social scientists.72  And unless one recognized the racism and oppression reproduced by 

the system, the statistics could have appeared objective and infallible.  While linking 

science to white racial fears was a popular tactic within the propaganda, segregationists 

emphasized other ways in which integration posed a threat to American society, such as 

through communist infiltration.

Blacks as the Pawns of Communists

World War II represented a critical moment for African Americans and the black 

freedom struggle.  Throughout the war, the black community had mobilized around the 

slogan “Double-V for Victory,” in which a victory for democracy abroad would be a 

victory for democracy at home.  African Americans thus returned from the war with 

heightened expectations that the promise of democracy would finally be extended to 

everyone.  Furthermore, the experience of the war had promoted an international spirit of 

racial struggle, as black intellectuals in the U.S. recognized connections between their 

own fight and the anti-colonial movement in Africa.  For instance, the African American 

group the Council on African Affairs (CAA) turned to the issue of African 

decolonization, recognizing that their fight was tied to the same struggle.  In the 

meantime, with the emergence of the Cold War, a wave of anti-communism spread 

72 As Laura Briggs argues regarding Puerto Ricans and blacks in New York in the 1950s, the social 
science literature was a product of the racialized system. In this literature, inherited from immigration 
scholarship of the 1920s, “those who deviated form the path to assimilation were dooming themselves and 
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across the U.S.  The anti-colonial movement in general was associated with communists 

and soon the U.S. Attorney General’s office accused the CAA of having communist ties 

and then later accused the group of being a foreign agent.  Several of the organization’s 

leaders were found guilty of being communists and were sentenced to prison.  The CAA 

disbanded in 1955 and as Penny Von Eschen argues, Cold War politics had forced 

African Americans to disconnect their battle for freedom from international struggles.  

Because anti-communist rhetoric and action was a powerful force, African Americans 

could not pursue domestic goals as long as they identified with a worldwide struggle of 

the oppressed.73  Thus, in the years following World War II, anti-communism was a 

critical tool in silencing racial dissent at the national level.

In Mississippi, well before the emergence of the 1950s propaganda campaign 

officials relied on anti-communist rhetoric to marginalize the opposition.  In 1945, 

Senator James Eastland attacked the Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) 

which had been created in 1941 to end racial discrimination in government jobs and the 

defense industry.  In denouncing the FEPC, Eastland’s criticism merged the communist 

argument with the notion of black inferiority.  He first argued that the FEPC was staffed 

their communities to lives of alienation from mainstream society, and hence to drug addiction, crime, and 
deviant sex.”  Briggs, Reproducing Empire, 177.  

73 Penny Von Eschen, Race Against Empire:  Black Americans and Anticolonialism, 1937-1957 (Ithaca, 
N.Y.:  Cornell University Press, 1997).  Also see Jeff Wood, Black Struggle, Red Scare:  Segregation and 
Anti-communism in the South, 1948-1968 (Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 2003); Mary L. 
Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights:  Race and the Image of American Democracy (Princeton, N.J.:  Princeton 
University Press, 2000); Michael J. Klarman, From Jim Crow to Civil Rights:  The Supreme Court and the 
Struggle for Racial Equality (New York:  Oxford University Press, 2004); Michael K. Honey, Southern 
Labor and Black Civil Rights:  Organizing Memphis Workers (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1993); 
Gerald Horne, Communist Front?:  The Civil Rights Congress, 1946-1956 (Rutherford, N.J.:  Farleigh 
Dickinson University Press, 1988); George Lewis, The White South and the Red Menace:  Segregationists, 
Anticommunism, and Massive Resistance, 1945-1965 (Gainesville:  University Press of Florida, 2004); and 
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by communists.  He then subtly questioned the wisdom of employing blacks in 

government positions by describing the experience of the black soldier in World War II 

as “an utter and dismal failure” during the war, citing the black soldier’s lack of 

intelligence, responsibility, and initiative.74

Prior to the Brown decision, officials also had used red baiting to counter northern 

claims of racial injustice in the courts.  For example, after Willie McGee, an African 

American, had been found guilty of criminal assault in 1945, his case attracted 

international attention.  Through the efforts of various groups such as the Civil Rights 

Congress (CRC), McGee gained numerous stays of execution.  In 1950, the CRC planned 

a demonstration in Jackson.  Mississippi Governor Fielding Wright issued a public 

statement to counter the accusations of the CRC, which he referred to as a “communist-

front organization” that was giving the nation a “false opinion” of the Mississippi judicial 

system.  The governor further explained that he would meet with a “respectable” and 

“reasonable” delegation but would not “tolerate a wild-eyed, howling mob of communists 

and sympathizers.”75  However, the use of anti-communist rhetoric by Mississippi 

officials was sporadic prior to the emergence of the propaganda campaign.

Following the 1954 Brown decision and after the Red Scare and McCarthyism 

had already faded nationally, Mississippi segregationists increasingly stoked the flames 

Brenda Gayle Plummer, Rising Wind:  Black Americans and U.S. Foreign Affairs, 1935-1960 (Chapel Hill:  
University of North Carolina Press, 1996).

74 “Senator Eastland and the Negro Soldier,” Southern Frontier, July 1945, Box 4, Folder 46, Jessie 
Daniel Ames Papers #3686, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina, 
Chapel Hill.

75 “It Happened in Mississippi,” Southern Patriot, September 1950, Box 24, Folder “Printed Material, 
1950,” Lucy Randolph Mason Papers, Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Library, Duke 
University.
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of anticommunism, positioning the NAACP and other organizations as taking orders 

from the Communist Party.  In 1955, William J. Simmons of the Citizens’ Council 

contacted J. B. Matthews, a well-known national ‘red hunter’ who accumulated 

thousands of files on individuals and organizations suspected of having ties to the 

Communist Party.  Simmons explained in the letter that in the battle against “left-wing 

radicals” they were “hampered by the lack of expert knowledge on the personal 

backgrounds of many of the radical leaders.”  Simmons then asked Matthews how much 

he would charge for access to files on Communist-front organizations in the South.76

Matthews responded that he was interested in helping out although it is not clear how 

much information he supplied to the Citizens Council.  However, four years later, 

Matthews was in Jackson and testified at state senate hearings on whether the legislature 

should ban the NAACP.  Specifically he provided the committee with the names of 

various individuals with ties to Mississippi who were somehow linked to the Communist 

Party.  This group included Ruby Hurley, Martin Luther King, Jr., Carl and Anne Braden, 

and even Hodding Carter of the Greenville Democrat, a white moderate who had been 

critical of the Citizens’ Council and its tactics.77

Despite this hearing in which individuals were named, most of the propaganda 

tying civil rights efforts to communism was usually rather vague in making these 

connections.  In this respect the communist references lacked the statistical specificity 

76 William J. Simmons to J. B. Matthews, 6 September 1955, Box 680, Folder “Simmons, W. J.” J. B. 
Matthews Papers.

77 Matthews explained to the committee that the Communist Party goal was to ‘destroy all free and 
democratic forms of government and supplant them with the Godless form of government known as world 
communism.’  Kenneth Toler, “Mississippians Are Linked in Red ‘Infiltrated’ Groups,” Memphis
Commercial Appeal, 19 November 1959.
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that characterized references to black crime.  Senator James Eastland, in a speech he 

delivered in Jackson and which was later mailed out as a Citizens’ Council pamphlet, 

condemned the Supreme Court’s Brown decision for perpetrating “a monstrous crime” by 

responding “to a radical pro-Communist political movement.”78  To get out this message 

linking civil rights to communism, in the three months following the speech, Eastland’s 

office mailed out more than 300,000 copies of it.79  Focusing on organizations, Simmons 

in his 1958 speech in Iowa, explained that the NAACP, the Urban League, and the 

Southern Regional Council were under the influence of communists.80  While he had 

provided specific details about crime in New York schools in this speech, he did not offer 

any additional evidence on these alleged communist organizations.  

The Citizens’ Council newspaper also made frequent references to the link 

between civil rights organizations and communism.  For example, in 1957 the paper gave 

extensive front page coverage to hearings in Louisiana in which the NAACP was charged 

with being a ‘vehicle for communism.’  The tenor of the article was that NAACP 

members were unknowingly being used by Communists as part of the Soviets’ plan to 

take over the U.S.  This image was further cemented with a cartoon showing a black 

marionette—with an egg shaped head, a smile on his face, and his tongue hanging out—

being moved from above by a giant bear with a sickle and hammer badge around his 

78 Eastland, “We’ve Reached Era of Judicial Tyranny.” 
79 Bartley, The Rise of Massive Resistance, 120.  As Bartley observes, Eastland was “consumed with 

the threat of communist conspiracy.” Ibid., 118.
80 Simmons, “The Mid-West Hears the South’s Story.”  
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arm.81  More interesting than the stereotyped image was the underlying message behind 

the image.  According to the cartoon, the great enemy to segregation was not African 

Americans but communists.  This was similar to the argument on crime in integrated 

societies in which Mississippi officials blamed white liberals for promoting policies that 

supposedly fueled black crime.  In terms of the anti-communist rhetoric, leaders and 

organizations became dangerous, treasonous citizens while blacks were their unwitting 

pawns.  

In general, these various references to communism were less frequent and 

probably less effective than the allusions to black crime.  While sometimes officials could 

provide specific proof of the communist charge (as I explain with the Freedom Riders in 

the following chapter), most of the time their comments more closely resembled name-

calling.  Also, the impact of red baiting nationally had subsided considerably since the 

height of McCarthyism.  Still, accompanied with the references to crime and violence, the 

anti-communist rhetoric did serve as a diversion, shifting the debate over segregation 

from issues of race to issues of Americanism.  It allowed segregationists to argue that 

they were not acting in the name of white supremacy or racial domination but rather in 

the interest of national security.  As well, the portrayal of blacks as being unknowingly 

duped by communists dovetailed with the idea that blacks were inferior.  In suggesting 

that blacks were being fooled by communists segregationists were also demonstrating 

that blacks were not ready to be good, responsible citizens, that they still needed the 

81 “Ex-Red Brands NAACP as ‘Vehicle for Communism,” Citizens’ Council, April 1957; “Key 
NAACP Leaders Have ‘Front’ Records,” Citizens’ Council, May 1957.  
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protection and patronage of whites.  That said, perhaps the most powerful anti-communist 

propaganda pieces were those that came from blacks.

The Sovereignty Commission in particular relied heavily on anti-communist 

literature from black sources.  Among these mailings was a reprint of a Zora Neale 

Hurston article on the potential downside of integration—the loss of jobs for black 

teachers and the erosion of black institutions.  She also warned that the integration effort 

would aid the communists.  Even though the article did not praise segregationists nor in 

any way suggest that blacks were racially inferior, it was nonetheless a direct criticism of 

integration from a national black figure.82  The Sovereignty Commission also used a 

mailing from another black individual and an ex-Communist Party member, Manning 

Johnson.  Johnson argued not only that blacks who supported integration were being 

manipulated by communists but that the Party enticed some black members with “food, 

booze and sex” and “a dedicated band of white women.”  Although Johnson does not 

explain why he includes the reference to white women, for many readers it would have 

likely brought to mind the myth of the sexualized black male, ever desirous of white 

women.  And regardless of Johnson’s intentions with these remarks, the reference to 

white women seducing black men would have subtly reinforced the danger of 

integration—black men having greater sexual access to white women.  Johnson also 

argued that Martin Luther King, Jr. was “no amateur” in creating situations that led to 

violence and bombings.83  Thus, through a black man, the Sovereignty Commission again 

82 Zora Neale Hurston, “A Negro Deplores Integration Idea,” n.d., SSC.
83 Manning Johnson, “Wanted!  Another Booker T. Washington,” orig. pub. in American Mercury, n.d., 

SSC, 3, 6.
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shifted the focus from the violence of lynchings and racial injustice of Jim Crow to the 

communist-tinged and “violence”-invoking actions of black leaders.  The Sovereignty 

Commission also mailed out a reprint of an editorial by Jackson Advocate editor Percy 

Greene (so that the reader would know that this was the viewpoint of a southern black 

man, it was noted at the top of the page that the Advocate was a “NEGRO newspaper”).  

Greene, a supporter of black voting rights but a critic of immediate integration, contended 

that the idea of integration came from those who wanted to divide the country, that it was

meant to create divisions and advance the cause of “world communism.”84

These pamphlets were critical to the propaganda campaign for a number of 

reasons.  Most obviously, like the Citizens’ Council rhetoric, the Sovereignty 

Commission rhetoric made an association between integration/civil rights and 

communism.  Significantly, all three redefined the terminology of integration and civil 

rights that was eerily similar to the ranting of white officials:  Hurston cautioning that 

school integration would impede black progress, Johnson linking King (as opposed to the 

white mobs in Little Rock) with violence, and Greene suggesting that integration would 

lead to strife, disorder, and chaos.  The major distinction in these pamphlets was that the 

pro-segregation arguments were uttered by prominent black voices—a noted author, a 

former communist, and the editor of the most widely circulated black newspaper in 

Mississippi.  Finally, these pieces were important to the Sovereignty Commission 

because they posited another key argument of the propaganda campaign—that Southern 

blacks preferred segregation to integration.

84 “After Integration Repeal, What?” orig. pub. in Jackson Advocate, n.d., SSC.
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Black Contentment

The notion that most blacks were content had its roots in the stereotype of the 

good Negro.  As noted in the previous chapter, white Southerners’ belief that most blacks 

were “good Negroes” served as a confirmation that through Jim Crow rule, whites were 

acting in the best interest of both races.  As Joel Williamson asserts, “white Southerners 

were insisting that their Negroes were good Negroes, and there was really no Negro 

problem at all as long as Negroes remained in the place made for them, and misguided 

ill-intentioned whites left them alone.”  In other words, many white Southerners believed 

that blacks would never revolt unless they were goaded or manipulated by outsiders.85

Much of the propaganda suggesting that blacks preferred segregation focused on 

how much whites had done to assist blacks, particularly in the area of education. As Ross 

Barnett explained, the Sovereignty Commission’s public relations program would 

illustrate the harmony between the races and show “what the white people are doing to 

help the Negroes raise their educational and economic standards.”86  As part of this effort 

to demonstrate white benevolence, the prepared Speakers’ Bureau speech referred to the 

millions of dollars being spent by the state for new school buildings, of which seventy 

85 Joel Williamson, A Rage for Order:  Black/White Relations in the American South Since 
Emancipation (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1986), 238.  

86 “Miss. to Send Message North,” n.d., newspaper unknown, SSC.
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percent was earmarked for new black schools.87  Similarly, the Sovereignty Commission 

film (Operation:  The Message from Mississippi), would show “many of the great new 

Negro schools” with the ultimate goal of demonstrating “that children of both races are 

happier and can make greater progress in their own schools, with their own teachers.”88

In addition, the Sovereignty Commission prepared a brochure devoted exclusively to the 

state of black education in Mississippi, revealing among other things that “Negro schools 

are in many cases superior to those for whites.”89  Clearly, these claims were meant to 

counter the conclusions of the Brown ruling that separate schools were inherently 

unequal.

Mississippi segregationists also tried to alter the image of Jim Crow blacks as 

poverty stricken sharecroppers completely dependent on whites.  In the same speech in 

which he hinted at the criminal proclivities of blacks, William J. Simmons explained to a 

Midwestern audience that because of the system of segregation, “the Negro in the South 

made more rapid strides in economic and educational progress than any ethnic group in 

the history of the world.”90  Similarly the Sovereignty Commission collected economic 

data on Mississippi blacks to find out the number of black-owned businesses, the number 

of black professionals and landowners, the income of professionals, and information on 

87 “The Message from Mississippi,” n.d., SSC.  In fact, in the early 1950s, recognizing school 
integration as a real possibility, the state did dramatically increase the amount of money spent on black 
education, as a way to at least get closer to the notion of “separate but equal.”  Despite the belated public 
proclamations of increased spending for black education, it still trailed spending on white education by a 
wide margin.  Dittmer, Local People, 34-35.  

88 “Operation:  The Message from Mississippi.”  
89 “In the Interest of Better Understanding,” n.d., SSC.
90 Simmons, “The Mid-West Hears the South Story.”  
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black landowners.91  This information was later included in a brochure meant to suggest 

both that blacks had made great progress under segregation and that any black person in 

Mississippi could succeed.

Within the propaganda there was no contradiction between discussions of black 

crime and immorality and discussions of black progress and contentment.  In fact these 

themes often existed side by side.  For example, a Sovereignty Commission mailing 

delineated the amount of money Mississippi whites “freely give” to blacks for education, 

welfare, and charity hospitals.  The same pamphlet also showed that the rates of 

illegitimate births, and venereal diseases were much higher among blacks than among 

whites.92  Likewise, Senator James Eastland, after suggesting in a speech that black 

children were inferior to white children, explained that most blacks did not want 

integrated schools because they were “sensible.”  He further reasoned that black progress 

had come through segregation and largely “with the aid of white southerners.”  Thus, 

even the praise directed at Mississippi blacks was rooted in racial constructions that 

reinforced the need for white domination.  From the perspective of segregationists, the 

notion of black contentment also served as black acknowledgement of their racial 

inferiority and their need for the protection and assistance of whites. 93  As W. D. 

McCain, president of Mississippi Southern College told a Chicago audience, Mississippi 

blacks “prefer the paternalism and understanding and consideration of the southern white 

91 Hal C. DeCell to Sir, n.d., SSC.
92 “Information Sheet on Mississippi’s Racial Situation,” n.d., SSC.
93 Eastland, “We’ve Reached Era of Judicial Tyranny.” 
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man to the attitudes of men in other states and even the northern members of their own 

race.”94

In sum, if the national audience only read segregationist propaganda from 

Mississippi, they might conclude that blacks were inferior, prone to criminality and 

immorality, misled by communists, and ultimately happy to have the white man run their 

affairs.  One might be led to believe that the Jim Crow South was a bucolic, racially 

harmonious society in which whites aided blacks in all endeavors and blacks progressed 

at their own pace.  Segregationists painted this picture through a linguistic 

transformation:  integration became synonymous with crime, violence, communism, and 

social disorder while segregation embodied patriotism, democracy, order, reason, and 

racial goodwill.  The problem for segregationists, however, was how to explain the 

lynchings, the beatings, the racialized poverty, and other forms of racialized violence in 

Mississippi.  

Transforming Racial Violence into State Protection

While within the propaganda, Mississippi segregationists devoted a great deal of 

attention to the alleged crime and violence of blacks and integrationists, most of the time 

they were conspicuously silent about lynchings and other forms of Jim Crow violence 

and oppression.  When possible, officials avoided these topics, or when compelled to 

94 W. D. McCain, Address to the Pro-American Forum, Chicago, 9 September 1960, Johnson Family 
Papers.
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discuss them, officials either portrayed racial violence as State protection of blacks and 

whites or positioned these acts as regrettable isolated incidents of individuals acting on 

their own.

One arena in which segregationists could avoid discussions of lynchings was 

within the prepared mailings.  Thus, within the Citizens’ Council literature, there was no 

mention of lynchings or violence, not even to deny responsibility or to deny that a

lynching had occurred.  There were also no references to lynchings within the 

Sovereignty Commission mailings or within the Speakers’ Bureau prepared speech.  

Meanwhile, public officials continued to publicly refer to lynchings only in the 

immediate aftermath of the killing, expressing regret and promising justice.  For instance, 

in 1959, Governor J. P. Coleman condemned the lynching of Mack Charles Parker and 

expressed appreciation to the FBI for investigating the crime.  However, no one was ever 

found guilty of the lynching.

In addition to avoiding discussions of vigilante and State violence, at other times 

officials successfully prevented some incidents from getting coverage in the national 

media.  In 1958, J. W. and Stella Vaughn, a white couple, were holding a revival at a 

black church and staying at the home of the black pastor, Phillip Coleman.  After hearing 

that a white couple and a black man were staying in the same house, the local police 

came and arrested all three of them.  The Sovereignty Commission was called and Hal 

DeCell expressed concern that the police had brought reporters with them for the arrest.  

DeCell then contacted all the reporters who had been there and although the incident 

would get press coverage, the reporters assured DeCell that they would not play up the 
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story.95  Clearly, DeCell did not want it reported across the country that in Mississippi 

blacks and whites were arrested simply for sharing a house.  All three were found guilty 

of conspiring to violate the segregation law, sentenced to thirty days in jail and fined $50.  

Coleman then decided to appeal the case and challenge the constitutionality of the 

segregation law.  However, the judge suspended Coleman’s jail sentence and Coleman in 

turn dropped the appeal.96  The suspension suggests that Mississippi officials wanted both 

to prevent a constitutional challenge and the media attention that would come with it.  For 

State officials it was a never ending balancing act of trying to punish every Jim Crow 

violation and trying to avoid negative national publicity.  And that problem required the 

continued support and acquiescence of the Mississippi media.  

As noted in the previous chapter, concerns over the media were at the heart of the 

Louvenia Knight case in the early 1960s.  When Knight tried to enroll her legally white 

children in a local white school where the community considered the Knights to be black, 

the Sovereignty Commission feared that first the local media and then national outlets 

would carry the story.  Erle Johnston, Jr., the director, worried that the nation would learn 

that Mississippi officials were preventing two children from getting an education.  The 

Jackson media were aware of the case but Johnston persuaded them not to give it any 

publicity.97  In this situation, the concern was not about racial violence but about the 

image of Jim Crow rule.  Throughout the 1950s, State officials consistently denied that 

95 Hal C. DeCell to Governor J. P. Coleman, 18 August 1958, SSC.
96 “Says He Won't Test Mix Law,” Jackson State Times, 16 November 1958.
97 A. L. Hopkins and Erle Johnston, Jr., “Further Investigation of Louvenia Knight case,” 19 December 

1963, Erle Johnston, Jr. to All Members of the Sovereignty Commission, 24 January 1964, and Erle 
Johnston, Jr., “Louvenia Knight, described on her birth certificate [. . .],” 12 December 1963, SSC.
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any of their actions were in any way related to issues of race or segregation, arguing 

instead that they always acted in the best interest of all citizens.  Yet, if this incident had 

made it into the national media, there would have been no way to disguise the fact that 

race and the preservation of segregation were more important than the education of all 

citizens.  

In the Vaughn/Coleman and Knight cases, Sovereignty Commission officials 

were responding to existing crises.  On many other occasions, the agency took the 

offensive and attempted to use the national media to shape public perceptions of Jim 

Crow.  Hall DeCell and Ney Gore attended various media conferences throughout the 

nation, making contact with numerous television networks, newspapers, and magazines, 

including ABC, CBS, NBC, and the New York Times.98  The Sovereignty Commission 

also budgeted money to bring media representatives to Mississippi.  In March 1957, this 

group of visitors included reporters and editors from Jet, Ebony, Reporter, the Christian 

Science Monitor, the Boston Herald, the Washington Post, the San Francisco Call 

Bulletin, and Newsweek.  DeCell “processed and indoctrinated” each and in his 

assessment made progress with all but two of the reporters.99  DeCell also met with 

George M. Martin, Jr., a television consultant/producer overseeing a film about the 

South, and offered to give the camera crew a tour of the state.  As DeCell explained, the 

Sovereignty Commission could then “choose the location shots” and could possibly 

advise the writers on the narration so that the film “would not be detrimental to 

98 Ney M. Gore to Governor J. P. Coleman, 26 March 1957, SSC.
99 Hal C. DeCell to Ney M. Gore, 14 March 1957, SSC.  
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Mississippi.”  It is not clear if Martin accepted the offer but he did agree to discuss the 

possibility with network executives.100

The Sovereignty Commissions’ most successful intervention in a national 

television film began a year earlier.  In 1956, ABC was preparing a documentary entitled 

“Crises in the South.”  The film was to focus on racial problems in the South and was to 

include a discussion of the Emmett Till lynching, interviews with NAACP officials, and 

an interview with Gus Courts, a Mississippian who was shot after refusing to remove his 

name from the voting register.101  Hal DeCell, the public relations director of the 

Mississippi Sovereignty Commission learned of the project and contacted Funds for the 

Republic, the group producing the film.  After much negotiation DeCell convinced them 

to replace the segments on the Till lynching and the interviews with NAACP leaders with 

pieces on Conwell Sykes of the Greenville Citizens’ Council, two Mississippi African 

Americans who supported segregation, and the efforts of Mississippi whites to improve 

black schools.  DeCell also persuaded the producers to change the title of the film to 

“Segregation and the South.”  Generally, DeCell believed he had “toned down the entire 

implication of the film” and in its new form the documentary aired nationally on June 16, 

1957.102  In many ways this experience with ABC was emblematic of the larger 

propaganda effort and the attempts to control and redefine the language of the debate.  

100 Hal C. DeCell to Ney M. Gore, Jr., 12 March 1957, SSC.  
101 “Shooting of Gus Courts NAACP Branch President Keeps State in Spotlight as Observers See New 

Crisis in Race Relations,” Jackson Advocate, 3 December 1955.  
102 Hal C. DeCell to Ney Gore, 20 May 1957; Hal C. DeCell to Ney Gore, 12 June 1957; Katagiri, The 

Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission, 13-15.
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For instance, in the film, “crises” and “lynchings” were replaced with the message of 

white benevolence and black endorsement of segregation.  

Still, while the chosen course of action was to eliminate discussions of injustices 

and racial violence from the public discourse, there were some occasions in which 

officials addressed the subjects.  A State Sovereignty Commission pamphlet tried to 

counter the image of the violent white racist by condemning the “unfounded and untrue 

stories which imply a state of brutality and persecution . . . [which] have created the 

impression that white Mississippians constantly wear guns, ever-ready to shoot a Negro 

on the slightest provocation.”  Within the same pamphlet was an excerpt from Governor 

J. P. Coleman’s 1956 inaugural address in which he explained to “friends outside 

Mississippi, that the great overwhelming majority of the white people of Mississippi are 

not now guilty and never intend to be guilty of any murder, violence, or any other 

wrongdoing toward anyone.”  Coleman further noted that the first white man legally 

executed in the state was hanged for the murder of his slave.103  On the one hand, this 

mailing/speech tried to downplay the extent of white on black violence in Mississippi 

even to the point of implying that a white man could be lynched too (no less than in the 

ultimate display of white benevolence—the protection of black citizens).  On the other 

hand, this text also represented an attempt to divorce racialized violence from the larger 

socio-political system, suggesting instead that violence (and racism) was an 

individualized practice and a rare, isolated event.  The pamphlet implied that violence 

was a product of a few citizens not a product of the general white population, of the 

103 “Don’t Stone Her Until You Hear Her Side.” 
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system of segregation, or of the white power structure.104  The message to northern 

audiences was that segregation and white rule did not engender State violence against 

blacks.  

While officials could ignore specific lynchings and white on black violence in the 

mailings, this was not always possible in speeches delivered to a northern public, which 

often included a question and answer period.  Although the subject of racial violence 

against blacks was not addressed in the prepared speech, Erle Johnston, Jr., assumed 

northern audiences would ask about two specific incidents that had garnered much 

national attention, the lynchings of Emmett Till (1955) and Mack Charles Parker (1959).  

Thus, he instructed the speakers to respond briefly that each was “an unsolved crime of 

violence which we deplore” and to remind the audience that other states have unsolved 

crimes as well.105  In placing the killings within the category of unsolved crimes, 

Johnston’s response was meant to cloud the obvious racial dimension of the lynching.106

That was the extent of the comments on Till.  

With the Parker murder speakers were instructed to provide more context, subtly 

repositioning this lynching as one of overzealous democracy and justice in action.107

Johnston asked speakers to discuss the atmosphere in which the lynching had occurred—

the Robert Goldsby case.  In 1954 Goldsby, a black man, had been accused of shooting a 

104 J. P. Coleman to Ney M. Gore, 11 September 1956, SSC; Ney M. Gore to J. P. Coleman, 19 
February 1957, SSC.  For blacks, 6 had been killed by officers and 4 by execution.  For whites, 2 had been 
killed by officers and 4 by execution.  

105 “Questions Asked, and Answers Given.”
106 It is also linguistically significant that speakers were to refer to lynchings as “unsolved crimes.”  As 

James C. Scott argues, euphemisms serve to conceal the absurd, nasty facts of domination.  James C. Scott, 
Domination and the Arts of Resistance:  Hidden Transcripts (New Haven, Conn.:  Yale University Press, 
1990), 53-54.  
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white woman and through the efforts of civil rights groups and federal judges had gained 

numerous stays of execution (although he was eventually executed in 1961).  Within this 

climate, Johnston remarked, Parker was killed “because the continual court delays had 

shattered confidence that justice could be rendered in the courts.”108  In essence then 

while Johnston called the lynching “deplorable,” he also suggested that it was done with 

the best of intentions—to insure justice.  Furthermore, he shifted the blame for the 

lynching from the Jim Crow State or the white perpetrators to the federal judges who had 

delayed the Goldsby execution.  The lynching occurred, Johnston suggested, not so much 

because Parker was black and the perpetrators were racists but because the lynchers 

sought justice.

These carefully worded responses were meant to disconnect lynchings from the 

State apparatus, to suggest that the Jim Crow State was not initiating or endorsing 

violence.  Furthermore, the importance of these prepared comments can be understood in 

an instance in which the speaker strayed from the remarks.  In 1962, State Circuit Judge 

Sebe Dale, who had presided over the Parker trial, was asked in Waltham, Massachusetts, 

if Parker’s killers would ever be apprehended.  Johnston, who was with Dale, began with 

the prepared “unsolved crime” comments.  But then, to the consternation of Johnston, 

Dale responded that the ‘three of them [who lynched Parker] are already dead.’  In one 

off-the-cuff remark, the judge revealed that he knew who the lynchers were and 

consequently and probably unintentionally implied that the Jim Crow State had allowed 

Parker’s killers to go unpunished.  Undermining Johnston’s carefully laid out remarks, 

107 “Questions Asked, and Answers Given.”
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Dale had suggested that the State did not act in the best interest of its black citizens.109  It 

also revealed exactly why Sovereignty Commission officials did not want their speakers 

to veer from the prepared responses.  

In attempting to shift the blame away from white perpetrators or the State, 

sometimes the black victims were transformed into the villains.  For example, following 

the Till lynching, the Jackson Daily News conducted an investigation of Till’s father, 

who had fought in World War II.  The results of their research were summarized in an 

article under a huge banner headline reading “Till's Dad Raped 2 Women, Murdered a 

Third in Italy.”  According to the article, Till’s father had been executed for these 

crimes.110  The investigation itself represented a diversionary tactic, to shift the focus 

away from the lynching of an innocent boy.  Additionally, it indirectly suggested that the 

murder was justified by genetically linking Emmett to an alleged rapist.  If Till’s father 

had in fact raped two women (which, despite the investigation was not clear), the article 

suggested that perhaps Emmett really did make a pass at the white woman.  Finally, 

albeit also indirectly, the young Till was transformed from a victim into a criminal, or at 

least into a potential criminal.  Through an alleged incident involving his father, Emmett 

became the aggressor and the lynching had served to protect white females from future 

rapes.  As Amos Wilson argues, within the context of “White American Domination . . . 

108 Ibid.
109 Katagiri, The Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission, 118.  Katagiri contends that Dale’s 

remarks were “a fatal blow” to the credibility of the speakers bureau, which along with budget concerns, 
contributed to the termination of the program in May 1963.  That Johnston and other officials were 
concerned with Dale’s comments also reveals the importance of the image State officials were trying to 
create through the propaganda campaign—one that downplayed racial injustice and violence while instead 
suggesting that blacks and whites benefited mutually from a Jim Crow system.  
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there is no innocent Black male, just Black male criminals who have not yet been 

detected, apprehended or convicted.” 111  Accordingly, the evidence of the elder Till’s 

alleged crime served as evidence to the present and future guilt of Emmett Till.  

Indirectly, the report on Emmett’s father proved that Emmett himself was guilty of rape.  

The NAACP called the findings regarding Till’s father irrelevant to the lynching 

of Emmett Till.  The Jackson Daily News  countered that it was relevant because 

“communist-tinged groups” had distorted the facts and called the Till murder a “lynching 

when the facts did not support the ‘lynch’ label.”112  Through a reinterpretation of the 

lynching and the victim, the labels of violence and crime had been repositioned.  Now, 

the lynchers were not so violent or so criminal and according to the paper Emmett’s death 

was not even a lynching.  This is a classic example of the black victim of State violence 

being portrayed as the aggressor.  As Joy James argues, throughout slavery, the Jim Crow 

era, and beyond, through “the national icons for welfare cheat, rapist, thief, and murderer 

as black,” the public is encouraged to accept “state violence as state protection.”  In this 

regard, Till the victim became Till the black male rapist and the lynching became State 

protection.113

Along with the lynchings, the repeated legal injustices in Mississippi courts were 

a difficult topic for State officials to explain.  As the racially moderate editor Oliver 

Emmerich observed, “[t]he most sever charge repeatedly leveled against Mississippi is 

110 “About Till’s Father,” and “Till’s Father Had been Billed ‘War Hero’ During Fund-Raising Drives,” 
Jackson Daily News, 15 October 1955.  

111 Amos N. Wilson, Black-on-Black Violence:  The Psychodynamics of Black Self-Annihilation in 
Service of White Domination (New York:  Afrikan World Infosystems, 1990), 9.  

112 “About Till’s Father,” “Till’s Father Had been Billed ‘War Hero’.” 
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that Negroes do not get justice in our courts.”  He further explained that one dubious 

court decision “can offset months of work by the State Sovereignty Commission in its 

efforts to sell the better side of Mississippi to America.”114  While officials usually 

avoided references to the legal system, when they did discuss the courts, their words and 

examples were chosen carefully.

One approach was to counter episodes of injustice by providing evidence that race 

was not a determining factor within the courts.  The Sovereignty Commission created a 

pamphlet to illustrate that black criminal defendants could receive a fair trial in Jim Crow 

Mississippi.  On one side of this mailing was the summary of an interracial criminal 

incident in Columbus, Mississippi.  In that case a black man was initially charged with 

assault and battery in the shooting of a white man.  The black man was found not guilty 

while three white youths who were involved in the incident were given jail terms.  On the 

other side of the pamphlet, the Sovereignty Commission explained that on “numerous 

occasions” the State Supreme Court had overturned convictions of blacks “on the one 

point that the subject of race was brought or insinuated into the trial.”115  With these two 

blurbs on race and justice, the agency tried to suggest that Mississippi’s judicial system 

was colorblind, that race was not a factor in trials against African Americans or that when 

race did come into play, it actually worked in favor of black defendants.  Of course, one 

wonders why some of these other “numerous occasions” were not included in the 

113 Joy James, Resisting State Violence:  Radicalism, Gender, and Race in U.S. Culture (Minneapolis:  
University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 15, 29.

114 Oliver Emmerich, “If Freedom Is Enjoyed Freedom Must Be Granted,” Jackson State Times, 7 
December 1960.
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pamphlet.  Nonetheless, whether it was lynchings or court cases, Mississippi officials 

were ultimately trying to persuade their audiences, first, that blacks were treated fairly 

and justly and second, that segregation/white rule in no way contributed to racial violence 

against blacks.  Still, as a rule segregationists seemed hesitant to bring up the subject of 

lynchings and courts, preferring instead to focus on black crime and white benevolence.  

At the same time that Mississippi segregationists were engaged in an extensive 

national propaganda campaign, they were also paying attention to the perceptions closer 

to home.  While segregationists were trying to persuade Northerners, many with no 

firsthand experience in the Jim Crow South, they were also constantly reinforcing the 

necessity and naturalness of Jim Crow to their own citizens, black and white.  

Fortifying Jim Crow at Home:  Local Propaganda

A South-wide survey in 1960 revealed that 60 percent of whites believed that 

blacks were less intelligent than whites and 57 percent believed that blacks were inferior 

to whites.  While those numbers demonstrate that a majority of Southerners embraced a 

Jim Crow worldview, it also means that 40 percent of whites did not agree with those 

statements.  And although it is not clear whether or not forty percent supported 

115 “Let the Facts Speak . . .,” SSC.
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integration, the numbers suggest cleavages within the white community and suggest that 

segregationists could not take white support for granted.116

In July 1958, Mississippi Attorney General Joe Patterson cautioned that the only 

way for Mississippi to avoid trouble was for its citizens to remain united on racial 

issues—which really meant united behind segregation.117  Despite the continuing belief 

that the vast majority of Mississippians favored segregation, Patterson and many other 

officials were worried about maintaining consent.  Thus, it was critical for segregationists 

to control the flow of information—not just to prevent citizens from seeing evidence that 

challenged segregation but also to redefine the terms and parameters of civil rights in a 

way that would reinforce Jim Crow hegemony.118

At least until the early 1960s, most Mississippi officials would continue to believe 

that the greatest threat to segregation came from the federal government and “outside 

agitators.”  Officials tended to assume that local blacks would not revolt unless they were 

“misled” by outside forces, such as white liberals or communists.  In trying to avoid the 

infiltration of integration ideas and in the never ending process of maintaining consent, 

the press and politicians exercised extreme control over the dissemination of information 

116 William Brink and Louis Harris, The Negro Revolution in America; What Negroes Want, Why and 
How They Are Fighting, Whom They Support, What Whites Think of Them and Their Demands (New York:  
Simon & Schuster, 1964), cited in Bartley, The Rise of Massive Resistance, 13.   

117 “State Is Warned to Stay United on Racial Issues,” McComb Enterprise-Journal, 2 July 1958.
118 In Mississippi the “intellectuals”—the branch of the State apparatus charged with disciplining those 

who do not ‘consent’—were the media and politicians.  They were the ones who gave meaning to public 
events and put them within the context of the dominant ideology.  Furthermore, there function was not 
simply reactionary but also preventative.  That is, future racial challenges were averted by constantly 
reinforcing consent of the status quo.  As Antonio Gramsci notes, the “apparatus of state coercive power . . 
. [is] constituted for the whole of society in anticipation of moments of crisis of command and direction 
when spontaneous consent has failed.”  Thus well before the public appearance of massive dissension, 
Mississippi officials were already fully engaged in the effort to control the flow of information to its 
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in the state.  As moderate Greenville editor Hodding Carter III noted in 1967:  “even 

today headlines in some of the deep South papers dwell heavily on each flare-up in New 

York or Los Angeles while ignoring as much as possible the march down the local Main 

Street.”119  That analysis would have been accurate for ten years earlier as well.  In the 

late 1950s and early 1960s, the press sometimes acting on their own and sometimes in 

concert with State officials tended to deal with civil rights and racial issues through one 

of two tactics—silence or manipulation.  Some topics and stories were avoided altogether 

while others—such as crime and violence in northern cities were shaped to reinforce the 

Jim Crow worldview.120  In this effort to maintain and reinforce Jim Crow consent, the 

Mississippi mainstream media played a key role. 

John Dittmer notes that the Mississippi media, characteristic of a totalitarian 

society, mimicked the rhetoric of the regime in power.  In fact, they did so largely 

without government coercion.  Much of the media were controlled by arch 

segregationists such as the Hederman brothers, who owned the two major daily 

newspapers in Jackson (circulation about 90,000).121  As parrots of the dominant ideology 

the mainstream press’ coverage of civil rights and racial issues served to legitimize 

citizens.  Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, ed. and trans. 
Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York:  International Publishers, 1971), 12.  

119 Jack Lyle, ed., The Black American and the Press (Los Angeles:  The Ward Ritchie Press, 1968), 
30.  

120 However, as John R. Tisdale notes, there was a difference in the coverage of journalists from local 
newspapers and of those who worked for wire services.  Tisdale contends that compared to the reporting of 
local journalists, the wire service coverage was much more balanced.  Tisdale, “‘Don’t Stone Her until You 
See Her Side,” 173-176.

121 Dittmer, Local People, 64-66.  In addition to the Jackson newspapers, Thomas and Robert 
Hederman also owned the Hattiesburg American; WJTV, the CBS television affiliate in Jackson; and 
Jackson radio station WSLI.  Classen, Watching Jim Crow, 34-35; and Nell Luter Floyd, “Media Cross-
Ownership Guidelines Eased by FCC,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 3 June 2003.
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segregation and marginalize any potential challenge to the Jim Crow worldview.122  This 

function was carried out most directly through the omissions.

In the course of the late 1950s and 1960s, Mississippi citizens became 

accustomed to technical difficulties on television.  For example, in 1955, during 

Thurgood Marshall’s appearance on the “Today Show” in which he was discussing 

school desegregation, the interview was replaced by a logo explaining that the station 

(NBC affiliate in Jackson) was experiencing “Cable Difficulty.”123  The technical 

problems lasted until the end of Marshall’s interview.  By contrast, there were no 

technical difficulties in 1961 when Jackson mayor Allen Thompson appeared on the 

“Today Show” to explain how the city had arrested demonstrators to “avoid violence.”124

122 There were a few editors who were far more moderate, even liberal by Mississippi’s standards, 
including Hodding Carter III in Greenville, Hazel Brannon Smith in Lexington, P. D. East near 
Hattiesburg, Ira Harkey, an avowed integrationist in Pascagoula, and to a certain extent Oliver Emmerich in 
McComb and Jackson.  Yet, at the state level these voices were marginalized.  Furthermore, for speaking 
out, these editors often faced the same pressure applied to activists.  For example, after Ira Harkey referred 
to blacks in his paper with the titles Mr. and Mrs. (as he did with whites) and ceased referring to the race of 
individuals mentioned in the paper, gunshots were fired into his house and businesses were pressured to 
withdraw advertisements from his paper.  East, who continually attacked the Citizens’ Council, faced 
similar economic pressure eventually forcing his paper out of business.  And on at least one occasion, 
East’s life was threatened.  “Pascagoula Chronicle Wins National Honors...” Mississippi Free Press 
(Jackson), 27 April 1963, Lucy Komisar Civil Rights Collection, William D. McCain Library and 
Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg; P. D. East to My dear friends, 13 November 
1962, P. D. East Collection, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, 
Hattiesburg; McMillen, The Citizens’ Council, 256-257; Dittmer, Local People, 64- 66.  For more on each 
of these editors, see David R. Davies, ed., The Press and Race: Mississippi Journalists Confront the 
Movement (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 2001).  For information on the Mississippi 
mainstream press’ coverage of five civil rights/racial issues (the 1948 Dixiecrat Revolt, the 1954 Brown
decision, the 1962 James Meredith Crisis, Freedom Summer in 1964, and Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 
assassination in 1968), see Susan Weill, In a Madhouse’s Din:  Civil Rights Coverage by Mississippi’s 
Daily Press, 1948-1968 (Westport, Conn.:  Praeger, 2002).  

123 Dittmer, Local People, 65.  For an extensive coverage of the relationship between television and 
civil rights in Mississippi see Classen, Watching Jim Crow; and Kay Mills, Changing Channels:  The Civil 
Rights Case That Transformed Television (Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 2004).

124 “Mayor Featured on TV; Expains [sic] Racial Policy,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 30 May 1961; 
Dittmer, Local People, 64-66.  
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Away from the television cameras, there were many other events and issues that never 

made it into the mainstream newspapers.

As was previously noted, Sovereignty Commission officials frequently worked 

with various reporters, persuading them not to run particular stories.  For example, 

Louvenia Knight’s various attempts to get her legally “white” son enrolled in a white 

school never made it in to the paper.  Often however, editors did not have to be told what 

to report and what not to report.  The Jackson State Times published a “negro edition,” 

which amounted to an additional insert in the standard edition and was delivered only to 

black readers.  The chief writer for this section was an African American, Cecil Walton.  

Editor Paul Tiblier instructed Walton not to include any article pertaining to segregation 

without first getting approval from him.  However, in August 1959, the negro edition ran 

an article by Howard Zinn entitled “Southern Whites Prefer Race Mix,” which was based 

on a report indicating that the majority of the southern white population would support 

integration.  Significantly, the article not only was an endorsement of integration but it 

directly challenged Jim Crow consent, completely questioning the very foundation of 

segregationists’ authority to rule.  Perhaps the article would have gone unnoticed by State 

officials, but this particular negro edition was mistakenly delivered to numerous white 

customers.  It was considered a serious enough breach that the Sovereignty Commission 

conducted an investigation to find out who was responsible for the article’s inclusion.125

There were probably numerous other unknown stories that never made it into the 

mainstream newspapers, such as episodes of beatings, intimidation, and economic 

125 Zack J. Van Landingham to Director, 19 August 1959, SSC.



272

reprisals. We will never know the full extent of those silenced incidents.  However, one 

can get a sense of how much was excluded from the newspapers in 1961 simply by 

examining the Mississippi Free Press.  Established in December 1961 in Jackson, this 

weekly publication was a voice of the movement, focusing both on the efforts of activists 

as well as the injustice and violence of the Jim Crow State.  Here is a small sampling of 

titles of articles on events that appeared in the Free Press from December 1961 through 

May 1962:

Articles on movement activities

Vicksburg Steps up Poll Tax Campaign
Letter from Magnolia Jail (by Bob Moses)
Leake Negroes Asked for Integration; Harmony Community Parents Sign Petition
700 Attend Mass Meeting of Mothers126

Articles on State violence and repression 

Tylertown Policeman Beat Negro Youth . . .
Hinds Official Shoots Negro
Higgs and Group Arrested, Questioned, Threatened; Held Incommunicado 20 

Hours
Whitfield Man Beaten Because He Did Not Say ‘Mr.’
Free Press Editor Gets Beating In Delta
Policeman Slays Negro Motorist
Rifle Shots Aimed At Registration Workers127

None of these incidents was covered in the mainstream press.  In the time before the 

Mississippi Free Press one can only piece together the “unreported news” through 

Sovereignty Commission investigative reports, oral histories, and the black press in 

Mississippi.  Those records are replete with unreported or misreported racial and civil 

126 30 December 1961, 20 January 1962, 10 March 1962, and 26 May 1962, Mississippi Free Press.
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rights incidents.  Yet, while these incidents may have been largely absent from the 

newspapers, there were other racialized incidents that received heavy coverage in the 

mainstream press.  

Taking a page from the national propaganda campaign, the Mississippi press 

inundated its readers with stories of violence, crime, and immorality in the integrated 

North and juxtaposed these with frequent reports of the peace, harmony, and law and 

order enjoyed by blacks and whites in the segregated South.  As I discuss below, 

Mississippi newspapers were laden with pro-segregation themes:  emphasizing racial 

problems in the North (as far worse than those in the South), depicting segregation as the 

key to mutual progress and order, illustrating that Mississippi blacks preferred 

segregation to integration, and couching civil rights efforts in the language of crime and 

communism.  

Mississippi newspapers exposed their readers to countless stories of interracial 

riots and black on white crimes in the “integrated” North.  Although these stories often 

came from the wire services, the newspapers created titles such as “Race Strife Flares 

Again in Brooklyn,” “Negro Mob Jumps Cops in Bronx,” and “Northern Editor Says:  

Crime Record Tells Why Negro Is ‘Second Class’.”128  The last of these articles, penned 

127 30 December 1961, 24 March 1962, 30 June 1962, 14 August 1962, 15 September 1962, 20 October 
1962, and 1 December 1962, Mississippi Free Press.

128 “Race Strife Flares Again in Brooklyn,” Jackson State Times, 2 August 1959; “Negro Mob Jumps 
Cops in Bronx,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 10 August 1959; and “Northern Editor Says:  Crime Record 
Tells Why Negro Is ‘Second Class’,” Jackson Daily News, 10 December 1959.
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by an editor in Syracuse, New York, warned that the increase in juvenile crime among 

blacks was “the best argument for segregation.”129

In case the readers missed the connection between these events and the debate 

over integration, news articles were often supplemented with editorials.  Thus, shortly 

after the “racial strife” in Brooklyn in August 1959, a Clarion-Ledger editorial informed 

readers of a U.S. News & World Report article linking the “riots” to “Negro mobs” and 

suggested that the riots represented the “costs of crime and welfare” among blacks and 

Puerto Ricans.  Veering from the national report, the editorial reflected that 

“Mississippians only wish that New York enjoyed racial relations on the high and 

peaceful level that characterize those of our state.”130  Another Clarion-Ledger editorial 

observed that unlike the racial violence in cities such as New York, Philadelphia, 

Chicago, Detroit, St. Louis, Boston, Los Angeles, and Washington, D.C. (where “colored 

hoodlums beat a white policeman”), “no vicious ‘wolf packs’ rove the streets in 

Mississippi.”131  In addition to suggesting that the real race problem was in the North not 

the South, these articles, similar to the national propaganda, served as cautionary tales as 

to what integration would lead to in Mississippi.  Because these themes were being 

presented to local citizens, they also were reminder that race relations were much better 

in Mississippi, suggesting through the negative example of the integrated North that civil 

rights protest was both unnecessary and unwise.  

129 The editor also suggested that Puerto Rico be given its independence so that a quota could be put on 
“the flow of scum of the San Juan slums” into U.S. cities.  “Northern Editor Says.”

130 “New York Continues to Sit on Racial Dynamite, Reports Show,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 12 
August 1959.

131 “No Wolf Packs Rove Mississippi Streets,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 26 August 1959.
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In illustrating black crime and riots in integrated societies, officials were also 

implying that blacks were inferior and needed to be controlled.  However, the most 

forceful expressions of black inferiority in the Mississippi press were usually put forward 

by non-Southern voices.  In October 1958, the Clarion-Ledger published an editorial on 

Theodore R. McKeldin, governor of Maryland and a supporter of integration.  The 

editorial noted that McKeldin had recently warned blacks that with integration would 

come greater responsibilities.  He challenged the Negro to ‘disprove the charges made 

against his race—of idleness, drunkenness, lawlessness, ignorance.’  He added, according 

to the editorial, that if these charges could not be disproved, then their low status was not 

from oppression but from their own inferiority.  The editor then suggested that black 

leaders heed McKeldin’s advice, warning that “friendship, confidence, and respect of 

others” could only be earned, not granted through court decisions or federal troops.132

While it is not clear what McKeldin’s intentions were, it is clear that his comments were 

used in Mississippi to underscore a common segregation refrain to blacks—progress 

through individual moral improvement not systemic changes.  

Along with the frequent references to crime and immorality in the North, the 

Mississippi press devoted much attention to northern schools.  For example, in 1957, an 

editorial in the Brookhaven newspaper contrasted the “ramshackle” schools in Harlem 

with “the fine new Negro schools” in the South.  The editor then reasoned that New York 

schools were using all their resources to force blacks, Puerto Ricans, and whites into the 

same schools, instead of focusing on better (separate) facilities for each of these groups.  

132 “An Integrationist Offers Timely Words of Advice to Colored Race,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 11 
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The editorial concluded by reiterating that this situation was in “New York, the home of 

those who would reform the South.”133  All three mainstream Jackson newspapers 

reported on a1959 New York Times editorial about New York blacks sending their 

children to live with southern relatives to attend southern schools.134  The New York 

Times qualified the report by noting that the number was “infinitesimal” and cautioning 

segregationists that the students were headed south not because they preferred 

segregation but because of the horrible “slum conditions” of the schools.  That message, 

however, was lost on State Times editor Oliver Emmerich, who reasoned that Mississippi 

did not want New York’s situation.

Other articles made the case that Southern blacks who had migrated North 

eventually found that they preferred the segregation of their homeland to the racial 

violence of integrated society.  Amid race “riots” in Chicago in 1957, the State Times

reported that numerous Chicago blacks were returning “home.”  Although the paper ran 

an article in which the Illinois Central Railroad reported no increase in traffic from 

Chicago to Jackson, in the same issue the paper included photographs of blacks at the 

Jackson depot above the title “Coming Back Home to ‘Home, Sweet Home.’”  The 

caption explained that blacks were fleeing the “reign of terror” in Chicago, noting that 

“only one Negro” had left going northbound on the same night that “scores” had arrived 

October 1958.
133 (untitled editorial), Lincoln County Advertiser (Brookhaven), 7 November 1957. 
134 “Exodus of Negro Children Reported in New York,” Jackson State Times, 1 September 1959; 

“Negroes Sending Children South,” excerpt from the New York Times, Jackson Daily News, 15 September 
1959; and “Do They Support School Segregation?” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 3 September 1959.
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in Jackson.135  Given the Illinois Central’s statement, one questions the veracity of both 

the caption and the photograph.  Regardless, the image and the accompanying text 

suggested first, that Mississippi represented a peaceful haven for northern blacks 

escaping the riots and second, that the real home for blacks was in segregated society.  

Not to be lost in the caption is the reference to the “reign of terror”—previously a 

description of lynch/mob rule in the South, but here a label for northern race riots.  While 

countless articles emphasized the racial problems in the North, others suggested that the 

integrated North was also to blame for racial problems in Mississippi.

In an editorial entitled “North Ruins Our Negroes,” the Jackson Daily News

explained that black crime rates in the state were lower than in the North because 

Mississippians have “recognized and appreciated the many well-behaved, responsible 

Negro citizens of our state.”  This was the standard argument that segregation kept the 

black crime rate down.  The editorial further explained that the recent racial troubles in 

Mississippi had been caused by blacks who had lived in the North, including Emmett Till 

and Robert Lee Goldsby who came “to the state spoiling for trouble . . . after absorbing 

the integrated culture of the North.”136  Thus the blame for these murders were shifted 

from the lynchers (Till) and the State (Goldsby execution) to the victims and their 

experiences in the integrated North.  

As noted previously, references to degradation in the North was used in the 

national propaganda as a warning against integration.  In addressing local citizens, the 

135 “ICRR Claims No Hike in Immigration,” and “Coming Back Home to ‘Home, Sweet Home’,” 
Jackson State Times, 31 July 1957.
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example of the North also served the purpose of reminding blacks that they were actually 

lucky to be living in the South where crime was lower and where whites would take care 

of them as long as they stayed in their place.  In addition by portraying the North as a

place where “even the police are wary of arresting drunk perverts and criminals for fear 

of Negro mobs,” the media were reinforcing to their white readers that blacks were 

inferior and had to be kept under control.137

Whereas the characterizations of the North focused on debauchery, crime, and 

violence, newspaper coverage of segregation and more generally of the South, 

emphasized racial peace and serenity.  A 1957 editorial in the Hazelhurst Courier held up 

its community as an example for “the world to know the races can work together for their 

mutual benefit in Mississippi.”  Citing a community development plan in which there 

were two separate projects—one run by and for black neighborhoods and another for the 

white community, the editorial explained that through this “cooperative enterprise . . . 

Negroes [are] likely to emerge with new appreciation of what goes into good 

citizenship.”138  Thus, this miniature version of segregation promoted not just cooperation 

but also made a latent allusion to African American’s lack of preparedness in terms of 

citizenship.  Also referencing the goodwill between the races in Mississippi, the Jackson 

Clarion-Ledger expressed regret that black Michigan congressman Charles Diggs, Sr., 

had canceled a march from Memphis to Vicksburg in November 1959.  The editorial 

136 Goldsby had been living in St. Louis although he was born and raised in Mississippi.  “North Ruins 
Our Negroes,” Jackson Daily News, 23 November 1959.

137 “New York Continues to Sit on Racial Dynamite, Reports Show.”
138 “Hazlehurst’s [sic] Bi-Racial Efforts Hint at a Right Approach to Better Relations,” Hazelhurst 

Courier, 31 October 1957.
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called it regrettable because, citing a Vicksburg Evening Post editorial, Diggs could have 

learned that in Vicksburg there was no racial animosity or discord, or ‘even the slightest 

indication of tension’ between the races.  Readers were further informed that Diggs 

would have found among other things ‘an atmosphere of understanding’ and numerous 

recreational facilities and a library for local blacks.139  Thus, while the national press 

reported on lynchings and beatings in the South, the Mississippi press countered with 

images of blacks and whites living together harmoniously.  

Along with these positive examples of white and black cooperation, discussions 

of segregation within the newspapers often revolved around notions of Christianity and 

white benevolence.  In a Clarion-Ledger editorial on the Central Mississippi Presbytery 

protesting pro-integration sentiments in church literature, the newspaper explained that 

racial separation was based not on racial hatred but “Christian love,” a love that 

preserved respect for both races and their inherent differences.140  In December 1958, the 

139 “A ‘March on Mississippi’ Would Have Opened Their Eyes to Facts,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 2 
November 1959.

140 “Revolt Against Propaganda,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 10 November 1957. Similarly, John 
Satterfield, a lay leader in the Methodist church who would play a prominent role in the State’s efforts to 
fight integration in the mid-1960s, cited scripture passages from the New Testament to argue that 
segregation was not un-Christian.  He also cautioned that if the South were integrated, it “would succumb 
to the fate of South America”—a single race.  James Featherston, “Denies Segregation Is Un-Christian 
Attitude,” Jackson Daily News, 18 March 1958.  While Satterfield was evidently aware of the racial mixing 
that characterizes the region, he ignored the racial and ethnic divisions that were and are prevalent 
throughout Latin America.  As several scholars have argued, the ideologies of mestizaje and racial 
democracy that inform Latin American and Spanish Caribbean nations create a hierarchical structure that 
socially and culturally marginalizes black and indigenous peoples.  For information on race and racial 
ideologies in Latin America and the Spanish Caribbean see, Yeidy Rivero, Tuning Out Blackness:  Race 
and Nation in the History of Puerto Rican Television (Durham, N.C.:  Duke University Press, 2005);  Peter 
Wade, Music, Race, and Nation:  Música  Tropical in Colombia (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 
2000); Anani Dzidzienyo and Susan Oboler, Neither Enemies Nor Friends:  Latinos, Blacks, Afro Latinos
(New York:  Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Livio Sansone, Blackness without Ethnicity:  Constructing Race 
in Brazil (New York:  Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); Alejandro de la Fuente, A Nation for All:  Race, 
Inequality, and Politics in Twentieth Century Cuba (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 
2001).  
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State Times included an article from Jackson Methodist pastor, Dr. W. B. Selah.  The 

minister explained the recent attempts to improve black schools in Mississippi were not a 

reaction to the Brown decision but rather “a desire on the part of white people to do justly 

by their colored neighbors.”  Selah then argued that mixed schools would put blacks at a 

disadvantage because of their moral standards (citing statistics on illegitimate births, 

venereal disease, and crime—just as politicians and the Sovereignty Commission were 

doing), the fear of sex integration, and cultural differences.141  Thus, Selah suggested to 

the paper’s readers that because of black inferiority, whites had an obligation to aid their 

black neighbors.  

In many of the editorials white benevolence represented the key difference in race 

relations between the integrated North and the segregated South.  An editorial in the West 

Point Daily Times Leader reasoned that the South had experienced less racial conflict 

than the North because in the South black-white relations were marked by friendship.  

“Every Negro citizen in Mississippi has his own white friends” to whom he could turn for 

help.142  Consistent with that idea the Houston Times Post published an article from Erle 

Johnston, Jr., in 1957, before he became the public relations director of the Sovereignty 

Commission.  Johnston detailed his recent trip to a newspaper plant in Kansas, where the 

local editor was surprised at Johnston’s description of race relations in Mississippi.  In 

addition to mentioning that there were many black employers who had white customers, 

Johnston told the editor that “[a]ny time we know about a Negro in need, the white folks 

141 Oliver Emmerich, “Pastor Upholds System of Segregated Schools,” Jackson State Times, 5 
December 1958. At times the propaganda extended beyond Christianity.  Among the Citizens’ Council 
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help out.”143  Similarly a Jackson Daily News article explained that through “the patient 

help of white friends the Negro has made rapid progress” economically, educationally, 

and politically.  The article then noted that the only issue in which blacks controlled 

themselves—illegitimacy—they had established “a record of sin and shame.”  Hence 

while many of the articles on white benevolence simply emphasized that whites were 

black individuals’ best friends, this last article clearly established the basis of white-black 

relations—black immorality.144  Another Daily News editorial also engaged the unequal 

power relations in black-white relations, cautioning Mississippi blacks to be patient while 

whites made adjustments in society to accommodate the “New Negro.”145  While these 

references to white benevolence were frequent, their substance would have seemed a bit 

hollow unless segregationists could also demonstrate that blacks concurred.  

Arguing that southern blacks really were content was an important theme in both 

the national and local propaganda.  Much of the coverage of events and the editorials 

suggested that a majority of Mississippi blacks were opposed to the integration efforts.146

pamphlets was a Jewish Mississippian’s defense of segregation.  “A Jewish View on Segregation,” n.d., 
Johnson Family Papers.

142 “Trust and Understanding,” West Point Daily Time- Leader, 26 October 1957.
143 Erle Johnston, Jr., “Midwestern Editor Amazed at Report on Situation in South by Editor of Scott 

County Times at Forest,” Houston (Miss.) Times-Post, 24 October 1957.
144 “Sordid Record of Degradation No Longer a ‘Quiet’ Scandal.”
145 Major Frederick Sullens, “The New Negro,” Jackson Daily News, 20 June 1960, SSC.  On some 

occasions the allusions to white benevolence took a more antagonistic tone.  A Clarion-Ledger editorial in 
1959 suggested that blacks leaders should devote less attention to integration and instead “express thanks 
for the friendship and cooperation of whites who have made [the progress of their race] possible.”  “Reds 
Discriminate against the Negro,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 27 November 1959.  Similarly an editorial from 
the Carrollton Conservative noted that whites were responsible for most of the tax money spent on black 
schools and asked what state “can show better or fairer treatment of their Negro citizens?”  “Taxpayers in 
Mississippi Dig Deep to Assist Negro Race,” Carrollton Conservative, 16 January 1959. 

146 The media played a vital role in publicly redefining resistance and domination.  James C. Scott 
contends that on the public stage, where the dominant exercise greater control, rebels and revolutionaries—
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For the media, this supposed majority was labeled as “responsible,” “law abiding,” and 

“level headed”—all synonyms for Jim Crow consent.  Deference to whites and a 

preference for segregation made a black individual “responsible” in the eyes of the 

Mississippi media.  These were the “good Negroes.” These labels also allowed 

segregationists to explain away those who challenged Jim Crow.  For example, a 

Shreveport editorial re-printed in the Daily News noted that “Responsible Negro citizens” 

did not want to integrate with whites.147  One could deduce from that statement that it 

was only a few irresponsible blacks who wanted integration.  Furthermore, much of the 

press attempted to illustrate that most Mississippi blacks were content, were responsible, 

and were good Negroes— like Uncle Tim in Clinton.  

The Clinton News ran an article on a black man who had recently died, “Uncle 

Tim”.  D. M. Nelson, a white man who had known “Uncle Tim” for many years wrote 

the article as a tribute and to demonstrate to whites that blacks were an asset to the local 

community.  In reality, “Uncle Tim” was a model for how Jim Crow whites preferred to 

think of ‘their Negroes.’  Uncle Tim was a “humble and radiant Christian.”  Nelson 

further explained that Clinton had many others in the black community who possess “an 

unfailing devotion and loyalty to those whom they delighted to serve.”  Nelson concluded 

that race relations in Clinton were a striking example of how the two races could co-exist 

“in peace and harmony.”148  For all the descriptions of the Uncle Tims from the 

those who would challenge the dominant system—are transformed into bandits, criminals, and hooligans.  
Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance, 55. 

147 “We Need More Responsibility on Part of Negro Community,” reprint from the Shreveport Journal, 
Jackson Daily News, 21 September 1959.

148 D. M. Nelson, “Negro Residents, Are an Asset to Our Town,” Clinton News, 25 July 1958.
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perspective of the white gaze, there was also plenty of coverage in the mainstream press 

of blacks who supported segregation or attacked integration groups.

A black woman in Jackson sent a letter of praise to city officials and excerpts of 

the letter soon appeared in a Daily News article.  The excerpts from the woman included, 

“I try to tell my people we can’t get along without the aid and support of our white 

friends and most of them agree.”149  In addition, the Scott County Times in Forest, 

reported on a speech by a local white man, O. B. Triplett, given at the national Methodist 

conference in Dallas.  According to Triplett, the local black superintendent told him that 

at least ninety-nine percent of blacks in his school district opposed integration.150

Mississippi newspapers seemed particularly eager to give a platform to local 

blacks willing to criticize the NAACP.  In 1957, Alcorn State professor Clennon King 

wrote eight articles for the State Times, in which among other issues he chastised the 

NAACP for not addressing black criminality.  A month after the articles appeared, the 

newspaper published them together in a pamphlet.  The front of the pamphlet explained 

that these articles told a “shocking story of another incident in which a Negro, who dared 

to speak out publicly against the NAACP, was intimidated and threatened with death.”  

Associate editor Robert Webb included an introductory article, characterizing King as a 

“victim of intolerance” and commending King for showing “how racial agitation hampers 

real progress for Negroes.”151  Or, as a Citizens Council member in Louisiana put it, 

149 James Featherston, “Negro Woman Writes Praise of Drive to Curb ‘Fleecers’,” Jackson Daily News, 
16 December 1958.

150 “A Good Segregation Argument,” Scott County Times (Forest), 9 September 1959, Erle Johnston, 
Jr. Papers.  

151 “The Clennon King Story,” pamphlet, Jackson State Times, 1957, Box 680, Folder “Simmons, W. 
J.” J. B. Matthews Papers.  
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Clennon King was a “good Negro.”152  Curiously, thirteen months later King tried to 

enroll at the all-white University of Mississippi and the state highway patrol hauled him 

off to the state mental institution.153  For segregationists, King had quickly gone from 

being a courageous, seemingly respected black man to being legally insane; almost 

overnight, King had been transformed from a “good Negro” into a “bad Negro.”  

The newspapers also devoted coverage to blacks from around the country who 

came out against integration.  The Meridian Star referred to Bishop C. C. Addison, of the 

African Universal Church and Commercial League Corporation, as a “courageous man” 

for characterizing integration as “damnable for the Negro.”154  Erle Johnston, Jr.’s 

newspaper, the Scott County Times, devoted an article to a black man in South Carolina 

who was establishing an organization that focused on self improvement within the black 

community instead of court cases and integration efforts.155  Similarly, the Southern 

Sentinel in Ripley published a letter to the editor from an African American woman in 

Chicago who warned Mississippi blacks not to push for integration.  The newspaper 

prefaced the letter by noting that “many Negroes are honest and straight-thinking, and are 

not being fooled by the false promises of hypocritical ‘friends.’”156  Thus once again, 

code words were being used to categorize blacks.  

Ultimately one can identify two general patterns in the message to white 

audiences and the message to black audiences.  To white audiences, the references to 

152 Frances P. Mims to J. B. Matthews, 1 April 1958, Box 672, Folder “M--,” J. B. Matthews Papers.
153 “Negro Renewing Try for College,” Memphis Commercial Appeal, 11 December 1958, Mississippi 

Edition.
154 “A Courageous Man,” Meridian Star, 1 September 1957.
155 “Take Notice, Members of NAACP,” Scott County Times, 30 July 1958.
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Christianity, benevolence, and racial harmony functioned to fortify white resolve and 

remind them that by controlling blacks they were really doing blacks a favor.  This effort 

was particularly important given that not all pro-integration messages could be blocked 

with a “Cable Difficulties” logo.  To black audiences, redefining the terms of the struggle 

were especially critical.  In addition to trying to show that integration would have 

negative implications for blacks, the media also tried to alienate those blacks who 

challenged the dominant discourse.  Through words such as “honest,” “straightheaded,” 

“rational,” and “good Negro,” the mainstream was encouraged to see humble, 

subservient, and content African Americans as normal and conversely to see those who 

would challenge the status quo as abnormal—“dishonest,” “un-American,” “deviant,” 

“irrational,” etc.  With this continual barrage of labels, the media normalized the status 

quo, disciplined dissenters, and ultimately reinforced consent.  These characterizations 

were particularly important in trying to influence how Mississippians interpreted national 

civil rights incidents, such as the integration attempt in Little Rock, Arkansas.

When President Dwight Eisenhower ordered federal troops into Little Rock in 

1957, much of the Mississippi press condemned it, fearing that similar actions could be 

taken in their own state.  Editorials referred to Eisenhower’s administration as a 

dictatorship and characterized his reaction to Little Rock as “brute force.”157  On various 

levels, many newspapers portrayed the use of troops as an extreme act of violence in 

language never used to describe Mississippi lynchings.  The Kosciusko Star-Herald

quoted Senator James Eastland, who on television warned that ‘Hitler’s storm trooper 

156 “Chicago Negro Writes Mississippi Newspaper,” Ripley Southern Sentinel, 25 September 1957.
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tactics won’t work on Southern people.’158  Other editorials contended that the “violence” 

had been unconstitutional and that it would lead to chaos and retard economic growth in 

the South.159  Coupled with “violence,” communism was a particularly frequent theme in 

newspaper coverage of the Little Rock crisis.  While one editorial argued that Eisenhower 

was destroying the South to pacify communists abroad, another laid the blame on the 

NAACP, communists, and “pink preachers and liberals.”160  Thus in the Mississippi 

press, the integration attempt became synonymous with violence, communism, and even 

the Nazis.

Perhaps the most widespread theme among the editorials was that the use of 

federal troops threatened the racial harmony that existed in the South.  The Morton 

Progressive Herald explained that “the days of helpfulness, trust, and cooperation 

between the races” were gone forever.161  Others however, suggested that despite the set

back to segregation in Little Rock, in Mississippi good relations between blacks and 

whites could be preserved.  One editorial noted that Governor Coleman had 

complimented Mississippi blacks for not supporting the “outside agitators.”162 Jackson 

State Times editor Oliver Emmerich cautioned blacks not to try to immediately integrate 

Mississippi schools and praised white and black leaders who were dealing with the 

157 “Let’s Stop It . . . Now,” Brookhaven Leader Times, 27 September 1957.  
158 “We Stand United,” Kosciusko Star-Herald, 3 October 1957.  
159 “President Should Be Willing to Hear South’s Side of the Issue,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 16 

October 1957; “Industrialization and the Race Question—We Can’t Afford Violence,” Tylertown Times, 17 
October 1957. 

160 “We Stand United”; “What Is the Answer?” Morton Progress Herald, 4 September 1958. 
161 “What Is the Answer?”
162 “We Stand United.” 
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situation “with sanity and common sense.”163  Seen through the lens of a segregationist 

press, civil rights efforts in general were presented as harmful to law and order and as 

detrimental to race relations in the South.164

Overall, press coverage within Mississippi demonstrates that even in the 1950s 

segregationists were aware that the national public and the federal government were not 

the only threats to Jim Crow.  Through selective reporting and the manipulation of the 

news, the media tried to demonstrate that integration fostered violence, crime, and 

disorder, while segregation promoted peace, order, and racial progress.  

Well before mass protests erupted in Mississippi and across the South, the mid-

1950s represented a crucial transformative era for Mississippi officials.  Most important, 

segregationists recognized that racial contestations could no longer be fought exclusively 

at the local level through lynchings and other forms of intimidation.  Both the Brown 

decision and the publicity surrounding the Till lynching brought home the point that the 

federal government and the national public were becoming increasingly critical of 

Southern racial practices.  Mississippi officials, particularly the Citizens’ Council and the 

Sovereignty Commission, believed that they could win this new battle within the national 

public sphere.  Through a heavy reliance on statistical evidence and an appeal to the 

common bond of whiteness, segregationists turned to a national propaganda campaign to 

163 Oliver Emmerich, “May Sanity and Common Sense Continue to Reign in Mississippi,” Jackson 
State Times, 3 September 1958.  

164 James C. Scott contends that one of the functions of the public transcript for the dominant group is 
that it creates “the appearance of unanimity among the ruling groups and the appearance of consent among 
subordinates.”  Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistnace, 55.  Thus, black and white Mississippians 
were continually reminded that in their own state, the races coexisted peacefully.
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plead their case.  Utilizing and redefining the meanings of crime, violence, and justice 

were central to this effort.  At the same time, within the state, the media and public 

officials tried to maintain Jim Crow hegemony by concealing, manipulating, and 

redefining news related to integration, segregation, and civil rights.  Significantly, as I 

discuss in the following chapter, the central characteristics of the propaganda campaign—

persuasion, manipulation, and a seemingly non-racial public discourse—also informed 

the response to specific Jim Crow challenges in the state.  
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Chapter 5

“We’re Living in an Almost Complete Police State”:  
Surveillance, Arrests, and the Concealment of Violence 

in the Age of Mass Protests

The law down here is law made by white people, enforced by white people, for the 
benefit of white people.

--Robert Moses, August 29, 1961

‘All we’re interested in is to maintain the peace and to preserve law and order.  Our 
arrests have been for that reason and that reason alone.’

--Captain J. L. Ray, Jackson Police, April 1962

In September 1962, a Washington (D.C.) Post article on the civil rights situation 

in Mississippi noted, “While violence has been nil, they (voter registration workers) are 

subjected to arrest and intimidation and the shout of ‘Communist.’”1  Although this 

journalist sympathized with the movement and was trying to emphasize the difficulties 

activists were facing, Mississippi segregationists could consider this assessment at least a 

partial success for their rhetorical agenda.  The journalist’s assertion notwithstanding, just 

four months earlier, African American Roman Duckworth, Jr. was shot and killed by 

police officers for refusing to give up his seat on a bus.  Additionally, black and white 



290

activists continued to suffer harassment and physical abuse on a daily basis in 

Mississippi.  That this violence could go unnoticed by a DC reporter says a great deal 

about segregationists’ efforts to conceal the physical violence directed at civil rights 

workers.  

Nonetheless, the journalist was correct on one point.  By the early 1960s State 

repression in Mississippi was increasingly taking the form of arrests and red baiting.  

This journalist’s assessment, then, was directly and indirectly an accurate portrayal of the 

segregationist response to civil rights activism:  the use of arrests and the legal arena to 

intimidate and ostracize activists while concomitantly concealing overt and racialized 

forms of physical violence against activists and against blacks in general.  By turning to 

legal and covert forms of repression, State officials tried to manipulate public 

interpretations of violence, civil rights, and crime.

Prior to the widespread utilization of State surveillance and arrests, lynching 

represented the most visible and most dramatic form of racial repression.  Through 

lynching the mutilated black body was a visually painful symbol of overt racist practices.  

As a public spectacle of cruelty, the black body was physically “marked” as an 

articulation of the subhuman position of blacks within Jim Crow society, in which blacks 

were constructed as unworthy of full citizenship.2  Furthermore, because the lynching 

1 Joanne Grant, “Racist Terror Spreads in Mississippi,” National Guardian, 1 October 1962, Box 165, 
Folder “CORE, 1962-1967,” J. B. Matthews Papers, Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections 
Library, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina.  

2 On the prevalence of lynching that accelerated at roughly the same time blacks were being legally 
segregated and disfranchised, Robyn Wiegman explains, “In the disciplinary fusion of castration with 
lynching, the mob severs the black male from the masculine, interrupting the privilege of the phallus, and 
thereby reclaiming, through the perversity of dismemberment, his (masculine) potentiality for citizenship.”  
Robyn Wiegman, “The Anatomy of Lynching,” in American Sexual Politics:  Sex, Gender, and Race since 
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was carried out in the name of the community and because the lynchers had legal 

impunity, episodes of white communal action against blacks reinforced the notion that 

blacks were less than human and not deserving of the legal protections normally afforded 

citizens.  However, once State officials began taking over the process of repression and 

relying on the law, there was a shift in the strategies of repression and subsequently a 

shift in how the black body was marked.  

As State officials avoided and discouraged vigilante violence in favor of arrests, 

trials, and surveillance, the black body became located under the rubric of citizenship and 

law and order, and therefore, it was theoretically safe from vigilante violence. 

Furthermore, the arrests and trials served as public records suggesting that blacks were 

equal citizens, although in reality this appearance of civility and law was a disguise for a 

more nuanced form of violence.  As with any staged spectacle, arrests and trials were 

illusory representations of racial equality in which the legal system was used to mark 

dissenters (black and white) as faulty citizens.  Behind the scenes, through both 

surveillance and direct physical violence, the black body was still physically “marked” as 

subhuman and now, within political society and through public discourse, as criminal.  

As John Downing and Charles Husband note, paraphrasing Jenny Williams, “not all 

forms of racial discrimination are supported by racial discourse and racial discourse is not 

inevitably accompanied by racial discrimination.”3  This observation is critical to 

understanding the criminalization of activists in 1950s Mississippi.  While these 

the Civil War, ed. John C. Fout and Maura Shaw Tantillo (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1993), 
224.
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processes were obviously rooted in the dominant racial ideology, by using arrests and 

trials publicly divorced from issues of race, Mississippi officials were promulgating a 

brand of racial discrimination that at least within the public sphere was seemingly devoid 

of racial derivations.

In this chapter I examine the State’s response to civil rights activists, including 

surveillance, arrests/trials, and the concealment of racial violence.  These “legal tactics” 

represented a significant departure from earlier measures and signaled a critical 

transformation in how racial repression would be carried out in the 1960s and beyond.  

This was realized most fully in 1961 when State officials used all of these tactics against 

the Freedom Riders to silence and discredit them.  As evident in the following pages, the 

shift towards arrests and surveillance was not a turning away from violent repression by 

the State, but rather was an attempt to disguise violence, racism, and oppression as the 

necessary functioning of law and order.

In a State of Panoptic Surveillance

Long before Sovereignty Commission officials and other undercover agents were 

closely monitoring civil rights activists, another kind of surveillance, one emerging 

primarily from the lynch mob, functioned to fortify white domination.  Lynching has 

been analyzed and interpreted from numerous perspectives.  Scholars have construed it as 

3 John Downing and Charles Husband, Representing ‘Race’:  Racisms, Ethnicities and Media (London:  
Sage Publications, 2005), 11;  and Jenny Williams, “Redefining Institutional Racism,”  Ethnic and Racial 
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a tool of political and social domination, as a product of a culture of honor, as the 

ultimate reinforcement of racial customs and of the Jim Crow ideology, as a means of 

cementing not only the inferior position of blacks but also of white women, and as an 

expression of white male sexual envy and homoerotic desire.4  One thing that is clear 

from the numerous diverse interpretations and meanings ascribed to lynching is that it 

functioned as much more than a punishment against an alleged offender.  Whatever else 

Studies 8, no. 3 (1985):  323-348.
4 See especially Phillip Dray, At the Hands of Persons Unknown:  The Lynching of Black America

(New York:  Random House, 2002); Stewart Emory Tolnay and E. M. Beck, A Festival of Violence:  An 
Analysis of Southern Lynchings, 1882-1930 (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1995); W. Fitzhugh 
Brundage, Lynching in the New South:  Georgia and Virginia, 1880-1930 (Urbana:  University of Illinois 
Press, 1993); Arthur F. Raper, The Tragedy of Lynching (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 
1933); W. Fitzhugh Brundage, ed. Under Sentence of Death:  Lynching in the South (Chapel Hill:  
University of North Carolina Press, 1997); Bertram Wyatt Brown, Southern Honor:  Ethics and Behavior 
in the Old South (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1983); Richard Maxwell Brown, Strain of Violence:  
Historical Studies of American Violence and Vigilantism (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1975); 
Edward Ayers, Vengeance and Justice:  Crime and Punishment in the 19th Century South (New York:  
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lynchings were supposed to accomplish, they represented a form of discipline directed at 

blacks and extending well beyond the realm of retribution or so-called “popular justice.”  

As a means of disciplining the entire black population, lynching conveyed at least 

two messages.  First, the lynching was a reminder to blacks that the black body was at the 

complete disposal of whites and that any perceived transgression could result in death.  

This message was most powerfully delivered when the murder was accompanied by 

torture, mutilation, and the distribution of body parts as souvenirs.  Through physical 

debasement of the black body, blacks were taught that in the eyes of whites (those 

committing the lynching as well as those who did nothing to prevent it), black life was 

rendered worthless.  Second and equally important, the lynching fostered a form of 

surveillance.  As Robyn Wiegman argues, “Because the terror of the white lynch mob 

arises from both its function as a panoptic mode of surveillance and its materialization of 

violence in public displays of torture and castration, the black subject is disciplined in 

two powerful ways:  by the threat of always being seen and by the specular scene.”5  The 

lynching, then, was both a warning of possible future violence as well as a demonstration 

of the power and pervasiveness of the white community’s gaze.  

In understanding the connection between lynching/racial violence and community 

surveillance, several points need to be emphasized.  Lynchings were instigated, 

organized, and carried out by and in the name of the white community with little 

5 Weigman, American Sexual Politics, 13. As Michel Foucault explains, regarding the Panopticon (a 
blueprint for a prison in which a tower protrudes from the middle of the complex above the prison cells and 
all inmates can see the tower but not see whether someone is in the tower watching them):  “the inmate 
must never know whether he is being looked at at any one moment; but he must be sure that he may always 
be so.”  Foucault also notes that the principle of Panopticism was a “‘political anatomy’ whose object and 
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involvement from the political State.  Accordingly, lynching did not promote fear of the 

political State but rather fear of those who conducted the lynching:  the white community.  

Their authority both to watch and to murder, if necessary, any black individual was 

cemented by the political State’s unwillingness to punish these vigilante actions.  The 

performance of the lynching, then, demonstrated and subsequently threatened blacks with 

panoptic surveillance in which the seen and unseen guard sitting at the top of the tower 

and watching blacks was every white citizen.  Accordingly, Jim Crow surveillance was a 

function of civil society that was conducted in the daily interactions between blacks and 

whites. 

Similarly, in the surveillance of the white community, racial custom, not the law, 

was the guiding principle.  White citizens were on the lookout not so much for law 

breakers, as might be the case with police surveillance, but much more broadly for any 

evidence of racial transgressions.  In addition, in uncovering and punishing violations of 

racial custom, the law never came into play.  Consider for example, a black man who 

refused to step off the sidewalk for approaching whites.  If this was witnessed by a police 

officer, in order to make an arrest, the officer would at least have to go through the 

pretense of matching the offense to a particular law.  That pretense would be completely 

unnecessary for ordinary citizens.  Instead the offense was a lack of racial deference and 

usually the allegation of a white witness was all that was needed to pronounce a black 

individual guilty and subject to punishment.  The legal steps of evidence, due process, 

and a fair and impartial trial were irrelevant.  Therefore, this form of community 

end are not the relations of sovereignty but the relations of discipline.”  Michel Foucault, Discipline and 



296

surveillance, informed by racial customs, reiterated black inferiority by denying the basic 

rights of citizenship.

As well, even when the offense overlapped with a law, such as a black man 

accused of raping a white woman, the central issue was not the alleged legal violation but 

rather the racial transgression:  interracial sex.  By way of comparison, if a white man 

were charged with rape, he could expect legal ramifications, such as an arrest and a trial.  

However, for a black man, the racial transgression meant that community “justice” could 

supersede the legal process completely or could step in at any moment during legal 

proceedings.  Thus even with an arrest and trial, the white community could remove a 

black prisoner from jail and render its own verdict and punishment.  In a world in which 

custom carried more weight than law, blacks had to worry not so much about staying on 

the right side of the law but rather staying on the right side of the Jim Crow ideology.  It 

was for that reason that blacks had to exercise extreme caution when in the presence of 

whites.

Another key feature of lynching-based surveillance is that it relied on direct, 

highly-racialized, public messages.  There were no attempts, as would be the case in the 

1960s, to disguise the racialized intent of lynching or to argue that the victim was 

punished for a reason unconnected from race.  Instead, through the lynching racial 

difference and white domination were accentuated so that the warning to all blacks would 

stand no chance of misinterpretation.  As a reporter at a lynching in Barnwell, South 

Carolina, in 1893 explained, ‘Barnwell . . . had to preach a sermon to its negroes and use 

Punish:  The Birth of the Prison, trans. by Alan Sheridan, (New York:  Pantheon Books, 1977), 201, 208.
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unmistakable illustrations.’6  The subtext of these ‘sermons’ was racial inferiority and the 

lynching was an illustration of what happened to blacks who rejected that message 

inferiority.  Lynching, then, was intended as a very public display of racial violence that 

cultivated a rather open, direct surveillance by the entire (white) citizenry.

Perhaps the most important characteristic of the surveillance lynching spawned 

was the central role of fear in intimidating blacks and limiting resistance to Jim Crow.  

As John Salter, an activist and a professor at Tougaloo College, discerned in 1962, 

“Many years indeed and much energy and money have all been poured into the 

development of an apparatus which—through its conscious creation of an atmosphere of 

strangling fear—has resulted in, as so many have aptly put it, the ‘silent South.’”7

Lynching and surveillance were successful silencers of dissent not because all 

transgressions were punished or all blacks were under constant observation but because 

the episodes of violence fostered a fear of constant observation.

The recollections of blacks who lived through Jim Crow Mississippi reveals a 

great deal about the critical link between lynching and surveillance and between 

surveillance and fear.  As activist Unita Blackwell recalled about her childhood, “you did 

not do certain things because you were black, and because the white people would kill 

6 Finnegan, “Lynching and Political Power,” 200.  
7 John R. Salter, “Dissent In The . . . ‘Land of the Free,’” Mississippi Free Press (Jackson), 20 January 

1962, Lucy Komisar Civil Rights Collection, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of 
Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.  This silence was often mistakenly identified by segregationists as an 
example of black contentment with the racial status quo.
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you, beat you, hang you or whatever, and it was just set up on fear.”8  Similarly, Aaron 

Henry summarized his awareness of Jim Crow as a child:  

No rules were ever written, and there was no need to explain them.  We were 
never told we couldn’t come in a front door, and we didn’t know that would 
happen if we tried to violate the customs.  This fear of the unknown kept the 
Negro community in its place.  We did know, however, that Negroes were 
lynched for more flagrant violations of the code, such as speaking an alleged 
obscenity to a white lady or even looking at her the wrong way.9

In describing their racial fears, Blackwell and Henry spoke not of the police or even of 

laws, but more generally of white people and customs, such as entering through the 

wrong door or looking at a white woman “the wrong way.”  In addition, for Blackwell 

and Henry the potential white response to a racial transgression was clouded with 

uncertainty.  Would the victim be lynched or just beaten?  This ambiguousness of 

possible punishments fueled the fears surrounding the most minor of racial custom 

violations.  While neither Blackwell nor Henry refer directly to surveillance, the white 

presence is implied, particularly, as Henry notes, when in the company of white women.  

It is clear from their recollections that blacks had to exercise extreme caution around 

whites both from the fear of punishment and from the uncertainty of what that 

punishment would be.  To be black in a society in which lynchings went unpunished was 

to fear the seen and the unseen, the known and the unknown.  That was the power of an 

informal surveillance.

8 Unita Blackwell, interview by Mike Garvey, transcript, Mayersville, Miss., 1 April 1977, Civil Rights 
Movement in Mississippi, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, 
Hattiesburg.

9 Aaron Henry, the Fire Ever Burning, with Constance Curry (Jackson:  University Press of 
Mississippi, 2000), 28.
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Given that this form of surveillance drew its strength from lynching, derived its 

authority from the white community and racial customs, and cultivated an atmosphere of 

fear, Robyn Wiegman’s contention that a climate of panoptic surveillance pervaded the 

Jim Crow South is compelling.  There is, however, one critical qualification to this 

panopticism:  there were limits to the white gaze and blacks were well aware of those 

limits.  Throughout the Jim Crow era, there were relatively safe spaces, including not 

only the private sphere of the home but also locales populated exclusively by blacks and 

hidden from whites, such as churches, fraternal associations, barbershops, and jook joints.  

Within these enclaves, blacks could more freely express their discontent and their true 

feelings about white domination, whether that was in speeches, casual conversation, 

jokes, blues lyrics, or sermons.10  Accordingly, the caution that Blackwell and Henry 

described was limited primarily to the public arenas that were occupied by both blacks 

and whites.  As I discuss below, however, in the panoptic surveillance that would take 

shape in the civil rights era, these formerly secure spaces would be infiltrated directly or 

indirectly by white eyes and ears.

One other aspect of Weigman’s argument that needs to be addressed is the 

relationship between surveillance and the lynch mob.  Weigman links the surveillance of 

the white community to the lynching as spectacle in which sometimes hundreds of white 

citizens attended and created a picnic-like atmosphere.  By the 1920s and 30s, however, 

lynching as spectacle was giving way to lynchings carried out clandestinely by a few 

10 See W. Fitzhugh Brundage, “The Roar on the Other Side of Silence:  Black Resistance and White 
Violence in the American South, 1880-1940,” in Under Sentence of Death, ed. by Brundage, 271-291; 
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individuals.  At the same time, throughout the South, including Mississippi, the number 

of lynchings was in decline.  From 1900 to 1920, there were fifty to seventy lynchings 

each year.  From 1935 to 1955, there were never more than eight lynchings in any one 

year.  Finally, beginning in 1942, federal investigations of lynchings in Mississippi 

signaled a new era in which lynchers were brought to trial, even though all-white juries 

ensured quick acquittals.  Consequently, how did this shift affect surveillance?  Or to 

broaden that question to include racial violence in general, what happened to surveillance 

in the post-Brown era when, as Charles Payne notes, “racial terror was no longer as 

common or as effective as it had been?”11

First, changes in lynching or declines in racial violence did not mean the end of 

racial fears that empowered surveillance.  As long as lynchings continued in any form, 

they activated collective memories of racial terror that still served as warnings against 

resistance.  In addition, from the panoptic-inspired perspective of blacks, it was still the 

case in the 1940s, 50s, and early 1960s that any white person could be a potential lyncher 

who had complete impunity, even if that impunity was sanctioned not through 

indifference but through the not guilty verdicts of all-white juries.  Second, by the mid 

1950s, the format of Jim Crow surveillance was beginning to undergo major 

transformations.  The emergence of new segregation organizations and the increasing 

involvement of the political State in the maintenance of white domination signaled a 

fundamental shift in how the black population in general and activists (black and white) 

Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels:  Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class (New York:  The Free 
Press, 1994).
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in particular were being watched.  While the daily observations of white citizens still 

played a part in this campaign, the surveillance of the civil rights era was becoming more 

formalized and more centralized as groups and individuals with direct ties to the political 

State initiated and directed surveillance operations.  In addition, now largely under the 

control of the political State, surveillance became at once more pervasive and more 

hidden from public view.

The most obvious difference in the surveillance that emerged in the civil rights 

era was that new or different eyes were observing blacks and activists.  Those most 

actively involved in monitoring potential activists included State Sovereignty 

Commission agents, White Citizens’ Council members, and various local and state law 

enforcement officials.12  These individuals sometimes conducted their own surveillance 

and at other times employed black and white citizens within a local community.  In 

addition, members of these groups often shared information and worked together to 

create a web of surveillance throughout the state.  For instance, in 1961 a Sovereignty 

Commission agent stationed outside an NAACP meeting in Leflore County recognized 

the car of Lois Ware, a black teacher.  The agent conveyed this information to the local 

school superintendent, who promised to handle it and then to pass on any additional 

11 Charles Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom:  The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi 
Freedom Struggle (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1995), 19, 28.

12 Of these groups, relatively little is known about the surveillance of law enforcement officials or the 
White Citizens’ Councils.  There are few surviving records of these activities, many of which were 
probably not documented at the time anyway.  However, from the Sovereignty Commission records, one 
gets a very detailed picture of their surveillance as well as an indication that these other groups were 
actively involved in surveillance efforts.
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information to the Citizens’ Council.13  In this case, the surveillance of the Sovereignty 

Commission led to the surveillance and action of a school superintendent, which in turn 

could lead to the surveillance or action of the local Citizens’ Council.  As well, in a 

previous generation, racial transgressions or civil rights activism was usually met with 

immediate and direct confrontation (a warning, a beating, or a lynching), and the watcher 

instantly identified him/herself to the watched.  However, in the civil rights era, as the 

surveillance of Ware illustrates, much of the observations of activists transpired behind 

the scenes and through the sharing of information of officials at the state and local levels.  

Thus, for Ware and other activists, they would not have known specifically who was 

watching them or exactly when they were being watched.  

In order to establish a web of surveillance an important first step was to identify 

who were the potential ‘troublemakers.’  Sovereignty Commission agents and other State 

officials devoted a great deal of time staking out civil rights meetings, such as the one 

Ware attended.  With the activists inside, agents were outside copying license tags off 

cars.  After matching those tags to car owners, agents began files on many of those who 

had been at the meeting and then often asked local officials about specific individuals 

who had attended a meeting.14  Another source of information came from the routine 

visits to local communities.  Meeting with various officials, agents asked about the mood 

among local blacks, if the NAACP was currently active in the community, and if there 

13 Tom Scarbrough, “Leflore County - Johnnie Barbour - Negro male; . . .” 24 May 1961, Mississippi 
State Sovereignty Commission Online Collection, http://www.mdah.state.ms.us/arlib/arlib_index.html, 
Mississippi Department of Archives & History, Jackson [SSC hereafter].  

14 While there is no record of Sovereignty Commission agents passing these tags on to law enforcement 
officials, it is quite likely that many of the activists were identified on the roadways and subsequently 
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were any blacks who might cause trouble in the future.  In addition, officials sometimes 

learned of activists from black informants.  On at least one occasion, the Citizens’ 

Council acquired a membership list of the local NAACP chapter, presumably from one of 

the organization’s members.15  Another vital source for identifying activists was the 

observations of white citizens.

The reliance on white citizens was particularly important given that none of the 

groups who were actively engaged in surveillance had the adequate resources to closely 

watch the entire population.  In fact, the Sovereignty Commission at times employed only 

one full-time investigator.  Therefore, it would not be accurate to paint a picture of a 

society teeming with secret agents who lurked behind every corner.  Nonetheless, in 

creating a perception of panoptic surveillance the number of secret agents was irrelevant.  

What sustained the fears of activists, and what had always sustained white domination, 

was the perception that everyone was watching.  The difference in the civil rights era was 

that now, in contrast to immediate local action, evidence of resistance was frequently 

being turned over to State agencies and officials.  The Sovereignty Commission files, in 

particular, are filled with information from white citizens regarding suspected civil rights 

activities in their communities.  As well as underscoring the cooperation between civil 

society and the political State, these reports reveal a vigilant white citizenry on the 

lookout for any ‘suspicious’ behavior.  

pulled over because the Sovereignty Commission and other officials shared this information with law 
enforcement agencies.

15 Ruby Hurley to Roy Wilkins, “Economic Pressure in Southeast Region,” 7 October 1955, microfilm, 
Papers of the NAACP, Frederick, Md.:  University Publications of America, 1990), Film 17, 417, part 18, 
Series C, Reel 13.
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Along with the references to possible activism, white citizens reported any 

possible violations of racial norms, such as a black man opening a business in a ‘white’ 

area of town, blacks talking back to whites, and blacks in Gulfport laughing at the local 

white bus driver for trying to enforce segregated seating.16  In other words, similar to 

earlier forms of surveillance, the white gaze was informed as much by custom as by 

activism or the law.  In addition, white observations were also strongly influenced by the 

media and State officials who, as previously noted, bombarded the public with stories 

linking ‘outside agitators’ to communism, criminality, and, more generally, bad 

citizenship.  Not surprisingly, then, whites seemed to be looking for and finding a 

communist or criminal influence in any black behavior that veered from the Jim Crow 

expectations of racial deference, submissiveness, and inferiority.  Equally telling, 

virtually all of these reports were taken seriously and investigated by the Sovereignty 

Commission.  In 1960, for example a white storeowner contacted the Sovereignty 

Commission about E. M. Gregory, a black man from Shaw, in the heart of the Delta.  The 

storeowner thought he overheard Gregory making “positive remarks” about Fidel Castro 

and Russia and the white man further believed that Gregory was passing out “subversive 

literature” and holding meetings of an “unknown nature” in his home.  These 

observations illustrate the extent to which many whites assumed that communism was 

synonymous with civil rights.  Note, for instance, that there was no reference to the 

NAACP, voting rights, or any other civil rights efforts, only Castro and Russia.  

16 Tom Scarbrough, “Rev. P. R. Watkins . . .,” 26 September 1960; Scarbrough, “Washington County, 
Hayes Haynes, Negro Male,” 18 June 1963; and Anonymous letter, 22 December 1957, SSC.  
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It was not only communism, however, that raised this white man’s suspicions.  He 

also explained to the agent that Gregory bought several quarts of beer every night for 

“parties” and always paid in cash.  Why, one should ask, would the storeowner consider 

Gregory’s spending habits significant to a report on possible communist subversion?  The 

answer to that question reveals why, beyond the Castro/Russia references, this black man 

posed a potential threat.  He was by all appearances financially flush, and to the extent 

that he bought beer every night, he was flaunting that wealth.  At least in the eyes of the 

storeowner, Gregory was not playing the part of the obedient, meek, subservient black 

man and he therefore represented a visible challenge to white domination.  In terms of 

surveillance, this episode hints at both the breadth of surveillance within the community 

as well as the nature of what was deemed worth watching and reporting—not just 

communism/civil rights but the apparent rejection of black subjugation.  With Gregory, 

the suspicions were unfounded.  A Sovereignty Commission agent investigated Gregory 

and learned that the he had been handing out religious pamphlets and concluded Gregory 

was neither a communist sympathizer nor a threat to segregation.17

The full extent of community surveillance, however, entailed much more than 

chance observations.  Through the media and other outlets for publicity, segregationists 

fixed the eyes of the white community on activists.  In 1957, for example, with the 

Regional Council of Negro Leadership scheduling a meeting in Clarksdale to discuss 

voting rights, the Citizens’ Council ran an advertisement in numerous Mississippi 

17 Tom Scarbrough, “NAACP activities, Sunflower, Bolivar, Coahoma, Tunica, DeSoto, and Tate 
Counties,” 10 August 1960, and “E.M. Gregory, Negro Minister, Bolivar County, Shaw, Mississippi,” 24 
August 1960, SSC.  
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newspapers ‘to acquaint white citizens of the Delta with the plans for the meeting and its 

announced objective.’  The Clarksdale Press Register also published a story on the 

upcoming meeting, noting both the location of it and the names of those who were 

scheduled to speak.18  This publicity represented a reminder to white citizens to be on 

guard and perhaps this forewarning would have increased the likelihood that whites 

would disrupt the meeting through violence or intimidation.  Equally important, these 

advertisements served as a warning to the black community not only that the Citizens 

Council was watching but that now the entire white community was armed with the 

information and potentially watching.

On other occasions segregationists did even more than alert white citizens of 

upcoming civil rights activities.  In making information about specific activists available 

to the public, the white citizenry could be directly enlisted in the fight against integration 

while at the same time demonstrating to blacks that no racial challenge would go 

unnoticed by the community.  This was particularly true when many Mississippi parents 

were enlisted in the school integration effort.  Following the Brown decision, the NAACP 

canvassed Mississippi school districts to get African American parents to sign petitions 

demanding integrated schools.  In many districts the names of those who signed were 

published in local newspapers.  These lists were often accompanied by an article 

explaining that ‘these people are the agitators and trouble-makers.’ 19  These names were 

18 “Kickoff of Drive to Get Negroes to Vote Scheduled in Clarksdale Sunday Afternoon, Clarksdale 
Press Register, 6 December 1957.

19 Aaron Henry, 92.  
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also frequently posted in storefronts, at banks, and in cotton fields.20  Many of those who 

signed the petitions or in other ways participated in civil rights efforts, were fired from 

their jobs, denied bank loans, or were physically threatened.21  The purpose behind the 

public distribution of the names, reinforced with economic and physical reprisals, was 

clear:  any actions against segregation would be in full view of the public and would be 

subject to punishment.  

This form of surveillance in which white citizens became the eyes and repressive 

tools of the State was largely guided by State officials and organizations.  Nonetheless, it 

was also reminiscent of the informal community surveillance of an earlier generation.  As 

with the performance of lynchings, tactics such as the posting of names in public spaces 

cultivated a climate of constant and pervasive observation.  In that regard, it was critical 

not only that the community know who the activists were but also for the activists to 

know that the community was aware of them.  Also similar to lynchings, the community 

surveillance of the civil rights era marked the black citizen/body as inferior.  Through the 

intimidation of surveillance as well as reprisals, blacks were reminded that they were not 

entitled to the same legal avenues, such as petitions, as other citizens, nor were they 

entitled to legal protections against discrimination and beatings.  Thus, despite the 

increasing involvement of the political State in racial repression, community surveillance 

continued to perform an important role in preserving the racial status quo.

20 Ibid.
21 For example Willie Wallace was fired from his job, a disabled veteran could not get his government 

aid check cashed anywhere in town, most Jackson grocery distributors stopped making deliveries to the 
store owned by Nathan Stewart, and at one bank, blacks who signed the school petition were forced to 
withdraw their money.  Hurley to Wilkins, “Economic Pressure.” 
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The involvement of the white community in monitoring civil rights activities 

suggests that surveillance depended on high visibility and public examples in which 

activists were aware that they were being watched.  At the same time, however there 

were other types of surveillance carried out by State officials that relied on invisibility.  

Keeping surveillance hidden from those being watched was particularly important in the 

attempts to infiltrate the previously safe arenas of black dissent that had once been 

inaccessible to white citizens, such as black churches, civil rights meetings, and 

community organizations.  In the civil rights era segregationists launched an assault on 

these spaces through the assistance of black informants and the utilization of new 

technologies.  

As previously noted, Sovereignty Commission agents and other State officials 

relied on information derived from black sources.  The use of black informants was 

significant not only as a means of intelligence gathering but also in perpetuating a climate 

of panoptic surveillance far more extensive than in the past.22  Many activists were aware 

of the presence of informants without necessarily knowing who those informants were.  

The use of informants, then, became an extension of the white gaze.  They were the 

known and the unknown, the seen and the unseen that made discussion of civil rights 

dangerous, even when confined to seemingly hidden public spaces.  

22 In terms of surveillance, historically one can connect the informants of the civil rights era to the 
trusties at the Parchman prison farm of an earlier generation.  At Parchman, the sergeant relied on some 
black inmates to watch over the other prisoners.  These trusties were armed and were usually selected 
because of their allegiance to whites and their willingness to use force and intimidation in handling other 
prisoners.  As Oshinsky notes, trusties resembled the earlier plantation slave drivers, in which their 
complete loyalty to the sergeant/white master was the price for gaining their position and privileges.  The 
black informants of the civil rights era performed a similar function in monitoring other blacks.  David M. 
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Likewise, although on a much smaller scale and with more limited success, new 

technologies penetrated the previously secluded arenas.  In this regard, Mississippi 

officials may have drawn in part on the efforts of federal agents.  At roughly the same 

time that Sovereignty Commission agents were testing various surveillance gadgets, J. 

Edgar Hoover’s FBI utilized wiretaps and tape recorders to uncover incriminating 

evidence on numerous civil rights leaders, including Martin Luther King, Jr.23  In 

Mississippi, these processes were still in their infancy and not always reliable and, 

therefore, their usefulness in uncovering civil rights plans should not be overstated.  For 

example, the Sovereignty Commission tried to record King’s speech in Clarksdale in 

1962 (a black informant was also in attendance) by placing a recorder in an adjoining 

room, but agents could not get the machine to record.24  Nonetheless, these new 

technologies were endowed with a utility beyond their technical value.  Whether or not 

these instruments functioned properly, an awareness of their potential use further 

heightened fears that the State was ever-present.  Furthermore, unlike the highly visible 

surveillance that served the purpose of intimidation, hidden forms of surveillance were 

focused on information gathering that would help officials act preemptively against 

planned civil rights efforts.

Oshinsky, “Worse than Slavery”:  Parchman Farm and the Ordeal of Jim Crow Justice (New York:  Free 
Press, 1996), 140-141.

23 See Gerald D. McKnight, The Last Crusade:  Martin Luther King, Jr., the FBI, and the Poor
People’s Campaign (Boulder, Colo.:  Westview Press, 1998); and David Garrow, The FBI and Martin 
Luther King, Jr.:  From “Solo” to Memphis (New York:  W. W. Norton, 1981).  

24 William J. Simmons of the Citizens’ Council wanted to have King arrested but the Jackson chief of 
police believed this would be played up in the national media.  It was then decided that taping the meeting 
was a better option.  Yasuhiro Katagiri, The Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission:  Civil Rights and 
States’ Rights (Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 2001), 51-53.  
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In the process of obtaining information, the surveillance of informants and of new 

technologies was part of the larger effort, like the propaganda campaign, to de-politicize 

activists and publicly define them as criminals, communists, or more generally as 

immoral beings.  If an activist could not be intimidated or silenced, the next step was to 

find, or sometimes invent, evidence that would publicly discredit the individual.  The 

State’s efforts against Aaron Henry illustrate this nuanced form of surveillance. 

Aaron Henry was a native Mississippian and a veteran of World War II who 

actively fought for racial justice upon his return from the war.  After three failed 

attempts, he registered to vote in 1946.  Henry became active in the RCNL and the 

NAACP and in 1959 he became president of the state NAACP.  In addition to working 

on voter registration efforts, Henry involved himself in individual attacks upon African 

Americans by writing letters to the governor asking for justice.25  In short, given his 

activism, his prominence within the movement, and his lack of fear in the presence of the 

oppressor, Henry had become a target for segregationists.

There were numerous ways State officials could have tried to silence Henry.  No 

doubt murdering him would have sent a powerful message to the black community.  

However, it also would have likely drawn negative national publicity and transformed 

Henry into a martyr, which ultimately could have strengthened the integrationist cause.  

Murder, then, was never an option that was considered by top level State officials—

although, as I noted previously, a local politician, acting on his own, did try to get an 

25 Payne, I’ve Got the Light, 56-66; John Dittmer, Local People:  The Struggle for Civil Rights in 
Mississippi (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1994), 75, 120-121; and Aaron Henry to Governor Ross 
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informant to kill Henry.26  Instead, Sovereignty Commission agents, law enforcement 

officials, and informants kept Henry’s drugstore under continual surveillance, hoping to 

uncover evidence of criminal activity, such as an illegal drug trade.  On one occasion, 

Sovereignty Commission agent Tom Scarbrough employed an informant to try and get 

Henry to sell illegal drugs.  On another occasion, Scarbrough hoped to arrest Henry for 

selling pep pills, until a FBI agent informed Scarbrough that selling pep pills was not 

illegal.27  Throughout this period, State officials were ever watching Henry, looking for 

(or trying to create) any evidence that would show that Henry was a criminal.  As we 

shall see in the next section, these surveillance efforts directed at Henry would eventually 

lead to arrests.  

At other times, surveillance efforts focused on communism.28  For example, in 

1959, Sovereignty Commission agent Zack J. Van Landingham investigated the black 

newspaper, the Gulf Coast World, and found links between the paper and the NAACP.  

The agent believed that many of the advertisers represented white-owned businesses and 

he suggested that these advertisers should be notified that they were giving money to a 

“negro communist paper.”29  In this instance, the agent’s suggestion meant turning the 

Barnett, 27 November 1960, SSC.  For more on Henry’s life, see his autobiography, Aaron Henry, the Fire 
Ever Burning.  

26 “Diggs to See President about Delta Situation,” Mississippi Free Press, 20 April 1963.
27 Tom Scarbrough, “Washington County,” 17 May 1961, SSC; Scarbrough, “Attala, Sunflower, 

Tallahatchie, Leflore, Coahoma, and Bolivar County,” 9 May 1962, SSC; and Scarbrough, “Coahoma 
County,” 4 January 1963, SSC.

28 Nationally, Red Scare tactics had diminished significantly since the early 1950s.  In the South, 
however, the rhetoric of anti-communism strengthened in the face of black protest and challenges to 
segregation.  See Jeff Wood, Black Struggle, Red Scare:  Segregation and Anti-Communism in the South, 
1948-1968 (Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 2004); and George Lewis, The White South 
and the Red Menace:  Segregationists, Anticommunism, and Massive Resistance, 1945-1965 (Gainesville:  
University Press of Florida, 2004).

29 Zack J. Van Landingham, “Gulf Coast World,” 18 September 1959, SSC.
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power of surveillance on white advertisers, in which they too would be made aware that 

the State was monitoring their involvement with a ‘communist’ newspaper.  Furthermore, 

it is significant that in dealing with white businesses, the agent connected the paper to 

communism, and therefore to notions of patriotism, as opposed to the NAACP or civil 

rights.  That is, the agent ignored the racial implications in favor of an issue of citizenship 

and un-Americanism.

In their search for damning evidence against activists, State officials at times 

looked beyond crime and communism for other proof of ‘moral’ flaws that might 

ostracize the activist from other citizens.  In 1963, a black man from the Delta announced 

that he would enroll at all-white Mississippi Southern College in Hattiesburg.  Following 

an extensive investigation, Erle Johnston, Jr., the Sovereignty Commission director, sent 

a letter to W. D. McCain, president of the college.  Johnston instructed McCain to inform 

the applicant that ‘we have information that you are a homosexual’ and that if he 

persisted the information would be released to the press.30  The potential applicant did not 

persist.31  It is not clear if officials would have followed through on this threat or if that 

would have had any bearing on the integration attempt.  Nonetheless, the episode 

30 Sexuality as a means to silence opponents came up in other episodes as well.  For example, in 1964, 
a highway patrolman sought incriminating evidence on a black college president.  Although the reason for 
the investigation was not expressed, the president had recently signed a petition supporting the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964. He met with an informant, a professor at the college, who claimed that the president had 
engaged in homosexual activity.  It is not clear whether this information was ever used.  D. B. Crockett, 
“Information on [. . .],” 10 June 1964, Paul B. Johnson Family Papers, William D. McCain Library and 
Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.

31 Erle Johnston, Jr. to W. D. McCain, 2 March 1963, SSC.  I have intentionally omitted the name of 
the activist to protect his privacy.  It is not clear whether the individual was gay or whether he ever made 
any public proclamations regarding his sexuality.



313

illustrates a central goal of surveillance and investigations:  preventing racial challenges 

without attracting publicity and without having to invoke segregation laws.  

When the purpose of surveillance was to find evidence that linked an activist to 

communism, crime, or homosexuality, the watching had to be unknown to the watched.  

In addition, State officials did not want the media and general public to know about these 

secretive efforts.  Just as lynchings and images of police dogs attacking demonstrators 

risked turning the nation against segregationists, national awareness of State surveillance 

would have further suggested that Southern blacks lived under a totalitarian regime.  

These concerns prompted Mississippi officials to go to great lengths to conceal their 

surveillance.  For instance, in May 1960, the Sovereignty Commission learned that some 

white churches in Jackson might be the scene of an integration attempt by blacks on a 

particular Sunday.  Instead of a highly visible presence with officers standing at the 

entrance of the churches, agent Zack J. Van Landingham and Judge Leon Porter agreed 

that the best approach was to have officers near all the downtown churches “ostensibly 

[to direct] traffic.”  In addition, church ushers were instructed to be on the look out for 

“strange white people,” especially those who might have cameras.  Thus, disguised 

agents of the State—church ushers and police officers directing traffic, were watching, 

ready to intercede if necessary, and in particular, prepared to confiscate any cameras that 

could be used to show to the nation a confrontation between the police and 

integrationists.32  Or, in the event that nothing transpired, there would be no public image 

32 Zack J. Van Landingham, “Integration, White Churches,” 3 May 1960, SSC.
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of policemen standing guard over churches.  Nothing happened that Sunday and thus the 

concealed observations went unnoticed. 

The non-incident at the churches reveals one of the key distinctions between

visible and hidden forms of surveillance.  The observations at the churches had nothing to 

do with information gathering or with intimidation.  Instead, this was an attempt to thwart 

a potential demonstration in a space that could be highly visible to the outside world.  

Note for instance, the specific reference to individuals who might have cameras.  Thus, in 

this case, State officials wanted to be prepared but they were also keenly aware that 

aggressive actions on their part could have a negative impact on their cause.  

On the other hand, there were times that State agents wanted activists to know 

that they were being watched.  For example, Samuel Block was one of many activists 

who noted that a police car was frequently parked outside his house.33  Without the fear 

of media exposure, State agents, much like the general white community, reminded 

blacks and activists that they were ever present.  Even though the machinery did not 

always function properly and even though it was impossible for officials to monitor every 

citizen, what created a heightened climate of panoptic surveillance was the belief that the 

State was potentially always watching.  In fact, the involvement of the political State in 

surveillance engendered new types of fears among those being watched.  Consider these 

September 1962 diary entries from Sheila Michaels, an activist who worked for the voice 

of the movement in the state, the Mississippi Free Press:

33 He also explained that on one occasion, shortly after the police car drove off, a carload of whites 
arrived and tried to attack him but he escaped.  “Three in Greenwood Chased,” Mississippi Free Press, 25 
August 1962.
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The police car parks outside the house nightly with the lights off, watching our 
comings & goings, so they know where to find us when they want us. [. . .]  I say 
we should send the [telephone] bill to them because they use it whenever we do [. 
. .]

Tonight Hollis [Watkins] & I were sitting around after dinner when someone 
knocked at the kitchen door & wouldn’t answer us.  Hollis made me get behind 
the frigidaire [. . .]  Hollis picked up the bread knife on the way to the door; which 
is something because Hollis is absolutely non-violent.  It was Dewey Greene [a 
fellow activist] [. . .]

The other night Lavaughn came in around 2 am.  I was reading & when I heard a 
noise I blew out the candle.34

Similar to the fears expressed by Unita Blackwell and Aaron Henry, McMichaels’ diary 

underscores the role of fear in quelling dissent.  Additionally, McMichaels’ account, like 

those of Blackwell and Henry, makes no reference to actual physical violence but to the 

fear of a violence that was always lurking.  Nonetheless, there are some fundamental 

differences between her entries and those of Blackwell and Henry.  Whereas Blackwell 

noted the importance of exercising caution around white people, Michaels’ account 

suggests that white people were always around, even inside the house through the 

telephone line, whether one could see them or not.  Nowhere in her diary does 

McMichaels provide proof that the telephones were tapped.  But what is relevant here is 

not whether State agents were eavesdropping but rather that McMichaels believed that 

State agents were there.  Likewise, Henry spoke of following the unwritten rules to avoid 

a possible lynching, which positioned the community as the enforcers of the status quo, 

while Michaels identifies the police as the source of a seemingly imminent threat.  There 

34 Sheila Michaels, 29 August to 28 September 1962, diary, Sheila Michaels Papers, William D. 
McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.
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is the implied fear that the police could take action at any moment or that any knock at 

the door might be an attacker.  These distinctions in fears do not mean that those 

expressed by Blackwell or Henry were less real or less serious than the fears of 

McMichaels.  The contrasts in these fears, though, illuminate a critical shift in racial 

repression, from the everyday fear of the white community to a fear of a political State 

(in the form of official agents) that was always present and at the same time always 

hidden from public view. 

Both the community-based surveillance of an earlier generation and the State-

directed surveillance of the 1950s represented forms of violence and dehumanization in 

that each forced those being watched either to perform their Jim Crow prescribed role or 

to face serious reprisal.  Each also engendered other forms of violence as community and 

State-directed surveillance could lead to beatings, economic hardship, or death.  

Nonetheless the increasing centralization of surveillance in the 1950s reflected a 

fundamental shift in the relationship between violence and racial repression.  One of the 

most important functions of State-directed surveillance was that it laid the groundwork 

for more nuanced forms of State violence.  As surveillance and racial repression fell 

under State control, the policing of the black body and the violence inflicted upon that 

body were increasingly hidden from the public.  Specifically, the information derived 

from surveillance was a critical ingredient for the masking of racial repression and 

violence through arrests, trials, and other seemingly legitimate forms of State action.
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Arresting Resistance, Courting Repression

Throughout the South in the late 1950s and 1960s, the arrest of activists was a 

common, almost routine, response to public protest.  Some of these incidents, such as the 

arrest of Rosa Parks in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955, and of Martin Luther King, Jr., 

in Birmingham in 1963, attracted wide scale national attention.  But there were also 

thousands more who found themselves in police custody.  In April 1960, for example, as 

a wave of sit-ins rolled across the South, more than two thousand demonstrators were 

arrested.  In the summer of 1963, with hundreds of sit-ins, marches, and other public 

demonstrations being staged throughout the region, more than twenty thousand activists 

were arrested and incarcerated.35

Mississippi was no exception.  In the decade following the introduction of new 

laws in the mid-1950s to preserve segregation, the police arrested thousands of activists 

in Mississippi.  This included the arrest of two women who tried to integrate the train 

depot in Jackson in December 1954, the arrest of the “Tougaloo 9” in 1960 for trying to 

integrate a public library, and the arrest of almost 200 freedom riders in 1961.36  In 

response to the protests of the murder of Medgar Evers in June 1963, there were so many 

taken into custody that city officials converted the state fairgrounds into a jail.37  In 

addition to these arrests at the sites of public protest, many other individuals were 

35 Darlene Clark Hine, William C. Hine, and Stanley Harrold, The African American Odyssey (Upper 
Saddle River, N. J.:  Prentice Hall, 2000), 512, 518.

36 “Arrest Two Negroes at Railroad Station,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 29 January 1956; “Jackson Has 
Sit-In Demonstrations,” Jackson Advocate, 1 April 1961; and “More 'Riders' Arraigned In County Court,” 
Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 7 September 1961.

37 “Jackson Youths Parade despite ‘Illegal to Demonstrate’ Injunction,” Mississippi Free Press, 15 June 
1963.  
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arrested in their homes, on the roads, or in other locations far removed from an actual 

public demonstration.  

The mid-1950s witnessed the political State beginning to play a more active role 

in racial maintenance, such as through the passage of new laws and the creation of the 

Sovereignty Commission.  By the early 1960s the dramatic rise in the number of arrests 

illustrated the political State’s central position in the defense of white domination.  This 

trend toward “legal” repression raises several questions about the use of arrests and trials 

against activists.  What laws were used and in what contexts were specific types of 

charges and police action invoked?  How did the arrests coincide with the larger 

campaign to protect segregation?  In what ways was the “performance” of the trial part of 

the same agenda?  Most importantly, how did the increasing reliance on “legal” tactics 

reflect and signal fundamental changes in the functioning of systemic racial repression?  

Among the most frequently used charges against activists were breach of the 

peace, disorderly conduct, resisting arrest, and public drunkenness.38  Other laws often 

utilized in arresting large groups of protestors included contributing to the delinquency of 

minors, littering, disturbing public worship, trespassing, parading without a license, and 

conspiracy to commit acts injurious to public trade.39  On the roads activists were taken 

38 See for example, “Four More Arrested at Counter,” Jackson Clarion Ledger, 14 July 1961; 
“Picketting Negro Free on Bond,” Memphis Commercial Appeal, 29 August 1961; Zack J. Van 
Landingham to File, “Marcell Gordon, Agitator,” 7 April 1960, SSC; “Bus-Rider Negro Hit in Winona,” 
Jackson Clarion Ledger, 28 August 1960; Zack J. Van Landingham to Director, “NAACP, Taylorsville, 
Mississippi,” 14 November 1958.

39 Charles B. Gordon, “Negro Students Await Decision,” McComb Enterprise-Journal, 9 October 1961; 
“Arrest 6 Clarksdale Youths for Littering,” Mississippi Free Press, 27 July 1963; “Negro Girls Turned 
Away from Church,” Jackson Clarion Ledger, 14 October 1963; “Clarksdale Protests Bring 36 Arrests,” 
Mississippi Free Press, 29 June 1963; Congressional Record, 92nd Cong., “Council of Federated 
Organizations Civil Rights Action Program in the State of Mississippi,” 16 June 1964, 13511, Box 170, 
Folder “COFO,” J. B. Matthews Papers.
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into custody for reckless driving, drunken driving, an improper license tag or driver’s 

license, failing to yield the right of way, failing to signal, running a red light, and illegally 

transporting narcotics.40  Away from the public demonstrations and the roadways, those 

active in the movement or who in other ways challenged white supremacy were arrested 

for armed robbery, public drunkenness, using abusive or profane language, theft or 

shoplifting, disobeying an officer, possession of whiskey, possession of untaxed whiskey, 

sexual molestation, and assault.41  Often individuals were arrested on “suspicion” and 

then later charged with an actual offense or released.42

At first glance this lengthy list of charges may appear to be a random list in which 

activists were charged with anything and everything at the discretion of the arresting 

officer.  Indeed, officers often made arrests based on every charge imaginable in the 

hopes that at least one might apply.  They had to think quickly, if not creatively, to justify 

an arrest.  That does not mean, however, that their choices were random or unguided.  

40 “Negro Refused Admittance at MSC, Then Arrested,” Hattiesburg American, 15 September 1959; 
“Two Negroes Found Guilty,” Jackson Clarion Ledger, 20 May 1962; Tom Scarbrough, “Cahoma 
County,” 9 November 1962, SSC; Congressional Record, “Council of Confederated Organizations,” 
13517-18; “Police Harassment Noticed in Jackson,” Mississippi Free Press, 28 April 1962; Joanne Grant, 
“Racist Terror Spreads in Mississippi,” National Guardian, 1 October 1962; “State NAACP Head Hits 
Clarksdale Arrests Saturday,” Jackson Advocate, 6 April 1963; Tom Scarbrough, “Coahoma County,” 4 
January 1963, SSC.

41 “Tupelo Youths May Face Death Penalty,” Jackson Advocate, 28 November 1958; Congressional 
Record, “Council of Federated Organizations,” 16509; “Has Been Offered Bond, Negro Remains in 
Winona Prison,” Jackson Clarion Ledger, 29 August 1960; Tom Scarbrough, “Humphreys County,” 12 
October 1960, SSC; Mississippi Terror Traced to Officials, War on Negro Voters,” The Worker, 21 April 
1963; Aaron Henry to Governor Ross Barnett, 27 November 1960, SSC; Edmund Noel, “Trip from 
Meridian Quiet under Escort,” Jackson Clarion Ledger, 25 May 1961; “Negro Refused Admittance at 
MSC, then Arrested,” Hattiesburg American, 15 September 1959; Tom Scarbrough, “Panola County,” 17 
April 1962, SSC; Tom Scarbrough, “Bolivar County – Aaron Henry and James Bevel,” 13 June 1962, SSC; 
“Mississippi – Type Cases,” 31 January 1956, microfilm, Papers of the NAACP, Film 17, 412, part 18, 
Series C, Reel 12; “Two Negroes Found Guilty,” Jackson Clarion Ledger, 20 May 1962.

42 See for example, W.C. Shoemaker, “Higgs Complains to Rights Group,” Jackson Daily News, 19 
June 1962; “Group Arrested Studying Race Relations in State Launch Probe,” Jackson Advocate, 23 June 
1962.
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With the state legislature continually passing new laws, Sovereignty Commission agents 

frequently sent out lists of new laws to law enforcement officials across the state.  

Furthermore, as previously noted, because many of these laws seemed on the surface to 

have no connection to civil rights, agents often met in person with local law enforcement 

officials to explain what a particular law meant and how it could be applied to specific 

situations.43  Thus, officers were usually well-informed about which laws would be most 

appropriate.  In addition, charges were often changed or added once the perpetrator was 

in custody.  Sometimes this came from consultations with other officers and sometimes it 

resulted from contact with State Sovereignty agents or other officials.

The charges used against activists, then, were not completely random nor 

completely left to the discretion of local police.  Laws were chosen carefully and those 

choices usually followed some guiding principles.  Perhaps, most important, Mississippi 

officials almost never invoked segregation laws.  None of the demonstrators of the 1960s 

were charged with violating the state’s segregation laws.  In the 1950s, however, there 

were at least two occasions in which segregation laws were used.  Taken together, these 

two episodes are instructive both in pointing to how these laws would be avoided in the 

future and in showing why officials were so reluctant to charge anyone with a segregation 

offense.  

In January 1956, two black women, LaVerne Ephraim of Yazoo City and Susie 

Ramsey of Michigan, were arrested at the railroad depot in Jackson after trying to enter 

43 Tom Scarbrough, “Humphreys County,” 12 October 1960, SSC; Tom Scarbrough, “Investigation of 
NAACP Activities in Clay County, Mississippi,” 20 June 1960, SSC; Erle Johnston, Jr., “(Schedule of 
Violations which Can Be Use with General Affidavit),” n.d., Paul B. Johnson Family Papers.
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the white waiting room.  This integration attempt came in the wake of an International 

Commerce Commission ruling that railroad companies could not post segregated signs in 

the station.  Upon being arrested the women were charged with violating the state’s Jim 

Crow law.44  As one of the first public challenges to segregation in the post-Brown era, it 

likely caught officials off guard.  Either they did not consider other charges or they could

not find a charge that would apply.  More telling, however, than the actual arrest, was 

how politicians responded to the event.  Almost immediately the legislature laid the 

groundwork for how integration attempts would be handled subsequently.  Just two 

weeks after the arrests of Ephraim and Ramsey, legislators responded with two new laws:  

one prohibiting individuals from creating a “disturbance” in a public place of business 

and another requiring railroad and bus companies to maintain separate accommodations 

with signs for black and white intrastate travelers.  The former disguised an integration 

attempt behind “disturbance” and the latter held the businesses, not the protestors, 

responsible for segregation violations.  Both of these laws to protect segregation without 

having to use a “segregation” law.

In 1958, in a very different context, the segregation law was once again invoked.  

As mentioned in chapter 4, J. W. and Stella Vaughn were attending a local religious 

revival and staying at the home of a black man, Phillip Coleman.  Once local police 

discovered that the state’s cohabitation laws were being violated, they arrested all three 

on a charge of vagrancy.  It is clear that local police chose the vagrancy law so as to 

avoid using the more obvious segregation charge.   In fact, the sheriff was not sure the 

44 “Arrest Two Negroes at Railroad Station.”
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vagrancy charge made any sense in this case so he contacted the Sovereignty 

Commission, who recommended that they go with the obvious offense.  All three were 

charged and found guilty of “conspiracy to overthrow or violate the segregation laws of 

the state.”45  However, Coleman appealed the verdict with the intent to challenge the 

segregation law.  He withdrew his appeal when officials agreed to suspend the jail 

sentence.46  Among other things, the State’s willingness to compromise demonstrated 

their vulnerability, as the Sovereignty Commission worried that the media would give the 

segregation arrest a lot of attention.  And although the case never attracted national 

publicity, it nonetheless underscored a chief dilemma in attempts to enforce Jim Crow:  

How to make an example of activists and other race rebels without damaging the State’s 

image nationally and without bringing into question the constitutionality of segregation.  

Mississippi officials’ concerns about the media and their fears that someone might put 

segregation on trial meant that most of the time the police would go to great lengths to 

avoid segregation laws, even if that meant charging activists with nothing.47

Beyond the deliberate effort to avoid segregation laws, there were other patterns 

in the types of laws Mississippi officials used against activists.  Significantly, there was a 

discernable difference in the charges made at the scenes of staged public demonstrations 

and the arrests made away from the view of the general public.  Generally, the laws 

invoked at public protests relied on interpretation and judgment, in which the evaluation 

45 Charles Dunagin, “Race Law Violator Is Freed,” Jackson State Times, 17 August 1958.
46 “Segregation Law Not to Be Tested,” Jackson Daily News, 16 November 1958.
47 For example, in 1962 William L. Higgs, a white attorney and frequent target of segregationists, was 

arrested with a carload of others that included a white woman, two white men, and a black woman.  They 
were released twenty hours later because the police could not come up with a charge to apply to them.  
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of an alleged offense was more subjective, such as breach of the peace.  Meanwhile, the 

charges made at sites hidden from the general public usually were far more tangible 

offenses and were tied to tangible evidence.  Charges such as theft and possession of 

whiskey, in which evidence could allegedly be produced, had the appearance of 

objectivity.

In responding to public protest, the most common charge used against activists 

was breach of the peace.  Although a breach of the peace law was already on the books, 

as I noted in chapter 3, the law was revised in 1956 and then it was revised again in 1960.  

The 1956 version of this law generally targeted potential protests in “a public place of 

business or any other public place” without going into much detail regarding specific 

situations.  Conversely the 1960 breach of peace law was much longer, outlining 

seemingly every possible place and means protestors could use to challenge segregation.  

In revising this law, legislators appeared to draw on all the public demonstrations they 

had witnessed throughout the country and then tried to anticipate where other protests 

might occur.  Whereas the 1956 law had generally referred to “public spaces,” the 1960 

law delineated public spaces to include public streets, highways, and sidewalks, as well 

as in a “hotel, motel, store, restaurant, lunch counter, cafeteria, sandwich shop, motion 

picture theatre, drive-in, beauty parlor, swimming pool area, or any sports or recreational 

area or place.”  It also included public buses, taxicabs, and other vehicles.  Even though 

“Higgs and Group Arrested, Questioned, Threatened,” Mississippi Free Press, 30 June 1962; W. C. 
Shoemaker, “Higgs Complains To Rights Group,” Jackson Daily News, 19 June 1962.  
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there was no direct reference to segregation, the revisions to this law were clearly tailored 

to meet the burgeoning integration efforts.48

The 1960 breach of the peace law was used in particular when large groups of 

protestors were involved.  Among those charged with breach of the peace were the nine 

students from Tougaloo College who tried to integrate a Jackson public library in 1960, a 

black woman in Biloxi who sat in the white section of the public bus in 1961, four 

students who tried to integrate a lunch counter in Jackson in 1961, and the freedom riders 

in 1961 who were attempting to integrate interstate bus travel.49  In each of these 

incidents, officials’ options were limited.  The most obvious charge, violating the state 

segregation law, was not even considered.  Other possibilities were limited by the 

protestors.  They were not violent and they were in no way breaking a law, other than 

occupying spaces legally reserved for whites (or, in the case of white activists, spaces 

designated for blacks).  At the same time the presence of witnesses and the media gave 

officials fewer alternatives.  For example, inventing charges or manufacturing evidence 

against the activists would have played into the hands of civil rights activists by 

transforming them into martyrs and exposing the undemocratic practices of the State.  

Instead, when the public was watching, Mississippi officials sought laws that would 

indicate that the police were acting not in the interest of segregation but in the interest of 

48 “Mississippi Code Section 2087.5,” copy in Albert F. Gordon Freedom Rider Collection, William D. 
McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg; and Laws of the State of 
Mississippi, 1956 (Chapter 256).  

49 W. C. Shoemaker, “Tougaloo Students Arrested for Entering White Library,” Jackson Daily News, 
27 March 1961; “Negro Woman’s Appeal,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 24 May 1961; “Four More Arrested 
at Counter,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 14 July 1961; and W. C. Shoemaker, “Jackson Negroes Reject ‘Cool 
Off,’” Jackson Daily News, 27 May 1961.  
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public safety.  Thus, almost by default, the police turned to the breach of peace law to 

claim that these nonviolent protestors risked inciting violence.  

Other charges used at scenes of public protest were also similarly ambiguous.  In 

October 1961, a group of adults who led a student protest against segregation were 

arrested for contributing to the delinquency of minors.50  In October 1963, blacks in 

Jackson who tried to integrate white churches were found guilty of trespassing and 

disturbing public worship.51  In Clarksdale, in August 1963, activists handing out 

literature were charged with littering and demonstrators were accused of ‘parading 

without a permit.’52  With the exception of littering, all of these charges, like breach of 

the peace, had the advantages of vagueness and subjectivity.  In proving the guilt of these 

protestors, the case was dependent on the judgment of those making the arrest instead of 

on the burden of producing tangible evidence.  The utilization of ambiguous charges at 

scenes of public protest reveals a political State focused on maintaining the appearance of 

racially unbiased justice even as every known threat to Jim Crow was challenged.53

While the police exercised extreme caution in thwarting public protests, they were 

much more aggressive when the world was not watching.  Local and state police, in 

cooperation with the Sovereignty Commission and other segregationists, actively sought 

50 A. L. Hopkins, “Summary Report for month of October, 1961,” 1 November 1961, SSC.  
51 “Negro Girls Turned away from Church,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 14 October 1963; and “12 

Arrested at Churches here Sunday,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 21 October 1963.  
52 “Arrest 6 Clarksdale Youths For Littering,” Mississippi Free Press, 27 July 1963; and “81 Negroes 

Held In Clarksdale City Jail,” Mississippi Free Press, 10 August 1963.  
53 Perhaps no white official in the South better understood the critical role of the media than Laurie 

Pritchett, the police chief in Albany, Georgia.  Pritchett instructed his police officers that there would be no 
violence or dogs, explaining, “We’re going to out-nonviolent them [the protestors].”  Laurie Pritchett 
interview, in Voices of Freedom:  An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 
1980s, ed. Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer (New York:  Bantam Books, 1990), 106.
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out known activists and arrested them on numerous charges.  Bob Moses, a prominent 

civil rights leader, was pulled over for a “routine” driver’s license check and 

subsequently charged with resisting arrest.54  In Sunflower County, a black minister who 

had helped other blacks register to vote was arrested for writing bad checks.55  An activist 

in Humphreys County was indicted for selling insurance without a license.56  Samuel 

Eckles publicly complained of racial discrimination after he had attempted to vote, and 

soon after that complaint local officials found untaxed whiskey on his property.57

Unlike the arrests at public protests, in these situations the police were not 

responding to a protest being carried out but rather were aggressively targeting activists 

who had been or might be involved in the movement.  Furthermore, the types of charges 

utilized varied greatly although generally the violations were rooted in tangible evidence, 

such as bank checks or whiskey.  Without the presence of witnesses, officers had much 

more flexibility—in some cases, the flexibility to plant evidence or invent charges.  As 

well, whereas a breach of the peace was directly related to the protest action (the protest 

was being interpreted as a threat to the community), arrests that were made away from 

witnesses were usually completely unrelated to any civil rights action.  Instead, violations 

such as writing bad checks or resisting arrest were tied to the moral character of the 

individual.  Should these arrests gain publicity, police could focus on the actions of the 

individual without risking putting segregation on trial. 

54 A. L. Hopkins to Aubrey Bell, “Bob Moses,” 19 April 1963, SSC.
55 Tom Scarbrough, “Sunflower County,” 9 November 1962, SSC
56 Zack J. Van Landingham, “NAACP, Humphreys, Mississippi,” 27 January 1959, SSC.  
57 In agent Scarbrough’s report, Eckles was referred to as a “Negro boy” (although at the very least, he 

was 21, the legal voting age).  Scarbrough further remarked that Eckles “was totally lacking in ability as 



327

Regardless of the charges law enforcement officials used, one of the central 

purposes of arrests was to keep the most blatant forms of racial repression out of the 

public sphere.  Beatings and other forms of extralegal violence were increasingly 

understood as illegitimate violence, which undermined segregationists’ claims that the 

Jim Crow State protected all its citizens.  This did not mean, however, that the State was 

turning away from direct physical violence.  Instead, repression in the hands of official 

agents of the State meant that much of the physical violence would occur beyond public 

view.  Thus, as the State gained greater control over racial repression, officials publicly 

proclaimed that they were protecting all citizens while under the cover of confinement 

they delivered a much different message to those who challenged Jim Crow.  For 

instance, in 1961 Bessie Turner, a nineteen-year-old black woman from Clarksdale, 

attempted to register to vote.  Soon after that attempt, she was arrested for allegedly 

stealing $78 dollars from a local black man.  While in custody, she was taken to a room 

and forced to raise her dress.  She was then beaten with a strap across her buttocks and 

breasts.  The charge against her was then dropped and she was released.58  In this case, 

reminiscent of a slave being whipped by the master for disobedience, the arrest provided 

State officials with an opportunity to intimidate an activist behind closed doors.  Clearly, 

like generations of segregationists that came before them, many officials continued to 

believe that physical intimidation was still an effective tool in maintaining domination.

well as character to qualify as a citizen to participate in any election.  His reputation was bad and his 
education very limited.” Tom Scarbrough, “Panola County ,” 17 April 1962, SSC.

58 “Negro Claims Was Beaten,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 15 March 1962; “Mississippi Terror Traced 
to Officials, War on Negro Voters,” The Worker, 21 April 1963, Box 165, Folder “CORE, 1962-1967,” J. 
B. Matthews Papers; Henry, Aaron Henry, 106-07.
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For many activists, the arrests accompanied by beatings were not one-time affairs.  

Peter Stoner, a student at the University of Chicago, first came to Mississippi in 1961 

with the freedom riders.  Still active in the movement in 1964, he compiled a report of his 

experiences as a SNCC worker, which reveals not only how arrests became a prevalent 

tactic of intimidation but also how physical violence was far more common in 

Mississippi than what Americans saw on the nightly news or read in their daily 

newspapers.

In January, Stoner was arrested for obstructing traffic, parking illegally, not 

having a Selective Service Card, and possession of narcotics.  The day after getting out of 

jail, he was arrested by the same officers for having improper tags on his car, having no 

driver’s license, interfering with an officer, and using profanity.  Eight days later he was 

arrested for “improper passing” in his car.  In February, upon trying to visit Lawrence 

Guyot in prison, Stoner was again arrested and found guilty of disturbing the peace, 

resisting arrest, using profanity, and contempt of court.  He was again imprisoned and 

was beaten by a fellow prisoner while the guard watched.  On separate occasions, he was 

struck across the face by a constable and he was again beaten in prison.  Stoner remained 

in jail until May 21.59  Within the span of five months, Stoner had been arrested four 

times, beaten at least three times, and spent more than three months in jail.

The arrests and beatings of Turner and Stoner were directly related to civil rights 

activities.  In other instances, police action extended beyond those involved in organized 

59 Peter Stoner, “Report of SNCC Worker Pete Stoner on Experiences in Hattiesburg from January 7 to 
May 21, 1964,” Peter Stoner Papers, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern 
Mississippi, Hattiesburg.  
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activism to anyone who challenged Jim Crow norms.  In March 1963, a 67 year old black 

man, Andrew J. Bradley, stopped a white postman walking by and asked him about an 

overdue package.  According to Bradley, the postman responded, “A nigger has no 

business stopping a postman.”  Shortly after that, the police came to Bradley’s house, 

beat him, and charged him with disorderly conduct and resisting arrest.60  The action 

taken against Bradley had nothing to do with civil rights activism but rather with his 

apparent transgression of racial deference.  His arrest and beating demonstrate how laws 

and the police became the primary tools not only of stopping civil rights demonstrations 

but of retaliating against any act of racial transgression.  

Although law enforcement officials were especially concerned with civil rights 

efforts, they also responded to virtually any form of racial subversion.  In that sense, 

these official agents of the State were performing the roles of racial maintenance that had 

been previously carried out by informally by local citizens.  From the perspective of 

segregationists there was little difference between an organized protest and an individual 

transgressing racial norms.  Both forms of subversion represented real threats to Jim 

Crow authority, which, if left unchecked, could lead more challenges.  Accordingly, 

blacks were arrested as much to be reminded of their subordinate position as to thwart a 

specific legal challenge.  For instance, in Clarksdale Vera Pigee and her husband, stopped 

at a service station to purchase gas.  Pigee asked an attendant, a teenage boy, for the key 

to the (white) women’s restroom.  He initially told her to use the restroom in the back, for 

blacks, but she said she was afraid to go back there because it was dark.  He relented and 

60 “Man Wants Trial, City Would Like to Forget Case,” Mississippi Free Press, 27 April 1963.  
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gave her the key to the restroom in front.  A second attendant approached her, told her 

she had to use the restroom in back, and took the key from her.  She told him she was 

going to report him to the manager.  Then, after paying for the gas, this second attendant 

refused to give her back the change she was owed.  Pigee continued to ask for her change 

until the attendant struck her across the head.  She went home and called the chief of 

police, Ben Collins.  Within an hour, Collins came to her house and arrested her for 

disturbing the peace. The following day, she was found guilty.61  One can read Pigee’s 

beating and arrest as a response to her challenging a white man and then demanding the 

protection of the law.  Her arrest and trial, similar to the public lynchings of a previous 

generation, served both as a form of personal intimidation and as a warning that in Jim 

Crow Mississippi blacks should remain submissive to whites and should remain in their 

racially inferior place.  

As segregationists were on the lookout for Jim Crow transgressions, blacks were 

not the only ones at risk of being arrested.  Anyone who in anyway seemed to violate Jim 

Crow norms could attract the attention of State officials.  For instance, in 1961, two white 

men from California were arrested and jailed “under suspicion of burglary.”  The two 

men had been staying with a black blues musician, Wade Walker, while they recorded his 

music for a record company in London.  Walker was an NAACP member who, according 

to the Sovereignty Commission agent, was “an ignorant Negro who believes himself 

much smarter than he is.”  Officially, the sheriff claimed that the white men were arrested 

61 Congressional Record, 92nd Cong., “Council of Federated Organizations Civil Rights Action Program 
in the State of Mississippi,” 16 June 1964, 13511, Box 170, Folder “COFO,” J. B. Matthews Papers.
Following the trial, Pigee again reported her beating by the attendant.  He was arrested but released the 
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because there had been two burglaries the same night they were staying with the black 

man.  The questioning of the white men, however, had nothing to do with robbery but 

rather focused on what they thought about integration and the civil rights movement.  

Although the two men denied any involvement in the movement, they did acknowledge 

that they believed in integration.  After the district attorney, sheriff, chief deputy, and 

Sovereignty Commission agent discussed the matter, they agreed that it was best to 

release the men and tell them to leave the state.62  In this case, the charges were dropped 

before it went to trial.  However, for many activists, the arrests represented only the first 

of a two step process.  The second step played out in the courtroom.  

Throughout the Jim Crow era, in which blacks were often not allowed to testify 

against whites, there was not even the pretense of racial fairness.  As Ed Ayers notes 

about the Reconstruction era, whites made few attempts to disguise the inherent racial 

injustice of the legal system.63  Conversely, in her analysis of race in contemporary U.S. 

culture, Joy James portrays a system in which the racial inequities within the criminal 

arena are couched behind racially innocuous labels.  The oppressed become the 

scapegoats for crime through the perpetuation of “the national icons of the welfare cheat, 

rapist, thief, and murderer as black.” 64  In the process State violence against the 

oppressed, including arrests, police brutality, imprisonment, and executions, is 

same day.  Unlike the speed with which Pigee was brought to trial, the wheels of justice moved much 
slower for the attendant.  More than a year later he had still not been brought to trial.  

62 Tom Scarbrough, “Coahoma County - Wade Walker - Negro male barber [. . .],” 17 July 1961, SSC.
63 Ayers, Vengeance and Justice, 184
64 James, Resisting State Violence, 15.
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reconfigured as state protection.  Unlike the days of Reconstruction, these cultural 

references represent an attempt to deny the racial injustices within the legal system.

Looking back to 1950s and 60s Mississippi, one finds a judicial system that has 

more in common with the contemporary courts than with Reconstruction justice.  

Mississippi officials used the courts to transform the State’s attacks on activists into State 

protection.  The trial became a key site in which State officials attempted to justify the 

arrests of activists as actions taken to protect the larger society from criminals.

In many respects, in the State’s efforts to marginalize activists and valorize the 

Jim Crow State, the courtroom was a much more important venue than the arrest scene.  

As George Lipsitz contends, dominant groups “must make their triumphs appear 

legitimate and necessary in the eyes of the vanquished.  That legitimation is hard work.”65

In Mississippi, much more so than the arrests, the trials were critical to giving Jim Crow 

domination the appearance of legitimacy and necessity.  While the arrests were dramatic, 

forceful displays of State authority, they were usually witnessed only by those who were 

actually being arrested (which also partly explains why the arrests were frequently 

accompanied by direct physical violence).  In contrast, the trial represented a public 

spectacle.  Scheduled in advance, the trial offered greater public access and consequently 

greater public visibility.  Anyone could witness the proceedings, including blacks, whites, 

the local press, and the national press.66  In addition, unlike the arrests, the trials were 

65 George Lipsitz, “The Struggle for Hegemony,” Journal of American History 75, No. 1 (June 1988), 
147.  

66 There were, however, exceptions to this public access.  For example, Peter Stoner’s trial was 
conducted in the backroom of a prison and there were no spectators in attendance.  Likewise, in the trial 
against the seven leaders of the Clarksdale boycott, the trial was held in the county jail, which the 
Mississippi Free Press reported was probably intended to keep spectators away.  In these types of cases the 
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staged performances of “justice.”  Words were chosen carefully and arguments were 

prepared, thus the trial lacked the spontaneity that often characterized arrests.  

Furthermore, with each side having the opportunity to make its case to the judge or the 

jury, the trial had the appearance of fairness, at least in its format.  

For those reasons, the courtroom became a vital arena in the State’s efforts to 

prove to local black and white citizens and the nation that beyond a shadow of a doubt 

activists were criminals and the Jim Crow State was fair and just.  As a scripted 

performance of justice, the State used the trial to emphasize two themes:   that the Jim 

Crow State was preserving ‘law and order’ and that race, civil rights, and segregation had 

nothing to do with the charges or the proceedings.  Thus while the trial was another step 

in the process of racial repression it also contributed to the larger campaign to discredit 

activists, legitimate Jim Crow rule, and conceal violence against blacks.  This agenda was 

particularly clear in the State’s attempts to silence Aaron Henry and Clyde Kennard.  

As previously noted, much of the State’s attempts to silence Henry initially 

focused on trying to catch him breaking the law.  After years of searching for any nugget 

of incriminating evidence against Henry, in 1962 local officials arrested him for allegedly 

making “unnatural [sexual] advances toward a white [male] hitchhiker.”67  Henry was 

charged with molesting a white man.  Just as ideologies of class, gender, and citizenship 

informed the incrimination process, as the Henry episode illustrates, issues of sexuality 

could also be used to ostracize an activist from ‘normal’ society.  As Henry later 

trial was not intended as an example of justice but rather as an expedient performance of intimidation and 
repression.  Stoner, “Report of SNCC Worker Pete Stoner”; and “Negro Leaders Sentenced in Delta, 
Mississippi Free Press, 6 January 1962.
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remarked, the homosexuality label had represented an interesting shift in State 

intimidation.  Noting that officials had previously tried to brand activists as communists, 

Henry surmised that these charges were becoming less useful, and “[s]o they picked a 

new charge—one detested equally by whites and Negroes—homosexuality.”68

Although there was no conclusive evidence of any wrongdoing and in fact the 

Mississippi Free Press declared that the charges had been manufactured, Henry was 

found guilty by an all white jury.  The Sovereignty Commission agent Tom Scarbrough 

noted that Henry’s attorneys had tried to turn the arrest into a racial issue.  And based on 

the confidential reports, we know that in fact the arrest was directly related to Henry’s 

race and his political activism.  Yet the agent remarked that the attorneys had not been 

able to connect the arrests to race and he believed that Henry had received “a fair and 

impartial trial.” 69  In other words, knowing the racial motivations that were behind the 

charges, the agent expressed satisfaction that the performance of justice had seemingly 

gone off without a hitch.  However, and as further proof that the charges had no merit, the 

Mississippi Supreme Court overturned the conviction on the basis of false evidentiary 

claims by police officers.70

Although the State used the courtroom as a “legal” way to repress black 

resistance, at times it also had to cover its own “extra-legal” tracks with the trial, as 

happened with Clyde Kennard.  In 1959 Kennard, a native of Forrest County, attempted 

67 “Henry Jailed; Trumped-Up Charge,” Mississippi Free Press, 10 March 1962.
68 Aaron Henry, 124-125.
69 The Mississippi Supreme Court had overturned the verdict initially and then reversed that decision.  

“Henry Conviction in Morals Case Struck Down by High Court,” Mississippi Free Press, 22 June 1963.  
For a fuller account of the numerous attempts by the police to silence Henry, see his autobiography, 
especially chapters 10 and 11.  Aaron Henry.
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to register at all-white Mississippi Southern College.71  In putting down this threat to 

segregation, officials had several options.  A local attorney offered to have Kennard’s car 

“hit by a train.”72  However, state officials preferred to deal with Kennard in a way that 

would minimize the risk of attracting publicity.  Initially a Sovereignty Commission 

agent persuaded several local black acquaintances of Kennard to talk him into 

withdrawing his application.  But Kennard refused.  Next working with the college 

president, Sovereignty Commission officials and Governor J. P. Coleman agreed that the 

college would deny his application on several grounds, including a supposedly false 

medical certificate that suggested “a lack of good moral character.”  In other words, as in 

the previously mentioned arrests of activists, officially Kennard would be denied 

admission because he was morally flawed, not because he was black.  Kennard met with 

the president and accepted the decision.  However, upon leaving the campus building, 

two local police officers—apparently acting on their own—arrested Kennard and charged 

him with reckless driving and possession of whiskey.73

The arrest of Kennard on campus was exactly the type of dramatic incident that 

state officials had tried to avoid.  Upon hearing of the arrest, Sovereignty Commission 

agent Zack J. Van Landingham immediately contacted the governor’s office and 

informed an aide that neither he nor the state police had anything to do with the arrest 

70 “Henry Conviction in Morals Case Struck Down,” Mississippi Free Press, 22 June 1963.
71 Although the details of Kennard’s experiences are included in several other studies, it is included 

here as a prime example of the State tactics and more specifically it is analyzed within the context of the 
State’s attempts to criminalize activists.  For other accounts of this incident, see Dittmer, Local People, 79-
83; Oshinsky, “Worse Than Slavery”, 231-233; Aaron Henry, 135-136; and Myrlie Evers-Williams, For 
Us, the Living (New York:  Doubleday, 1967), 214-225.

72 Zack J. Van Landingham, “M. C. Parker; Civil Rights- Violence,” 4 May 1959, SSC.  
73 Zack J. Van Landingham to Governor J. P. Coleman, 21 September 1959, SSC.  
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which “appeared to be a frame-up with the planting of the evidence in Kennard’s car.”74

Taking all precautions not to be associated with the arrest, the agent decided not to go to 

the sheriff’s office, believing reporters would already be there and that they might 

connect the Sovereignty Commission to the incident.  Meanwhile, the district attorney, 

who believed a college security official with “outlandish ideas” was behind the frame-up, 

suggested an immediate hearing, presumably so the matter would disappear quickly.  

However, at the hearing Kennard refused to plead anything until consulting a lawyer and 

he was returned to jail.75  Thus, even though officials in critical positions knew or at least 

suspected that the arrest was made on false premises, no one acted to have the charges 

dropped.  Instead, officials did the opposite.  Once the criminalization of Kennard was set 

in motion, the Sovereignty Commission and the district attorney joined in.

The case went to trial and Kennard was found guilty and fined $600.  The judge, 

who had consulted with the Sovereignty Commission throughout the trial, announced to 

the press that “of all the cases I have ever heard, the state has proved more in this one the 

guilt of the defendant.”76  Thus, just as Scarbrough had emphasized the fairness of 

Henry’s trial, in this case the judge’s comments validated the arrests in which the trial 

had proven Kennard’s guilt not just beyond the shadow of a doubt but beyond any case 

the judge had ever heard.  Furthermore, he seemed to be trying to convince the public that 

74 Ibid.  Van Landingham remarked to Governor Coleman that the officers claimed that Kennard had 
left his car unlocked and they found the whiskey in there while they were waiting for Kennard to return.  
Van Landingham checked with campus security officials, who had watched Kennard park and then lock his 
car.  Thus the agent and the security guard knew that the officers were lying although neither made this 
information public.

75 Ibid.  
76 Ibid.; and “Kennard Guilty in Forrest Court,” Jackson Daily News, 29 September 1959.
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Kennard was clearly a criminal based on supposedly overwhelming evidence.  The trial 

also at least temporarily silenced an activist.  

But Kennard was not easily deterred.  In 1960 he again tried to enroll at 

Mississippi Southern College.  This time he was arrested allegedly for having a teenage 

boy steal twenty-five dollars worth of chicken feed.  The case hinged on what the 

Mississippi Free Press referred to as the confused, contradictory testimony of the 

supposed thief.77  Nonetheless, the all white jury deliberated ten minutes before finding 

Kennard guilty.  He was then given the maximum sentence, seven years in the state 

penitentiary.78  However, the performance of justice, the assertion of law and order, and 

the criminalization of civil rights did not end with the verdict.  

Upon hearing the outcome of the trial, Medgar Evers referred to the proceedings 

as a ‘mockery of justice.’  For those remarks he was charged and found guilty of 

contempt of the court.  The charges were eventually overturned—probably because of the 

obvious freedom of speech infringement.  Yet during the trial, the district attorney had 

painted Evers, not the courts, as the source of injustice in arguing that Evers comments 

were meant to ‘impede, degrade, obstruct, embarrass, interrupt, defeat and corrupt the 

administration of justice.’79  In respect to both Kennard and Evers, the legal system had 

77 “The History of Clyde Kennard,” Mississippi Free Press, 8 September 1962.
78 Conversely, the defendant accused of actually stealing the feed was given a five year suspended 

sentence.  In one of the saddest and most troubling episodes in an era full of tragedies, while in prison 
Kennard learned that he had cancer.  Despite a medical report recommending immediate parole, he 
remained in prison and continued to work in the fields at the prison.  In addition, his medical checkups 
were cancelled.  After numerous appeals to the governor, Kennard was finally released from prison in 1963 
shortly before he died.  Oshinsky, “Worse than Slavery,” 232.  

79 “Medgar Evers State NAACP Secretary to Appear Before Circuit Court Judge Friday to Show Cause 
Why He Should not be Cited for Contempt Court,” Jackson Advocate, 2 December 1960.
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served a dual purpose as both a means of intimidation and as an attempt to portray 

Kennard as a criminal and Evers as an enemy of justice.  

In the growing utilization of arrests and trials throughout this period, ultimately 

officials were trying to balance their attempts at thwarting all racial subversion with 

national perceptions of Jim Crow rule.  Yet, in considering the motivations for using 

ambiguous or invented charges, one should ask if anyone actually believed this lie.  

Indeed, when seven activists were arrested in 1961 for organizing a boycott of downtown 

Clarksdale merchants, they were charged with ‘conspiring to commit acts injurious to 

public trade and commerce.’80  Meanwhile, the local newspaper reported that the group 

was accused of “having willfully and unlawfully conspired to induce many colored 

persons [. . .] not to trade with white merchants.”81  It is likely that most local citizens 

would have understood the arrest as racially motivated whether or not the newspaper 

mentioned the racial aspects of the case.  

In addition, activists clearly understood the reasons for the arrests of activists.  

The Mississippi Free Press, paraphrasing activist and political prisoner Diane Nash 

Bevel, wrote, “Instead of using laws involving the legality of segregation [. . .] the system 

hides behind charges of disorderly conduct, trespasses, breach of peace, contribution to 

delinquency, etc.”82  Meanwhile through examples of Bessie Turner, Peter Stoner, and 

countless others, many activists would have assumed that their arrests were a pretense to 

80 “Police Arrest Seven Negroes,” Memphis Commercial Appeal, 6 December 1961.
81 “Police Jail 7 Negroes in Clarksdale Boycott,” Jackson Daily News, 7 December 1961.  
82 “Pregnant Freedom Fighter Surrenders,” Mississippi Free Press, 5 May 1962.  
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being beaten.  In fact, in many instances the arrests and beatings were meant to serve as a 

warning to other activists, not as examples of law and order.

So, who were State officials trying to fool?  One answer is that segregationists 

were trying to avoid any charges that could lead to a constitutional challenge to 

segregation.  In addition, the general public (local blacks and whites and the nation) had 

virtually no access to the details of particular arrests.  What may have been an arrest on 

trumped up charges followed by a beating, could appear in the local newspaper as 

“disturbing the peace” or “theft.”  That interpretation could then be strengthened by a 

guilty verdict based on “overwhelming” evidence.  And clearly, as noted at the beginning 

of this chapter regarding the Washington Post coverage, State officials were relatively 

successful in covering up their acts of physical violence.  By utilizing common criminal 

charges and disavowing any racial motivations behind the arrests, State officials used the 

arrests and trials to publicly represent racial repression as State protection.  In the 

process, activists and anyone who dissented from the dominant ideology were portrayed 

as dangerous criminals who threatened the social peace.  Those who protested against the 

violence of Jim Crow were publicly constructed as the instigators of violence.  Through 

the trials in particular, State officials tried to demonstrate that law and order, not 

segregation or civil rights, was the central issue.  Thus, the structural violence of arrests 

and trials, in which racial intent was cloaked, became a valuable tool for maintaining the 

status quo.  At the same time, once activists were taken into custody, the direct physical 

violence of beatings and lynchings could be carried out without attracting public 

attention.  
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Redefining State Violence

For all the attempts to rely on arrests and to conduct beatings away from 

witnesses, 1950s and 1960s Mississippi is still generally understood as a place teeming 

with racial violence.  Indeed, a partial list of those murdered in relation to activism or Jim 

Crow transgressions in the time between the Emmett Till lynching in 1955 and the 

Medgar Evers murder in 1963 includes Tim Holman, Matthew Crawford, Clinton 

Melton, Charles Brown, Jessie Shelby, Ed Duckworth, Melton Russell, George Love, 

Woodrow Wilson Daniels, Mack Charles Parker, Jonas Causey, William Roy Prather, 

Lover Stapleton, Herbert Lee, and Eli Brumfield.  In addition to the deaths there were 

countless other acts of brutality.  From January 1961 through March 1963, The Worker, 

an alternative newspaper published in New York, counted 43 incidents of direct physical 

violence against blacks in Mississippi.83  As well, it was not only lawless vigilantes 

committing acts of direct physical violence against blacks but also official representatives 

of the State.  Along with the previously cited episodes, these incidents included a sheriff 

who shot an African American teenager in the back and an off-duty highway patrolman 

who after an auto accident, struck a disabled black woman across the face with his fist 

and a knife.84  Additionally, in sworn testimony before the Civil Rights Advisory 

Committee in 1963, the committee heard recounted seven acts of police brutality against 

83 “Mississippi Terror Traced to Officials.”
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Mississippi blacks.85  Furthermore, given the nature of what activist-scholar John Salter 

referred to as the ‘silent South,’ many other episodes likely went unreported.  

All of these acts of violence contradicted the official message to the nation and to 

local blacks that the State protected both races and that Jim Crow society fostered racial 

harmony and peace.  This public relations problem was not lost on State officials who 

recognized that violence had the potential to undermine Jim Crow legitimacy.86  For 

example, in 1955 following an NAACP statement denouncing the shooting of voting 

rights activist Gus Courts, Governor Hugh White also condemned it and then warned that 

more episodes of violence against blacks could lead to problems with the federal 

government.87  Both the timing of the statement and the association of the shooting with 

possible federal intervention suggest that the real concern was not Court’s life nor the 

lives of other Mississippi blacks but of attracting unwanted national attention to the state.  

Throughout the late 1950s and early 1960s, officials were utilizing numerous tactics to 

keep violence hidden from the public and when that was not possible, to control how 

those incidents were perceived.  

84 James Desmond, “New Cross Afire in Dixie,” n.d., Box 376, Folder “NAACP, 1956,” J. B. 
Matthews Papers; “Policeman Fights Crutches,” Mississippi Free Press, 1 September 1962.

85 The Mississippi Advisory Committee to the United States Commission on Civil Rights, “Report on 
Mississippi,” 1963, Victoria Gray Adams Papers, William D. McCain Library and Archives, University of 
Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.  

86 As Charles Payne contends, this recognition that lynchings and physical violence hurt the 
segregationist cause began well before the post-Brown era.  He refers, for example, to a 1943 Clarion-
Ledger editorial cautioning that the only way to avoid federal intervention in the state was ‘to prevent 
lynchings in the future, through education, through suasion, and by giving every prisoner or suspect full 
and adequate protection until the guilty are punished through due process of law. As I noted in the 
discussion of the role of trials, segregationists embraced the appearance of due process, if not the substance 
of these sentiments.  Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom, 19-20.  

87 “Shooting of Gus Courts NAACP Branch President Keeps State in Spotlight as Observers See New 
Crisis in Race Relations,” Jackson Advocate, 3 December 1955.
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One of the State’s strategies was to take preventive measures.  As previously 

noted, top level officials asked locals not to respond to Jim Crow challenges but to let it 

be handled by law enforcement officials.  In turn, the Sovereignty Commission agents 

tried to encourage local law enforcement to consult the agency before acting.  

Accordingly Sovereignty Commission agents rejected a local citizen’s offer to have 

Clyde Kennard hit by a train.  

Once an act of violence had occurred and become public, officials turned to other 

strategies.  Frequently, they denied that race had been a factor in the incident.  For 

example, in 1955 after Lamar Smith was shot and killed for his involvement in voter 

registration, the District Attorney explained that the murder was ‘politically inspired’ and 

that Smith ‘was under suspicion’ because of an unusually high number of absentee 

ballots cast in the recent primary.  Meanwhile, the Clarion-Ledger noted that Smith had 

once been convicted for bootlegging.88  Additionally, many of the references to the 

murder were shrouded in euphemisms that subtly divorced the episode from issues of 

race, murder, or civil rights.  The Jackson Clarion-Ledger referred to the incident as a 

“county political situation” while the governor called it a ‘squabble’ in local politics.89

As James Scott contends, one of the ways in which the dominant group tries to maintain 

control over the public stage is to use euphemisms that mask “the many nasty facts of 

domination and [gives] them a harmless or sanitized aspect.”90  Thus whether addressing 

88 “Pin Vote Slaying on Trio”; and James Featherston, “Links Shooting Of Negro With Vote 
Irregularities,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 14 August 1955.

89 “Sheriff Case Will Talk to Governor,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 20 August 1955; and “Governor 
White Says Sheriff Can Handle Brookhaven Situation, Jackson Advocate, 20 August 1955.  

90 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance:  Hidden Transcripts (New Haven, Conn.:  
Yale University Press, 1990), 52-55.  As examples he lists pacification as a euphemism for armed attack 
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local blacks or a much larger public, officials often tried to minimize the image of racial 

violence either through euphemisms or through denials that race played any role in the 

incident.

Another common tactic after an episode of violence was for State officials to 

promise swift justice or to offer cooperation in finding the guilty parties.  For example, in 

the Gus Courts shooting, which many believed the Citizens’ Council was behind, the 

Citizen’s Council both condemned the shooting and offered a reward for information 

leading to an arrest.91  The subtext in these statements, either denying the role of race or 

of offering cooperation, was that a violent episode was the act of an individual not a 

product of the Jim Crow system.  Thus, in 1963 after shots were fired into a Greenwood 

home occupied by activists, local officials issued a statement claiming that the ‘attacks on 

the Negro people did not take place or that, if they did, they were without official 

sanction.’  They further clarified this position by explaining ‘if white persons did shoot 

into the Block car and the Greene house, they were not doing it as representatives of the 

city of Greenwood.’92  In essence, Greenwood officials were trying a two step 

approach—complete denial or if that fails, claim that city officials were not responsible.  

This statement implied that the shooting (if it could be proved there was one) was an act 

of individual vigilantes and not systemic violence produced by Jim Crow rule.  

and occupation, capital punishment for state execution, and reeducation camps for the prisons for political 
opponents.  

91 “Shooting of Gus Courts NAACP Branch President.”  Similarly, after the Reverend George Lee was 
shot and killed in 1955, the Citizens’ Council offered a $250 reward for any information regarding the 
killer and the sheriff claimed to be conducting a thorough investigation.  Yet, as Charles Payne observes, 
“[t]he pretense of concern with justice was due largely to fear of federal action.”  Payne, I’ve Got the Light 
of Freedom, 39.

92 “Mississippi Terror Traced to Officials, War on Negro Voters.”



344

While officials at times blamed unknown vigilantes, more often they blamed the 

victims.  In 1962, in response to shots fired into houses where activists lived, local 

officials initially argued publicly that activists had committed the act to generate 

publicity.93  In addition, in the previously mentioned incident of Hartman Turnbow’s 

house being set on fire, it was Turnbow and Bob Moses who were arrested.  The sheriff 

suggested that the fire had been set to attract attention to the voter registration movement.  

He further expressed doubt that there was a gunmen or a ‘real’ bombing because no one 

had been killed and there had been very little damage to the house.  Eventually two white 

men were arrested for the crime but a jury found them not guilty even though, according 

to the Mississippi Free Press, the men had confessed to the police that they had set the 

fire.94  Likewise, in the same year in Ruleville, after Marian Burkes and Vivian Hilliet, 

who were active in the voter registration drive, were shot, the mayor suggested that the 

shooting had been ‘prefabricated’ [sic] and that the women ‘did it themselves.’95  On the 

part of law enforcement officials, it often seemed that they preferred wild conjectures as 

opposed to actual investigations.  

In trying to reframe these violent incidents, whether to blame blacks or to absolve 

the State, segregationists at times had to reconfigure the image of those accused of 

violence against blacks.  In 1958, Yalobusha County Sheriff J. G. Treloar was charged 

with manslaughter in the death of a black prisoner, Woodrow Wilson Daniels.  Every 

93 Tom Scarbrough, “Sunflower County,” 26 September 1962, SSC.  
94 Tom Scarbrough, “Holmes County,” 14 May 1963, SSC; “Charge Milestone Man Bombed His Own 

Home,” Mississippi Free Press, 25 May 1963; and “Confess--And Be Acquitted,” Mississippi Free Press, 
27 July 1963.  

95 “Shooting of Two Negro Women Charged to Vote Drive,” Jackson Advocate, 15 September 1962.
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aspect of the trial seemed to work in favor of the sheriff.  Amid rumors that the NAACP 

was funding the prosecution, the prosecuting attorney denounced the organization and 

countered that he had been a member of the White Citizens’ Council since its inception.  

The case was heard by Judge Curtis Swango, who had presided over the Emmett Till 

case, and by an all white jury.  As the trial began nearly 400 citizens crowded into the 

courtroom, with 85 African Americans segregated into the balcony.96  The jury 

deliberated less than thirty minutes and found the sheriff not guilty, eliciting groans from 

the balcony.97

Throughout the trial, the issues of race and violence took center stage.  The 

beating of Daniels by the sheriff was never disputed.  The sheriff testified that he had hit 

Daniels with a blackjack when the prisoner refused to go back to the “Negro” cells but 

that he never hit Daniels across the head.98  Two eye witnesses, a white couple in prison 

on a forgery charge, testified that they saw the sheriff hitting Daniels above his shoulders, 

but they were discredited as having a bad reputation and being addicted to narcotics.99

Based on the testimony, then, the verdict rested on whether Treloar’s actions fell within 

the parameter of the duties of his position or whether the sheriff had crossed the line 

between legitimate and illegitimate violence.

Within the newspaper coverage of the trial, there was clearly an attempt both to 

bolster the reputation of Treloar as a man who would not commit illegitimate violence 

96 H.S. Bonney, Jr., “Jury Selection Show in Trial of Sheriff,” Jackson Daily News, 4 August 1958; 
James Kingsley, “White Jury to Try Sheriff Accused of Slaying Negro,” Memphis Commercial Appeal, 5 
August 1958. 

97 Ed Noel, “Sheriff Treloar Gives His Story, Jackson Clarion Ledger, 7 August 1958.
98 Ibid.
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and to deny that race played any role in the incident.  Journalist Ed Noel informed his 

Clarion-Ledger readers that the sheriff “has a spotless record [. . .] and a reputation for 

being fair with everyone.”100  One can infer that the “everyone” meant “whites and 

blacks.”  Similarly, the Grenada Daily Sentinel Star quoted the sheriff as remarking, 

‘Some people have tried to make a racial dispute over this but it wasn’t.’  He further 

explained, ‘I have no grudge against Negroes.’101  While these stories suggested that race 

was irrelevant in the beating, other stories focused on Treloar’s moral character.  For 

example, H. S. Bonney, Jr. of the Jackson Daily News noted that the sheriff was a 

“church-going Presbyterian.”102

Through the public discourse surrounding the trial, it is clear that the importance 

of the case extended beyond the guilt or innocence of one man.  It was not lost on the 

press or the hundreds who attended the case that symbolically, the Jim Crow State was on 

trial.  Had Treloar, an agent of the State, been found guilty, it would have been a public 

acknowledgement that the State engendered acts of violence against its black citizens.  

Given the stakes, segregationists worked diligently to show that Treloar, the legal system, 

and ultimately the State, treated blacks fairly and always acted in the best interest of both 

races.  As the State tried to convey this image to all its citizens and to the world, it was 

critical that episodes of racial violence, particularly those by State agents, be avoided or 

at least be committed where there would be no witnesses.  

99 H.S. Bonney, Jr., “Wearing His Star; Yalobusha Sheriff is Free, Comes to Jackson for Game,” 
Jackson Daily News, 8 August 1958.  

100 “NAACP ‘Happy’ About Prosecution,” Jackson State Times, 7 August 1958.
101 “Treloar Will Resume Duties,” Grenada Daily Sentinel Star, n.d., SSC. 
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The State’s concerns over issues of racial violence reveal a system of racial 

practices that were in transition.  The direct, open violence against blacks that had 

defined much of the Jim Crow era still existed and the State was only just beginning to 

turn to forms of State violence—disguised as arrests, trials, and the criminalization of 

dissent—that would become prevalent in the post-Civil Rights era.  During this in-

between stage of the late 1950s and early 1960s, State officials were realizing that the key 

to preserving Jim Crow rested on controlling public perceptions.  In order to demonstrate 

that segregation benefited both races and that Jim Crow society was racially harmonious,

State officials had to show that racial bias and racial violence against blacks did not exist.  

Frequently this meant denying that particular acts of violence were connected to race or 

civil rights, such as in the death of Lamar Smith.  At other times, this meant 

characterizing the victims of violence as the perpetrators of violence.  Through all of 

these efforts, the State waged a war of perceptions in which control over the meaning of 

violence within the public realm rested on concealing and disguising the structural 

violence of Jim Crow rule.  There is no better example of the State’s evolving approach 

to dissent than in its response to the freedom riders in 1961, in which the State turned to 

investigations, arrests, trials, and the manipulation of public discourse to discredit those 

who challenged segregation.

102 Bonney, Jr., “Wearing His Star.”  To understand the significance of the paper hinting at the sheriff’s 
religion, one should consider that the press never made links between activists and religion, despite the 
numerous, obvious influences of organized religion in the Civil Rights movement.
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Criminalizing the Freedom Rides

In 1961, black and white freedom riders, organized through the Congress of 

Racial Equality, traveled across the South in an attempt to desegregate interstate travel.  

Jackson, Mississippi, was one of their scheduled stops.  U.S. Attorney General Robert F. 

Kennedy initially planned to send federal troops to protect the riders but Governor Ross 

Barnett convinced him that there would be no violence in Mississippi.103  Several days 

before the freedom riders entered the state, public officials, including Governor Ross 

Barnett and Jackson Mayor Allen Thompson, cautioned local people not to resort to 

violence but to let the authorities handle the situation.  Their insistence on maintaining 

order was partly to keep federal marshals from being sent to Jackson but officials were 

also concerned with Jim Crow Mississippi’s public image and thus wanted to avoid what 

happened in Alabama.  

Just prior to coming to Mississippi, the freedom riders had traveled through 

Alabama where they were beaten and the buses were set on fire.  Those dramatic images 

of violence against the freedom riders were seen throughout the country and around the 

world.104  Thus, on May 23, 1961, as Mississippi officials prepared for the imminent 

arrival of the freedom riders, segregationists issued numerous directives to local citizens.  

Governor Ross Barnett cautioned that ‘[w]e cannot afford an unlawful incident or 

103 Bob Pittman, “Ross Says Law Will Be Upheld,” Jackson Daily News, 25 May 1961; and Dittmer, 
Local People, 92-95.

104  For more on the freedom riders in Mississippi, see Dittmer, Local People, 90-99.  For two excellent 
accounts of the freedom rides from the perspective of the riders, see James Farmer, Lay Bare the Heart:  An 
Autobiography of the Civil Rights Movement (New York:  Arbor House, 1985); and James Forman, The 
Making of Black Revolutionaries, (1972; reprint, Washington, D.C.:  Open Hand Publishing Inc.., 1985).  
For more on the experience of freedom riders in Alabama, see Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters:  
America in the King Years, 1954-1963 (New York:  Simon & Schuster, 1988), 412-491.
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violence within the borders of this state.’105  John R. Wright, president of the Citizens’ 

Council in Mississippi warned all citizens of Jackson to let the authorities deal with the 

riders.106  Other officials, including the state attorney general, state congressmen, the 

Jackson mayor, and the Jackson police chief, voiced similar concerns over the need to 

maintain law and order in responding to the freedom riders.  

Some of these public messages were either directed at or referred to Mississippi 

blacks.  Wright remarked ‘[t]hat there is a lot of resentment among the colored people in 

this state that the agitators are threatening to enter Mississippi.’  In addition, Thompson 

announced that the local television station would air a one hour program showing the 

progress being made by Jackson blacks under segregation.  It would serve as a reminder 

to local blacks of all they had gained under Jim Crow and at the very least it suggested 

that the mayor was worried that local blacks might support the freedom riders.107

Other public messages in the days before the riders entered Mississippi 

established a context for how local citizens should interpret the freedom rides.  For 

example, Barnett referred to the freedom rides as ‘the unlawful acts of outsiders.’108

Mississippi Attorney General John Patterson characterized the riders as ‘a group of wild-

eyed fanatical troublemakers who went to Alabama to create confusion.’109  Thus even 

before the riders arrived, segregationists were disparaging the riders and positioning them 

outside the ‘normal’ and as a threat to the ‘normal.’ 

105 “Citizens’' Council Urges ‘Let Authorities Handle,’” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 24 May 1961.
106 “Police Waiting Probe of Fight to Make Charge,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 24 May 1961.
107 Bill Coppenbarger, “Mayor Says Law Will Prevail Here,’ Jackson Daily News, 22 May 1961.
108 “Ross Promises Nonstop Rides,” Jackson Daily News, 22 May 1961.
109 Bob Pittman, “Ross Asks Public to Stay Calm,” Jackson Daily News, 24 May 1961.
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On May 24, 1961, when the freedom riders stopped at the Jackson bus depot, 

there were no violent incidents.  Upon entering the waiting rooms, all twenty-seven 

freedom riders were arrested and charged with breach of the peace.  Over the course of 

the next few months, more riders would enter the state and eventually more than two 

hundred were arrested and charged with breach of the peace.  For segregationists, the 

carefully planned response could not have gone better.  While there were many 

bystanders at the depot, local officials applauded themselves for not allowing any 

violence to occur.110

With the riders arrested, the next step for officials was to go before the public and 

justify the arrests by divorcing the freedom rides from civil right issues and then by 

redefining the freedom rides as a threat to ‘normal,’ peaceful society.  One part of the 

justification was to emphasize that in making the arrests, race and segregation had been 

irrelevant to the police officers’ actions.  As Barnett explained, none of the riders had 

been arrested for violating segregation laws but rather ‘for actions that could lead to a 

breach of the peace.’  Additionally, a consistent refrain in the public statements of 

Mississippi officials was that the riders were outsiders and neither black nor white 

Mississippians supported the riders.  In the same speech, Barnett explained that the 

‘outside agitators’ were disrupting a society in which whites and blacks ‘live and work in 

peace and harmony.’111  Many officials argued that the freedom riders had come to 

Mississippi only to cause trouble.  Four Mississippi Congressmen released a joint 

statement, explaining that the real intentions of the riders had been to come to Jackson to 

110 Wallace Dabbs, “27 Mixers Jailed on Arrival Here,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 25 May 1961.
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“evoke violence, riots, and bloodshed.”  They then commended local officials for not 

giving the freedom riders that opportunity.112

While the freedom rides were positioned as invaders threatening a racially 

harmonious society, much of the official characterizations of the riders was meant to 

transform the riders into criminals and communists.  The Clarion-Ledger reported that 

most of the riders had prior police records and the newspaper also provided the names of 

the riders with each one’s prior arrests.113  Most of those charges were related to other 

civil rights activities.  The references to communism were even more extensive.

Approximately one month after the first freedom riders had been arrested, T. B. 

Birdsong, head of the state highway patrol, announced that after a thorough investigation 

he had learned that the freedom rides were linked to communist leaders in the Soviet 

Union.  Birdsong explained that the freedom rides had been planned in Havana, Cuba, by 

Soviet officials.  He further noted that the Soviets taught the riders ‘how to make sit-ins, 

walk-ins, kneel-ins and Freedom Rides.’114  Senator James Eastland similarly linked the 

freedom rides to “high level meetings in Europe” and contended that communists had 

planned the freedom rides to embarrass the U.S. internationally.115  Thus, even before the 

trials began, black and white Mississippians were told that the riders were dangerous 

citizens who threatened not only local society but ultimately the U.S..  

111 Pittman, “Ross Says Law Will Be Upheld.”
112 “Congressmen Are Gratified,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 26 May 1961.
113 “City Police Arrest Group At Station,” Jackson Daily News, 24 May 1961; Pittman, “Ross Says 

Law Will Be Upheld”; and “‘Riders’ Here Have Past Police Records,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 25 May 
1961.

114 W. C. Shoemaker, “Soviets Planned ‘Freedom Rides,’” Jackson Daily News, 29 June 1961.  
115 “Eastland’s Speech Hits ‘Riders’ Chief,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 26 May 1961.  
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As expected, all the freedom riders were found guilty, fined $200, and given a 

sixty-day suspended sentence.  During the initial trials and through the appeals process, 

issues of race and segregation were suppressed while a discourse of violence took center 

stage.  The presiding judge, James Spencer, reminded the defense attorneys that 

segregation was not on trial.  He then chastised the riders, telling them that their conduct 

had ‘already led to mob action and it would appear they wanted violence.’  He further 

noted that ‘[t]hey were not traveling for the purpose of traveling but for the purpose of 

violence.  Their avowed purpose was to inflame the public.’ 116  On the same day, 

Jackson Mayor Allen Thompson appeared on NBC’s Today Show and justified the arrests 

by explaining “whenever there is a breakdown of law enforcement, mob violence will 

follow.”117  The prosecution’s case rested on the notion that the freedom riders were 

arrested to prevent the violence that had transpired in Alabama.  

State officials continued to push these themes at the appeals trials.  Judge Russell 

Moore cautioned both sides that it was ‘not a racial issue’ and not to inject race into their 

cases.118  During the trial, the prosecution argued that without the arrests, there would 

have been ‘bloodshed’ in the streets of Jackson.  Prosecuting attorney Paul Alexander 

explained that the central ‘issue here was whether the maintenance of law and order and 

whether the local police officers could protect the public from trouble makers.’  The 

116 “Each Fined $200; Terms Suspended,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 27 May 1961; and W. C. 
Shoemaker, “Jackson Negroes Reject ‘Cool Off,’” Jackson Daily News, 27 May 1961.

117 Edmund Noel, “Mayor Featured on TV; Expains [sic] Racial Policy,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 30 
May 1961.

118 In addition, the defense attempted to quash venire on the basis that blacks were systematically 
excluded from Mississippi juries.  However, after hearing testimony that ‘no one can tell whether a voter is 
white or Negro by looking at the [voter registration] books,’ the Judge ruled that there was no evidence of 
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riders also tried to appeal to the federal level.  However, Federal Judge Harold Cox, a 

native Mississippian, refused to hear the appeal.  In his statement, he referred to the 

freedom riders as ‘counterfeit citizens’ and argued that they ‘had no civil right to incite a 

riot’ and that police had acted properly by ‘arresting each of these criminals.’119

The issue of the breach of peace arrests reappeared a month later in September 

1961 in a federal suit against the city of Jackson filed by the NAACP.  NAACP lawyers 

argued that the breach of peace law was being used for the purpose of preserving 

segregation.  Mississippi officials flatly denied that the arrests had anything to do with 

segregation.  A month prior to the hearing, Paul Alexander contended that the NAACP 

had no case because ‘[t]here has not been an arrest made under the segregation statutes in 

the past ten years.’120  During the hearing, Joe Patterson testified that he did not know of 

any arrests for violations of state segregation laws.  Mayor Allen Thompson echoed those 

remarks, explaining that the arrests were in no way connected to segregation.  He further 

enumerated Mississippi’s racial policy, noting that its purpose was ‘to maintain a 

separation of the races—not segregation, we don't call it segregation—to maintain peace 

and order and to keep down disturbances.’121  Once again, and seemingly at all levels of 

law enforcement, activists were constructed as criminals and the police/representatives of 

racial discrimination.  Pat Flynn, “Judge Rules Out Racial Remarks,” Jackson Daily News, 23 August 
1961.

119 Kenneth Toler, “‘Riders’ Refused U. S. Jurisdiction,” Memphis Commercial Appeal, 27 August 
1961.

120 Tommy Herrington, “Mixing Suit Is Delayed,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 8 August 1961.
121 “Mayor Defends Race Separation; Tells Federal Court Policy Keeps Peace,” Jackson Daily News, 

26 September 1961.  Similarly Mississippi Attorney General Joe Patterson denied the allegation and 
testified that the sole purpose of the arrests of the freedom riders ‘was to preserve peace and order within 
Mississippi.’  Bob Pittman, “Alabama Rioting ‘Lesson’ To State,” Jackson Daily News, 27 September 
1961.
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the State were simply acting in the best interests of its citizens by maintaining law and 

order.  

In between the various court appearances, the freedom riders also spent much 

time in jail.  Through their experience in prison one recognizes a dissimilitude between 

the State’s official story and the accounts of the freedom riders.  Bob Pittman of the 

Jackson Daily News wrote that the freedom riders had been pleasantly surprised by how 

well they were treated in Mississippi prisons.122  In addition, officials from Minnesota, 

including the chairperson of the Minnesota Human Rights Commission, were invited to 

Mississippi to visit the prisons.  Upon returning home, they reported that the prisoners 

were not being mistreated.123  Conversely, there were numerous negative reports about 

the prisoners.  Sheriff J. R. Gilroy claimed that the white freedom riders were forcing 

black prisoners to run errands for them.124  There were also reports that the local black 

prisoners disliked the freedom riders.125  In addition, after one of the freedom riders 

complained of being beaten by a prison guard, Sheriff Gilroy blamed the prisoner, 

reasoning that the freedom riders were still trying to create a disturbance.126

These statements bore little resemblance to the accounts of freedom riders.  From 

the prisoners there were numerous reports of physical and psychological violence.  For 

example, women were subject to vaginal searches under unsanitary conditions.  As for 

the visit of the Minnesota group, the freedom riders explained that just before the visit, 

122 Bob Pittman, “Incidents of the Week,” Jackson Daily News, 28 May 1961.
123 Bonita Appleton, “Minnesota Probers Uncover Few Complaints In Prison,” Jackson Daily News, 7 

July 1961; and “Rider Total Reaches 198 as 8 Jailed,” Jackson Daily News, 8 July 1961.
124 “Eight More ‘Riders’ Given $200 Fines in Court Here,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 31 May 1961.
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the cells were cleaned, the meals improved, and some of the inmates were moved to 

another area so the cells appeared less crowded.  The freedom riders also had a different 

understanding of how they were received by the local prisoners.  James Farmer explained 

that black prisoners and trustees were sympathetic toward the freedom riders and 

supportive of the civil rights movement.127  Furthermore, while State officials continued 

to refer to the freedom rides as an outside invasion, one of the freedom riders, Louise 

Inghram, noted that of the 322 freedom riders, 41 came from Jackson, the largest number 

from any one city.128

The distinctions between the official reports released to the public by State 

officials and the prisoners’ accounts demonstrate two crucial points regarding State 

repression in the 1960s.129  First, despite official claims to the contrary, direct physical 

violence against activists (and blacks in general) had not disappeared or even diminished.  

Second, and related to the first point, it was increasingly becoming more critical for State 

officials to hide vigilante and State violence from the public.  In fact, at Parchman, the 

guards were under strict orders not to physically harm the Freedom Riders.130  More 

125 Wallace Dabs, “17 More ‘Riders’ Draw Fines in Municipal Court,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 31 
May 1961.

126 “Officers Probe Report ‘Rider’ Beaten at Farm,” Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 30 May 1961.
127 Peter Stoner recalled similar experiences with black prisoners in his time spent in jail in 1963.  
128 Mary Hamilton, Louise Inghram, et. al., “Freedom Riders Speak For Themselves,” November 1961, 

Sheila Michaels Papers; and Joanne Grant, “Freedom Riders Withstand Barbarous Jail Treatment,” 
National Guardian, 14 August 1961, Box 165, Folder “CORE, 1960-1961,” J. B. Matthews Papers.

129 Some Mississippi blacks did have some misgivings about the freedom riders and civil rights 
workers in general.  As Endesha Ida Mae Holland, a native Mississippian and activist (and later professor 
and Pulitzer prize winning playwright), recalled, her own mother did not want her to associate with civil 
rights workers and expressed concerns that the presence of civil rights workers would ultimately result in 
physical violence against local blacks.  Endesha Ida Mae Holland, From the Mississippi Delta:  A Memoir 
(New York:  Simon & Schuster, 1997), 211-212.  

130 Oshinsky, “Worse than Slavery,” 235.  As John Dittmer observes, had it not been for the “glare of 
national publicity” focused on the riders, they likely would have been exposed to more violence in prison.  
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generally, the State’s overall response to the freedom riders epitomizes the 

transformations in racial repression.  Instead of lynchings and publicly visible violence, 

officials handled the riders ‘legally’ through arrests, trials, and a public discourse of 

criminality and un-Americanism.  

By the early 1960s at least one aspect of Jim Crow rule had not changed much.  

White racists were still trying to preserve racial domination through violence.  

Nonetheless, the performance and the very nature of that violence was changing.  As 

racial lines were increasingly maintained through surveillance, arrests, and trials, the 

political State came to play an active role in everyday forms of racial oppression, even as 

vigilante violence persisted.  This significant, if incomplete, shift toward a systemic 

racism protected and concealed by the political State sheds light on how racial repression 

would continue even after the demise of Jim Crow.  

As I explain in the conclusion, racial repression in the post-Civil Rights era would 

continue to be concealed by the language of law and order and social peace, in both the 

South and the North, where many forms of racial discrimination were not outwardly 

supported by a racial discourse.  

Dittmer, Local People, 95.  For more on the treatment of the freedom riders in prison, see William Banks 
Taylor, Down on Parchman Farm:  The Great Prison in the Mississippi Delta (Columbus:  Ohio State 
University Press, 1991), 170-171.  
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Conclusion

The Legacy of Jim Crow Racial Repression

When Fannie Lou Hamer died in 1977, the Mississippi House of Representatives 

unanimously passed a resolution recognizing her contributions to Mississippi.1  A little 

more than a decade prior to her death the State response was quite different; Hamer’s 

activism was met with multiple beatings, arrests, and jailings.  In that sense, the 

transformation in Hamer’s official status represents an ironic coda to the civil rights 

struggle in Mississippi.  A woman who was once the enemy of the State was now in 

death treated as a hero.2  From another perspective, however, the state legislature’s 

actions were not as ironic nor as odd as they might seem at first glance.  In fact, Hamer’s 

official transformation from criminal to hero was fairly consistent with the State’s 

response to Jim Crow challenges since the late 1950s.  

To be sure, in comparing the era before the 1954 Brown ruling to 1977 or to the 

present, much has changed on the racial landscape.  With the legal defeat of segregation 

1 John Dittmer, Local People:  The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Urbana:  University of 
Illinois Press, 1994), 433-434.  Also see, Chana Kai Lee, For Freedom’s Sake:  The Life of Fannie Lou 
Hamer (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1999), 177-178; Kay Mills, This Little Light of Mine:  The 
Life of Fannie Lou Hamer (New York:  Plume, 1993), 309-312. 

2 Charles Payne noted that as Hamer’s funeral ceremony became a media spectacle of journalists and 
dignitaries, it represented “the perfect contradiction of the values she tried to live by.”  Charles Payne, I’ve 



358

African Americans can eat or sit anywhere they can afford to pay.  The passage of the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 provided some legal protections against discrimination and set 

in motion affirmative action.  The 1965 Voting Rights Act led to a dramatic increase in 

black voting and to the election of African Americans to public office throughout the 

South.  

Other changes, however, have not been so positive.  Although lynching has 

subsided, African Americans are disproportionately represented in prisons and on death 

row.  In terms of voting, in virtually every major election, voter “discrepancies” are 

seemingly most widespread in precincts where blacks and other minorities constitute 

overwhelming majorities.  While legal segregation is illegal, voluntary residential 

segregation has proceeded since the 1960s when whites steadily fled inner city areas for 

racially homogenous suburbs and exurbs.  And when whites and those with money move 

back into poorer neighborhoods in the cities, it is the minorities and the poor that are 

pushed out of these “revitalized” areas of gentrification.  Perhaps most disturbing, the 

economic gap between whites and blacks (and Latinos) is expanding at an alarming rate.  

Wherever one chooses to assign blame for these developments, there is no 

question that race and racial difference continue to play a prominent role in U.S. society.  

Many of the problems blacks faced in the Jim Crow era—injustice in the courts, racial 

violence (including police brutality, death by police officers, and executions), and 

discrimination—continue to plague the African American community forty years after 

the civil rights movement.  Yet, within the mainstream these examples of systemic racism 

Got the Light of Freedom:  The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley:  
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and violence are often written off as blacks being overly sensitive or as blacks playing the 

“race card” for personal gain.  Or, when racial discrimination or violence is 

acknowledged, it is downplayed as the actions of an individual, not as a product of the 

larger system.  In the post civil rights era, then, there are two interrelated problems 

regarding race.  First, a dominant ideology and power structure that allow for and 

perpetuate racist policies and actions even though there are laws to protect against 

discrimination and racism.  Second, there is a persistent belief among a majority of 

whites either that racism no longer exists or that it is manifested only in “isolated” 

incidents unrelated to larger political, social, economic, and cultural structures.  Why is it 

that those within the mainstream can identify the racism of the past (slavery, lynching, 

disfranchisement, and legal segregation), but are largely oblivious to the racism that 

exists within contemporary society?

There are many explanations for this phenomenon, including the role of white 

guilt, the failure of whites to recognize white privilege, the perception that race has only 

been a Southern problem, and the belief in American exceptionalism, in which the U.S. is 

held up as a relative utopia for the rest of the world.  The most important factors, 

however, relate to ideological and structural changes in how race and racism function.  

Racism is often hidden in the subtexts of the law and culture, and it is then further 

concealed by the ways in which race and racism are discussed within the public 

discourse.  Why and how this has happened involves numerous large scale forces, 

including the silencing and manipulation of history, the constructed meanings of 

University of California Press, 1995), 408.
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violence, crime, and protest, and control over those meanings within the public sphere.  

Directly and indirectly, these forces are also connected to what happened in 1950s 

Mississippi.

In the post civil rights era, the concealment of racist practices is in part a product 

of how the civil rights movement has been recorded within the history of the nation.  

Beginning with mainstream conceptions of the movement and subsequent academic 

accounts, the civil rights movement has become a story about how one region, the South, 

was not living up to American ideas of freedom and democracy.  A collaborative effort of 

national organizations, political leaders, and non-violent activists forced the South to 

change.  This interpretation ignores the racial problems that existed throughout the 

nation, vilifies the Black Power advocates and others across the temporal spectrum as a 

break from the legitimate protests of non-violent groups, and silences or marginalizes 

those, such as Malcolm X, Robert F. Williams, and the unknown Eddie Noels, who did 

not fit within the confines of legal, passive resistance efforts.  This version of the 

movement and the broader black freedom struggle poses serious problems beyond the 

need for an accurate portrayal of the past.  In schools and in the media, Americans learn 

that violent, bigoted racists in the South, usually wearing white hoods, stood in the way 

of racial progress and that once they were defeated, the dream of racial equality was no 

longer deferred.  It is within these silences of history that Americans are led to believe 

that racism is a problem of the Southern past.  The story of resistance and repression in 

pre-civil rights Mississippi, however, reveals a different, far more complex history.
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For black Mississippians living through Jim Crow, the desire for the right to vote, 

to sit and to eat anywhere they chose, and to be free from the fear of being lynched were 

part of the larger struggle against dehumanization.  All forms of black protest, collective 

and individual, represented attempts to alter the racial reality in which to be black was, in 

Bennie Gooden’s words, to be “nothing.”  From that realization came a range of 

responses that collectively contributed to a larger movement, including quotidian 

challenges to Jim Crow customs, the teaching of anti-Jim Crow values such as self worth 

and a denial of inferiority, discussions of Jim Crow oppression within the semi-hidden, 

semi-veiled realm of black newspapers, and both real and imagined acts of dramatic 

subversion rooted in an ideology of armed aggression.  These diverse, sometimes 

contradictory actions formed a body of alternative responses to racial oppression, which 

in being witnessed and retold provided inspiration for more subversion.  At the same 

time, such acts, particularly those involving armed resistance, had an immediate impact.  

As the incident involving Eddie Noel illustrates, even if armed aggression was only 

sporadic, it served the larger purpose of reminding whites that their domination was not 

total.  Furthermore, the survival of acts of armed aggression in the memories of 

Mississippi African Americans demonstrates that unlike scholars and the mainstream 

media, many of those who lived through the Jim Crow experience did not create artificial 

categories of violent and nonviolent resistance.  Standing up to whites or “messing with 

white folk” even in small ways was significant.

The production of history has also led to misconceptions about the segregationists 

who tried to preserve the racial repression of Jim Crow.  When segregationists are 
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portrayed only or primarily as hooded Klansmen, virulent racists, and politicians standing 

in the doorways of schools—as is often the case in films, television productions, and 

general narratives of this period, the past bears no resemblance to the present.  And while 

there were plenty of recalcitrant racists in the Jim Crow South (and throughout the 

nation), the reality of who segregationists were and how they tried to preserve racial 

domination is far more complex.  For instance, in Mississippi many political leaders tried 

to distance themselves from vigilante violence and sought to maintain Jim Crow through 

more sophisticated tactics.  Similar to post civil rights politicians, these officials avoided 

overtly racist statements and instead embraced various rhetorical devices to argue that 

Mississippi was not racist, that Jim Crow represented racial harmony and racial justice, 

and that integration would destroy the law and order and racial peace of the South.  Thus, 

politicians were already realizing that the only way to preserve racial domination was to

keep its ugliest manifestations hidden from the public.  Whereas the silences and 

misconstructions of the past impose a false break between the racialized practices of the 

pre- and post- civil rights eras, the ways in which violence, crime, and protest are 

publicly constructed and manipulated to reinforce the status quo underscore the 

similarities between Mississippi segregationists and more recent public officials and 

representatives of the media.

Although the effects of violence are real, the labeling of violence as legitimate or 

illegitimate within the mainstream is determined more by ideology than the amount of 

force or extent of bodily harm in any particular action.  The influence of ideology in how 

violence is interpreted relates not only to race but also to class, gender, sexuality, 
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religion, capitalism, and nationalism.  For instance, the U.S. military’s continued use of 

cluster bombs receives little attention and certainly is not portrayed as illegitimate or 

unacceptable violence even though those bombs frequently kill civilians.  Instead their 

use is buried within the larger war to keep America safe from terrorism.  Meanwhile, 

when citizens take to the streets to protest a G-8 conference, their actions are 

characterized as violent and criminal, even though they are protesting what they see as 

the violence engendered by economic globalization and even though it is often the 

retaliatory response of the police that leads to an escalation of aggressive actions.  Thus 

what is violence and crime and what is protest has little to do with the number killed or 

the extent of damage and instead is related to whether a particular action is carried out 

within the confines of the law and whether such action challenges the status quo and the 

dominant ideology.  

One can observe similar processes in late 1950s Mississippi.  Certainly 

segregationists were not the first to try to shape the meanings of crime and violence to 

their benefit, but the fact that they were turning to this approach elucidates the 

complexity of the segregation defense.  At the same time, for Southern officials in the 

late 1950s, this was a relatively new approach.  Throughout most of the Jim Crow era, 

political leaders did not have to worry about local or national perceptions of lynching and 

racial violence.  There was no need to spin these actions into legitimate or acceptable 

violence because such actions were generally accepted or at least tolerated in the South 

and throughout the nation. But by the mid-1950s, there were two significant 

developments that led to the greater use of the legal arena and public discourse as tools of 
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repression.  First, the Emmett Till lynching and subsequent acquittal of his killers fueled 

national skepticism of race relations in the South and forced segregationists to evaluate 

how “outsiders” perceived Jim Crow.  Second, the mid-1950s witnessed the 

centralization of racial repression in which official agents of the State were playing ever 

more prominent roles in maintaining racial lines and controlling the response to acts of 

subversion and other threats to Jim Crow.  The increased reliance on surveillance, arrests, 

and trials were indicative of this attempt to control perceptions of protest.  

As a direct result of these two developments, one of the most important aspects of 

the segregation defense was the attempt to marginalize Jim Crow resistance.  Through 

both public rhetoric and the use of arrests and trials, Jim Crow subversion was 

reconfigured within the public sphere as crime and violence.  When activists were 

arrested it was because “violence might happen,” and they were charged with disorderly 

conduct, breach of the peace, resisting arrest, and countless other racially ambiguous 

charges.  Likewise the propaganda campaign served as a forum to defend Jim Crow while 

concomitantly concealing the racial implications of it.  In an attempt to suggest that 

activists were enemies of the state and/or enemies of law and order, Mississippi officials 

avoided Jim Crow laws and denied that their actions were motivated by racial issues.  In 

terms of how racial repression would outlive Jim Crow, the most important legacy of 

Mississippi segregationists then, was the ways in which they used the public sphere to 

conceal the racial implications of their actions behind coded language.

Michael Omi and Howard Winant use the concept of “code words” to refer to one 

aspect of a reactionary movement against the social gains of the 1960s.  In their 
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exploration of the transformation in racial ideology in the post civil rights era, they 

conclude that conservative and reactionary groups have attempted “to discredit the key 

ideas and objectives of the 1960s minority movements” by rearticulating the meaning of 

race in the U.S.3  One of the key features of this attempt to undermine civil rights gains 

was a reliance on “code words,” which they define as “phrases and symbols which refer 

indirectly to racial themes, but do not directly challenge popular democratic or egalitarian 

ideas.”4  A prime example of the coded language is George H. Bush’s 1988 presidential 

campaign ad featuring Willie Horton, an African American who committed rape, murder, 

and other criminal acts while on a weekend furlough from prison.  Because Horton was in 

a Massachusetts prison, the incident was used as an example of Bush’s opponent, 

Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis, being soft on crime.  Although the ad never 

directly broached the subject of black crime, white racial fears of the black male 

rapist/murder were coded within the rhetoric of law and order and the photograph of 

Horton.  Why, one should ask, was it necessary to see a picture of Horton?  The subtleties 

of the Willie Horton ad seem far removed from early twentieth century ideologies of 

race, as expressed, for example, in the film Birth of a Nation in which the viewer is 

presented with the looming threat of free blacks as the embodiment of the black male 

rapist.  However, although Omi and Winant conceive of the utilization of code words as a 

post-civil rights racial project, these tactics actually were beginning to be used by 

Mississippi segregationists in the mid to late 1950s.

3 Michael Omi, and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to the 
1990s, 2nd ed. (New York:  Routledge, 1994), 114.

4 Ibid., 123.
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In response to the legal threat posed by the Brown decision, Mississippi 

politicians, like politicians across the South, pushed through new laws designed to protect 

segregation from legal challenge.  Most of these new laws made no direct reference to 

race or segregation even though the intent behind the laws was obvious.  In the ensuing 

fight over civil rights, laws such as disturbing the peace, disorderly conduct, and even the 

outlawing of common law marriage became coded charges for the punishment of Jim 

Crow subversion.  As well, within the propaganda campaign, claims of racial inferiority 

were not usually directly stated but rather were coded within the language of logic and 

statistics.  Segregationists appealed to non-southern audiences by focusing, for example, 

on statistics related to crime and venereal disease among blacks and academic discussions 

of racial difference, as opposed to blatant statements about black inferiority.  

The ultimate expression of this coded language, however, came in Mississippi 

officials’ marginalization of activists.  For example, when Freedom Riders tried to 

integrate bus depots, officials first arrested the activists, arguing that they were 

preventing possible violence, not that they were preserving segregation.  Then through 

surveillance and extensive investigations, officials set out to discredit activists as 

communists, radicals, criminals, and generally immoral and dangerous citizens who did 

not represent the majority of Mississippi blacks.  Thus, through laws, propaganda, 

surveillance, and public rhetoric, segregationists tried to separate the racial issue from the 

civil rights struggle and to reposition the conflict as one of law and order versus violence.  

The extent of segregationists’ gradual adoption of coded language from the mid-1950s to 

the early 1960s is fully understood in the Jackson mayor’s 1961 claim that ‘we don’t call 
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it segregation’ but rather that it was a system ‘to maintain peace and order and to keep 

down disturbances.’5  Certainly, the use of coded language was not as pervasive or as 

subtle as it would be in 1988.  Nonetheless it is clear that the characteristics of the public 

discourse on race in the 1980s were already emerging in the South in the 1950.  

Furthermore, the disturbing patterns just beginning to develop in 1950s Mississippi and 

on full display by the 1980s have persisted into the twenty-first century, as evidenced by 

what happened in Cincinnati in 2001.  

Can Mississippi Happen Here and Now?

On April 7, 2001, nineteen-year-old African American Timothy Thomas was 

walking to a store to buy a pack of cigarettes in the predominantly black Over-the-Rhine 

neighborhood of Cincinnati.  A white police officer, Stephen Roach, recognized Thomas, 

who had fourteen arrest warrants.  All of the charges against Thomas were misdemeanors 

and most of them were traffic violations, such as not wearing a seatbelt.  When the officer 

approached Thomas, he fled until he was cornered in an alley.  What happened next is 

known only to Roach.  Later claiming that he believed Thomas was reaching for a gun, 

Roach shot and killed Thomas.  No weapon was found on the victim.6

5 Bob Pittman, “Mayor Defends Race Separation, Tells Federal Court Policy Keeps Peace,” Jackson 
Daily News, 26 September 1961. 

6 Francis X. Clines, “Appeals for Peace in Ohio after Two Days of Protests,” New York Times, 12 April 
2001, A18; Francis X. Clines, “Cincinnati Mayor Imposes Curfew to Quell Violence,” New York Times, 13 
April 2001, A12; Bruce Cadwallader, and Jodi Nirode, “Curfew Quells Rioting,” Columbus (Ohio) 
Dispatch, 13 April 2001, 1A.  
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In the following days as news of the incident spread throughout the black 

community and across the city, African Americans began pouring into the streets, 

protesting this latest police killing of an African American.  It was the fourth such 

incident since the previous November and the fifteenth African American to die at the 

hands of the Cincinnati police since 1997.7  During the same period, no whites were 

killed by the police.  Before civil disorder subsided, there were incidents of looting, 

arson, and vandalism.  Hundreds of protestors were arrested, Mayor Charles Luken 

imposed a nightly curfew, the mayor and Governor Bob Taft were preparing to bring in 

National Guard troops, and the U.S. Justice Department was called in to investigate the 

police department.8  Officer Roach was eventually charged with negligent homicide and 

obstructing official business—misdemeanors—but he was acquitted on both counts.9

In the aftermath of the Thomas killing and black protests, both public officials and 

the black community were talking about violence.  Responding to the protest, the mayor 

decried ‘the violence in our streets’ and advised blacks to ‘[k]nock it off.’10  The mayor’s 

perception of the black response as one of illegitimate violence was consistent with the 

interpretations of the mainstream media.  Consider these headlines describing what was 

happening in Cincinnati:

Violence Spreads in Cincinnati, Mayor Considers Requesting Help from National 
Guard  (Cleveland Plain Dealer)

Cincinnati Mayor Imposes Curfew to Quell Violence  (New York Times)

7 For a description of each of these 15 incidents, see “15 Black Suspects, Three Officers Killed During 
Confrontations,” Columbus (Ohio) Dispatch, 13 April 2001, 3A.  

8 Clines, “Cincinnati Mayor Imposes Curfew.”
9 Francis X. Clines, “Officer Charged in Killing that Roiled Cincinnati,” New York Times, 8 May 2001, 

A16; Bill Sloat, and T. C. Brown, “Officer Acquitted, Cincinnati Tense,” Cleveland Plain Dealer, 27 
September 2001, A1. 

10 Clines, “Cincinnati Mayor Imposes Curfew.” 
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Curfew Quells Rioting  (Columbus (Ohio) Dispatch)
Cincinnati Imposes Curfew as Racial Violence Worsens  (St. Louis Post-

Dispatch)
Cincy in Riot Emergency  (New York Daily News)
Cincinnati under Curfew; Mayor May Need National Guard to Quell Rioters  

(Chicago Sun-Times)
Cincinnati under Curfew after 3 Days of Violence  (Boston Globe)
Cincinnati Mourners Urged Not to Resort to Violence  (Washington Post)
Urban Riots Not as Violent as They Used to Be, But Problems Persist  (Atlanta 

Journal-Constitution)11

In the context of these headlines, the black response to the shooting of Thomas is 

characterized as either violence or rioting, not as protest, and the implication is that the 

black response is inappropriate.  There is no suggestion in these headlines that blacks 

might have a very legitimate reason for being in the streets.12  In fact, none of these 

headlines mention or even allude to the immediate impetus for the protest, the shooting 

death of Thomas.  There are also no references to the police.  That of course, is covered 

in the body of the story, but that appears only after the essence of the event has been 

crystallized in the headline.  And the essence, from the perspective of the mainstream 

press, is that blacks are out control and committing acts of violence.  This violence is then 

11 Robert J. Vickers, and T.C. Brown, “Violence Spreads in Cincinnati, Mayor Considers Requesting 
Help from National Guard,” Cleveland Plain Dealer, 12 April 2001, 1A; Francis X. Clines, “Cincinnati 
Mayor Imposes Curfew to Quell Violence,” New York Times, 13 April 2001, A12; Bruce Cadwallader, and 
Jodi Nirode, “Curfew Quells Rioting,” Columbus (Ohio) Dispatch, 13 April 2001, 1A; “Cincinnati Imposes 
Curfew as Racial Violence Worsens,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 13 April 2001, A1; Dave Goldiner, “Cincy 
in Riot Emergency,” New York Daily News, 13 April 2001, 30; Howard Wilkinson, “Cincinnati under 
Curfew; Mayor May Need National Guard to Quell Rioters,” Chicago Sun-Times, 13 April 2001, 29; Anne 
Michaud, “Cincinnati under Curfew after 3 Days of Violence,” Boston Globe, 13 April 2001, A1; Tom 
Jackman, “Cincinnati Mourners Urged Not to Resort to Violence,” Washington Post, 15 April 2001, A3; 
Ernest Holsendolph, “Urban Riots Not as Violent as They Used to Be, But Problems Persist,” Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution, 15 April 2001, 10A.

12 Historian Claude Clegg observed at the time that for some black protest become rioting in order to 
discount the racial problems that sparked the protest.  Ronnetta S. Slaughter, “At the Crossroads:  
Cincinnati Riot Revisits Civil Rights Movement,” Indianapolis Recorder, 20 April 2001, A1.  
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pitted against a mayor who is sympathetically portrayed as a public servant doing 

everything in his power to “quell violence.”  

The body of the text appears a little more balanced.  The killing of Thomas is 

mentioned, there are quotes from black leaders and from blacks living in the affected 

neighborhood, and some of the articles note the extended history of Cincinnati police 

officers killing black men.  Still, consistent with the headlines, the black response is 

delegitimized and criminalized.  Most stories devoted extensive coverage to the looting, 

vandalism, and arson.  They also latched on to anecdotal incidents of an officer being 

shot (he was wearing a protective vest and thus not seriously injured) and of a white 

couple who had allegedly been pulled out of their car and then beaten by a group of 

blacks.13  Reading these accounts one might overlook that no one was killed as a result of 

the protests.  The extent to which the mainstream press discredited black protest and 

misconstrued the nature and larger meaning behind the events in Cincinnati becomes 

even clearer when one considers the alternative perspectives within the black community 

and within the coverage of the black press.  

Whereas the mayor focused on the violence in the streets and called on blacks to 

stop the violence, the protestors were talking about a different sort of violence:  police 

brutality.  As one individual remarked to the mayor, ‘We have been telling you for two 

years about the brutality.’14  Offering an explanation for why blacks were in the streets, 

this individual was pointing out that blacks had been talking about the violence of the 

13 See for example, Cadwallader and Nirode, “Curfew Quells Rioting;” Goldiner, “Cincy in Riot 
Emergency;” Wilkinson, “Cincinnati under Curfew.”  

14 Clines, “Cincinnati Mayor Imposes Curfew.”  
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police while no one listened.  Another resident, who refused to give his name to reporters, 

remarked, ‘The police here have a Gestapo attitude and they think they can get away with 

anything and the courts will back them up.’15  As the events unfolded in Cincinnati, most 

African Americans were less interested in talking about the “violence” of the last few 

days than in talking about the “violence” against blacks that had been going on for years.  

This alternative perception of what was happening is particularly clear in the 

headlines from black newspapers, which are in stark contrast to the mainstream 

headlines:

With Thomas Killing, Cincinnati Death Toll 15  (New York Amsterdam News)
At the Crossroads:  Cincinnati Riot Revisits Civil Rights Movement  

(Indianapolis Recorder)
To Be Equal:  Black Cincinnati; an Unheard Community  (Oakland Post)
BlacKoffee:  Cincinnati Could Happen Anywhere  (Jacksonville Free Press)
Cincinnati Blacks Endure Indignities Often  ( Philadelphia Tribune)
15 Dead in Ohio:  The Black and the Blue in Cincinnati  (Indianapolis Recorder)
Cincinnati Again on Edge of Protests  (Memphis Tri-State Defender)16

Among the most obvious differences in these headlines from those that appeared in 

mainstream newspapers are the absence of the words ‘violence’ and ‘riots.’  The 

Indianapolis Recorder article that used the word ‘riot’ did so in a completely different 

context than the mainstream newspapers, legitimizing the riots by comparing them to the 

1960s civil rights struggle.  In addition, both the immediate and long term causes of the 

15 William Walker, “Cincinnati, City in Crisis,” Toronto Star, 13 April 2001.
16 Karen Juanity Carrillo, “With Thomas Killing, Cincinnati Death Toll 15,” New York Amsterdam 

News, 19 April 2001, 1; Slaughter, “At the Crossroads”; Sheila J. Adams, “To Be Equal:  Black Cincinnati; 
an Unheard Community,” Oakland Post, 25 April 2001, 4; Charles Griggs, “BlacKoffee:  Cincinnati Could 
Happen Anywhere,” Jacksonville Free Press, 25 April 2001, 4; Linn Washington, Jr., “Cincinnati Blacks 
Endure Indignities Often,” Philadelphia Tribune, 1 May 2001, 7A; Tim Wise, “15 Dead in Ohio:  The 
Black and the Blue in Cincinnati,” Indianapolis Recorder, 4 May 2001, A11; “Cincinnati Again on Edge of 
Protests,” Memphis Tri-State Defender, 16 May 2001, 3A.



372

protests are present in these headlines.  There are references to the killing of Thomas, to 

the killing of fifteen African Americans since 1996, and to the indignities Cincinnati 

blacks have suffered.  In other words, these headlines position the protests within a much 

broader context of discrimination and violence that has targeted the black community for 

years, and in that sense the protests are treated as legitimate, or at the least as 

understandable.  

The headlines are an accurate preview of the content in the body of these stories.  

A great deal of attention is paid to Thomas, noting, for example, that he was a father-to-

be and was engaged to be married.  Also, whereas the mainstream press was narrowly 

focused on the Thomas killing or on the relationship between blacks and the police, the 

black press delved into other motivations behind the protests.  Many of these stories 

addressed the violence of deeper economic and social issues within the black community, 

including high unemployment, a lack of economic development, high crime rates, and 

poor schools in the Over-the-Rhine neighborhood.  Most important, the concerns of this 

community had been largely ignored by city officials, just as those concerns were now 

being ignored by the mainstream press.  Overall, the distinct coverage of the black and 

mainstream media illustrates not only the racial divide in the U.S. but also the ways in 

which racism becomes concealed or ignored and dissent becomes transformed into crime 

and violence.  This problem however extends far beyond the media.

One of the most important elements in how dissent becomes marginalized in the 

post civil rights era is revealed in the rhetoric of public officials.  During the Cincinnati 

protests, various local and national officials relied on subtle and sometimes not-so-subtle 
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language to characterize those in the streets as a marginal group with dubious or criminal 

motives.  When Mayor Luken instituted the curfew, he explained, ‘For 99.9% of the 

citizens of our city, a curfew is completely unnecessary.’17  His remarks were reminiscent 

of Mississippi Governor Fielding Wright’s claim in 1950 that ‘95 percent of the Negroes 

. . . are good Negroes.’18  Despite the differences of time and the obvious differences 

between Lukens and Wright, both politicians were suggesting that their respective 

protestors did not represent the views of most blacks.  This was another way of saying 

that there was not a serious systemic racial problem.19

Others were much more direct in their attempts to discredit those who were in the 

streets.  City council member Phil Heimlich remarked, ‘These aren’t protestors.  These 

are criminals.’20  Similarly, a Cleveland Plain Dealer editorial that was generally 

sympathetic to racial problems in Cincinnati, nonetheless reasoned that “before any 

meaningful examination and reform of the Cincinnati police force can occur, the city 

must first stifle the roving gangs of opportunistic thugs and looters who are stoking the 

disorder.”21  All of these public characterizations served to transform the protests into an 

17 Liz Sidoti, “U.S. City under Curfew as Riots Follow Black Killing,” Glasgow (Scotland) Herald, 13 
April 2001.  

18 “Governor Seeks Cooperation Of Negroes In State,” Mississippi Enterprise, 26 August 1950.
19 Throughout the ordeal, the mayor tried to lay claim to a middle ground between the protestors and 

the police, acknowledging that blacks might have a legitimate complaint while also trying to halt the 
protests/violence.  The White House took a similar position.  White House spokesperson Ari Fleischer, 
speaking on behalf of President Bush, remarked, ‘It’s a very sensitive time.  It’s sensitive for law 
enforcement, which the president is a strong supporter of.  It’s sensitive for people in the community, who 
have a lot of concerns they don’t believe are being addressed.’  Note that while Fleischer’s comments are a 
defense of the police (his support for law enforcement), he hedges on the legitimacy of the complaints of 
blacks.  Fleischer could have said that concerns in the community are not being addressed but instead he 
said that ‘they [the community] don’t believe’ the concerns are being addressed.  Julie Carr Smyth, 
“Curfew Lifted, Cincinnati Presses on,” Cleveland Plain Dealer, 17 April 2001.  

20 Wilkinson, “Cincinnati under Curfew.”  
21 “Tension in Cincinnati,” editorial, Cleveland Plain Dealer, 13 April 2001, 8B.  
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illegitimate response without providing any reasonable alternative.  Even those who 

suggested that blacks might have a legitimate complaint against the police, as the mayor 

did, were at the same time highly critical of the protests.  Despite the legitimacy of black 

frustrations, within the public discourse the protestors became criminals.

However, the most vitriolic comments came from Keith Fangman, president of 

the police officers’ union.  Fangman took a hard line position, arguing, ‘If we give one 

inch to these terrorists in the form of negotiations, then we’ve got no one to blame but 

ourselves when we turn into another Detroit or Washington, D.C.’22  In addition to the 

racist implications in referencing two cities with large black populations, Fangman 

denied the protestors legitimacy by characterizing them as terrorists.23  Fangman, similar 

to 1950s officials in Mississippi, tried to argue that the protestors were not interested in 

racial justice but rather were terrorists and that they represented a threat to law and order.  

In addition to criminalizing the protestors, Fangman also tried to transform the 

police officers into the victims.  After the protests had subsided and officer Roach had 

been charged, the Fraternal Order of Police issued a statement, fearing that Roach’s “civil 

rights would be sacrificed to the city’s need to pacify protestors and maintain order.”24

Two months later, Fangman argued that the police were not enforcing the laws so strictly 

22 Francis X. Clines, “Blacks in Cincinnati Hear Echoes amid the Violence,” New York Times, 14 April 
2001, A1.  

23 As columnist and activist Tim Wise noted at the time, Fangman’s choice of Detroit and DC is 
curious since neither city had experienced riots in many years.  As Wise argues, he could have referred to 
cities that had witnessed recent riots, including Boulder, Colorado, Carbondale, Illinois, East Lansing, 
Michigan, Eugene, Oregon, State College, Pennsylvania, Storrs, Connecticut, Pullman, Washington, or 
Tucson, Arizona.  The riots in these cities were carried out “by drunken white college students” and as 
Wise argues, these “rioters” are treated as “‘straight arrows’ who got caught up in the moment.”  That these 
rioters are characterized differently than black “rioters”--as good kids who made a mistake versus as 
criminals--reveals the extent to which race informs interpretations of civil disorder.  Tim Wise, “15 Dead in 
Ohio.”  
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because they faced a ‘lynch-mob mentality’ from local politicians and the media.25

Fangman’s comments represent a hallmark of the post civil rights era in which those who 

oppose civil rights do so by embracing the language of civil rights and the roles of 

victims and oppressors are reversed.  Minorities become the oppressors and whites 

become the victims of reverse discrimination.  As Omi and Win ant argue this use of civil

rights rhetoric focuses not on group rights but on individual rights.26

Whereas public officials were quick to label those in the streets as violent rioters, 

those from the black community had a very different perspective.  Critical of the curfew, 

which the mayor explained was a necessary step to quell the violence, many in the black 

community understood the curfew as a code word for occupation and yet another 

example of the police terrorizing black neighborhoods.  For instance Patricia Cooley, a 

local resident, explained, ‘They’ve taken 15 black lives since 1995. And now they want 

to take our freedom. We’re not going to stay hidden in our houses when we have a point 

to make.’27

Many others recognized that the response in the black community could not be 

written off as opportunistic criminal activity, but rather was a response to being ignored 

for years—both by political leaders and by leaders within the black community.  Noting 

that most of those who were in the streets were young, Canon Thornell remarked, ‘The 

24 Clines, “Officer Charged in Killing.”  
25 Francis X. Clines, “Police in Cincinnati Pull Back in Wake of Riots,” New York Times, 19 July 2001, 

A1.
26 Omi and Winant, Racial Formation, 131-132.
27 “Cincinnati Imposes Curfew as Racial Violence Worsens.”  
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young people in the street, nobody is listening to them.’28  Norma Davis, president of the 

Cincinnati NAACP, observed, ‘No one listens, and they wonder why this happens.’29

Thus, whereas Fangman had likened the protestors to terrorist, Thornell and Davis 

suggested that the protests were a response to the terror against blacks that had gone 

unaddressed for years.  In a sense then, from the perspective of these individuals, the 

police and city officials were guilty not only of creating a system in which blacks were 

almost routinely shot and killed by the police but also of ignoring the concerns of the 

black community.  As Lori Hawkins, a white resident, explained, ‘There’s been a lot of 

lip service to the problem in recent years.  But why does it always take violence and 

property destruction for a problem to be taken seriously.’ 30

Ultimately, what links 1950s Mississippi with 2001 Cincinnati is the way in 

which rhetoric within the public discourse is used to stifle dissent.  In Mississippi those 

who defied Jim Crow were challenging the prevailing political, economic, and social 

system.  Likewise in Cincinnati, those who took to the streets were also protesting more 

than an isolated incident of a white officer killing a black man.  They too were speaking 

out against a system that included abuse by the police and a political and economic 

structure that ignored their problems.  Curiously, after ignoring the problem of officers 

killing blacks for six years, the mayor warned the black community that violence was not 

the answer.  Shortly after the protests subsided when the black community initiated a 

boycott of local businesses, the mayor told black leaders that “economic terrorism” was 

28 “Rioting Spreads in Cincinnati Racial Strife,” Ottawa Citizen, 12 April 2001, A14.  
29 T.C. Brown, and Robert J. Vickers, “Violence in Cincinnati Not about Single Police Incident,” New 

Orleans Times-Picayune, 14 April 2001, 4.  
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not the answer either.  In reality, from the perspective of those in power, any action that 

threatens the dominant system or questions systemic problems is never the answer.  

Within the mainstream legitimate protest is only protest that does not threaten the system.  

Whether it is in 1950s Mississippi, 2001 Cincinnati, or any time or place in between, 

protest against the structural effects of racism will always be defined by those in power as 

violence.  And it will always be against the law.

30 Clines, “Blacks in Cincinnati Hear Echoes.”  



378

Bibliography

Manuscript Sources

Chapel Hill, N.C.
Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina

Jessie Daniel Ames Papers

Durham, N.C.
John Hope Franklin Historical Collections, Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special 
Collections Library, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina

J.B. Matthews Papers
Lucy Randolph Mason Papers

Hattiesburg, Miss.
Archives and Manuscript Department, William D. McCain Library and Archives, 
University of Southern Mississippi

Victoria Gray Adams Papers
Will D. Campbell Papers
Citizens’ Council/Civil Rights Collection
P. D. East Collection 
Albert F. Gordon Freedom Rider Collection 
Paul B. Johnson Family Papers
Erle E. Johnston, Jr. Papers
Lucy Komisar Collection
Sheila Michaels Papers
Peter Stoner Papers

Jackson, Miss.
Margaret Walker Alexander Research Center, Jackson State University

Mississippi Lynching Collection
Mississippi Department of Archives and History, Archives and Library Division

Records of the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission
Mississippi newspapers



379

Oral History Sources

Durham, N.C.
Behind the Veil:  Documenting African-American Life in the Jim Crow South, 

John Hope Franklin Historical Collections, Rare Book, Manuscript, and 
Special Collections Library, Duke University

Lou Allen, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Greenwood, Miss., 25 
July 1995

Sarah Automon, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Greenwood, 
Miss., 4 August 1995

Georgia Bailey, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Indianola, 
Miss., 25 July 1995

Eura Bowie, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Moorhead, Miss., 9 
August 1995

Rosie Bynum, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Leland, Miss., 26 
July 1995

Eddie Carthan, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Tchula, Miss., 9 
August 1995

Arthur Clayborn Jr., William Earl Davis, and Arnette Davis, interview by 
Mausiki Scales and Doris Dixon, tape recording, Yazoo City, Miss., 7 
August 1995

Annie Conley, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 
25 July 1995

Booker Frederick, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Itta Bena, 
Miss., 2 August 1995

Alice Giles, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Indianola, Miss., 8 
August 1995

James Ingram, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Yazoo City, 
Miss., 8 August 1995

John Johnson, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Greenwood, 
Miss., 2 August 1995

Johnny Jones, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Itta Bena, 
Miss., 2 August 1995

Herman Leach, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Yazoo City, 
Miss., 8 August 1995

Daisy Livingston, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Greenwood, 
Miss., 3 August 1995

Hettie Love, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 2 
August 1995



380

Maurice Lucas, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Renova, 
Miss., 7 August 1995

David Mathews, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Indianola, Miss., 
5 August 1995

A. Peyton, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Yazoo City, 
Miss., 8 August 1995

Elizabeth Pitts, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Greenwood, 
Miss., 24 July 1995

James Robinson, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Itta Bena, 
Miss., 10 August 1995

Juvernia Robinson and Cathon Robinson, interview by Mausiki Scales, 
tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 3 August 1995

Rosie Sanders, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Greenwood, 
Miss., 3 August 1995

Charles Scott, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 4 
August 1995

H. Scott, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Yazoo City, Miss., 
8 August 1995

Walter Sculark, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Cleveland, Miss., 
2 August 1995

Jessie Stewart, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Greenwood, 
Miss., 28 July 1995

Laura Taylor, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Greenwood, 
Miss., 3 August 1995

Alma Ward, interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Itta Bena, Miss., 
31 July 1995

Minnie Weston, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Moorhead, Miss., 
8 August 1995

David Wicks, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Itta Bena, 
Miss., 25 July 1995

H. Williams, interview by Mausiki Scales, tape recording, Yazoo City, 
Miss., 8 August 1995

Ruby Williams, interview by Paul Ortiz, tape recording, Clarksdale, Miss., 
31 July 1995

Chris Young, Sr., interview by Doris Dixon, tape recording, Yazoo City, 
Miss., 8 August 1995

Hattiesburg, Miss.
Civil Rights Movement in Mississippi, William D. McCain Library and Archives, 

University of Southern Mississippi
Gladys Austin, interview by Kim Adams, transcript, Laurel, Miss., 2 May 

1995
Constance Baker, interview by Kim Adams, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 

3 April 1995



381

Ariel Barnes, interview by Sarah Rowe, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 1 
April 1993

Unita Blackwell, interview by Mike Garvey, transcript, Mayersville, 
Miss., 1 April 1977

Horace Buckley, interview by Michael Garvey, transcript, Jackson, Miss., 
11 May 1977

Fred Clark, Sr., interview by Leesha Faulkner, transcript, Hattiesburg, 
Miss. 10 June 1994

James Cohen, interview by Mike Garvey, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 2 
February 1976

Clearese Cook, interview by Kim Adams, transcript, November 1994
J.C. Fairley, Mamie Phillips, and Charles Phillips, interview by Charles 

Bolton, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 24 June 1998
Bennie Gooden, interview by Homer Hill, transcript, Clarksdale, Miss., 15 

March 1994
Wilson Evans II, interview by Orley B. Caudill, transcript, Gulfport, 

Miss., 11 July 1981
Nathaniel H. Lewis, interview by Tom Healy, transcript, McComb, Miss., 

24 October 1978
Amzie Moore, interview by Michael Garvey, transcript, Cleveland, Miss., 

29 March and 13 April 1977
James Nix, interview by Sarah Rowe, transcript, Hattiesburg, Miss., 7 

March 1993
William James Raspberry, interview by Chester Morgan, transcript, 

Hattiesburg, Miss., 6 December 1983
Peter Stewart, interview by Charles Bolton, transcript, Jackson, Miss., 20 

August 1997

Jackson, Miss
The Farish Street Historic District Oral History Project, Margaret Walker 

Alexander Research Center, Jackson State University
Samuel Bailey, interview by Alferdteen Harrison, transcript, Jackson, 

Miss., 6 July 1982

Recollections of the Civil Rights Movement, Margaret Walker Alexander
Research Center, Jackson State University

John Peoples, interview by Alferdteen Harrison, transcript, 23 February 
1994

Tougaloo, Miss.
Civil Rights Documentation Project, L. Zenobia Coleman Library, Tougaloo 

College
Reverend Johnny Barbour, Jr., and Clara M. Barbour, interview by Donald 

Williams, transcript, Jackson, Miss., 25 January 1999



382

Georgia Clark, interview by Harriet Tanzman, transcript, West, Miss., 7 
October 1999

Obie Clark, interview by Donald Williams, transcript, Meridian, Miss., 13 
March 1999

Bea Jenkins, interview by Harriet Tanzman, transcript, Lexington, Miss., 
17 January 2000

Hobert Kornegay, interview by Don Williams, transcript, Meridian, Miss., 
January 6, 1999

Lee Willie Miller, interview by Donald Williams, transcript, Vicksburg, 
Miss., 29 July 1999

Jasper Neely, interview by Worth Long, transcript, Grenada, Miss., 19 
February 2000

Franzetta W. Sanders, interview by Stephanie Scull Millet, transcript, 
Moss Point, Miss., 17 May 2000

Tommie Lee Williams, Sr., interview by Donald Williams, transcript, 
Vicksburg, Miss., 20 August 1999

Periodicals

American Mercury
Atlanta Journal-Constitution
Belzoni Banner
Boston Globe
Brookhaven Leader Times
Carrollton Conservative
Chicago Sun-Times
Citizens’ Council (Jackson, Miss.)
Clarksdale Press Register
Cleveland (Ohio) Plain Dealer
Clinton News
Columbus Commercial Dispatch
Columbus (Ohio) Dispatch
Glasgow (Scotland) Herald
Greenwood Commonwealth
Grenada Daily Sentinel Star
Hattiesburg American
Hazelhurst Courier
Houston (Miss.) Times-Post
Indianapolis Recorder
Jackson Advocate



383

Jackson Clarion Ledger
Jackson Daily News
Jackson State Times
Jacksonville (Fla.) Free Press
Kosciusko Star-Herald
Laurel Leader-Call
Lexington Advertiser
Lincoln County Advertiser (Brookhaven)
Madison County Herald
McComb Enterprise-Journal
Memphis Commercial Appeal
Memphis Tri-State Defender
Meridian Star
Mississippi Enterprise
Mississippi Free Press 
Morton Progress Herald
National Guardian
New Orleans Times-Picayune
New York Amsterdam News
New York Daily News
New York Post
New York Times 
Oakland (Calif.) Post
Ottawa (Ontario) Citizen
Petal Paper
Philadelphia (Penn.) Tribune
Ripley Southern Sentinel
St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Scott County Times (Forest)
Southern Frontier
Southern Patriot
The Worker
Toronto (Ontario) Star
Tylertown Times
Washington Post
West Point Daily Time- Leader
Wilkamite Record

Other Sources



384

Broonzy, Big Bill. Trouble in Mind, compact disc, Smithsonian/Folkways 40131.

Broonzy, Big Bill, Memphis Slim, and Sonny Boy Williamson.  Blues in the Mississippi
Night, compact disc, Rykodisc RCD 90155.

General Laws of Mississippi (Jackson).

Papers of the NAACP, microfilm.  Frederick, Md.: University Publications of America, 
1990.

Various artists, ‘Til We Outnumber ‘Em:  Woody Guthrie, compact disc, Righteous Babe 
Records 19.

Books and Articles

Anderson, Benedict.  Imagined Communities:  Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism.  Rev. ed.  London:  Verso, 1991.

Ayers, Edward L.  Southern Crossing:  A History of the American South, 1877-1906.  
Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1995.

________.  The Promise of the New South:  Life after Reconstruction.  New York:  
Oxford University Press, 1992.

________.  Vengeance and Justice:  Crime and Punishment in the 19th Century South.  
New York:  Oxford University Press, 1984.

Baker, Lee.  From Savage to Negro:  Anthropology and the Construction of Race, 1896-
1954.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1998.

Bartley, Numan V.  The Rise of Massive Resistance:  Race and Politics in the South 
during the 1950’s.  Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 1969.

Beito, David T.  “Black Fraternal Hospitals in the Mississippi Delta, 1942-1967,” Journal 
of Southern History 65, no. 1 (February 1999):  109-140.

Black, Earl.  Southern Governors and Civil Rights:  Racial Segregation as a Campaign 
Issue in the Second Reconstruction.  Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University 
Press, 1976.  



385

Blum, John.  V Was for Victory:  Politics and American Culture during World War II.  
San Diego:  Harcourt Brace & Company, 1976.

Bolton, Charles C.  The Hardest Deal of All:  The Battle over School Integration in 
Mississippi, 1870-1980.  Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 2005.

________.  “Mississippi’s School Equalization Program, 1945-1954:  ‘A Last Gasp to 
Try to Maintain a Segregated Educational System’.” Journal of Southern History
66, no. 4 (November 2000):  781-814.

Bogle, Donald.  Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks: An Interpretive History 
of Blacks in American Films, 4th ed.  New York:  Continuum, 2001.

Branch, Taylor.  Parting the Waters:  America in the King Years, 1954-1963.  New York:  
Simon and Schuster, 1988.

________.  Pillars of Fire:  America in the King Years, 1963-1965.  New York:  Simon 
and Schuster, 1998.

Brauer, Carl M.  John F. Kennedy and the Second Reconstruction.  New York:  Columbia 
University Press, 1977.

Briggs, Laura.  Reproducing Empire:  Race, Sex, Science, and U.S. Imperialism in Puerto 
Rico. Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2002.

Brink, William, and Louis Harris. The Negro Revolution in America; What Negroes 
Want, Why and How They Are Fighting, Whom They Support, What Whites Think 
of Them and Their Demands.  New York:  Simon & Schuster, 1964.

Brown, Bertram Wyatt.  Southern Honor:  Ethics and Behavior in the Old South.  New 
York:  Oxford University Press, 1983.

Brown, Richard Maxwell.  Strain of Violence:  Historical Studies of American Violence 
and Vigilantism.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 1975.

Brundage, W. Fitzhugh.  “The Roar on the Other Side of Silence:  Black Resistance and 
White Violence in the American South, 1880-1940.”  In Under Sentence of 
Death:  Lynching in the South, edited by W. Fitzhugh Brundage, 271-291.
Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1997. 

________.  Lynching in the New South:  Georgia and Virginia, 1880-1930.  Urbana:  
University of Illinois Press, 1993.



386

Bush, Roderick.  We Are Not What We Seem:  Black Nationalism and Class Struggle in 
the American Century.  New York:  New York University Press, 1998.

Butler, J. Michael.  “The Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission and Beach 
Integration, 1959-1963:  A Cotton-Patch Gestapo?”  Journal of Southern History
68, no. 1 (2002):  107-148.

Bynum, Victoria E.  “‘White Negroes’ in Segregated Mississippi:  Miscegenation, Racial 
Identity, and the Law.”  Journal of Southern History 64, no. 2 (1998):  247 -276.

Cash, W. J.  The Mind of the South.  New York:  Vintage Books, 1991.

Chafe, William H.  Civilities and Civil Rights:  Greensboro, North Carolina, and the 
Black Struggle for Freedom.  Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1980.

Chafe, William, Raymond Gavins, and Robert Korstad, eds.  Remembering Jim Crow:  
African Americans Tell about Life in the Segregated South.  New York:  New 
Press, 2001.

Classen, Steven D.  Watching Jim Crow:  The Struggles over Mississippi TV, 1955-1969.  
Durham, N.C.:  Duke University Press, 2004.

Cleaver, Eldridge.  Soul on Ice.  New York:  McGraw-Hill, 1968.

Cobb, James C.  The Most Southern Place on Earth:  The Mississippi Delta and the Roots 
of Regional Identity.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 1992.

________.  The Selling of the South:  The Southern Crusade for Industrial Development, 
1936-1990, 2nd ed.  Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1993.

Cohn, David L.  Where I Was Born and Raised.  South Bend, Ind.:  University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1967.

Cooper, Caryl A.  “Percy Greene and the Jackson Advocate.”  In The Press and Race:  
Mississippi Journalists Confront the Movement, edited by David R. Davies, 55-
84.  Jackson:  University of Mississippi Press, 2001.  

Cowan, Tom, and Jack Maguire.  Timelines of African-American History:  500 Years of 
Black Achievement.  New York:  Perigee Books, 1994.

Cruse, Harold.  The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual:  A Historical Analysis of the Failure
of Black Leadership.  New York:  Morrow, 1967.



387

Dailey, Jane, Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, and Bryant Simon, eds.  Jumpin’ Jim Crow:  
Southern Politics from Civil War to Civil Rights.  Princeton, N.J.:  Princeton 
University Press, 2000.

Daniel, Pete.  Breaking the Land:  The Transformation of Cotton, Tobacco, and Rice 
Cultures since 1880.  Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1985.

Davies, David R., ed.  The Press and Race: Mississippi Journalists Confront the 
Movement.  Jackson:  University of Mississippi Press, 2001.

Davis, Allison, Burleigh B. Gardner, and Mary R. Gardner.  Deep South; a Social 
Anthropological Study of Caste and Class.  Chicago:  University of Chicago 
Press, 1941.

De Jong, Greta.  A Different Day:  African American Struggles for Justice in Rural 
Louisiana, 1900-1970.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2002.

De la Fuente, Alejandro.  A Nation for All:  Race, Inequality, and Politics in Twentieth 
Century Cuba.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2000.

Dittmer, John.  Local People:  The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi.  Urbana:  
University of Illinois Press, 1994.

Dixon, Willie.  I Am the Blues:  The Willie Dixon Story.  New York:  Da Capo Press, 
1989.

Dollard, John.  Caste and Class in a Southern Town.  Garden City, N.Y.:  Doubleday & 
Co., Inc., 1957.

Downing, John D. H.  Radical Media:  Rebellious Communication and Social 
Movements.  Thousand Oaks, Cal.:  Sage Publications, Inc., 2001.

Downing, John, and Charles Husband.  Representing ‘Race’:  Racism, Ethnicities, and 
Media.  London:  Sage Publications, 2005.

Dray, Phillip.  At the Hands of Persons Unknown:  The Lynching of Black America.  New 
York:  Random House, 2002.

Du Bois, W. E. B.  “The Souls of White Folk.”  In Darkwater:  Voices from within the 
Veil, 1921.  Reprinted in Eric J. Sundquist, ed., The Oxford W. E. B. Du Bois 
Reader. New York:  Oxford University Press, 1996.

Dudziak, Mary L.  Cold War Civil Rights:  Race and the Image of American Democracy.  
Princeton, N.J.:  Princeton University Press, 2000.



388

Dzidzienyo, Anani, and Susan Oboler.  Neither Enemies nor Friends:  Latinos, Blacks, 
Afro Latinos.  New York:  Palgrave Macmillan, 2005.

Ellison, Ralph.  Invisible Man.  1947.  New York:  Vintage International, 1980.

Esedebe, P. Olisanwuche.  Pan-Africanism:  The Idea and Movement, 1776-1991, 2nd ed.  
Washington, D.C.:  Howard University Press, 1994.

Evers-Williams, Myrlie.  For Us, the Living.  New York:  Doubleday, 1967.

Fairclough, Adam.  Race and Democracy:  The Civil Rights Struggle in Louisiana, 1915-
1972.  Athens:  University of Georgia Press, 1995.

________.  To Redeem the Soul of America:  The Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference and Martin Luther King, Jr.  Athens:  University of Georgia Press, 
1987.

Falola, Toyin.  “Yoruba Writers and the Construction of Heroes,” History in Africa 24 
(1997):  157-175.

Fanon, Frantz.  Black Skin, White Masks.  Translated by Charles Lam Markmann.  New 
York:  Grove Weidenfeld, 1967.

________.  The Wretched of the Earth.  New York:  Grove Press, 1963.

Farmer, James.  Lay Bare the Heart:  An Autobiography of the Civil Rights Movement.  
New York:  Arbor House, 1985.

Ferber, Abby.  White Man Falling:  Race, Gender, and White Supremacy.  Lanham, 
Mass.:  Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1998.

Finnegan, Terrence.  “Lynching and Political Power in Mississippi and South Carolina.”  
In Under Sentence of Death, edited by W. Fitzhugh Brundage, 189-218.  Urbana:  
University of Illinois Press, 1993.

Floyd, Nell Luter.  “Media Cross-Ownership Guidelines Eased by FCC.”  Jackson 
Clarion Ledger, 3 June 2003.

Foley, Neil.  The White Scourge:  Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor Whites in Texas Cotton 
Culture.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1997.

Forman, James.  The Making of Black Revolutionaries.  1972. Washington, D.C.:  Open 
Hand Publishing, Inc., 1985.



389

Foucault, Michel.  Discipline and Punish:  The Birth of the Prison.  Translated by Alan 
Sheridan.  New York:  Vintage Books, 1977.

________.  “Is it Useless to Revolt?”  Translated by James Bernauer, Philosophy and 
Social Criticism 8, no. 1 (spring 1981):  1-9.

Frederickson, Kari.  “‘As a Man, I Am Interested in States’ Rights’:  Gender, Race and 
the Family in the Dixiecrat Party, 1948-1950,” In Jumpin’ Jim Crow:  Southern 
Politics from Civil War to Civil Rights, edited by Jane Dailey, Glenda Elizabeth 
Gilmore, and Bryant Simon, 260-274.  Princeton, N.J.:  Princeton University 
Press, 2000.

Freire, Paolo.  Pedagogy of the Oppressed, New rev. ed.  Translated by Myra Bergman 
Ramos.  New York:  Continuum, 1993.

Galtung, Johan.  “Cultural Violence.”  Journal of Peace Research 27, no. 3 (1990):  291-
305.

Garon, Paul.  Blues & the Poetic Spirit.  New York, Da Capo Press, 1978.

Garrow, David J.  Bearing the Cross:  Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference.  New York:  W. Morrow, 1986.

________.  Protest at Selma:  Martin Luther King Jr. and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.  
New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1978.

________.  The FBI and Martin Luther King, Jr.:  From “Solo” to Memphis.  New York:  
W. W. Norton, 1981.

Genovese, Eugene D.  Roll, Jordan, Roll:  The World the Slaves Made.  New York:  
Vintage Books, 1974.

Gilmore, Glenda Elizabeth.  Gender and Jim Crow:  Women and the Politics of White 
Supremacy in North Carolina, 1896-1920.  Chapel Hill:  University of North 
Carolina Press, 1996.

Gilroy, Paul.  The Black Atlantic:  Modernity and Double Consciousness.  Cambridge, 
Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 1993.

Ginzburg, Ralph, ed.  One Hundred Years of Lynching.  Baltimore:  Black Classic Press, 
1988.



390

Gordon, Edmund T.  Disparate Diasporas:  Identity and Politics in an African 
Nicaraguan Community.  Austin:  University of Texas Press, 1998.

Gordon, Lewis R.  Her Majesty’s Other Children:  Sketches of Racism from a 
Neocolonial Age.  Lanham, Md.:  Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1997.

Gosse, Van.  Where the Boys Are:  Cuba, Cold War America, and the Making of a New 
Left.  London:  Verso, 1993.

Gramsci, Antonio.  Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci.  Edited 
and translated by Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith.  New York:  
International Publishers, 1971.

Gray, Herman.  Watching Race:  Television and the Struggle for Blackness.  
Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 1995.

Gussow, Adam.  Seems Like Murder Here:  Southern Violence and the Blues Tradition.  
Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2002.

Hale, Grace Elizabeth.  Making Whiteness:  The Culture of Segregation in the South, 
1890-1940.  New York:  Vintage Books, 1998.

Hall, Jacquelyn Dowd.  Revolt against Chivalry:  Jessie Daniel Ames and the Women’s 
Campaign against Slavery.  New York:  Columbia University Press, 1993.

Hall, Stuart.  “The Whites of Their Eyes:  Racist Ideologies in the Media.”  In Silver
Linings:  Some Strategies for the Eighties:  Contributions to the Communist 
University of London, edited by George Bridges and Rosalind Brunt, 28-52.
London:  Lawrence & Wishart, 1981.

Hampton, Henry, and Steve Fayer, eds.  Voices of Freedom:  An Oral History of the Civil 
Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 1980s.  New York:  Bantam Books, 
1990.  

Hanchard, Michael George.  Orpheus and Power:  The Movimento Negro of Rio De 
Janeiro and São Paulo, Brazil, 1945-1988.  Princeton, N.J.:  Princeton University 
Press, 1994.

________.  “Afro-Modernity:  Temporality, Politics, and the African Diaspora.” In 
Alter/Native Modernities, edited by Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar, 245-268.  
Durham, N.C.:  Duke University Press, 2001. 

Harris, Daryl B.  The Logic of Black Urban Rebellions:  Challenging the Dynamics of 
White Domination in Miami.  Westport, Conn.:  Praeger, 1999.  



391

Harris, Joseph E.  African-American Reactions to War in Ethiopia, 1936-1941.  Baton 
Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 1994.

Harris, Trudier.  Exorcising Blackness:  Historical and Literary Lynching and Burning 
Rituals.  Bloomington, Ind.:  Indiana University Press, 1984.

Henry, Aaron.  Aaron Henry: The Fire Ever Burning.  Jackson:  University Press of 
Mississippi, 2000.

Hill, Lance.  The Deacons for Defense:  Armed Resistance and the Civil Rights 
Movement.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2004.  

Hine, Darlene Clark, William C. Hine, and Stanley Harrold.  The African American 
Odyssey. Upper Saddle River, N.J.:  Prentice Hall, 2000.

Holland, Endesha Ida Mae.  From the Mississippi Delta.  New York:  Simon & Schuster, 
1997.

Honey, Michael K.  Southern Labor and Black Civil Rights:  Organizing Memphis 
Workers.  Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1993.

Horne, Gerald.  Communist Front:  The Civil Rights Congress, 1946-1956.  Rutherford, 
N.J.:  Fairleigh Dickinson Press, 1988.

________.  Fire this Time:  The Watts Uprising and the 1960s.  Charlottesville:  
University Press of Virginia, 1995.

Hudson, Winson, and Constance Curry.  Mississippi Harmony:  Memoirs of a Freedom 
Fighter.  New York:  Palgrave Macmillan, 2002.

Irons, Peter.  Jim Crow’s Children:  The Broken Promise of the Brown Decision.  New 
York:  Viking, 2002.

Jacobson, Matthew Frye.  Whiteness of a Different Color:  European Immigrants and the 
Alchemy of Race.  Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 1998.

James, Joy.  Resisting State Violence:  Radicalism, Gender, and Race in U. S. Culture.  
Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 1996.

James, Winston.  Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia:  Caribbean Radicalism in Early 
Twentieth-Century America.  London:  Verso, 1998.



392

Jones, Jacqueline.  Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow:  Black Women, Work, and the 
Family from Slavery to the Present.  New York:  Vintage Books, 1985.

Jones, John Griffin.  Mississippi Writers Talking.  Jackson:  University of Mississippi 
Press, 1982.  

Joseph, Peniel E.  “Waiting till the Midnight Hour:  Reconceptualizing the Heroic Period 
of the Civil Rights Movement, 1954-1965.” Souls:  A Critical Journal of Black 
Politics, Culture, and Society 2, no. 2 (spring 2000):  6-17.

Katagiri, Yasuhiro.  The Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission:  Civil Rights and 
States’ Rights.  Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 2001.

Kaul, Arthur J.  “Hazel Brannon Smith and the Lexington Advertiser.”  In The Press and 
Race:  Mississippi Journalists Confront the Movement, edited by David R. 
Davies, 233-264.  Jackson:  University of Mississippi Press, 2001.

Kelley, Robin D. G.  “But a Local Phase of a World Problem:  Black History’s Global 
Vision, 1883-1950.”  Journal of American History 86, no. 3 (December 1999):  
1045-1077.

________.  Freedom Dreams:  The Black Radical Imagination.  Boston:  Beacon Press, 
2002.

________.  Hammer and Hoe:  Alabama Communists during the Great Depression.  
Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1990.

________.  Race Rebels:  Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class.  New York:  
The Free Press, 1996.

Klarman, Michael J.  From Jim Crow to Civil Rights:  The Supreme Court and the 
Struggle for Racial Equality.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 2004.

Kluger, Richard.  Simple Justice:  The History of Brown v. Board of Education and Black 
America’s Struggle for Equality.  New York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 1976.

Korstad, Robert, and Nelson Lichtenstein.  “Opportunities Found and Lost:  Labor, 
Radicals, and the Early Civil Rights Movement.”  Journal of American History
75, no. 3 (December 1988):  786-811.

Lawson, Steven F. “Freedom Then, Freedom Now:  The Historiography of the Civil 
Rights Movement.”  American Historical Review 96, no. 2 (April 1991):  456-
471.



393

________.  Black Ballots:  Voting Rights in the South, 1944-1969.  New York:  Columbia 
University Press, 1976.

________.  Running for Freedom:  Civil Rights and Black Politics in America since 
1941.  New York:  McGraw-Hill, Inc., 1993.

Lee, Chana Kai.  For Freedom’s Sake:  The Life of Fannie Lou Hamer.  Urbana:  
University of Illinois Press, 1999.

Lewis, David Levering.  King:  A Critical Biography.  Baltimore:  Penguin Books, Inc., 
1970.

Lewis, George.  The White South and the Red Menace:  Segregationists, Anticommunism, 
and Massive Resistance, 1945-1965.  Gainesville:  University Press of Florida, 
2004. 

Lipsitz, George.  “The Struggle for Hegemony.”  Journal of American History 75, no. 1 
(June 1988):  146-150.

Litwack, Leon F.  Been in the Storm So Long:  The Aftermath of Slavery.  New York:  
Vintage Books, 1980. 

________.  Trouble in Mind:  Black Southerners in the Age of Jim Crow.  New York:  
Alfred A. Knopf, 1998.

Lyle, Jack, ed.  The Black American and the Press.  Los Angeles:  Ward Ritchie Press, 
1968.

Marable, Manning.  Race, Reform, and Rebellion:  The Second Reconstruction in Black 
America, 1945-1990, 2nd ed.  Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 1991. 

Mason, Gilbert R.  Beaches, Blood, and Ballots:  A Black Doctor’s Civil Rights Struggle.  
Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 2000.

McGovern, James R.  Anatomy of a Lynching:  The Killing of Claude Neal.  Baton 
Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 1982.

McKnight, Gerald D.  The Last Crusade:  Martin Luther King, Jr., the FBI, and the Poor 
People’s Campaign.  Boulder, Colo.:  Westview Press, 1998.

McMillen, Neil R.  Dark Journey:  Black Mississippians in the Age of Jim Crow.  
Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1989. 



394

________.  The Citizens’ Council:  Organized Resistance to the Second Reconstruction, 
1954-64.  Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1971.

Meade, Teresa A.  “Civilizing” Rio:  Reform and Resistance in a Brazilian City, 1889-
1930.  University Park:  Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997.

Meier, August, and Elliot Rudwick.  CORE:  A Study in the Civil Rights Movement, 
1942-1968.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 1973.

Mills, Kay.  Changing Channels:  The Civil Rights Case That Transformed Television.  
Jackson:  University Press of Mississippi, 2004.

________.  This Little Light of Mine:  The Life of Fannie Lou Hamer.  New York:  
Plume, 1993.

Mixon, Gregory.  “‘Good Negro—Bad Negro’:  The Dynamics of Race and Class in 
Atlanta during the Era of the 1906 Riot.”  Georgia Historical Quarterly 81 (fall 
1997):  593-621.

Morris, Aldon D.  The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement:  Black Communities 
Organizing for Change.  New York:  The Free Press, 1984.

Moses, Wilson Jeremiah.  The Golden Age of Black Nationalism, 1850-1925.  New York:  
Oxford University Press, 1978.

Neal, Mark Anthony.  What the Music Said:  Black Popular Music and Black Public 
Culture.  New York:  Routledge, 1999.

Oates, Stephen B.  Let the Trumpet Sound:  The Life of Martin Luther King, Jr.  New 
York:  Harper & Row, 1982.

O’Brien, Gail Williams.  The Color of the Law:  Race, Violence, and Justice in the Post-
World War II South.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1999.

Omi, Michael, and Howard Winant.  Racial Formation in the United States:  From the 
1960s to the 1990s, 2nd ed.  New York:  Routledge, 1994.

Oshinsky, David M.  “Worse Than Slavery”:  Parchman Farm and the Ordeal of Jim 
Crow Justice.  New York:  The Free Press, 1996.

Painter, Nell Irvin.  The Narrative of Hosea Hudson, His Life as a Negro Communist in 
the South.  Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 1979.



395

Patterson, James T.  Brown V. Board of Education:  A Civil Rights Milestone and Its 
Troubled Legacy.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 2001.

Payne, Charles.  I’ve Got the Light of Freedom:  The Organizing Tradition and the 
Mississippi Freedom Struggle.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1995.

Phillips, Ulrich B.  American Negro Slavery.  1918.  Reprint, Baton Rouge:  Louisiana 
State University Press, 1966.  

Plummer, Brenda Gayle.  Rising Wind:  Black Americans and U.S. Foreign Affairs, 1935-
1960.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1996.

Porter, Bruce D.  The Miami Riot of 1980:  Crossing the Bounds.  Lexington, Mass.:  
Lexington Books, 1984.

Powdermaker, Hortense.  After Freedom:  A Cultural History in the Deep South.  New 
York:  Russell & Russell, 1968.

Raines, Howell, ed.  My Soul Is Rested:  The Story of the Civil Rights Movement in the 
Deep South.  New York:  Putnam, 1977.

Raper, Arthur F.  The Tragedy of Lynching.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina 
Press, 1933.

Rivero, Yeidy.  Tuning Out Blackness:  Race and Nation in the History of Puerto Rican 
Television.  Durham, N.C.:  Duke University Press, 2005.

Roberts, John W.  From Trickster to Badman:  The Black Folk Hero in Slavery and 
Freedom.  Philadelphia:  University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989.

Robinson, Cedric J.  Black Marxism:  The Making of the Black Radical Tradition.  
Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1982.

Robinson, Jo Ann.  The Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It:  The 
Memoir of Jo Ann Gibson Robinson.  Knoxville:  University of Tennessee Press, 
1987.

Roediger, David R.  The Wages of Whiteness:  Race and the Making of the American 
Working Class.  London:  Verso, 1991.

Rowe-Sims, Sarah.  “The Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission:  An Agency 
History.”  Journal of Mississippi History 61, no. 1 (Spring 1999):  29-58.



396

Ross, Luana.  Inventing the Savage:  The Social Construction of Native American 
Criminality.  Austin:  University of Texas Press, 1998.

Salter, Jr., John R.  Jackson, Mississippi:  An American Chronicle of Struggle and 
Schism.  Malabar, Fla.:  Robert E. Kreiger Publishing Company, 1987.

Sansone, Livio.  Blackness without Ethnicity:  Constructing Race in Brazil.  New York:  
Palgrave Macmillan, 2003. 

Schulman, Bruce J.  From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt:  Federal Policy, Economic 
Development, and the Transformation of the South, 1938-1980.  New York:  
Oxford University Press, 1991.

Scott, James C.  Domination and the Arts of Resistance:  Hidden Transcripts.  New 
Haven, Conn.:  Yale University Press, 1990.

Shah, Nayan.  Contagious Divides:  Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown.  
Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2001.

Shapiro, Herbert.  White Violence and Black Response:  From Reconstruction to 
Montgomery.  Amherst:  University of Massachusetts Press, 1988.

Shohat, Ella, and Robert Stam.  Unthinking Eurocentrism:  Multiculturalism and the 
Media.  London:  Routledge, 1994.

Sidbury, James.  Ploughshares into Swords:  Race, Rebellion, and Identity in Gabriel’s 
Virginia, 1730-1810.  Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1997.

Sitkoff, Harvard.  The Struggle for Black Equality, 1954-1992.  Rev. ed.  New York:  Hill 
and Wang, 1993.

Smead, Howard.  Blood Justice:  The Lynching of Mack Charles Parker.  New York:  
Oxford University Press, 1986.

Smith, Hazel Brannon.  “Separate but Unequal,” Alicia Patterson Foundation Reporter 6, 
no. 6 (1983).

Stern, Alexandra Minna.  Eugenic Nation:  Faults and Frontiers of Better Breeding in 
Modern America.  Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2005.

Stoff, Michael B.  “Claude McKay and the Cult of Primitivism.”  In The Harlem 
Renaissance Remembered, edited by Arna Bontemps, 126-146.  New York:  
Dodd, Mead & Company, 1972.



397

Sullivan, Patricia.  Days of Hope:  Race and Democracy in the New Deal Era.  Chapel 
Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1996.

Taylor, William Banks.  Down on Parchman Farm:  The Great Prison in the Mississippi 
Delta.  Columbus:  Ohio State University Press, 1991.

Thompson, Julius E.  Percy Greene and the Jackson Advocate:  The Life and Times of a 
Radical Conservative Black Newspaperman, 1897-1977.  Jefferson, N.C.:  
McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 1994.  

________.  The Black Press in Mississippi, 1865-1985.  Gainesville:  University Press of 
Florida, 1993.  

Tisdale, John R.  “‘Don’t Stone Her Until You See Her Side’:  New England Editors and 
the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission’s Public Relations Campaign of 
1956.”  Journal of Mississippi History 64, no. 3 (2002):  168-187.

Tolnay, Stewart Emory, and E. M. Beck.  A Festival of Violence:  An Analysis of 
Southern Lynchings, 1882-1930.  Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1995.

Trouillot, Michel-Rolph.  Silencing the Past:  Power and the Production of History.  
Boston:  Beacon Press, 1995.

Tyson, Timothy B.  Radio Free Dixie:  Robert F. Williams and the Roots of Black Power.  
Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1999.  

Umoja, Akinyele O., “1964:  The Beginning of the End of Nonviolence in the Mississippi 
Freedom Movement,” Radical History Review 85 (Winter 2003):  201-226.

________.  “‘We Will Shoot Back’:  The Natchez Model and Paramilitary Organization 
in the Mississippi Freedom Movement,” Journal of Black Studies 32, no. 3 
(January 2002):  271-294.

Van Deburg, William L.  New Day in Babylon:  The Black Power Movement and 
American Culture, 1965-1975.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1992.

Vincent, Theodore G.  Black Power and the Garvey Movement.  Berkeley, Calif.:  
Ramparts Press, 1971.

Vincent, Ted.  Keep Cool:  The Black Activists Who Built the Jazz Age.  London:  Pluto 
Press, 1995.

Von Eschen, Penny M.  Race against Empire:  Black Americans and Anticolonialism, 
1937-1957.  Ithaca, N.Y.:  Cornell University Press, 1997.



398

Wade, Peter.  Music, Race, and Nation:  Música Tropical in Colombia.  Chicago:  
University of Chicago Press, 2000.

Waldrep, Christopher.  The Many Faces of Judge Lynch:  Extralegal Violence and 
Punishment in America.  New York:  Palgrave Macmillan, 2002.

Weill, Susan.  In a Madhouse’s Din:  Civil Rights Coverage by Mississippi’s Daily Press, 
1948-1968.  Westport, Conn.:  Praeger, 2002.  

Weisbrot, Robert.  Freedom Bound:  A History of America’s Civil Rights Movement.  
New York:  Plume, 1991.

Whitfield, Stephen J.  A Death in the Delta:  The Story of Emmett Till.  New York:  The 
Free Press, 1988.

Wiegman, Robyn.  “The Anatomy of Lynching.”  In American Sexual Politics:  Sex, 
Gender, and Race since the Civil War, edited by John C. Fout and Maura Shaw 
Tantillo, 223-245.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1993.

________.  American Anatomies:  Theorizing Race and Gender.  Durham, N.C.:  Duke 
University Press, 1995.

Williams, Jenny.  “Redefining Institutional Racism.”  Ethnic and Racial Studies 8, no. 3 
(1985):  323-348.

Williams, Robert F.  Negroes with Guns.  1962.  Reprint, with a foreword by Gloria 
House and an introduction by Timothy B. Tyson, Detroit:  Wayne State 
University Press, 1998.

Williamson, Joel.  A Rage for Order:  Black-White Relations in the American South since 
Emancipation.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 1986.

________.  The Crucible of Race:  Black/White Relations in the American South since 
Emancipation. New York:  Oxford University Press, 1984.

Wilson, Amos N.  Black-on-Black Violence:  The Psychodynamics of Black Self-
Annihilation in Service of White Domination.  New York:  Afrikan World 
Infosystems, 1990.

Wise, Tim.  “15 Dead in Ohio:  The Black and the Blue in Cincinnati.” Indianapolis 
Recorder, 4 May 2001, A11.



399

Wolff, Robert Paul.  “On Violence,” Journal of Philosophy LXVI, (2 October 1969):  
601-616.

Wood, Jeff.  Black Struggle, Red Scare:  Segregation and Anti-communism in the South, 
1948-1968.  Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 2004.

Woodard, Komozi.  A Nation within a Nation:  Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones) and Black 
Power.  Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1999.

Woodruff, Nan Elizabeth.  American Congo:  The African American Freedom Struggle in 
the Delta.  Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 2003.

Woods, Clyde Adrian.  Development Arrested:  The Blues and Plantation Power in the 
Mississippi Delta.  London:  Verso, 1998.

Wormser, Richard.  The Rise and Fall of Jim Crow.  New York:  St. Martin’s Press, 
2003.

Wright, Gavin.  Old South, New South:  Revolutions in the Southern Economy since the 
Civil War.  New York:  Basic Books, 1986.

Wright, George C.  “By the Book:  The Legal Executions of Kentucky Blacks.”  In 
Under Sentence of Death:  Lynching in the South, edited by W. Fitzhugh 
Brundage, 250-270. Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1997.

________.  Racial Violence in Kentucky, 1865-1940:  Lynchings, Mob Rule, and “Legal 
Lynchings.”  Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 1990.

Youth of the Rural Organizing and Cultural Center.  Minds Stayed on Freedom:  The 
Civil Rights Struggle in the Rural South:  An Oral History.  Boulder, Colo.:  
Westview Press, 1991.

Zaim, Craig.  “Trial by Ordeal: The Willie McGee Case,” Journal of Mississippi History
65, no. 3 (2003): 215-247.

Unpublished Sources

Russell, Thaddeus. “Citizenship and the Problem of Desire in the Postwar Labor and 
Civil Rights Movements.”  Unpublished manuscript in author’s possession. 



400

________.  “The Fruits of Violence: Black Resistance and the Transformation of 
Birmingham, 1941-1963.”  Paper presented at the annual meeting of the 
American Studies Association, Atlanta, November 2004.  Unpublished 
manuscript in author’s possession.

________.  Hepcats and Martyrs:  White Identification with African Americans during 
the Era of the Civil Rights Movement.”  Paper presented at the annual meeting of 
the Organization of American Historians, Washington, D.C., April 2002.  
Unpublished manuscript in author’s possession.

Stephens, Ronald.  “Narrating Acts of Resistance:  Explorations of Untold Heroic and 
Horrific Battle Stories surrounding Robert Franklin Williams’ Residence in Lake 
County, Michigan.”  Paper presented at the annual meeting of the National 
Association of Ethnic Studies, New Orleans, 2001.

Walker, Anders.  “Bastards Out of North Carolina, Mississippi, and Florida:  The 
Deployment of Black Illegitimacy Rates to Subvert Civil Rights in the South.”  
Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Historical Association, 
Chicago, January 2003.



401

VITA

Stephen Andrew Berrey was born in Laddonia, Missouri on September 29, 1972, 

the son of Bonnie Katherine Erdel Berrey and Bobby Alexander Berrey.  After 

completing his work at Community R-VI High School, Laddonia, Missouri, in 1990, he 

entered the University of Missouri-Columbia.  He received the Bachelor of Science 

degree from the University of Missouri-Columbia in 1995.  He entered the Graduate 

School of the University of Tennessee at Knoxville in 1995.  In 1997 he received the 

Master of Arts degree from the University of Tennessee at Knoxville.  In September 1997 

he entered the Graduate School of the University of Texas at Austin.  

Permanent Address:  3476 John Hinkle Place, Bloomington, Indiana  47408

This dissertation was typed by the author.


