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 Rhetoricians have long praised argumentation as a productive alternative to violence, and 

while I agree that it can be such an alternative, my dissertation aims to complicate our 

understanding of both violence and coercion by illumination how the strictures of civility limit 

the rhetoric of dissent.  This study makes two main arguments, 1), that the dominant narrative of 

the civil rights and Black Power movements has been insufficiently challenged by rhetoricians, 

and 2), that this lack can be explained in part by these scholars’ preference for civility and 

decorum over coercion in persuasion. I argue that both the civil rights and Black Power 

movements share similarities both tactically and philosophically. Looking beyond assessing these 

movements in terms of their alleged levels of civility allows us more fully to account for the 

complexity of their rhetorical situations. I use black women’s autobiographies as my focus 

because they allow a glimpse into the quotidian nature of the civil rights and Black Power 

movement’s struggles, one that lies on the margin of the media spotlight on movement leadership.  

In addition, these autobiographies unveil the multiple audiences activist rhetors faced in ways that 

major speeches, penned and delivered by men, cannot. 
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The Limits of Civility in the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements 
 
We recognize the natural impatience of people who feel that their hopes are slow in being 
realized.  But we are convinced that these demonstrations are unwise and untimely [. . .]  
Just as we formerly pointed out that “hatred and violence have no sanction in our 
religious and political traditions,” we also point out that such actions as incite to hatred 
and violence, however technically peaceful those actions may be, have not contributed to 
the resolution of our local problems.  We do not believe that these days of new hope are 
days when extreme measures are justified in Birmingham.   
 
--Public Statement by Eight Alabama Clergymen, “A Call for Unity,” April 1963  
 
You may well ask:  “Why direct action?  Why sit-ins, marches and so forth?  Isn’t 
negotiation a better path?”  You are quite right in calling for negotiation.  Indeed, this is 
the very purpose of direct action.  Nonviolent action seeks to create such a crisis and 
foster such a tension that a community which has constantly refused to negotiate is forced 
to confront the issue. 
 
--Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” emphasis mine, April 1963 
 
Whenever you are going after something that is yours, you are within your legal rights to 
lay claim to it.  And anyone who puts forth any effort to deprive you of that which is 
yours, is breaking the law, is a criminal.  And this was pointed out by the Supreme Court 
decision.  It outlawed segregation.  Which means segregation is against the law.  Which 
means a segregationist is breaking the law. 
 
--Malcolm X, “The Ballot or the Bullet,” April 1964 
 
   
 

Martin Luther King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” and “I Have a Dream” are 

canonical texts in rhetoric readers, and their presence there is no wonder.  The narrative 

that these texts in particular and the civil rights movement in general enable us to tell is 

one of the triumph of civil and well-reasoned rhetoric that both eschews and 

deemphasizes the bigoted violence of its opponents.  And even though this dissertation is 

about African-American women’s discourses protesting segregationist thought in the 

1960s in its rhetorical contexts, it is important to start with the speeches of the civil rights 
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movement’s famous men who were orators because it is with these figures that the 

current conversation in rhetoric is concerned.     

 Annette Rottenberg’s Elements of Argument: A Text and Reader anthologizes 

Martin Luther King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” as well as his “I Have a Dream” 

speech.  In a teacher’s guide following the textbook, Rottenberg writes that the “Letter” 

can be usefully taught as exemplary in terms of its use of support; as including a 

definitional argument; as containing a warrant similar to that of The Declaration of 

Independence; as exhibiting a civil tone toward its opposition; as showing a “lofty, grave, 

[and] sermonic” style; as an example of effective organization (80-82 in appendix).  I do 

not disagree with Rottenberg—the “Letter” can certainly be taught as an exemplar of all 

of these things, my point is that to do so decontextualizes the “Letter” to such an extent as 

to render it lifeless.  Teaching it this way also, usually, depoliticizes it. To her credit, 

Rottenberg does preface the text of the letter itself with an epigraph for students noting 

that King is responding to eight specific Alabama clergymen who have criticized mass 

nonviolent protest, but this mention does not go very far toward cluing students in to the 

prevalent and complex rhetorical situation in the U.S. in April 1963 in general and the 

one in Birmingham in particular.  She does not provide a little bit of the history or even 

something that expresses the significance King’s opposition—his audience was 

complicated and multiple.    

 In Andrea Lunsford’s and John Ruszkiewicz’s The Presence of Others, the 

“Letter” leads off the chapter entitled “Moralities:  Most Sacred Values.”  The image 

which introduces the chapter is that of Elizabeth Eckford, an African-American girl who, 

having attempted to enter Central High in Little Rock in 1957, was subsequently mobbed 
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by white segregationists and students who had gathered there to prevent integration.  The 

image in the text has Eckford in the foreground, neatly dressed in a starched white dress 

with a full gingham skirt; there are two white girls behind her with perfectly coiffed hair 

who are similarly attired, but their faces are livid with hatred.  An older scowling white 

woman, perhaps a teacher, is walking a bit behind Eckford and to her left.   There are 

some men whose faces are obscured by hats visible in the middle ground, with some 

Arkansas National Guardsmen appearing in the background, in front of Central High 

which seems to recede into shadowy outline, outside the main focus of the shot.    

 On the page following the one on which the photograph appears, the textbook 

asks students to do the following:  “Look carefully at the photograph on the preceding 

page [ . . .] What first draws your attention to this photograph?  What story does the 

photo tell, both about each individual and the group as a whole?  What dominant 

impression does it create?  What underlying and competing values seem to be at work in 

it?” (158).  Having taught students to look at images from the civil rights and Black 

Power movements, but only with a significant amount of historical context, I am baffled 

by these questions, as I am sure that they must baffle and possibly mislead many 

composition students encountering this image for the first time without knowing they are 

to read it rhetorically.  What draws one’s attention at first to the photograph is most likely 

Eckford’s crisply rendered image, a teenaged black girl trying to look stoic while ringed 

by white people who are screaming at her.  One can infer that they are doing so because 

they oppose school integration, so that is likely one competing value the photo depicts.  

The second question the students are asked, to infer the story the photograph is telling, 

would seem to be that most white people, at least in Little Rock at that time, opposed 
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integration to such an extent that they were willing to mob a young girl.  Perceptive 

students might notice that, unlike the way southern segregationists are often portrayed, 

these white people appear to be middle class and thus, perhaps, “respectable”; apart from 

the expressions on their faces, they do not appear to be hoodlums—no one is wearing 

blue jeans, and there are no packs of cigarettes rolled up in the sleeves of white T-shirts.  

As I often discuss with my students, who grew up watching Nick at Nite, these white 

people look as if they might have walked off the set of The Donna Reed Show.  Such 

students also might wonder about the Arkansas National Guard soldiers who appear in 

the background, if only represented by their helmets visible above the segregationists’ 

heads—who were they there to protect and what kind of order were they there to 

maintain or restore?   

This photo contains both too much and not enough information. About young 

Eckford herself, eyes shielded by sunglasses, the photograph says little, and neither does 

it say anything about the larger Little Rock crisis.  I will talk more about the photo’s 

context in Chapter Two, but for now, suffice it to say for that the picture’s inclusion in 

this rhetoric textbook elides a series of conflicts which comprised legal wrangling among 

the U.S. Appellate Court, the Arkansas Supreme Court, Thurgood Marshall, the Little 

Rock School Board, Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus, Arkansas President of the 

NAACP Daisy Bates, and President Dwight Eisenhower.  (Even a brief outline of this 

information would help students understand that the conflict the picture represents was 

not merely between Eckford and the townspeople, but national in scope).  Given all the 

photo’s visual content and the lack of attending contextual content, what, I wonder, are 

students to make of all of this?  The teacher’s guide in the appendix says nothing about 
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the picture, though it does give advice similar to Rottenberg’s as to how the “Letter” may 

fruitfully be taught (13 – 14 in appendix).   

And in the preface to the “Letter” for students, Lunsford writes that King’s 

“Letter” was written a month after the March on Washington and the public airing of 

King’s much-lauded “I Have a Dream,” but the March actually took place four months 

later at the end of August 1963.  It is true that King had given versions of the “Dream” 

speech before that August, mainly at church rallies intended to inspire southern African-

American congregations, but it is this kind of error regarding the civil rights movement’s 

history and context that illustrates the limits I see in existing rhetorical scholarship about 

the movement.  I do not mean to nitpick here—if students are going to read King’s 

“Letter” and “I Have a Dream” together, it is absolutely crucial that they know which one 

came first.  What happened in Birmingham in the spring is part of what made the March 

and thus “I Have a Dream” possible by the end of the summer.  What happened in 

Birmingham was not only the “Letter,” it was also the subsequent Children’s Campaign, 

which had children facing fire hoses and police dogs and which emptied Birmingham’s 

schools of their African-American students and instead filled its jails with them.  The 

images arising from the Birmingham campaign helped vault King into his position as the 

unabashed leader of the civil rights movement, clearing the platform for the “Dream” 

speech a few months later.     

  While Rottenberg does not make that kind of an error in her preface to King’s 

work, she confidently writes that the “Letter” is still relevant because “However sketchy 

their knowledge of specific events, students surely know that millions of people 

throughout the world are actively opposing ‘unjust’ laws, often for the first time in 
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decades and at great risk, and that King’s definition of such laws is still highly relevant” 

(81).  I am not saying that rhetorical textbooks should become history books or even that 

one should never decontextualize a text for the purposes of teaching rhetorical strategies.  

The problem is not that students know nothing about the civil rights movement in this 

case, but that they know too much of one particular narrative about it, one that abounds in 

popular culture as well.       

Historian Emilye Crosby quotes one of her students to illustrate this point: “‘One 

day a nice old lady, Rosa Parks, sat down on a bus and got arrested.  The next day Martin 

Luther King Jr. stood up and the Montgomery Bus Boycott followed.  And sometime 

later King delivered his famous ‘I Have a Dream’ speech and segregation was over.  This 

is how the story was taught to me’” (xiii).  I have heard similar accounts from students, 

and they are both surprised by and interested in the small and specific political changes 

we examine.   

Crosby confirms my experience when she writes,  

Few students today understand how open and pervasive white supremacy 
was before the movement.  They regularly ask why African Americans 
living through Jim Crow did not more directly challenge the status quo 
and commonly assert that they would have acted more aggressively.  
Reflecting the lack of historical depth that nurtures such views, another 
student [. . .] asked why blacks had not voted for sympathetic whites.  She 
and others are just not aware of what may seem painfully obvious to 
scholars and those who lived through the premovement era—that most 
blacks simply were not allowed to vote.  As this suggests, students and the 
general public typically do not understand the extent of black 
disenfranchisement or the white power structure’s ability to retaliate 
against black activism.  This lack of understanding is exacerbated by the 
persistence of the triumphant narrative that people absorb as movement 
history and by the accompanying assumption that our nation has actually 
confronted and solved the problems generated by segregation and white 
supremacy. (xiv)  
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There are several reasons why this triumphant narrative would be particularly appealing 

to rhetoricians, especially given our preference for argumentation over other methods of 

resolving conflict.  It is comforting to think that white Americans could have their 

consciences pricked to a sufficient degree to bring about change.  And failing to account 

for the coercive nature of white supremacy in the South allows us to extol 

argumentation’s power, while ignoring the extent to which any argumentation that 

happened there was really argumentation ad baculum as rhetorician James Crosswhite 

describes it (174 – 177).  I will discuss argumentation ad baculum further in Chapter 

One; for now, I will simply note that it was backed up by force, often deadly force.  Such 

force is why rhetoricians should heed the insights of Crosby and other historians who 

have engaged in rich analyses of local struggles. 

 And there are scholars who would have us eschew even agonistic argumentation, 

so pronounced is their distaste for conflict.  Linguist Deborah Tannen has written the 

popular book The Argument Culture, writing on the first page that the book is not about 

civility, which she defines as gentility and good manners (3).  But her work really is 

about arguing politely as opposed to the “argumentation” that occurs on a typical prime 

time news show, with multiple guests often shouting over each other.  She opposes the 

way the word “war” has become and organizing metaphor to describe argumentation, and 

proposes the variety of effects emanating from that conception (4).  I agree that the war 

metaphor is unfortunate because it makes winning and losing seem to be argumentation’s 

goal, but I disagree that conflict is bad as will become clearer in a moment.1

The part of the civil rights narrative that I think rhetoricians should reconsider is 

the notion that the civil rights movement triumphed because King’s rhetoric was so good.  
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What I am suggesting here is that no matter how well King may have argued, and he 

certainly did make excellent arguments, a large portion of his intended audience simply 

would not listen to him because he was an African-American man arguing for what many 

southern whites thought unthinkable, the end of white supremacy.  One has to wonder in 

what world, say, Bull Connors would have negotiated with King about what was 

happening in a way that would not have resulted in further violence against black 

activists in Birmingham.  Not only did people like Bull Connors actively refuse to listen, 

they retaliated with violence.   

And while historians recently have done a better job of telling the complicated 

story of civil rights and Black Power, rhetoricians have not.  In their approach to 

anthologizing movement rhetoric and images and offering to teachers suggestions about 

teaching them, these two writing textbooks discussed above exemplify a problem with 

decontextualizing texts that were highly controversial when they were written, and this 

problem is emblematic of a lack of rhetorical scholarship about the civil rights 

movement.2

And when I first mentioned writing teachers using “Letter,” I criticized 

Rottenberg using a metaphor of life and death—that approach renders the letter lifeless.  

What I more precisely mean is that this approach deracinates it—to ignore the context in 

Birmingham or to assume it is not important is to pull it up from its roots in 

Birmingham’s 1963 African-American community.  The causes of this tendency to 

engage in such deracination may well be rooted in the conflict in composition studies 

between people like Maxine Hairston and people like Linda Brodkey.  People like 

Hairston did not want to move in the direction of cultural studies, while people like 
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Brodkey wanted to make issues of identity the objects of study, the content, in first year 

writing.  This discussion is beyond the scope of this dissertation, but it would be 

interesting to figure out how to explain differences in how issues of race, class, gender, 

and sexuality are explained (or not) in composition anthologies.3

The important thing to my project is the lack of historical context in the way 

movement rhetoric is presented to writing students, which leads to, in some cases, the 

dissemination of inaccuracies such as confusing which piece of rhetoric occurred first in 

time.  An explication of the first two quotations in the epigraphs will help illustrate how 

and why this lack is important, and a reading of the similarities between what King says 

and what Malcolm X says will show why the similarities between the civil rights and 

Black Power movements deserve further consideration.  

     

The first two quotations in the epigraph to this chapter are from the eight Alabama 

clergymen who are responding to protest in Birmingham and King’s subsequent and 

well-known April, 1963 response to them in the “Letter.”   Less well known is that King 

had gone to Birmingham in late 1962 to begin organizing after having mostly given up on 

the possibility for change in Albany, Georgia.  In Albany, Chief of Police Laurie 

Pritchett, having shrewdly learned from the public outrage aroused among northern 

spectators upon seeing the violence in Birmingham and Montgomery during the 1961 

Freedom Rides, had instructed his officers to holster their truncheons, and rather to 

conduct massive arrests of protestors without violence (Branch Parting 527).  The 

movement had stagnated there—most of the activists were in jail, and the lack of 

spectacle produced a dearth of spectators and thus of northern white public outcry and the 

subsequent potential for federal intervention. 
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 In Birmingham, by the time King was arrested on April 12, 1963—on Good 

Friday, a date not chosen by accident by the protestors—organizers had been working 

there for months (Branch 734). They were arrested for conducting a march that had been 

specifically prohibited. An injunction, known as the Jenkins injunction after the judge 

who signed it, sought to ban all African-American protest activity in Birmingham, even 

“kneel-ins,” Sunday morning sessions during which a few African Americans were 

allowed in some white churches to worship in special roped-off sections.  As historian 

David Garrow explains, “At virtually the same moment [that King made his Wednesday 

evening announcement of the Friday march], two city attorneys asked State Circuit Judge 

William A. Jenkins, Jr., to issue a special injunction against King and other movement 

leaders barring all marches or other protests” (240).  Jenkins signed the injunction that 

evening, less than forty-eight hours before the Good Friday march, and movement leaders 

including King were served with it late that night (240).  Governor George Wallace and 

the Alabama legislature had also raised the bond amount for misdemeanors significantly 

from $300 to $2,500 a little more than a week earlier, claiming that Alabama had been 

invaded by foreigners (Branch Parting 726). This greater than 800% increase in the bail-

bond requirement for release was clearly intended to bankrupt the Birmingham 

movement.  Following King’s Good Friday arrest, the eight clergymen’s response to the 

march was published on Saturday in the Birmingham paper on page two.  King 

specifically chose white southern moderates as his immediate audience because he saw 

that their lack of help was more damaging than the violence of the rabid segregationists, 

which at least served the purpose of outraging northerners.4   
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The clergymen, who admitted to being “convinced that these demonstrations are 

unwise and untimely,” refer to the decisions of the courts that are to be obeyed (“A Call” 

911).  King would have known they were referring to the recent Jenkins injunction, the 

bond augmentation, as well as other pre-existing laws.  The white moderates’ willingness 

to accede to the unconstitutional ruling of an Alabama judge in the case of the Jenkins 

injunction, one that called out 133 people in particular by name, exemplifies the problem 

they presented to King (910).  While they may have claimed to welcome so-called 

progress, they were not willing to upset the status quo, and they were also willing to 

watch things go backward so long as the façade of slow progress could be maintained. 

These southern moderates were also convinced that “such actions as incite to hatred and 

violence, however technically peaceful those actions may be, have not contributed to the 

resolution of our local problems” (911).  The clergymen see nonviolent protest as an 

incitement to violence, and blame the protestors rather than the segregationists for the 

continuation of the problems.    

King calls the clergymen on the hypocrisy of their claims, pointing out that 

southern communities like Birmingham have refused to negotiate.  To explain that the 

purpose of protest is to move toward negotiation, King writes, “Too long has our beloved 

Southland been bogged down in a tragic effort to live in monologue rather than dialogue” 

(696).  What King points out here is the irenic nature of the southern public sphere 

regarding race and the goal of African-American activists to transform it into an agonistic 

one that is tolerant, even welcoming, of dissent.  The monologue he refers to is that most 

southern whites had only talked to each other concerning the system of segregation; 

African Americans had been as forced out of the conversation as much as they were 
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separated from white social spaces.  Any perceived conflict between an African 

American and a southern white had the potential to lead to violence, which will be 

discussed further below.  In their statement here, the Clergymen are arguing for 

agreement and a facile concord; King is arguing that this false concord masks deep 

injustice experienced by southern African Americans and that these injustices warrant 

protest. As rhetorician Patricia Roberts-Miller has written of proponents of deliberative 

democracy, “those whose very disadvantages inhibit their ability to participate in public 

discourse cannot even point to their own disadvantages.  Proponents of deliberative 

democracy generally recommend instead that those inequalities be, in some way at least, 

made the object of discourse” (Deliberative 197).  When King gives examples such as 

“when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown 

your sisters and brothers at whim [. . .] you will understand why we find it difficult to 

wait,” he is making such a move.  These are just a couple of examples from the “Letter”; 

the sentence from which the previous quotation comes is over 300 words long.    

And the distinction King makes between just and unjust laws is not only 

important in all times and places, although it is that, but it also has a lot to do with the 

specific legal and legislative wrangling that was happening that spring in Alabama.  As 

King would later argue in the less famous, early part of “I Have a Dream” at the March 

on Washington, “we have come to our nation’s capital to cash a check.  When the 

architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the 

Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every 

American was to fall heir [ . . .] It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this 

promissory note insofar as her citizens of color are concerned.  America has given the 
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Negro people a bad check” (“Dream” 708).  King is pointing out what was clear to 

African-American protestors (as well as the many white young people participating)—the 

legal foundations for full civil rights were already there. 

The third quotation in the epigraph I offered above was spoken by Malcolm X, 

who is often contrasted with King. 5

This version of the speech was given to the Cleveland chapter of the Congress of 

Racial Equality (CORE) on April 3, 1964.

  This speech, “The Ballot or the Bullet,” was given in 

many different versions after Malcolm X broke with the Nation of Islam and revised his 

formerly apolitical attitude (Breitman 22, also see Haley).  He would soon form the 

Organization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU), and according to communication studies 

scholar Robert Terrill, “Ballot” contains the seeds of the thought behind that organization 

(129).  From the very beginning of the speech, Malcolm X plays up what African 

Americans have in common and downplays what they do not, attempting in particular to 

unite those of all religious persuasions or none at all.  

6  CORE was conducting a conference entitled 

“The Negro Revolt—What Comes Next” (Breitman 23).  About six months after King 

metaphorically talked about America’s bad check at the Washington Mall, Malcolm X 

told a group of activists that “These senators and congressmen [who are filibustering the 

Civil Rights Act (1964)] actually violate the constitutional amendments that guarantee 

the people of that particular state or county the right to vote” (29).  While Malcolm X’s 

style is very different from King’s at the march—King was, after all, addressing a 

national audience as well as those assembled there to hear him surrounding the reflecting 

pool—Malcolm X essentially makes the same argument, that any further legislation about 

civil rights should not be necessary as it is already illegal to deny a citizen the vote.   
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Malcolm X very directly says, “Whenever you’re going after something that 

belongs to you, anyone who’s depriving you of the right to have it is a criminal” (33).  

King also refers to the illegality of segregation in response to the ministers: “Since we so 

diligently urge people to obey the Supreme Court’s decision of 1954 outlawing 

segregation in the public schools, it is rather strange and paradoxical to find us 

consciously breaking laws” (697).  Speaking of Barry Goldwater in 1964, Malcolm X 

says, “Goldwater as a man, I respected for speaking out his true convictions—something 

rarely done in politics today.  He wasn’t whispering to racists and smiling at 

integrationists” (Haley 381).7

While this dissertation is not about how to teach movement rhetoric, these 

examples illustrate a problem in how rhetoricians have approached the civil rights and 

  A year earlier, King implicitly asks the clergymen he 

addresses to take a stand: “I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the 

Negro’s greatest stumbling block in the stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s 

Councilor or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate who is more devoted to 

‘order’ than to justice” (699).  Like Malcolm X, King recognizes that the unapologetic 

segregationist is a known enemy, while white southern moderates merely appear to be on 

the side of change.  While Malcolm X was very controversial and viewed as an extremist 

by white northerners, the southern moderates in their letter to King also deem the sit-ins 

in Birmingham as “extreme measures.”  Most southerners thought King was an extremist; 

billboards denouncing him as having attended a Communist training center dotted 

southern highways (Woods 10).  I am not intending these points to elide the very real 

differences between these two orators or the methods they espoused, but rather to 

emphasize that there are some thematic similarities that are easily ignored.             
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Black Power movements more generally.  Most work, both then-contemporary and 

current, has focused on the speeches and written arguments of famous and mostly male 

leaders. Such work has tended to extol the civility of the civil rights movement while 

deploring the incivility of Black Power. In addition, by focusing on the public words of 

leaders, rhetoricians have missed the contextual complexity of both movements as well as 

their similarities.  While some historians have addressed this complexity, rhetoricians 

have continued to neglect the civil rights and Black Power movements, and the results of 

that neglect can be seen in the rather facile way even the most famous texts have been 

taught.  And historians have not addressed the rhetoric of movement speeches and other 

documents, they have rather done the field work necessary to produce the thick 

descriptions their histories represent.   

To attend to this complexity, I look at three African-American women’s 

autobiographies to reveal a fuller picture of social change in the 1950s and 1960s and its 

relationship with rhetoric.  Anne Moody’s Coming of Age in Mississippi, for example, 

allows me to look at how an adolescent and young woman, who wrote this text in 1968, 

shortly after she had moved to New York, saw the rhetorical situation surrounding her.  

The way she talks about how the rhetoric of the resistance to dissent, such as Klan-

authored “Most Wanted” posters, could have very real chilling effects on protestors.  An 

autobiography such as hers also reveals that while activism intended to break down 

segregationist thought offered opportunities for girls and women, it also highlighted 

limitations.  Moody, for example, in her field work for CORE, was limited in her 

movements because of male activists’ fears for her and her female comrades, while the 

young men themselves did not feel compelled to limit theirs. 
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So, the questions motivating this study include the following:  how do 

autobiographies, written by everyday activists, complicate the triumphant narratives of 

the civil rights movement?  What do they reveal about how such activists negotiated 

difficult and dangerous rhetorical terrain?  What were the rhetorical contours of this 

terrain in both the North and the South?  My goal in answering these questions is to 

excavate a path from what historians have done to where rhetoricians should go in 

thinking about and analyzing civil rights and Black Power in ways more sophisticated 

than they have yet to do. 

 

What follows is an explanation of the framework I use to help answer these 

questions, a discussion of key terms, and chapter descriptions.  In this introduction I 

mainly focus on the southern rhetorical landscape.  I use the philosophers Chaim 

Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca, their concept of hierarchical values, and breaking 

associated links to help illuminate this terrain.  Perelman says that “the need for reliance 

on abstract values is perhaps essentially connected with change” (79).  Southern African 

Americans wanted to change the value structure of the South, and they did so by 

attempting to change the abstract values attached to the concrete practices of segregation 

and integration.  Perelman goes on to write, “Abstract values can readily be used for 

criticism, because they are no respecters of persons and seem to provide criteria for one 

wishing to change the established order.  On the other hand, where change is not wanted, 

there is no reason to raise incompatibilities” (79).  We have already seen this principle in 

the exchange between the eight clergymen and King, and there are several more 

examples in the “Letter.”  The clergymen, who are not really invested in change, appeal 
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to King to follow the law, a concrete thing.  In order to criticize the law, King makes a 

distinction between just and unjust laws, thus raising an incompatability, or breaking the 

links between laws which were segregationist in nature and the abstract concept of 

justice.  King also catalogues the injustices he and others have experienced due to both 

segregation and the violence that upheld it, again making an appeal to justice through 

concrete examples of its lack. 

About breaking established links between concepts, Perelman writes, “The 

technique of breaking connecting links therefore consists in affirming that elements 

which should remain separate and independent have been improperly associated” (411).  

The hierarchy of values southern African Americans sought to break that were associated 

with segregation in the South can be represented as follows: 

segregation   civility      patriotism       order   honor       ratiocination   righteousness    purity 
integration    incivility   communism   disorder    dishonor    coercion    godlessness  impurity  
 

What this means is that for southern segregationists, segregation was civil, patriotic, 

assured social order, represented their honor and connection to the past, was reasonable, 

ordained by God, and ensured the maintenance of so-called racial purity.  I said above 

that the Birmingham campaign’s choice of Good Friday for the march was not accidental; 

it is one of countless examples of protestors’ using religious symbols of all sorts to align 

integration with righteousness, including the kneel-ins banned by the Jenkins injunction 

in Birmingham.  By this I do not mean to suggest that King’s or other protestors’ faith 

was insincere or cynical, but rather that the link between segregation and Christianity was 

so strong in segregationists’ minds that aligning integration with Christianity was a 

necessary step in breaking segregationist links. 
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 These paired terms and the links among them may also be useful to historians 

because their work tends to look at one of the pairs rather than the ways they are linked.  

So, for example, Jeff Woods’ Black Struggle Red Scare looks at the way segregationism 

was linked to anti-communist fervor, while others have focused on segregationists’ 

sexual anxieties and obsession with racial purity.  My study shows that all of these things 

were in play simultaneously in sometimes complicated ways.   

Some discussion of the terms follows, as well as the southern culture of terror, as 

this concept will be important throughout this dissertation.  The southern culture of terror 

was the main means of upholding white supremacy in the South, and in the South for 

white segregationists, violence was connected to religion, which was connected to racial 

purity which was connected to maintaining order and so on, which all means that the 

discussion of my terms and the culture of terror is necessarily a bit blurry.  And because 

these terms are relevant to my review of existing rhetorical scholarship, my review of the 

existing work in rhetoric and communication studies comes after this introduction in 

Chapter One.   

The culture of terror was effective at maintaining segregation because it was to 

some extent random and unpredictable.  This culture of terror has its roots in slavery, and 

as Patricia Roberts-Miller has commented, “The most controlling kind of violence is not 

controlled violence, but brutality that might have no causal or proportional relation to the 

catalyst [. . .] Lynchings (whether the antebellum lynchings of supposed insurrectionists 

or the postbellum lynchings of supposed insubordinates) were most controlling when the 

victims were innocent of the crime” (Fanatical 43).  Several examples of such alleged 

insubordination will follow below; the southern culture of terror was paramount to 
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maintaining white supremacy and cementing the concepts linked to segregation.  

Sociologist Orlando Patterson has written about lynching, the cornerstone of that system 

of terror, and its function in the South.  Patterson argues that lynching was ritualized 

human sacrifice that became a kind of civic religion in the South (and elsewhere, 

although to a lesser extent) that maintained and bolstered white dominance.  In that 

region, it emerged after the Civil War and helped restore white southerners’ sense of 

honor: 

I am convinced that a subset of the lynchings of Afro-Americans went well 
beyond, and cannot be explained by, vigilante terror and mob rule.  The Ku Klux 
Klan, the culmination of this sacrificial cult, especially in the Klan’s second, 
twentieth century phase, was not a mob.  It was a highly organized and extremely 
successful cult that counted thousands of ministers of religion among its 
membership, and an even higher proportion in its leadership.  At its height, in 
states from Georgia to Colorado and Indiana, it powerfully influenced governors, 
senators, congressmen, and most of the mayors where its Klaverns were located.  
(xiv) 
 

We should remember that this second phase Patterson refers to followed the release of 

Birth of a Nation (1915), based on the novel The Klansman, which I discuss below.  Both 

the film and the book glorify lynching as a necessary ritual meant to preserve white 

honor.  They also both assert that lynching was a necessary corrective to African-

American criminality—this was an early version of “law and order” rhetoric and 

vigilantism.   

Patterson describes how the phenomenon of lynching relied on Klansmens’ 

interpretations of fundamentalist and evangelical Christian beliefs, and it thereby 

incorporated religious imagery.  He notes that “Imperial Wizard Simmons, himself a 

former preacher, rightly insisted that the Klan was as much a religion as a secular cult” 

(XIV).  For Patterson, lynching worked to revise the South’s defeat in the Civil War and 



 20 

to preserve what white southerners called “their way of life,” which meant “not just the 

permanent segregation and subjugation of Afro-Americans but their demonization, 

terrorization, and humiliation”  (222).  Historian David Blight writes that “In southern 

lore, in formal history, and eventually in popular culture, the Klan, as the saviors of 

southern society, racial order, and white womanhood, attained a heroic image in 

American memory, a place from which the organization could be dislodged only during 

the latter half of the twentieth century” (111).   

Such white southerners attributed their defeat in the Civil War to satanic forces, 

and former slaves were equated with these forces.  While many commentators and 

lynching participants claimed that they were reacting to alleged sexual violations of white 

women, in fact, they viewed many instances of African-American behavior, such as 

financial success or independence or attempts at self-defense as equivalent to such 

alleged sexual crimes. A famous example of this phenomenon was the lynching that 

sparked Ida B. Wells-Barnett’s career as a crusader against lynching.  In Memphis in 

1892, three black men were lynched because they were “deemed too prosperous by 

competitors” (Wells-Barnett 5).  Wells-Barnett subsequently used her newspaper to 

editorialize against lynching before she was run out of Memphis for that activity three 

months later (6-7).  Richard Wright’s uncle was lynched because of his successful 

business while the boy was living with him in Arkansas after WWI; the year following 

the war is often referred to as the “red year” because of the sharp increase in the number 

of lynchings—returning African-American servicemen were seen as having forgotten 

their place in southern society.8  According to the Chicago Defender, in 1919 Private 

William Little was lynched in rural Georgia “for refusing to doff [his] uniform” 
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(Ginzburg 118).   African-American men were lynched in Mississippi in 1921 for 

refusing to give up their jobs as railroad brakemen (147).  As Blight notes, “The Klan’s 

purposes were essentially political; it sought to maintain white supremacy and to restore 

labor discipline among the freed people [. . .] By whippings, rapes, the burning of houses, 

schools, and churches, and hundreds of murders and lynchings, the Klan wanted to win 

back as much of a status quo antebellum as they could achieve” (113). 

Lynchings served the cultural purpose of maintaining white dominance in part 

because so many of them were well attended, public affairs about which there was 

widespread reportage and gossip in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

They were also so widespread that almost everyone living in the South, and many in the 

North, would have heard of them if not witnessed one of them outright:  “In the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, two or three black southerners were hanged, 

burned at the stake, or quietly murdered every week [ . . . ]  Between 1882 and 1968, an 

estimated 4,742 blacks met their deaths at the hands of lynch mobs”  (Allen 12).  As 

demonstrated in Without Sanctuary, a book that reproduces photographs of lynchings that 

were made into postcards and sold as souvenirs, crowds attending these gruesome affairs 

could number in the thousands, and members of the throngs, which at times included 

small children, were often photographed smiling gleefully as they watched the victims’ 

suffering and subsequent torturous deaths.  These horrible outings often had the air of a 

picnic.  One spectator, Joe, wrote the following on a postcard he sent home regarding a 

lynching in Texas in 1915: “This is the barbecue we had last night My picture is to the 

right with a cross over it your son Joe” (Allen photograph # 25 np).  The language that 

discusses this grotesque picture is noteworthy in how commonplace it is: the picture is of 
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the remains of an African American who had been burned, and the charred body had been 

largely reduced by the flames—only the torso, part of the head, and greatly truncated 

limbs remained.  The body had been left overnight and pictures taken of it with spectators 

during the subsequent day.     

Lynching was just one part, albeit the most horrific one, of the project to install 

white dominance in every aspect of southern life after Reconstruction.  Historian James 

Cobb explains that the white American consensus about the meaning of history and race 

was reached at the expense of African Americans.  As Cobb notes, “In the long run, the 

installation of the Old South-Lost Cause as the ‘dominant historical narrative’ among 

southern whites played a key role in achieving not just the New South objective of 

restoring white supremacy over blacks but of restoring the supremacy of white elites over 

the entire society”  (Away 84).  Sociologist Ron Eyerman also offers helpful insight, as he 

contends that this romantic vision of the antebellum South and the Civil War that Cobb 

describes spread to the North as well:  “Reconstruction, and blacks in general, were made 

the objects of hate, the Other, against which the two sides in the war could reunite and 

reconcile.  The memory of slavery was cast as benign and civilizing, a white man’s 

project around which North and South could reconcile” (5).  Thus the North became 

complicit in the South’s racial ideology, and shared many of the same ideological 

characteristics as the South because of the need for national unity after the Civil War, 

even if fewer instances of mob violence occurred North of the Mason-Dixon.   

In addition to the totality of white southern ideologies of race and the Civil War 

and its aftermath, the South was a closed-off culture that was highly resistant to outside 

influences before the civil rights movement.  Cobb notes the strength of “the white 
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South’s sensitivity to any form of external criticism, its repression of internal dissent, and 

its general suspicion of new ideas, especially those that came from outside the region” 

(166).9

One of the key terms linked to segregation is southern honor, and it is connected 

to the southern culture of terror because lynching and other violence was deemed 

necessary to restore it.  The South was a closed-off culture that was highly resistant to 

outside influences, and this resistance was due to its sense of honor.  Cobb notes the 

strength of “the white South’s sensitivity to any form of external criticism, its repression 

of internal dissent, and its general suspicion of new ideas, especially those that came from 

outside the region” (166).

  Part of this sensitivity stemmed from the South’s status as an honor culture.  The 

honorific nature of the South, coupled with the function of racial violence and lynching 

as civil religion, made speaking out about oppression tantamount to heresy or blasphemy. 

10

Historian Bertram Wyatt-Brown has famously defined honor as follows.  First, it 

is “the inner conviction of self-worth.”  Second, it is “the claim of that self-assessment 

before the public.”  Third, it is the public’s evaluation of that claim; in other words, the 

rhetor’s reputation (Southern Honor 14).  It does not matter if one is virtuous; what 

matters is that one feels oneself virtuous, claims to be so, and somehow persuades others 

  This resistance pre-dated the Civil War, and kept coming up 

during the civil rights movement so that even the liberal white clergymen in Alabama 

sought rhetorical traction by referring to “outsiders”; never mind that in this case some of 

the “outsiders” came from nearby Georgia.  The honorific nature of the South, coupled 

with the function of racial violence and lynching as civil religion, made speaking out 

about oppression tantamount to heresy or blasphemy—the South was irenic to a deadly 

extent. 
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to believe that claim.  If one’s claim is not believed, violence is a socially acceptable 

alternative to restore one’s honor, giving it a rhetorical function.  Historian Kenneth 

Greenberg writes that honor cultures “value appearance highly.  Their members project 

themselves through how they look and what they say.  They are treated honorably when 

their projections are respected and expected as true.  The central issue of concern to men 

in such a culture is not the nature of some underlying reality but the acceptance of their 

projections” (7).  They believe in their projections even in the face of contradicting 

evidence—the contradicting evidence actually becomes the enemy.  African-American 

protestors challenged white projections about racial harmony in the South, and white 

people could believe that such relations were universally understood as good in spite of 

lynchings and other violence. 

After the Civil War and then Reconstruction, the latter of which white southerners 

experienced as both a renewed and intensified defeat and humiliation, honor “was in the 

process of being redeemed.  The means used was violence in the name of a holy 

vengeance” (Wyatt-Brown The Shaping of Southern Culture 270).  This violence could 

involve interpersonal conflicts between whites, but it also “set whites against the lately 

freed people in mob actions as if the black race collectively bore total responsibility for 

the failure of Rebel arms” (270).  This obsession with honor continued into the 20th 

century, and it would remain more or less unchallenged until southern African-American 

political organizing in the civil rights movement.11

More intimate connections existed among segregation, racial purity, anti-

communism, and religion, all of which I discuss below and which have already come up 

  So honor and the culture of terror 

were intimately connected. 
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in my discussion of the culture of terror.  These connections were in turn linked to 

civility, so a discussion of that follows as well.  A rich example of these linked concepts 

can be found in Mississippi politician Theodore Bilbo.  Bilbo had been a State Senator, 

Lieutenant Governor, Governor, and was beginning his third term in the U.S. Senate at 

the time his book, Take Your Choice: Separation or Mongrelization, was published in 

1947.  In it, he argues that many forces were working to end segregation and that its end 

would eventually spell the end of white people and the subsequent downfall of the U.S.  

It is important to note that while Bilbo was wrong about a lot of things, he was right that 

things were slowly changing nationally, and he was shrewd enough to see that these 

changes threatened segregation in the long run.  While Bilbo was criticized in the North 

toward the end of his public career, and these criticisms must have only fed his paranoia, 

pessimism, and sense of victimhood, he was highly successful in Mississippi and 

throughout the South, holding court for nearly forty years in both state and national 

politics.  While he was virulently pro-segregation, he had also been somewhat of a 

populist in his advocacy on behalf of poor and rural whites.12

Bilbo’s obsession with segregation came to the fore in his public speech and 

writing in tandem with the Democratic Party’s growing interest in civil rights in the late 

1930s and 1940s, as did the segregationist frenzy of many white southerners.  

Communications studies scholar Jerry Hendrix has examined Bilbo’s speeches both on 

the stump in Mississippi and in Congress, and they express the themes Bilbo would 

develop more comprehensively in his 330-page book.  Hendrix argues that there are two 

main themes animating Bilbo’s language, the “preservation of states’ rights against 

encroachments of the federal government” and the “maintenance of white racial purity in 
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the United States” (161).  Bilbo expressed his pro-segregation beliefs in Congress as he 

worked against the Wagner-Van Nuys anti-lynching bill, a variety of bills intended to 

repeal the poll tax, and the establishment of a permanent Fair Employment Practices 

Commission (FEPC) (158-160).  The opposition of southern politicians to anti-lynching 

bills—the U.S. never passed one despite repeated campaigns endorsing one—

demonstrates the importance of the southern culture of terror in maintaining 

segregationist links.   

Because of Bilbo’s beliefs about interracial contact and social and political 

equality, Bilbo spent the last years of his life working to pass a law that sought to remove 

African Americans from the U.S. who were willing to go to Liberia or other African 

nations.  The text of this bill appears in an appendix to Take Your Choice:  “A Bill for the 

Voluntary Resettlement of American Negroes in West Africa” (298).  He arguably wrote 

the book in order to promote wider popular support for this bill and to enact his final 

solution, repatriation, to the so-called “Negro problem.”  As Hendrix notes, Bilbo spent 

more and more of his time promoting his repatriation scheme around Mississippi and 

elsewhere (158-165).  Hendrix deems Bilbo a demagogue, writing that “He deliberately 

contributed to a hardening of racial attitudes which were ultimately manifested in 

bloodshed rather than orderly change when a new social order was finally forced on 

Mississippi,” and, ultimately the rest of the South (172).  As I will discuss further when I 

explain the Citizens’ Councils that mushroomed throughout the South following Brown 

vs. Board (1954) in Chapter One, this statement gives Bilbo both a little too much and not 

quite enough credit.  Not enough because what is remarkable about Bilbo is his social 

status—the notion that southern racism mainly resided among impoverished, uneducated 
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whites was widespread in the North, and it is still quite prevalent.  Too much because his 

views were certainly widespread among southern whites of all classes—he was merely 

saying, albeit in more apparently scholarly terms, what many of his white constituents 

wanted to hear and already believed.  And certainly Strom Thurmond’s 1948 bid for the 

presidency as a Dixiecrat in response to President Truman’s executive order ending 

segregation in the military was an equal if not greater contributor to the hardening of 

racial attitudes; this run for office followed Bilbo’s death (throat cancer) by a year.        

In the preface to his book, Bilbo makes clear his view of the stakes adhering to 

integration.  He writes, “Personally, the writer of this book would rather see his race and 

his civilization blotted out with the atomic bomb than to see it slowly but surely 

destroyed in the maelstrom of miscegenation, interbreeding, intermarriage, and 

mongrelization.  The destruction in either case would be inevitable—one in a flash and 

the other by the slow but certain process of sin, degradation, and mongrelization” (np).  It 

is impossible to know whether he is sincere in his hyperbole, but I see no reason to doubt 

that he did believe that American culture would be destroyed by what he terms 

mongrelization.  He does make clear from the outset of his book a conceptual link 

between integration and godlessness—integration is “sin.” He strikes similar notes of 

alarm throughout.   

In a chapter in which he takes on the authors of the 1944 book What the Negro 

Wants, which has chapters penned by a variety of African-American intellectuals, Bilbo 

responds to Langston Hughes’ proposal that southern education be changed so that it 

would teach the full equality of all people.  He writes, “Let me say to Langston Hughes 

that the American Republic is still white, and our civilization is still safe because it is 
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white.  The mongrelization of the Nation, as Hughes seems so much to desire, would be 

far worse than an atomic bomb dropped upon every township of American soil” (77).  

Nothing in the quotation from Hughes that Bilbo offers mentions anything about 

intermarriage; it is solely about his education proposal.  Elsewhere, echoing the words of 

the editor of the Louisville Courier-Journal whom he has quoted, he writes, “There is not 

enough power in all the world, not in all the mechanized armies of the Allies and the 

Axis, including the atomic bomb, which could now force white Southerners to abandon 

the policy of social segregation of the white and black races” (59).     

 Bilbo explains the exigence for his book as follows: 

The campaign for complete equality launched by the Negro leaders has 
now reached alarming proportions.  The communists in this country have 
secretly and openly tried to indoctrinate the Negroes with the idea of 
social equality with the white race for their own purposes and as part of 
their plan to overthrow the American dual system of Constitutional 
government.  The great majority of white Americans have failed to realize 
the intensity of this campaign for racial equality and for the abolition of 
racial segregation in this Nation [. . .] White America must be awakened! 
(6-7)   
 

This quotation offers an early example of the linkage between communism and 

integration that would only grow as African-American activism continued to increase in 

the post-war period.  Thus the oppositional pair patriotic American vs. communist is 

linked to the pair segregationist vs. integrationist.  Historian Jeff Woods investigates the 

close connection between segregation and anti-communism in the South in the period 

immediately following the appearance of Bilbo’s book in his Black Struggle Red Scare.  

Woods writes, “The southern red scare was in many ways a byproduct of the region’s 

massive resistance to integration.  Its proponents’ main goal was to discredit the civil 

rights movement by associating it with the nation’s greatest enemy, Communism” (5).  
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Bilbo was here trying to connect integration with communism and thus the other linked 

terms.  White southerners were especially primed to see a link between integration and 

communism because of the Communist Party USA’s visible support of the Scottsboro 

boys, nine African Americans accused of rape by two white women, in the 1930s (19-

20).  In addition, many white southerners’ mistrust of perceived outsiders and meddlers 

was intensified by their understanding of Reconstruction as I discussed in terms of honor 

above.  

Above, I also discussed white southerners’ propensity to see such acts as an 

African-American veteran continuing to wear his military uniform once stateside as 

sufficient justification for lynching, and Bilbo shares their concerns with such seemingly 

insignificant matters.  Bilbo laments that “to refuse to address a Negro as ‘Miss’ or 

‘Mister’ is an unpardonable sin and social error!  Ye gods, how much further is white 

America going with this kind of damphoolishness!” (123).  And Bilbo, like them, sees 

African-American (male) desire to have sex with white women in any demonstration of 

African-American pride, independence, or equality, as in the example I gave of his 

reaction to Langston Hughes’ call for more democratic education in the South.  Bilbo 

reveals the gendered nature of this alleged African-American desire when he writes,  

We deplore the conditions which have poured a broad stream of white 
blood into black veins, but we deny that any appreciable amount of black 
blood has entered white veins.  As disgraceful as the sins of some white 
men may have been, they have not in any way impaired the purity of 
Southern Caucasian blood.  Southern white women have preserved the 
integrity of their race, and there is no one who can today point the finger 
of suspicion in any manner whatsoever at the blood which flows through 
the veins of the white sons and daughters of the South. (57-58) 
 

He expresses here a typical attitude about the so-called one-drop rule, as well as the 

southern need to protect white southern womanhood.  In reality, white men had far more 
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access to African-American women than African-American men did to white women 

because most white households, even poor ones, could afford to hire African-American 

domestic workers, who were usually women and girls, a subject that will be explored 

further in Chapter Three’s discussion of Anne Moody.  Here Bilbo is linking white 

southerners’ belief in the threat of African-American men raping white women to 

miscegenation and by association the resulting destruction of the U.S., which, we will 

remember, in his mind would be worse than a nuclear holocaust.  He is also decoupling 

the abuse of African-American women and girls by disguising their abusers, white men.  

For Bilbo, being able to say “a stream of white blood (has been poured) into black veins” 

means he does not have to think about who was doing the pouring and under what 

conditions the pouring was happening.  I will be discussing this particular white southern 

obsession and denial in more detail in Chapter Three when I discuss the lynching of 

Emmett Till. 

 Of course, Bilbo is not the first to exploit white fears of African-American men.  

Thomas Dixon’s The Klansman (1905), on which the 1915 film The Birth of a Nation 

was based, provides a plethora of examples of this theme, still strong in the 1950s in the 

South.13  Set during Reconstruction, in this work, almost every southern white man is 

chivalrous, virtually wrapped in the Confederate flag, every white woman a paragon of 

virtue and beauty, and every African American a savage, conniving brute.  In this 

passage, a fictional African-American Lieutenant Governor addresses a crowd:  “‘I 

demand, and I am going to have, the privilege of going to see [the white man] in his 

house or his hotel, eating or sleeping with him, and when I see fit, to take his daughter in 

marriage!’”  (275).  This quotation shows the progression from integration to social 
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equality to intermarriage in just a few short phrases. Another example comes from a 

scene in which four African-American men break into a house in order to rape a white 

girl while her mother, tied, watches in distress, saying,  “‘We have no money—the deed 

has not been delivered.’ [. . .] Gus stepped closer, with an ugly leer, his flat nose dilated, 

his sinister bead-eyes wide apart gleaming ape-like, as he laughed: ‘We ain’t atter 

money!’ The girl uttered a cry, long, tremulous, heart-rending, piteous.  A single tiger-

spring, and the black claws of the beast sank into the soft white throat and she was still” 

(304).  The newly formed Klan rides in to avenge the girl’s and her mother’s honor;  both 

of these women have decided to kill themselves rather than live with the shame of the girl 

having been raped by African-American men. Members of the Klan then swiftly disarm 

the African-American community, remove African Americans from positions of power, 

and restore South Carolina’s, and by extension the South’s, allegedly lost honor, all in 

one short night.     

Another, and perhaps the most important, link that Bilbo makes is between the 

oppositional pairs segregation vs. integration and righteousness vs. godlessness.   He 

writes that “Nothing could be more foreign to the ideals of the Christian religion than 

miscegenation and amalgamation.  There is absolutely no foundation for advocating the 

mixing of the blood of the races as a part of our religious doctrines” (106).  One reason 

Bilbo and others give for their reading of Christianity is that God created separate races 

and put them on different continents because he intended for them to remain separate.  

Thus he quotes at length from John Irwin’s 1945 pamphlet Let’s Keep the United States 

White:  “God saw fit to segregate and separate the different races by placing each in 

different lands.  He located the white races in the middle northern hemisphere, and placed 
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the Negro in Africa, and the brown and yellow peoples in other spheres, as far as possible 

from each other” (107).  Keeping the United States white was certainly Bilbo’s chief 

concern, and it was shared by others and became voiced more and more loudly following 

Brown, and such concerns increasingly rang out from white southern pulpits.14

Sex and segregation in particular became the text of southern sermons in white 

churches in Brown’s wake, and such themes strengthened the link between segregation 

and righteousness.  Historian Jane Dailey has shown how a “theology of segregation” 

emerged that insisted that while all may be one and united in the next world, in this world 

differences based on racial categories could and should be maintained.  White southern 

ministers thus developed a justification for segregation in the wake of increasing 

criticisms of it based upon a distinction between the secular and the spiritual (121).  

These beliefs predated Brown, as Bilbo and his sources were already making this 

argument as early as the first decade of the twentieth century.  Here is Bilbo on the 

differences between the secular and spiritual realms:  “But [Christ’s] Kingdom where 

there will be no human inequalities, no imperfections, no worldly wealth, and where all 

men will be judged by God’s own standard of perfect justice is not of this world but is the 

Kingdom of Heaven—a spiritual not a physical kingdom” (112).  What Dailey does show 

is that many important southern sermons on the subject were made into pamphlets and 

disseminated in southern newspapers, broadening their audiences.  Radio broadcasts were 

also widespread.  Thus religion was not only important to the civil rights movement 

itself, but it was important to white resistance to it—both claimed to have God on their 

side, linking righteousness to either integration or segregation.  And it was “through sex 

that segregation assumed, for the believing Christian, cosmological significance” (122).  
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The segregationists argued that what God has made separate, let no man join together.  In 

terms of Patterson’s explanation of the civic religion of lynching as discussed above, 

integration was the first step toward the racial mixing Bilbo so feared and was thus 

heretical.  And integration was understood in sexual terms.  In the words of Alabama 

State Senator Walter C. Givhans, Brown’s explicit aim was “‘To open the bedroom doors 

of our white women to Negro men’” (qtd. in Dailey 129).  In the opening montage of the 

documentary Little Rock Central, an anonymous white man demonstrating against school 

integration in 1957 says, “the South has always and will always be for segregation.  It’s 

biblical!”      

The final term I will discuss here is civility, while a discussion of rhetoric and 

coercion, which is related to civility, will lead into the literature review in Chapter One.  

The southern insistence on civility itself also presents limits to the rhetoric of dissent; 

segregationists interested in maintaining the hierarchy of southern values saw those who 

protested it as uncivil.  Historian William Chafe stresses that the southern ideal of civility 

was limiting for African Americans in particular:  

Yet blacks also understood the other side of civility—the deferential poses 
they had to strike in order to keep jobs, the chilling power of consensus to 
crush efforts to raise issues of racial justice.  As victims of civility, blacks 
had long been forced to operate within an etiquette of race relationships 
that offered almost no room for collective self-assertion and independence.  
White people dictated the ground rules, and the benefits went only to those 
who played the game. (8)   
 

That Chafe, a historian and not a rhetorician, has made one of the clearest articulations of 

this phenomenon that I have found is telling:  rhetoricians need to pay attention to how 

the demands of civility restrict those who are less powerful from full participation in what 

legal scholar Patricia Williams calls the “loving expectations that come from being 
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treated as a whole, rather than three-fifths of a person” (60).  The people who supported 

segregation had the most rhetorical power, and lynching and other acts of terror upheld 

the segregationist hierarchy of values, while civility masked the brutality underlying it.   

Put in another way, this  

insistence on consensus ensured that any political programs that generated 
too much conflict would never be acted upon.  And paternalism smoothed 
over the rough edges with those [ . . .] who might otherwise become a 
source of conflict.  Good manners surrounded all these values with an aura 
of civility, reinforcing the notion that this was a genteel way of life.  Woe 
be to anyone who dared to challenge these ground rules or question the 
virtue of those who subscribed to them! (Chafe 238)  
  

In The Eyes on the Prize documentary about the 1960 sit-in movement in Nashville, 

white southern attitudes about civility and protest are apparent.  One white man says that 

at first, most white people thought the protest mentality among African Americans was 

limited to the students attending Nashville’s historically black colleges like Fisk and that 

the southern students there were in turn influenced by their northern peers.  He 

remembers asking his black domestic worker what she thought of the protests, and she 

said, “Oh, they’re nothing, just outside trash.”  Then he said, chuckling at himself, “but 

then come to find out she was going off to NAACP meetings.”  The woman in this case 

had to pretend to agree with her employer and keep her political activities secret (“Ain’t 

Scared”).  She also had to parrot back the segregationist concept about outsiders in order 

to do so.  To do otherwise would have at best breached civility and at worst been 

perceived as an invitation to retaliation.       

To close this introduction, I offer the following descriptions of the rest of this 

project’s chapters.  Chapter One argues for a more nuanced and complicated distinction 

between rhetoric and coercion, maintaining that where one stops and the other begins 
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depends largely on one’s access to power and ability to control, manipulate, or reject 

hierarchies of values.  I look at existing rhetorical scholarship about the civil rights and 

Black Power movements.  I also offer a review of recent histories of the movements in 

terms of how they both concentrate on local struggles and complicate the dominant 

movement narratives.  Interwoven into this discussion is more evidence of the reaction of 

white southerners to the burgeoning civil rights movement, much of it arising after 

Brown.  This evidence further demonstrates the hierarchy of values prevalent among 

segregationists that protestors challenged.    

Chapter Two examines Daisy Bates’ text The Long Shadow of Little Rock.  It 

expands the work done in Chapter One in exploring many white southerners’ reactions to 

Brown vs. Board (1954) in particular, especially in terms of such southerners’ propensity 

to link integration with Communism and with the violation of white women by African-

American men.  Throughout the 1957 Little Rock crisis, white southerners forged these 

links, while Daisy Bates, Long Shadow, and the beleaguered Little Rock Nine, the 

students who integrated Central High School, worked to break them in a variety of ways.  

In addition, many of all of these actors’ actions during the highly-charged 1957-1958 

school year reveal that in volatile rhetorical situations, coercion and violence are 

persuasive and that marginalized rhetors may need to use a wide variety of tactics to 

ensure that their voices are heard.   

Chapter Three explores Anne Moody’s Coming of Age in Mississippi.  It further 

discusses the stated motivation behind lynching, the threat of African-American men to 

white women, through a discussion of Emmett Till’s murder, which itself sparks 

Moody’s burgeoning activism.  I explain how Moody is constrained by the southern 
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white culture she works against through a variety of coercive means that she begins to 

face as a young girl.  Her autobiography gives a more detailed picture of the multiple 

audiences activists faced in oppressive atmospheres like Mississippi; Moody has to work 

against not only the racial ideological hegemony upheld by Mississippi whites, she also 

has to persuade justifiably skeptical rural African Americans that change is possible.  

Success proves tenuous at best, and the constant stress Moody faces extinguishes her 

hope for the possibility of change through nonviolence. 

Chapter Four serves as the foundation for Chapter Five’s discussion of Angela 

Davis and Black Power.  It further develops my argument that the civil rights and Black 

Power movements have more in common than it may first appear.  Since much of my 

audience will likely have far less familiarity with the historical context surrounding Black 

Power as compared to civil rights, I spend a fair amount of time offering this information.  

I attempt to show that while many white northerners were happy to reject the ugly 

behavior of unruly white southerners, thus casting their sympathies with southern African 

Americans, once Black Power erupted on the scene in 1966, their attitudes hardened 

because now it was northern African Americans who seemed to be on the side of 

coercion.  The upraised fist of Black Power was seen as threatening by northern whites, 

and politicians would exploit these fears and realign conceptual links through the rhetoric 

of law and order. I close this chapter with a discussion of the murder of Fred Hampton, 

an extreme, though not isolated, example of the violent relationship between police and 

African-American activists in the North. 

Chapter Five discusses Black Power’s interrogation of the foundations of U.S. 

society, and illuminates how some Black Power rhetors worked to disrupt conceptual 



 37 

links about urban African Americans, the source of urban problems, and criminality.  For 

example, the Black Panthers’ emphasis on self-defense cast police as violent intruders in 

urban neighborhoods.  Along with providing further evidence of such rhetorical and 

cultural work in general, this chapter focuses on Angela Davis’ autobiography.  Part 

traditional memoir and part prison narrative, the text asks for a revision of northern and 

urban approaches toward social change.  My reading of this text highlights the complex 

relationship between coercion and persuasion. 

In Chapter Six, the conclusion, I begin with the initial controversy (March 2008) 

involving then-Democratic presidential nominee Barack Obama’s former reverend, 

Jeremiah Wright.  I argue that many white people’s failure to understand how Wright 

could have possibly held the sentiments that he expressed, albeit in decontextualized 

snippets repeated endlessly on cable news channels, represents residual 

misunderstandings of civil rights and Black Power.  In light of the controversy, Obama 

had to address the nation, and I offer a rhetorical analysis of this speech to illustrate how 

argumentation may offer some hope for moving conversations about the color line in this 

century forward, though I show that some audiences—many with substantial roles in the 

public sphere—will still refuse to participate.  I also warn of the dangers of declaring the 

2008 campaign and Obama’s subsequent election as signaling the dawning of a “post-

racial” era: as legal scholar Patricia Williams has wisely pointed out, four hundred years 

of systematic oppression will not be overcome in just a few generations.  I call for 

rhetoricians to engage in further studies of rhetorical situations such as those analyzed in 

the bulk of the dissertation, those that might be characterized as extremely vexed.  Our 

shared quest for increased justice and enriched human rights may well depend on it. 
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The Narrative of Civil Rights/Black Power:  The Rhetoric of Dissent, Coercion, and 
Civility  

 
So out of the five guys involved in that particular incident [getting information from the 
Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) as well as the Klan and the Citizens’ 
Council for a 1960 college writing assignment on the South’s racial problems], I was the 
only person out of the five that graduated.  One attempted suicide. [The others] got 
tremendous pressure from their families.  Mine was the only family that backed me up in 
the whole thing.  In a sense . . . they gave no white southerner of that period any choice.  
If you backed the system at all you had two choices: you either capitulated absolutely and 
completely, or you became a rebel, a complete outlaw, and that’s the way I went because 
I was contrary enough and had backing from my family, which was very important. 
 
--Robert Zellner, “Interview with Robert Zellner”  
  

In Nashville in late February 1960, sit-ins at local lunch counters began, just a few 

weeks after the sit-ins in Greensboro.  These Nashville students, led by their mentor 

James Lawson, had been preparing for non-violent protest for months before the protests 

began (Carson 16).  The students were so well-organized that once the inevitable arrests 

of protestors began, there were subsequent waves of students ready to take the initial 

arrestees’ places at the lunch counters.   John Lewis was one of these students, and he 

emerged as a leader, becoming chairperson of the soon to be formed Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and eventually a U.S. Representative from Georgia.  

As Lewis remembers it, “The police could hardly keep up with the waves of students who 

were replacing one another back at those lunch counters.  No sooner would one group be 

arrested than another would take its place” (108).  The police soon had to stop arresting 

the students because the jails were so full; Lewis reports that cells meant to accommodate 

three or four people were instead jammed with fifteen to twenty of them.   

A few of the students described the initial reactions of white southern 

segregationists to the sit-ins:  two African-American girls walked into the “‘whites only’ 
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ladies room and walked in on an elderly white woman who exclaimed, ‘Oh! Nigras, 

Nigras everywhere! before fleeing,” as Lewis puts it, painting the movement as a war 

(Lewis 104).  Diane Nash, in an interview for Eyes on the Prize, remembers a white 

server who kept dropping and breaking stacks of plates in her shock at seeing African-

American students and a few white students sitting together at the lunch counters (“Ain’t 

Scared”).  Of course, it is not that African Americans were not a presence in Nashville 

before that late winter in 1960; it is that whites had not seen them in those segregated 

public places.  Before whites began abusing the protestors, they first expressed shock and 

disbelief at these visual challenges to the concepts that were linked to segregation, 

concepts whose linkage they held so dear. 

Archival footage of interviews with white Nashville residents reveals several 

things.  One nicely-dressed white housewife said, “even though these so-called, although 

[the protestors] say they’re nonviolent, they’re really the most violent because they 

violate my civil rights” (“Ain’t Scared”).  She said that a business person should be free 

to choose whom to serve; for her, integration meant the end of her freedom.  Another 

white man expressed a rancid paternalism, saying that in the South, “people would 

always feed you if you came to the back door” (“Ain’t Scared”).  He did not understand 

that the point of the sit-ins was not to be served food in and of itself, but to be treated 

exactly the same as white patrons.  Ella Baker was an experienced African-American 

organizer who mentored student leaders and encouraged the emerging student movement 

to remain independent from King’s SCLC (Ransby 242-247).15  In an article about the 

April, 1960 meeting where SNCC was formed, she wrote, “The Student Leadership 

Conference [which would shortly become SNCC] made it crystal clear that current sit-ins 
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and other demonstrations are concerned with something much bigger than a hamburger or 

even a giant-sized Coke.  Whatever may be the difference in approach to their goal, the 

Negro and white students, North and South, are seeking to rid America of the scourge of 

racial segregation and discrimination not only at lunch counters, but in every aspect of 

life” (120).  The struggle for civil rights that the sit-in movement represented had nothing 

to do with getting something to drink or eat; it had to do with gaining access to a 

deliberative public sphere that would include African Americans. 

The reaction to the civil rights movement of the anonymous white Nashville 

woman, that protestors were violent and coercive, exemplifies the reactions of many 

southern whites, and it makes it easy to dismiss protestors as uncivil provocateurs.  

Historian Emilye Crosby notes that it is important to understand that the problem with the 

“pervasive stereotype of white racists as bomb-throwing, redneck Klansman is that it 

allows people to characterize or perceive any milder response as reasonable or moderate” 

(260).  So it is fairly easy to dismiss the members of the lynch mobs discussed in the 

Introduction as enacting a violent rhetoric of hate, but it is harder to dismiss the Eight 

White Clergymen, who, although they seem reasonable in comparison to perpetrators of 

violence, are actively complacent about changing the status quo. 

In fact, the discipline segregationists would exert on potentially sympathetic 

whites was also remarkable.  This chapter’s epigraph contains the reflections of a white 

college student who would eventually join SNCC.  For a 1960 term paper, Robert Zellner 

and four other Huntingdon College students decided to get the proverbial other side of the 

story by meeting with African-American activists in Montgomery.  For this activity they 

were hounded by police and threatened with expulsion on the grounds that their meeting 
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was illegal (“Interview” 128-129). In February of 1961, Zellner was called in to meet 

Alabama’s Attorney General, who warned Zellner about a Communist invasion and made 

vague threats should his contact with the Montgomery Improvement Association’s 

membership  continue (Wrong 75-79).  Such actions led Zellner to further activity—at the 

outset he had merely been curious.  Coercion on the part of segregationist officials could 

fail, but it also had enormous disciplinary power. 

That power persists in some quarters.  In the conclusion of her study of Claiborne 

County, Mississippi, Crosby writes, “Yet all of them [avowed Klan supporters and so-

called white moderates] believed it was their prerogative to set the timetable for black 

freedom[,] and they saw every black demand or assertion of full citizenship as 

unreasonable” (260).  Even one of her white subjects who had helped prevent violence in 

the 1960s “still insisted in the 1990s that black demands during the movement were 

excessive” (260).   Craig McMillen wrote an early (1970) history of the White Citizens’ 

Councils, the white segregationist groups that mushroomed throughout the South 

following Brown.  He makes the crucial point that white resistance permeated southern 

society:  “in the course of a few short years [the Citizens’ Council] would claim among 

its members governors, congressmen, judges, physicians, lawyers, industrialists, and 

bankers, as well as an assortment of lesser men who crowded membership rosters and 

packed municipal auditoriums to dedicate themselves to the preservation of ‘states’ rights 

and racial integrity’” (11).  Such white people had high social status; the sheet-covered 

night riders were neither the only nor the strongest opponents of the civil rights 

movement.    
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Communication studies scholar W. Stuart Towns makes a similar point when he 

notes the importance of southern lawmakers in bolstering white resistance:  “In March 

1956, the South’s Congressional delegation (and in those days when seniority ruled on 

the floors of Congress, many were key leaders), signed and published the “Declaration of 

Constitutional Principles.”  This document became known as the Southern Manifesto and 

was signed by 101 southern Congressmen and Senators.  In it, they condemned the 

Brown decision and pledged that they would do whatever it would take to have it 

reversed” (124).  Upholding segregation was a publicly stated priority for policymakers.  

And speaking of a boycott campaign in Mississippi, Crosby writes that “In general, 

whites reacted to the boycott and the mass movement with the same combination of 

paternalistic appeals and coercion they had used to halt the union drive some twenty 

years earlier” (155).  Many southern whites were willing to use any means necessary to 

maintain the system of white supremacy, and while some did not react violently, many 

did, and this violence will be discussed in more detail in upcoming chapters. 

These myriad reactions from this variety of white people leads me to the paired 

terms coercion and rhetoric I discussed at the end of the Introduction.  Rhetoric is often 

presented as a productive alternative to violence. In The Rhetoric of Reason, rhetorician 

James Crosswhite hopes that rhetoric and a theory of audience can “give hope that reason 

can resolve important conflicts—conflicts that might otherwise grow violent” (140).  

Rhetoric—argumentation—is seen as standing on the other side of coercion, with 

violence at one end.  Crosswhite looks to Perelman’s concept of the universal audience 

for help with this, the universal audience comprising members who are rational, 

consistent, and truth-seeking, an ideal audience. The problem in particular situations 
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though, is of course, that “what is taken as universal and what is taken as particular often 

follow the lines of power that divide male from female, conquerors from conquered, rich 

from poor, jailers from prisoners, sane from insane, adults from children, and on and on” 

(146).  What Crosswhite does not mention is that in most of these examples, there is an 

element of coercion separating these groups to a larger or a smaller degree.  It is coercion 

that does not have to speak its name because these divisions seem natural to us.  Adults 

should be in charge of children to some extent because children do not know what is best 

for them.   But, this argument is not much different than the paternalism I discussed in the 

Introduction as it applied to southern black people.  The whole system of segregation 

interpellated black people as a special species of children, and they might be coddled 

once in a while, but they were more often abused if not murdered.      

 This element leads me to a discussion of argumentation ad baculum, mentioned 

briefly in the Introduction.  Such argumentation has traditionally been deemed fallacious 

because it is backed by force or its threat.  The standard example often given is that of a 

hold up: a thief approaches a person, and, at gunpoint, demands that person’s money or 

his or her life.  Given the assumption that most people probably prefer their lives to their 

money, one might reasonably say that in this situation there really is no argument because 

there is no choice.16

But in the South, white violence was intended to have persuasive force in 

controlling African-American behavior because it was random and disproportional.  The 

abusive family analogy I alluded to again applies.  The abusers’ victims spend an 

inordinate amount of time trying to avoid a future attack.  Unlike the thief, the motivation 

was not money, something an individual could easily relinquish, but rather the 
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maintenance of white supremacy.  This intention explains why the culture of terror is part 

of what links each of the paired terms; the thief analogy does not hold.  The culture of 

terror, when seen as a means of maintaining segregation that operates the way an abusive 

person does in an abusive family, was thus connected to all the other terms.    

In this chapter, I discuss the problems of civility and coercion, arguing that we 

should understand rhetoric and coercion not in opposition, but rather on a continuum with 

violence at one extreme end.  During these movements, those perpetrating the violence 

were overwhelmingly segregationists who intended their acts to have persuasive force.  

For people with less societal power who seek increased justice and freedom for 

themselves and others who are disempowered, coercive methods of first getting their 

voices heard may be the only means available to them.  The civil rights and Black Power 

narratives that are commonly told emphasize the former’s nonviolence and the latter’s 

excesses, which obscures the similarities between them.  While there are real similarities 

between them, there was also a marked shift in rhetorical strategy, although this process 

began in the southern movement.  Both of these movements are best understood as 

incorporating counter-epistemologies, qualities of invention, and both the Black Power 

Movement as well as civil rights should be recognized as making moral appeals.  Since 

the demands of civility are the most restrictive upon those who dissent from the status 

quo, dissenters enter the rhetorical field at a disadvantage that exists before they speak or 

act.   

As I discussed in the Introduction, Perelman advances a theory of argumentation 

about those things over which people disagree that cannot be resolved using formal logic.  

Perelman discusses the means through which people distinguish concepts in pairs that are 
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linked to each other.  For Perelman, breaking links  “leads to a solution that will also be 

valid for the future, because, by remodeling our conception of reality, it prevents the 

reappearance of the same incompatability [ . . .] The new concepts resulting from the 

dissociation may acquire such a consistency, be so fully developed, and appear so 

indissolubly linked to the incompatability whose removal they make possible, that the 

forceful presentation of the incompatability may seem to be another way of stating the 

dissociation” (413).   These protest movements had to engage in just such a refashioning 

of conceptions of reality, and they had to do so forcefully to avoid the immediate 

disappearance of the newly forged links. 

Communication studies scholar Charles Stewart speaks to this phenomenon when 

he writes, “Social movements must persuade a significant number of people that the 

generally accepted view of reality—past, present, and future—is erroneous and that 

major changes are warranted to bring about a more perfect society, a reality that matches 

expectations”  (436).  This “generally accepted view of reality” was based largely on the 

segregationist links described in the Introduction.  The civil rights and Black Power 

movements tried to break these links with varying levels of success, but the narrative 

remaining about them obscures the coercive nature of the status quo and hides the real 

rhetorical battlefield protestors faced.   

As rhetorician Patricia Roberts-Miller has argued, “Violence and conflict are not 

necessarily the same, nor are peace and justice. A situation in which violence has 

triumphed, and continues to triumph by silencing dissent, may look very nonconflictual” 

(“Agonism” 142).  As discussed in the Introduction with King, the purpose of protest was 

indeed to cause conflict and force the possibility for deliberation, and the absence of 
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protest before the movement did not mean there was no conflict.  In fact, there was 

considerable conflict, but violence had been successful in suppressing it.  I will now turn 

to some responses of then contemporary rhetoricians to the movements to illustrate the 

slippery nature of such conflicts. 

Rhetoricians responded to the rhetoric of dissent in general as it became more 

heated after 1965 with varying levels of dismay, applying classical rhetorical theory as 

well as other tools to explain it.  Among the more well-known are those of Edward 

Corbett, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, Richard Gregg, and Aaron Gresson.  In 1969, Edward 

Corbett revised two metaphors from Ciceronian rhetoric, calling the civil rights’, 

students’ and Black Power Movements’ rhetoric “the rhetoric of the closed fist,” and he 

contrasted it with “the rhetoric of the open hand” of oratory.17  While in Zeno and then 

the Renaissance the open hand metaphor referred to rhetoric and the closed fist to logic 

(the latter because if the premises are true, then one must accept the conclusion), Corbett 

uses them differently here as suggested by closed fist rhetoric (288).  The features of this 

“closed fist” rhetoric are physical actions and mass participation, its reliance on coercion 

rather than persuasion, and its non-conciliatory nature.  He sees “choices as the key 

concept of rhetoric.  Accordingly, where the choices are arbitrarily pared down or 

eliminated, rhetoric begins to disappear” (293 emphasis in original).  The “closed fist” 

rhetoric pares down choices, for Corbett, because it does not admit open deliberation.  He 

recognizes that some may feel unable to access traditional communication channels and 

thus may naturally be inclined to use other means, but I take issue with his stance because 

he relegates an inability to access communication channels to a feeling.  From the 

standpoint of protestors, they really did have no access to the public sphere by other 
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means.  In addition, I am troubled by his conception of “choices” because I am not sure 

whose choices were really delimited, those responding to protest or the protestors 

themselves.  I also wonder:  what are the choices when considering eliminating police 

brutality and not eliminating it—should merely reducing it be on the table as a possible 

option?  Refusing to stand for shootings but permitting beatings?  What would a partially 

segregated lunch counter or school look like?  What I am asking here has to do implicitly 

with compromise—by using slogans like “end police brutality now,” for example, Black 

Panthers were, in a sense, paring down choices.  But, in some cases, the existing situation 

is so deplorable that compromise should not be sought, at least at first.  Given the unequal 

power relations, it makes sense to seek a full accounting of one’s grievances.   

Corbett’s formulations prod me to ask to what extent such concepts of rhetoric are 

inherently conservative, implicitly favoring, as they do, the preservation of power in its 

current hands. I also do not think that a conciliatory stance is always appropriate, in part 

because whether or not a position is conciliatory is defined by the more powerful party in 

the transaction.  We may look back today at Martin Luther King’s “Letter from 

Birmingham Jail,” for example, and recognize the conciliatory moves he made.  But, the 

ministers who responded to protest in Birmingham did not find him to be conciliatory, 

but rather inflammatory, rash, and unwise.   

The strategies King embodied were simply no longer working by the time major 

civil rights legislation passed, in part because the moderates by then were winning out 

over their more vocal counterparts in the South. Historian Joseph Crespino describes such 

moderates in his recent study of Mississippi:  “In Mississippi, these leaders called their 

strategy ‘practical segregation’ to distinguish it from the impractical plans of the 
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Citizens’ Council [. . .] In fact, they were much more successful in actually preserving 

segregation than were most hard-liners because they understood that outright defiance 

was hopeless” (19).  And when Martin Luther King brought southern tactics to the North, 

he found that they failed.   

In his 1968 analysis of the differences between the rhetoric of civil rights and 

Black Power, communications studies scholar Parke Burgess rightly argues that “The 

Rhetoric of Freedom Now was never persuasive in the North, where even Martin Luther 

King was stopped by the ‘white power structure,’ most notably in Chicago” (128). As 

King biographer Taylor Branch explains, in July and August of 1966 the leader brought 

movement tactics North in an “Open City” movement in Chicago, protesting residential 

redlining, the lack of city services, and vermin in African-American neighborhoods (501-

510).  Protestors in Marquette Park were met by “Young men carr[ying] Confederate 

flags or crude handmade signs such as, ‘The Only Way to End Niggers Is To 

Exterminate” (510). King noted that the hate and violence he saw expressed in Chicago 

rivaled any he had experienced in Mississippi and Alabama, and “already the [Chicago] 

campaign has ‘shown Chicago what it has known in its secret heart, that it has a terrifying 

and terrible race problem,’ wrote a Chicagoan for the Washington Post” (521).  The same 

protest tactics were not working in the North; new rhetorical strategies were needed as 

well.  Such violence in Chicago demonstrated, as little else could, the extent to which a 

segregationist mentality prevailed throughout the nation.  

Burgess also asks his then contemporary audience to see Black Power in moral 

terms.  Almost alone among his contemporaries, he takes Black Power seriously as a 

consistent and rational system of thinking, although I disagree with him when he calls it 
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racist against white people.  He writes that the rhetoric of Black Power recognizes that 

the rhetoric of Freedom Now, something that had appealed to white consciences from the 

distance of the South, could no longer work as the hot summer of 1966 in Chicago so 

vividly demonstrated.  What Black Power puts in the forefront is that “America actually 

has no moral conscience in the face of a threat to its ‘traditions,’ which means that only 

power  can meet entrenched power, racist or not.  It acknowledges, secondly, that the 

culture now confronts the Negro as a human being or citizen-minus-rights, but as a Negro 

who is not yet regarded by the culture as a citizen of a human because he is a Negro.  

This rhetoric brings to the surface and loudly proclaims what heretofore had been 

fearfully hidden and yet silently worked its effects.  It loudly confronts the racist moral 

conflict” (129).   He goes on to call for a reinterpretation of Black Power that would 

make two major admissions:  that “immoral racist denial constitutes the core of the 

present crisis,” and “that this denial offers adequate moral justification for the rhetoric of 

Black Power” (131).  In this way, he says, while conflict may escalate for a while, if the 

focus were to shift to those elements, progress could be made in democratic terms.  In 

addition, it would put  the source of the problem, white racism, in the forefront.  His call 

was sadly unheeded, but it is a relatively insightful analysis of the contemporary 

situation, and one that I draw on further in Chapter Four.  So another element of my 

analysis—along with examining the resilience of segregationist links and the dominance 

of a misleading movement narrative—is focusing on the moral element of Black Power, 

something that is obvious in the civil rights movement, but often missed in Black Power.   

So, while Corbett rightly points out that rhetors may alienate audiences through 

shocking them, they may also never get an audience at all by not shocking them, by 
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continuing to issue pleas and failing to make demands.  For rhetors to continue to 

maintain a passive stance in relationship to an audience that refuses to hear their 

arguments is to reinforce that audience’s power to continue to ignore them, or to do 

worse once they do protest, as in the case of Chicago for one northern example and all 

over the South.  Passivity can only work if there is a sympathetic audience who prefers it 

over aggression—if there is no such audience, its rhetorical power diminishes.  And as 

discussed in the Introduction, passivity wearing the mask of civility assures that the status 

quo will prevail.  If an aggrieved party is being ignored, it makes sense for that party to 

turn up the volume. 

Communication studies scholars Haig and Hamida Bosmajian discuss the 

rhetorical complexities facing these protest movements: “civil rights leaders faced a 

formidable rhetorical problem; several questions about their persuasion had to be 

answered:  To whom was their persuasion to be directed?  Segregationists? Moderate 

whites? Negroes?  What form should the protest take? What effect would the persuasion 

have on the audience?” (5).  They use as their example the Montgomery bus boycotts, 

and they remind readers that African Americans there had to persuade the mass of 

African-American bus riders to abandon the buses, the city officials and bus company 

owners to change their policies, and the nation at large to come over to their side.  It 

eventually took a Supreme Court decision to force, and I use that word intentionally, the 

buses to be integrated. 

The bargaining chips the civil rights movement’s participants had were their own 

bodies, economic power, and the media, though by the time of the arrival of Black 

Power, these had been thoroughly exploited because major legislative victories had been 



 51 

won and because organizing was happening in a different, less media-friendly way in 

both the South and the North.  It is likely that Black Power is partly motivating Corbett’s 

distress—he points to its upraised fist as the clearest example of the rhetoric of the closed 

fist—though he does bemoan all protest and long for a return to civility that he thinks 

prevailed before the decade began.  He writes, “The raised closed fist of the black-power 

militant may be emblematic of this whole new development in the strategies of 

persuasion in the 1960's” (288).  He also writes, “A third characteristic of the new 

rhetoric of the closed fist is that it relies more on coercive than on persuasive tactics. 

There was a moral dimension to the traditional persuasive process” (293).  He fails to see 

the staggering levels of coercion and outright violence leveled against protestors that led 

to a new moral imperative in Black Power protest.    

I bring up these issues to clarify my argument and to point out that as astute a 

rhetorician as Corbett did not fully understood the character of the rhetorical situation in 

the 1960s.  Some did respond to his CCCs article with the civility to which he longed to 

return in disagreement with him, and as Browne notes, “For the rationality and civility 

which Corbett praises can only flourish in an ongoing community, where speaker and 

audience respect each other enough to want to be reasonable and civil” (Browne 187).  

Browne goes on to note that classical rhetorical theory has concerned itself with 

situations that are continuous, but what the rhetoric of dissent aims to accomplish is 

discontinuous—profound change.  What civil rights and Black Power challenged was the 

legitimacy of the system itself—it put institutional racism and the lack of African-

American self-determination at its core.  There was no reason for white southerners to 

want these things, or for northern whites to do so as I discuss in Chapter Four.  For white 
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liberals as well as white liberal intellectuals, it was nearly impossible to see the situation 

of urban African Americans clearly, and thus the reasonable rhetorical response of Black 

Power.  I think Corbett’s choice of the metaphors of the open hand and closed fist are 

powerful, and for that reason, I am going to continue to use them throughout this 

dissertation, but in a slightly different way.  Following rhetorician Richard Marback 

whose work I discuss below, I am going to propose that we imagine the closed fist as able 

to open, and the open hand as able to become a fist as the rhetorical situation changes.  A 

rhetor may present a fist to one audience and an open hand to another, and he or she may 

present both in the same rhetorical situation.   

Other rhetorical and communication scholars have attempted to psychologize 

protest rhetoric.  In 1971, rhetorician Richard Gregg wrote a well-known essay claiming 

that the rhetoric of late 1960s protest served an “ego-function,” that it was directed more, 

in the case of Black Power, toward African Americans than toward authority figures that 

might make changes.  This ego-function is a way of asserting selfhood and autonomy 

through language; it helps those who use such rhetoric a way to develop an alternative 

identity.  He writes, “And when authority figures try to respond to individual issues, they 

find protest leaders moving to a perspective which includes the total social, political, and 

economic scene, demanding sweeping revolutionary change [. . . ] Rhetoric, as we 

usually understand it, seems to flee the scene, leaving in its place coercion, threat, and 

intimidation” (73-74).  Gregg is careful to maintain that such rhetoric is still rhetoric; 

what makes it different is its psychological dimension.  

In 1977, education studies scholar Aaron Gresson responded to Richard Gregg’s 

essay.  Gresson agrees, as I do, that while Gregg’s point of view offers some insight into 
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some of what Black Power rhetoric may have entailed, I disagree along with Gresson that 

it merely had a psychological function.  Gresson writes that “most social relationships 

characterized by domination/submission preclude immediate entrance into rational 

discourse as we typically define it” (245).  He holds that dominated groups have an 

alternate epistemology from the macro-systems they inhabit.  Their claims may thus seem 

outrageous to the macro-system’s members because they so contradict what those 

members believe to be true about reality.  In the case of both the southern and northern 

movements, I would argue that there were multiple macro-systems.  As discussed above, 

for example, southern protestors needed to think about how northern spectators would 

react to protest, how southern segregationists would respond, and how they might make 

alliances (or not) with white southern moderates.  They also needed to consider what 

level of spectacle might prompt government officials to intervene. 

Gresson further maintains that social movements must undertake  

three functions—establishing a group, positing ‘symbolic equality,’ and 
forming a counter-epistemological perspective—[and these] constitute 
what I propose to call rhetoric of creation.  This rhetoric, with its focus on 
creative participation, consists of those ideas, metaphors, and the like, 
which facilitate (1) intra-group definition and mobilization and (2) inter-
group confrontation and renegotiation relative to conflicting social 
realities.  (259)   
  

For the civil rights and Black Power movements, breaking associated segregationist links 

was precisely how they sought to renegotiate these realities.  Given the widespread nature 

of these links as discussed in the Introduction, it is no wonder that the new realities that 

the movements tried to create were perceived as both unwelcome and coercive. 
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More recent scholarship in rhetoric has investigated how rhetoric and coercion are 

linked in general. Rhetorician Jane Mansbridge argues that in order to ensure their health, 

democracies “also need to foster and value informal deliberative enclaves of resistance in 

which those who lose in each coercive move can rework their ideas and their strategies, 

gathering their forces and deciding in a more protected space in what way or whether to 

continue the battle” (47).  Mansbridge sees the dominant culture as coercive, and those 

who protest, the ones most likely to lose, as necessarily having to use some level of 

coercion in order to be heard.  She continues, “in a large society with a number of 

conflicting interests the requirements of unanimity will give almost total power to those 

who benefit from the status quo, democracies committed to some rough approximation to 

equal power will require some forms of nonunanimously approved coercion to attain ends 

that most of their citizens approve” (48).  Participants in the civil rights and Black Power 

movements promoted ends that at least theoretically most citizens would have approved:  

expanded equality, justice, and opportunity for all.  The rub lay in to whom and to what 

extent such benevolent abstractions should apply.  As Perelman reminds us, abstractions 

are the grounds upon which associated links may be broken (79).  Even the Black 

Panthers attempted to ground their rhetoric in shared American democratic ideals, writing 

their Ten-Point Program using language that was largely cribbed from the Declaration of 

Independence and the Preamble, thus linking their demands to widely recognized 

patriotic documents, a topic I discuss more specifically in Chapter Four.  

And along with Mansbridge, rhetorician Richard Marback insists, “Understanding 

persuasion, or rhetoric, as embodied, as an immediately lived experience, blurs the line 

separating it from some other of brute physical force.  Instead, persuasion and coercion 
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seep into and around each other” (49).  Whether someone judges something as persuasive 

or coercive depends to a large extent on who one is and where, how, and to whom 

someone else says or performs it.   

This point may seem to be elementary, but I think it is too easily forgotten 

because far too often a situation’s specific qualities are not sufficiently addressed.  

Rhetoricians like Crosswhite too easily oppose rhetoric and coercion, failing to see how 

coercive the status quo is.  In The Rhetoric of Reason, he writes, “Violence may be a 

legitimate way of settling some disputes.  Hierarchical social relations may strongly 

structure argumentative discourse among some peoples” (218).  He continues, “In the 

end, the value of argumentation is connected to the value of [a particular] culture.  People 

who are repulsed by the ideas of transformation, nonviolence, cooperation, and 

agreement will be repulsed by the ideology of argumentation, and the reasons one could 

give for preferring it.”  But it is not that protestors were “repulsed” by argumentation—

on the contrary, as King says in the “Letter,” negotiation was highly desired.  It is rather 

that argumentation as it is generally understood was not possible.  

Rhetorician Coretta Pittman describes a related problem regarding the ethos 

ascribed to African Americans in general that I am applying to dissenting African-

American rhetors in particular, which is a further barrier to persuasion:  “Is there a 

general assumption that some racial groups have a supposed better ethos than others do?  

Regrettably, the answer to the latter question is yes.  Unfortunately, in the history of race 

relations in America, black Americans’ ethos ranks low among other racial and ethnic 

groups in the United States” (43).  This issue of ethos is related to civility as Chafe 

explains it because African Americans were expected to perform a certain type of ethos 
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in the South, and that ethos was a servile one that offered an appearance of civility.  Thus, 

in Richard Wright’s autobiography Black Boy (American Hunger), the author describes 

his shock that a prospective employer would ask him directly if he would steal.  (He was 

twelve and in search of a domestic job.)  He writes,  

Promising to report the next morning at six o’clock, I walked home and 
pondered on what could possibly have been in the woman’s mind to have 
made her ask me point-black if I stole.  Then I recalled hearing that white 
people looked upon Negroes as a variety of children, and it was only in the 
light of that that her question made any sense.  If I had been planning to 
murder her, I certainly would not have told her and, rationally, she no 
doubt realized it.  Yet habit had overcome her rationality and had made 
her ask me [if I stole]. (146) 

 
Such attitudes as those expressed by Wright’s would-be employer reveal that little had 

changed in southern white attitudes toward African Americans since slavery.  Those 

attitudes were internally inconsistent, yet they persisted:  African Americans were lazy 

and shiftless; they were childlike and guileless; yet they were also cunning and thieving.  

Above all was the myth that African-American men were prone to rape white women, 

when in reality, white men abused African-American women.   

Even W.J. Cash, whose 1941 work The Mind of the South is widely regarded as 

the most liberal work treating race relations by a southerner before the civil rights 

movement and which thoroughly describes what he terms the southern “rape complex,” 

still fully endorses white supremacy.  For example, he condemns lynching, and as he 

rightly argues that lynching was not—as was widely believed—an activity perpetuated by 

the poor and powerless, he writes that “The usefulness to politicians of nigger-baiting and 

allowing lynching as a means of pleasing and holding the masses must be taken into 

account” (303).   Elsewhere, while declaiming against a southern tendency to equate any 

kind of labor organizing with communism, he writes, “One factor was that the common 
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people wholly, and even upper-rank Southerners largely, lumped all aliens 

indiscriminately together as carriers of the Communist seed.  Another was that the 

presence of the Negro and the long defensive fight against alien-infested Yankeedom had 

vastly intensified in Southerners generally a feeling, common in some degree to most 

peoples, that they represented a uniquely pure and superior race, not only as against the 

Negro but as against all other communities of white men as well” (298).  Cash recognizes 

southern segregationist links while proposing that such sentiments are common to 

everyone.  In another example, while explaining how rural white southerners had more 

contact with African Americans and thus less fear and hatred of them than mill workers 

in factory towns that were all white, he writes, “Though they scorned him in their own 

way, yet white croppers and tenants at least would not infrequently sit on the black men’s 

steps and even in the kitchen with his family, [. . .] laugh at his cunningly humble little 

jokes, and expand their egos in the comfortable sense of sitting among inferiors, who 

were yet not unpleasant, as a friendly dog is not unpleasant” (310).  Perhaps Cash thinks 

he is merely being descriptive here, but we still see the juxtaposition of diminuitive 

civility I mentioned above, along with the comparison of a person to an animal.   

 Patricia Roberts-Miller has addressed the inconsistencies in the thinking of 

proponents of slavery, who were high in the racial hierarchy.  These features, which held 

true in the South among segregationists, even did to some extent in more liberal thinkers 

like Cash. They also remained for white protestors of civil rights expansion in the North 

such as those in Chicago discussed above.  These elements are as follows, and they 

include feelings of victimization among the most privileged:   

although the hierarchy benefits the privileged, and they are, openly, more 
privileged, they are also embattled, besieged, and martyred, albeit in 
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obscured ways, by the system; at the same time, however, they are the 
system; [. . .] truth is what those highest in the hierarchy say it is; [. . .] 
freedom of speech is the freedom to agree with the dominant way of 
thinking; because dissent is disloyalty and fosters disorder, it is 
appropriate for individuals or the government to respond to it with 
violence. (Roberts-Miller 520-521)    

   

Whites in the South were far more powerful than African Americans there; civility 

ensured that the status quo would remain the same and that African Americans had no 

part in the consensus about what a “southern way of life” would or should look like. 

As Malcolm X rightly says in “The Ballot or the Bullet,” the problem wasn’t that 

new legislation was needed, and indeed, it should not have been needed, the problem was 

that existing laws weren’t enforced because of political needs to appease southern 

Democrats and because of a lack of concern about the plight of southern African 

Americans. The conversation about how to deal with the South that the civil rights 

movement forced onto the nation by exposing the lengths to which the South would go to 

prevent African-Americans from exercising their constitutionally-guaranteed civil rights 

was, in that sense, uncivil.  It revealed a problem that many white people did not want to 

confront. But, it was a necessary move and a long time coming, and most dissent rhetoric 

will be perceived as uncivil and coercive. By this I do not mean to say that all rhetorical 

dissent (or rhetoric that is perceived as uncivil) is good, but rather that using such civility 

or decorum as a criterion for judging its worth is to use the wrong criterion.  Rather, such 

dissent should be judged on its ability to promote justice, equality, or other values that a 

democracy’s members deem important.   

Communication studies scholar James Darsey has talked about such radical 

streams in American rhetoric, and he finds them indicative of a Hebraic focus on “fire 



 59 

and strength” rather than a Hellenistic one focused on consensus, which Darsey borrows 

Matthew Arnold’s term “sweetness and light” to describe (7).  Such a tradition is 

“characterized by a steadfast refusal to adapt itself to the perspectives of its audience, a 

rhetoric in extremis,” that “indicates an alternative order, a rationality not accounted for 

in the Graeco-Roman model” (5-6).  He goes on to write that “What we really mean 

when we complain about the lack of respect for process in radicalism is the lack of 

respect for our preferred process, a process that reinforces the situation that the radical 

seeks to change” (6).  It is difficult to imagine how to frame an argument that most 

people do not want to hear in such a way that they will suddenly find it civil and well-

grounded, which is not to say that such arguments should be avoided because they will 

not be well-received.  Again, though, I do not want to propose that all radical arguments 

are meritorious, rather that they should not be judged by whether they are civil.   

Some theorists of rhetoric and communication have discussed how the rhetoric of 

dissent may most fruitfully be advanced.  Molefi Asante has discussed two methods by 

which oppressed rhetors can address a more powerful audience:  “since the ruling power 

tries to impose silence by presenting an ‘undebatable word,’ the receiver must present the 

most debatable symbol [ . . .] The second method of attack is to use guerilla rhetoric, the 

multifrontal verbal attacks on the structural symbol of the speaking power itself” (38).  

The civil rights movement tended to employ the first method; the presence of protestors 

at lunch counters, for example, made African Americans’ happiness with segregation 

highly debatable.  For example, it was hard for white people to make the argument that 

African Americans favored segregation when they were protesting it en masse, although 

many whites continued to do so through deflection, saying alternatively that protestors 
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were led by or mostly comprised of “outside agitators” or that they had somehow been 

brainwashed by Soviet communists (see Jeff Woods’ book, which I cite elsewhere in this 

project, for more on this latter topic).  The desegregation of Central High in Little Rock, 

Arkansas had the same effect there, which I will discuss in the next chapter.  The Black 

Power Movement made the second mode more apparent, using guerilla rhetoric that was 

not always wise, but part of which was probably necessary.  

Such radical rhetoric may also be inventional in nature.  Taking Malcolm X as his 

subject, Terrill contends that Malcolm X’s speeches model and encourage a method of 

critical reading and interpretation.   In Terrill’s words, “[Malcolm X’s] audiences become 

free when emulating Malcolm’s attitudes because these are attitudes that invite his 

audience to engage in acts of rhetorical invention beyond the terms and paradigms and 

formulas that the dominant culture has used to restrain them” (23 emphasis in original).  

Terrill contends that his actions were his words.  While Terrill does not make this claim, 

Malcolm X empowered his audiences by modeling both of Assante’s modes of dissent.     

 

Given the limits of civility upon movements for social change and the perceived 

stark opposition between coercion and rhetoric, my project also illuminates the 

prevalence of a narrative about the civil rights movement that has gained unwarranted 

prominence, and I argue that this narrative is both inaccurate and counterproductive in 

terms of understanding and promoting social change. As the dominant civil rights 

narrative discussed in the Introduction, it in turn stands in contrast to that of the Black 

Power movement, which is widely regarded as the civil rights movement’s ugly 

counterpart.  I argue that these movements have more in common than it would initially 
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appear, and these similarities disrupt common assumptions about their then contemporary 

significance and their current and continuing legacy.  

Historians have addressed this problem, but rhetoricians need to be part of this 

conversation, especially as it involves civility, decorum, and questions about coercion 

and persuasion.  Black Power historian Peniel Joseph describes this narrative, in which 

the alleged hope and selflessness of the early 60s gives way to hopelessness, rage, and 

divisiveness later in the decade:  “Such narratives of declension diminish continuities 

between postwar black freedom struggles and late 1960s- and 1970s-era black 

radicalism” (“Introduction” 4).  These narratives represent a mass misreading of the time 

period that results in the perpetuation of the status quo.  Joseph goes on to argue that 

there is a “hegemony of three decades of scholarship (and public memory and political 

discourse) that have framed civil rights and Black Power as a progressive regression from 

hope to anger to chaos” (21).  Other public figures have called this process the 

Disneyfication of the civil rights movement, as it erases the violence of the period and 

that leading up to it and overemphasizes the violence of what came after.  This narrative 

in turn is related to the problem of coercion because it deemphasizes the coercion and 

violence that the civil rights movement faced.   

The narrative of the civil rights movement as uniformly pacific and 

philosophically committed to nonviolence has supplanted the real conflicts among its 

participants about these and other issues.  Historian Timothy Tyson has examined the 

case of Robert F. Williams in the early civil rights movement, a North Carolinian and ex-

Marine who advocated armed self-defense in his prominent position within the NAACP 

(that organization eventually purged him due to his views about self-defense). In 1959, 
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Williams wrote, “I believe Negroes must be willing to defend themselves, their women, 

their children and their homes.  They must be willing to die and kill in repelling their 

assailants,” and “nowhere in the annals of history does the record show a people 

delivered from bondage by patience alone” (112).18

While there has been some corrective historical scholarship, this dominant 

narrative still prevails, and rhetoricians (and historians of rhetoric) have had little to say 

about it outside of a few studies of leaders’ speeches like Terrell’s work on Malcolm X 

and Keith D. Miller’s work on Martin Luther King, Jr.  This narrative also serves several 

questionable purposes, and these questionable purposes explain why rhetoricians should 

intervene in the conversation to help bring about a healthier democracy inclusive of 

diverse voices.  This narrative allows for a sense of self-congratulation among many 

white people for whom the project of full civil rights for everyone seems complete;

  And historian Lance Hill has gone 

so far as to call nonviolence a “myth” in his study of the Deacons for Defense, an 

organized and armed group of African Americans, largely men, who protected civil rights 

activists from violence in the Deep South, mostly in Mississippi and Louisiana.  While I 

would not go quite that far—there were certainly thousands of people who were deeply 

and philosophically committed to nonviolence while thousands more used nonviolence 

merely as a tactic—his point should not be disregarded.    

19 it 

fosters a sense of a natural progression in oppressed groups’ attainment of rights in the 

U.S. (slavery ended in one century, and racial discrimination roughly one hundred years 

later, with gradual improvements along the way); it forecloses against investigating other 

means for pursuing social change than those espoused by figures like Martin Luther 

King; and it demonizes movements that do not follow such principles because it favors 
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the saintliness of the oppressed.  Indeed, such movements are held to be marked by 

insufficient levels of martyrdom and adherence to a Christ-like philosophy of extreme 

passivity in the face of violence or other harassment, and I will expand on this tendency 

as especially troubling.20

 Literature and rhetoric scholar Debra Walker King argues that African-American 

physical suffering, something she terms “blackpain,” is seen as a necessary path to the 

redemption of the oppressed.  In writing about Jasper, TX, the HBO movie about James 

Byrd, Jr., who was chained to a truck and dragged to death behind it by three white men, 

she contends that the film leaves him “a victim: a symbolic scapegoat for interracial 

healing, a haunting image of racially motivated hate, and an icon for activism’s call.  In 

other words, he is not a man but a discourse expressing the need and hope for racial 

equality” (2).  King’s argument makes three interrelated contentions that are helpful in 

understanding how blackpain functions in American culture.  First, the white body is pain 

free in the cultural imagination (5).  The wounded African-American body stands in 

contrast—whites are safe outside of that circle.  Second, black suffering is a commodity, 

which means that whites consume it knowing that they won’t be victims of it—from a 

safe distance (6).  Thus white northerners could watch the spectacle of white violence 

during the civil rights movement from a metaphorical as well as a physical distance, and 

they could do so with a great deal of empathy for beleaguered protesters and antipathy 

  It seems that many white audiences and others were and are 

only comfortable with African-American resistance when such resistors can be imagined 

as martyrs.  To focus only on the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) 

ignores the huge contribution made by women and by young people in organizations like 

SNCC, the movement’s shock troops.   
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toward white southerners.  White southerners also abused white protesters, whom they 

called “white niggers,” rendering them essentially black and thus deserving of abuse.  

And once the threat of violence headed North in the form of urban uprisings on the one 

hand and Black Power on the other, that empathy quickly waned.  King’s third contention 

is that the “black body is always a memorial to African and African American historical 

pain” (6).  Thus the violence southern protesters experienced hearkened back both to 

lynching and to slavery.  Violence against African Americans in the North in the later 

1960s needs to be further examined and recognized as a means of social control whose 

legitimacy should be questioned.  

 The common civil rights narrative contributes to the commodification of 

blackpain in its projection of the saintliness of the oppressed.  Hilton Als, the only 

African American to write introductory material to Without Sanctuary:  Lynching 

Photography in America, writes of the power of language to annihilate: “But I have been 

looked at, watched, and it’s the experience of being watched, and seeing the harm in 

people’s eyes—that is the prelude to becoming a dead nigger, like those seen here, that 

has made me understand, finally, what the word ‘nigger’ means, and why people have 

used it, and the way I use it here, now:  as a metaphorical lynching before the real one” 

(39).  I suspect that there is some signifyin(g) going on here—I am not convinced that 

Als has just now realized that “nigger” is a metaphorical lynching but that this experience 

needs to be translated to a wider audience, even if its white members cannot entirely 

understand.  He goes on to write, and in this passage his words engage the problem of a 

belief in the saintliness of the oppressed,  

let me tell you what I see in these photographs:  I see a lot of crazy-
looking white people, as crazy and empty-looking in the face as the white 
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people who stare at me.  Who wants to look at these pictures?  Who are 
they all?  When they look at these pictures, who do they identify with? 
The maimed, the tortured, the dead, or the white people [. . .] In writing 
this, I have become a cliché, another colored person writing about a 
nigger’s life.  So doing, I’m feeding, somewhat, into what the essayist 
George W.S. Trow, has called ‘white euphoria,’ which is defined by white 
people exercising their largesse in my face as they say, Tell me about 
yourself, meaning, Tell me how you’ve suffered. (40)   

 

The common civil rights movement narrative can fall prey to doing something similar 

regarding “white euphoria” in focusing on iconic moments like King’s “I Have a Dream” 

speech and the interracial harmony on exhibit there.  I have had more than one student 

who has admitted, in private, that he or she feels somewhat generous in learning so much 

more than he or she had before about civil rights and Black Power.  We also need to 

remember the thousands of murderous and “crazy-looking white people” who tormented 

protestors, and to account more fully for how such protestors resisted that abuse, through 

coercive or other means.  There is no reason those with less power should be expected to 

be more passive than anyone else with more power.  

 Although the following narrative has a different function than the common civil 

rights movement and the Black Power narrative discussed above, it is also problematic in 

the distortions it creates.  Some would criticize the civil rights movement as being not 

nearly militant enough, and completely dismiss nonviolence both as a tactic and a 

philosophy. This attitude not only ignores the reality in the South: it would have been 

suicidal for African Americans to fight back in large numbers in some areas of the rural 

South, but also that the rhetorical situation during the early movement years was much 

different than that which prevailed in the mid-60s in the South and the urban North.  And 

that later rhetorical situation itself arose in part as a consequence of what had happened in 
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the South earlier; indeed, as many have pointed out, the urban uprisings (I refuse to call 

them riots for the reason that will follow, as “riot” implies an unprovoked attack) that 

occurred in the North during the “long, hot summers” of the mid- to late-sixties often 

constituted direct responses to atrocities white people committed in the South against 

African Americans.   

Communications studies scholar Charles Stewart writes that  

Just as societal elements create social movements because of frustration 
and disillusionment with the failure of institutional establishments to meet 
needs and rising expectations, so do elements within movements—
particularly new generations of activists—become frustrated and 
disillusioned with the failure of social movement establishments to satisfy 
urgent needs and rising expectations. (430) 
 

By the time the Civil Rights Act (1964) and Voting Rights Act (1965) had been passed, 

and because these acts were not uniformly enforced, the movement’s focus shifted to 

Black Power, and while economic concerns had been important before, they then became 

even more important, with advocates as varied as the SCLC (King’s Poor People’s 

Campaign)21

As Black Power spokesperson Stokely Carmichael writes, speaking of urban 

African Americans, “Each time the people in those cities saw Martin Luther King get 

slapped, they became angry; when they saw four little black girls bombed to death, they 

were angrier; and when nothing happened, they were steaming. We had nothing to offer 

them that they could see, except to go out and get beaten again.  We helped to build their 

frustration” (283).

 and the Black Panthers.   

22  The people who participated in such uprisings should be understood 

as marginalized and frustrated potential rhetors who had little to no chance of reaching an 

audience that could or would address their grievances in any other way. Most importantly 

for the purposes of this project, the assumed necessity of lionizing one movement while 
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simultaneously demonizing the other both quite conveniently and necessarily entails 

pitting one group of African Americans against another, thereby erasing white culpability 

in creating either the southern or northern rhetorical situations in the first place. The 

rhetorical situation both of these movements faced was very difficult to respond to, 

rhetorically or otherwise.   

 By the preceding, I do not mean to suggest that there were merely two rhetorical 

situations that can be neatly divided into geographical locations and time periods, or 

distinguished by their urban or rural characteristics.  Certainly the authors under analysis 

here faced a variety of situations and write about addressing different audiences, both 

white and African-American, as well as different sub-audiences within these groups.  

And these writers express frustration with many of these audiences, though they are 

different kinds of frustration.  The rhetorical difficulties were myriad, and some examples 

follow.  Just as coercion and rhetoric are hard to separate, so too are the complexities of 

the variety of rhetorical situations my dissertation discusses hard to categorize.  And the 

universality of the opposing narratives I have outlined also works to obscure such 

complexities, offering another reason they should be complicated. 

 To expand more on the intra-group rhetorical difficulty as well as the 

nature of white racism, I borrow a term from historian Laurie Green, the 

“plantation mentality.”  This term arose several times in the course of her field 

research, and Green’s subjects use it to refer both to racist attitudes lingering from 

slavery as well as African-American fears about moving away from a subservient 

subject position:  “The ‘plantation mentality’ thus referred simultaneously to 

racist attitudes among whites and perceived fear and dependency among African 
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Americans” (2).  African Americans needed to become convinced that standing 

up to the southern system of subordination that was supported by terrorism, the 

worst expression of which was lynching, would be worth the potential cost; 

indeed, many lost their lives, both in and out of the public spotlight.   

Another way to understand the rhetorical situations facing the civil rights and 

Black Power movements is to use the concepts of identification and division.  As 

Kenneth Burke has famously written,  “You persuade a man only insofar as you can talk 

his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying your 

ways with his” (Rhetoric 55).  African-American protestors sought to gain the sympathy 

and prick the consciences of liberal whites by exposing the brutal behavior of white 

mobs.  Such mobs’ behavior was so ugly that northerners disidentified with them.  So it is 

not simply that white northern spectators could identify with African-Americans 

southerners, as indeed their ways were much different from each other, but rather that 

they could no longer identify with southern whites because of their behavior.  Northern 

whites found it hard to identify with screaming white people such as those I described in 

the Introduction in the photograph of Elizabeth Eckford.  The post-Civil War consensus I 

spoke of there was becoming undone.  As historian Marisa Chappell describes it,  

reports from any number of civil rights flashpoints in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s juxtaposed perfectly coiffured, immaculately dressed, quietly 
dignified, and stoically nonviolent black demonstrators with violent, foul-
mouthed, unkempt and hysterical white mobs.  Such reports in the press 
and on television vividly rendered the movement as not only a battle 
between black rights and white wrongs, but also as a clash between 
accepted notions of decency and respectability, and those of vulgarity and 
barbarism.  (69)23
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While protestors did gain such sympathy to some extent because of such media coverage, 

it did not translate into speedy social change by any stretch of the imagination.  And 

liberal whites were far removed from the South and could condemn white mobs and 

southern police officers that they saw on television from the comfort of their own living 

rooms, could witness blackpain without fear of being touched by it.   

But, when the Black Power movement changed the subject from southern 

segregation and brutality to de facto segregation in the North, police brutality in urban 

areas, poverty, unemployment, and deplorable living conditions, among other things, 

liberal whites no longer identified with the struggle because they were implicated in it as 

part of the problem.  It is likely that the Black Power movement no longer sought to use 

identification as a rhetorical strategy; the movements’ participants were interested in 

change whether white people liked it or not.  They were primarily concerned with 

improving conditions in African-American communities using a variety of means, all of 

which made whites feel threatened, whether these means were African Americans 

bearing arms for the purposes of self-defense or establishing free breakfast and education 

programs focused on African-American pride to assist poor children.24

In The African American Jeremiad, rhetorician David Howard-Pitney  

   

 
writes that  

 
The spectacular victories of the Southern Civil Rights Movement had 
captured national attention by then [1964] and the expectations of African 
Americans everywhere had been dramatically raised.  But a glaring gap 
arose between the visibly improving political circumstances of Southern 
blacks and the unchanged, even worsening socioeconomic conditions of 
most Northern urban blacks.  Despite dramatic gains in the South, the 
oppressive realities of Northern black ghetto life—slums, unemployment, 
inferior education, and de facto, not de jure segregation—remained 
untouched.  (189) 
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Unchanged and worsening conditions in the urban North spelled dashed hopes there, and 

the escalating war in Vietnam starved social programs.  The spread of urban uprisings 

contributed to the diminution of white northerners’ sympathies toward African-American 

demands.  Images of African-American children being laid low by fire hoses and police 

dogs gave way to “rampaging black rioters and looters” (190).  After the Voting Rights 

Act (1965), SNCC’s attention turned back to necessary voting registration work in rural 

areas, which did not provide sexy television footage as earlier parts of the movement 

had—there was no blackpain to put on exhibit.  It is true that voters continued to be 

intimidated, but not in any spectacular fashion.  So while the media had been helpful in 

facilitating the southern civil rights movement, it was much less so after the coverage of 

the Selma to Montgomery march.  And police violence against African Americans in the 

North was not broadcast.   So the problems in urban areas seemed less immediate and 

less real to white northerners—the ghettos of northern cities were farther away, in many 

white minds, and the problems less comprehendible, than those in Birmingham, 

Alabama.  (Joseph Waiting 51).  This situation may seem paradoxical, but inner-city 

problems were not well-known, and police brutality was just then being raised as an issue 

outside of the inner-city. 

Given these constraints, I would like to return to the idea of coercion and consider 

it further.  If we accept Marback’s contention discussed above that rhetoric and coercion 

bleed into each other, and I think we should, then we need to recognize that the 

judgments we make about whether something is either or both depend upon our paying 

close attention to language’s or action’s situatedness.  White southerners certainly 

experienced African-American protest as coercive, and some experienced it as violent 
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because it challenged everything they thought they knew about their world.  In historian 

Jason’ Sokol’s study of the variety of white reaction to the civil rights movement, There 

Goes my Everything, the author writes, “If [African Americans] did not force all 

southerners to rethink their racial attitudes and habitual patterns of discrimination, many 

whites had to confront, at the very least, the fact that their cherished way of life seemed 

gone for good.  The ‘Southern way of life’ connoted magnolias and gentility, but it also 

carried specific connotations about the region’s racial order—one in which whites 

exercised the power, and blacks ever acquiesced” (6). Because of the coercive nature of 

the Jim Crow South, upheld, as it was, by violence, protest needed to expose that 

violence.  The point was not necessarily to convince segregationists to end segregation—

as that was at this point impossible—but to cause the South pain through humiliation and 

to motivate the federal government and northern citizens to enforce civil rights that 

should have already been granted.  If some southerners could be convinced, and some 

were, most often young people, then that would be great, but the movement hoped for a 

national stage.   

 The following two Gwendolyn Brooks poems illustrate some of the differences 

between the rhetoric of civil rights and Black Power, and I offer a brief reading of them 

before closing this chapter.  The first was written about the Little Rock Crisis discussed 

in the next chapter, and the second is about Black Power and a Black Arts mural in 

Chicago.  

And true, they are hurling spittle, rock,  
Garbage and fruit in Little Rock. 
And I saw coiling storm a-writhe 
On bright madonnas.  And a scythe  
Of men harassing brownish girls. 
(The bows and barrettes in the curls 
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And braids declined away from joy.) 
 
I saw a bleeding brownish boy . . . 
 
The lariat lynch-wish I deplored. 
 
The loveliest lynchee was our Lord. 
 
--Gwendolyn Brooks, “The Chicago Defender sends a Man to Little Rock,” 1960  
 
 
 
The Wall 
 
August 27, 1967 
        For Edward Christmas 
 
"'The side wall of a typical slum building on the corner of 43rd and Langley became a 
mural communicating black dignity . . . .'"   
     -----Ebony 
 
[ . . .] 
 
black boy-men 
Black 
Boy-men on roofs fist out "Black Power!" Val,  
a little black stampede 
in African  
images of brass and flowerswirl, 
fists out "Black Power!"--tightens pretty eyes,  
leans back on mothercountry and is tract,  
is treatise through her perfect and tight teeth. 
 
[ . . . ] 
 
An emphasis is paroled.   
The old decapitations are revised, 
The dispossessions beakless. 
 
And we sing. 
 

My project reveals segregationist links and how activists tried to break those 

links, and while my project demonstrates some problems with the dominant civil rights 
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and Black Power narratives and the tendency to place them in opposition, it also limns 

the rhetorical shifts between them as well, as I have been discussing.  In the first excerpt 

quoted above, the speaker turns a scapegoat into a blameless victim—a rhetorical move 

that invites identification with the innocent “brownish boy” and “brownish girls.”  It also 

invites dissociation of the link segregationist/civility through the “bright madonnas” and 

the “scythe of men harassing” the children, abusers who are “hurling spittle, 

rock/Garbage and fruit”  (89).  The one who falls prey to the “lariat lynch-wish,” the 

ultimate victim of the southern reign of terror, is rhetorically aligned with the nine 

African-American children entering Central High, who are simultaneously made 

analogous to Christ.  All of these alignments work to break links between segregation and 

righteousness.  So while segregationists saw protestors as uncivil and coercive, spectators 

in the North were invited to see the face of white resistance as such.   

The second poem I excerpt above, "Two Dedications," hints at the changes in 

rhetorical strategies with the ascent in 1966 of Black Power, the formation of the original 

Black Panther Party in Selma, Alabama in 1966, and the rapid urbanization of the 

struggle in subsequent years as it moved away from the South.25  The young people who 

“fist out ‘Black Power!’” embody argument, indeed become “tract” and “treatise” in their 

celebration of the mural (1642).   It is significant, though, that in this case the “tract” and 

“treatise” are intended for the mural’s metaphorical viewers:  those living in the African-

American neighborhood who do not see the poem’s actor’s upraised fists as a threat, but 

rather as a sign of hope.  The poem marks a point when African-American social action 

turned away from a white audience to an African-American one.  The “emphasis” that “is 

paroled” is on the southern movement’s heretofore focus on nonviolence and redemptive 
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suffering, regardless of whether such a stance was merely tactical or rather deeply 

philosophical in nature, a focus that depended on the assumption that white America’s 

collective conscience could be productively pricked.26

In the next chapter, I turn to the Little Rock Crisis and Daisy Bates’ 

autobiography, offering background on the crisis.  Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus 

engaged in wrangling with President Eisenhower to prevent Central High’s integration 

that eventually led to troop deployment in Little Rock to force integration and to protect 

the African-American students.  Segregationists certainly experienced this as a violent 

incursion on their rights, while Eisenhower claimed that Faubus had forced his hand by 

refusing to obey a federal injunction.  Thus Eisenhower sidestepped the issue of the 

justice of integration itself by painting himself as the ultimate enforcer of the law.  Before 

turning to the autobiography itself, I expand on common white southern attitudes about 

integration and about African Americans, expanding on the segregationist links that 

permeated southern society, espoused by many, from statesmen (sexist language 

intended) to sharecroppers.  

  The upraised fists and Black 

Power slogan reject the image of the passive demonstrator upon whom fire hoses, dogs, 

fists, tear gas, and clubs were routinely unleashed.  “The old decapitations” that “are 

revised” refers to a changed attitude toward racially-motivated violence, and might best 

be linked to the Black Panther Party’s advocacy of self-defense as a positive and rational 

response to centuries of offensive white violence.  The poem works to break the 

association between African-American pride and strength and violence.  The hope 

represented by the “dispossessions beakless” are cause for song, and it will be of a 

different kind than the sorrow songs.     
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“Losing Faith in American Democracy”: The Long Shadow of Little Rock 

In Little Rock they know 
Not answering the telephone is a way of rejecting life, 
That it is our business to be bothered, is our business 
To cherish bores or boredom, be polite 
To lies and love and many-faceted fuzziness. 
 
I scratch my head, massage the hate-I-had. 
I blink across my prim and penciled pad. 
The saga I was sent for is not down. 
Because there is a puzzle in this town. 
The biggest News I do not dare 
Telegraph to the Editor’s chair: 
“They are like people everywhere.” 
 
The angry Editor would reply 
In hundred harryings of Why. 
 
--Gwendolyn Brooks, “The Chicago Defender Sends a Man to Little Rock,” 1960 
 
I wish that Mrs. Bates who suffered so much and had such courage throughout all her 
difficulties, who could bear to see with her husband their life’s work destroyed and still 
go on and work for the cause she believed in, had been able to keep from giving us some 
of the sense of her bitterness and fear in the end of her book. 
 
--Eleanor Roosevelt, “Foreword to the First Edition,” The Long Shadow of Little Rock, 
1962 
 
“If I had my way, [I] would have said, ‘let’s don’t integrate, because it’s the state’s right 
to decide.’”  In light of horrific treatment that the black students received, however, [the 
white Little Rock student], was transformed.  “I began to change . . . To someone who 
felt a real sense of compassion for these students.  I also developed a real dislike for the 
people that were out there [. . .] causing problems.  It was very unsettling to me.” 
 
--Jason Sokol, There Goes my Everything:  White Southerners in the Age of Civil Rights, 
1945-1975 
   

On October 23 1987, Melba Patillo Beals, who at fifteen in 1957 was one of the 

nine African-American students to first attend the previously all-white Central High 

School in Little Rock, Arkansas, again approached the steps leading up to the school’s 

entrance.  In her memoir about her year at Central, she describes returning for that thirty-
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year reunion in light of the students’ first attempt to integrate the school:  “In 1957, as 

teenagers trying to reach the front door, we were trapped between a rampaging mob, 

threatening to kill us to keep us out, and armed soldiers of the Arkansas National Guard 

dispatched by the governor to block our entry” (xix).  She remarks that then-Governor 

Bill Clinton is there to greet them because the Little Rock Nine are now honored guests, 

and she goes on to relate her thoughts as she is about to mount the stairs:   

The main entrance of the school is now clearly in sight.  I feel a familiar 
twinge; a cold fist clamps about my stomach and twists it into a wrenching 
knot, and just at that instant, it is October of 1957, and I am a helpless, 
frightened fifteen-year-old, terrified of what awaits me behind those doors.  
What will they do to me today?  Will I make it to my home room?  Who 
will be the first to slap me, to kick me in the shin, or call me nigger? 
(xxiii)   
 

Her account offers a glimpse into the day-to-day struggles of those who were the real 

engines of the civil rights movement, apart from its more well known leaders.  While 

Thurgood Marshall’s legal prowess secured the students’ entry into Central High, and 

President Eisenhower’s decision to deploy troops ensured that their presence there would 

continue, it was the children themselves along with their mentor and ostensible den 

mother, Daisy Bates, who suffered a year of harassment, coercion, and terror, and they 

were beleaguered by both white southerners as well as would-be white liberal allies.  

Throughout Long Shadow of Little Rock, Daisy Bates paints segregationists as those who 

were really anti-American and coercive.  

While previously I have discussed white southern reactions to African-American 

efforts to improve their circumstances in that region, in this chapter I give reactions to the 

alleged threat of intermarriage among whites and African Americans in particular. I begin 

with some historical background about the Little Rock crisis that arose in the wake of the 
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school board’s plans to begin gradual integration there in 1957.  I show how such fears 

underlay white southern hysteria following Brown vs. Board and the subsequent spread 

of Citizens’ Councils and other similar groups, which sometimes answered to different 

names, and these still exist as Councils of Conservative Citizens.  I then move to an 

analysis of Daisy Bates’ autobiography to show how it complicates the received narrative 

about the civil rights movement as well as reveals how deeply coercion was relied upon 

by all sides throughout the 1957-1958 school year in Little Rock.  By looking at this 

autobiography, we can see beyond the public events to the rich details of how this part of 

the civil rights movement proceeded every day.  Such a view can in turn enhance our 

understanding of the public events by providing them with a fuller context. 

I start this chapter by exploring the views of many white southerners leading up to 

and following Brown vs. Board of Education (1954).  These views offer a comprehensive 

look at the many conceptual links, in Perelman’s sense as discussed in the Introduction, 

that white southerners made among segregation, religious righteousness, racial purity, 

true patriotism, true liberty, and anti-communism. African Americans tried to break these 

links in a variety of ways, and Daisy Bates’ autobiography is no exception.  I proposed 

the antithetical pair coercion/rhetoric in Chapter One along with the metaphor of the 

closed fist/open hand to explain the conflict between different parties in the struggle for 

civil rights, and in this chapter I show how these parties both accuse the others of being 

the ones who are actually coercive while at the same time offering alternately closed fists 

and open hands.  This conception of rhetoric and coercion as shifting and contested terms 

also allows us to complicate the stark distinction between a civil civil rights movement 

and an uncivil Black Power one.  These associated links also show the limits of civility in 
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highly charged rhetorical situations.  It is within such a complex and multi-layered 

rhetorical field—with most southern whites having an entrenched set of linked concepts 

about segregation in opposition to those held by African Americans and with liberal 

whites wishing to avoid African-American expressions of anger or bitterness but 

remaining open to stories about their martyrdom—that Long Shadow emerged.   

The political wrangling between Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus and President 

Eisenhower that occurred in 1957 would foreshadow that which would occur between 

Mississippi Governor Ross Barnett and President Kennedy in 1962 over the integration of 

the University of Mississippi.  I will briefly recount this later incident at the end of my 

discussion of the white reaction to school integration because the situations are so similar.  

It is likely that in the Little Rock crisis, Faubus calculated that refusing to allow the 

African-American students through whatever means would be successful, as mobs had 

prevented Autherine Lucy’s entrance into the University of Alabama – Tuscaloosa in 

February 1956.  The mobs’ rioting caused university officials to suspend Lucy twice in 

spite of the court order that she be allowed to attend, and when another court order said 

that the suspension must be lifted, the trustees permanently expelled her (Branch Parting 

181).  In response to this expulsion, “Alabama whites were crowing about how the riot 

had ‘worked’; it had restored segregation;” that is, it worked as persuasion at least in 

practical terms.  The coercion of the mob was in this case successful, though it would not 

work as well in the Little Rock crisis.     

To contextualize Daisy Bates’s autobiography and limn a layered instance of 

white resistance to integration, I here offer a brief explanation of the events surrounding 

what came to be known as the Little Rock crisis.  As President of the Arkansas chapter of 
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the NAACP in 1957, Daisy Bates, a middle-class, educated African-American woman, 

became embroiled in the controversy surrounding the integration of Central High School 

in that relatively moderate southern city.  Historian John Kirk, among others, notes that 

“Bates became one of the earliest women activists in the movement to gain national 

recognition” (17).  After Brown, Little Rock’s School Board announced plans for gradual 

integration, with the integration of Central High School to begin in the fall of 1957 when 

nine African-American students, selected from a group of seventy-five applicants for 

their excellent grades, would enter the previously all-white school.  Daisy Bates’ 

husband, L.C., said publicly that he did not anticipate problems with integration because 

the city’s bus system had previously been integrated without much incident (“Fighting”). 

Upon announcing the plans for integration, the school board “immediately began to hear 

complaints and threats of noncompliance by parents” (Robnett 76).  One mother, a 

member of the Mothers’ League, which was a segregationist group specifically focused 

on school integration that was similar to the more generally focused Citizens’ Councils, 

sought an injunction preventing the school’s integration, and she prevailed in court, but a 

federal judge overturned the order after hearing Thurgood Marshall’s arguments.   

On the eve of the first day the Little Rock Nine were to attend Central, September 

2 1957, Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus ordered the Arkansas National Guard to Little 

Rock to prevent integration. This action set in motion a string of legal skirmishes and 

thwarted attempts on the part of the children and their mentors to enter and remain in the 

school.  Although Faubus had assured Eisenhower that integration would proceed, the 

night before the second time the students attempted to enter the school, on September 23, 

Faubus removed the National Guard, leaving only the city police to maintain order at the 
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school (Krik Beyond 1).  Once the Little Rock Nine entered, the police could no longer 

contain the hundreds of whites gathered there, who, upon hearing that “the niggers [were] 

in the school,” began breaching the school’s perimeter which was inadequately protected 

by sawhorses (“Fighting”).  Melba Patillo Beals recalls hearing the mob from inside the 

school and being terrified of what might await her as discussion within turned to how the 

children might be spirited away to safety or one sacrificed to spare the others: “Someone 

made the suggestion that if they allowed the mob to hang one kid, they then could get the 

rest out.” She believes it was the assistant chief of police who then said, somewhat 

morbidly, “‘How are you going to choose, are you going to let them draw straws?’  And 

he said, ‘I’ll get them out’” (“Fighting”).  The police officer did manage to get the 

students out, but the serious suggestion that it might be a good idea to sacrifice one of 

them shows that their lives were valued less than that of their white counterparts. 

After Faubus failed to maintain order in the city and after other breached 

agreements between the Governor and the President, Eisenhower ultimately deployed 

units of the 101st Airborne Division to escort the students into the school and to prevent 

mob violence. The deployment of the “Screaming Eagles” was especially significant 

because this unit was the vanguard air unit during WWII, and thus they would be seen as 

symbols of patriotism.27 Unruly mobs of white adults had surrounded the school upon 

each day between September 2 and the aborted integration attempt three weeks later and 

had beaten several white and African-American journalists from out-of-state who had 

convened to document the ensuing mayhem (“Fighting,” Robnett 79-81).  In the 

President’s televised address to the nation including the announcement that he had no 

choice but to call in federal troops, Eisenhower said, “Mob rule cannot be allowed to 
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override the decisions of our courts,” framing the issue in terms of his duty as the chief 

enforcer of the law (“Fighting”).  He had no choice but to answer the coercion of the mob 

with the coercion of federal troops.  But Faubus, in a press conference in response, 

invoked the specter of Reconstruction when he said, “We are now an occupied territory.  

In the name of God whom we all revere, in the name of liberty we hold so dear, in the 

name of decency we all cherish, what is happening in America?”  (“Fighting”).  His 

statements linked religion to liberty to decency to segregation, as had those of other 

segregationists before him.  Breaking these links would be the goal of the Little Rock 

Nine, Bates, and others supporting integration.   

Because of Eisenhower’s actions, on September 24, the children went to “Central 

High in army jeeps with a helicopter circling overhead.  Soldiers armed with rifles and 

bayonets pushed back the angry crowd.  Each student was assigned to a soldier and other 

soldiers were posted throughout the school” (Robnett 81).  Ernest Green, one of the 

students, recalls, “I figured we had really, we had really gone into school that day [. . .] I 

figured I had finally cracked it” (“Fighting”).  But Bates, her husband, and the students 

subsequently experienced abuse, threatening phone calls and letters, and other harassment 

daily.  

Images from the days leading up to Little Rock Central’s integration have become 

iconic; as I discuss in the Introduction, the image of the lone Elizabeth Eckford 

surrounded by a white mob after having been turned away from the school on September 

3 has been anthologized in rhetoric textbooks in sections including King’s “Letter from 

Birmingham Jail.” And Pulitzer-Prize winning King biographer Taylor Branch has 

characterized the Little Rock crisis as providing sufficient spectacle to qualify it as the 
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“first on-site news extravaganza of the modern television era” (Parting 223).  Gene 

Roberts and Hank Klibanoff, who were journalists during the civil rights movement, 

argue in their recent book that the coverage was ample in part because those on that beat 

became so involved in the story; since reporters were also targeted by the mob, some had 

an understandably hard time being objective and threw their sympathies squarely with the 

students.  But, segregationists behaved belligerently when questioned by reporters (163-

164).  Branch also observes that while there was intense national scrutiny on Little Rock 

throughout September, a mere couple of weeks later, on October 4, the situation was 

eclipsed by Russia’s launch of the Sputnik space shuttle.  The nation’s problems with 

race subsequently fell off the national media’s radar screen, although the Little Rock 

crisis continued to receive scrutiny from the African-American press (Branch Parting 

225).   

  Clearly there was intense resistance to integration among white parents and 

students alike as it took a small army to make it happen—as we shall see, white students 

were unmercifully cruel to their African-American peers, making those students’ year at 

Central both terrifying and tantamount to torture.  But there was also some hope that the 

federal government might help.  Beals recalls her thoughts about Eisenhower’s decision 

to deploy the troops:  “And there was a feeling of pride and hope, that yes this is the 

United States, yes there is a reason I salute the flag, and it’s going to be O.K. [. . .] The 

troops did not, however, mean the end of harassment.  It meant the declaration of war” 

(“Fighting”).  Here Beals links patriotism with integration, attempting to break the links 

segregationists like Faubus had articulated. While the troops meant some relief and hope 

for the Little Rock Nine even as they precipitated intensified violence and harassment, 
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the presence of troops resonated well with the already-ingrained tragic narrative of the 

Civil War and Reconstruction I discussed previously. To many white southerners, the 

arrival of federal troops in Little Rock felt like an invasion and simultaneously brought to 

mind what their ancestors had experienced as the violent intrusion of Reconstruction.  At 

graduation, in 1958, a former white Little Rock student remembers being handed a card, 

which he had saved and displayed at the interview, that read “Ike go home!  

LIBERATION DAY May 29, 1958.”  He remarks that segregationist students “were still 

fighting the battle even then.”  They had taken seriously Faubus’ words that “We are now 

an occupied territory,” and his question about what was happening in America 

(“Fighting”).   

As I discussed in the Introduction with Theodore Bilbo as well as southern white 

pastors, because religious reasons were among the links upholding segregationists’ 

rationales, it is difficult to separate religion from the other factors. As Faubus had in 

response to Eisenhower’s public explanation of his decision to order troops to Little 

Rock, many southerners made appeals to God, liberty, and country in the same breath.  

They organized to prevent integration by forming groups of concerned citizens, most 

called Citizens’ Councils but others having different names.  As historian Jason Sokol 

notes in his book detailing the variety of white southern responses to the threat of change 

Brown represented, by 1955 “the Citizens’ Council movement against integration had 

established beachheads across the Deep South and the Black Belt [ . . . ] White 

southerners, through their everyday mannerisms and interactions, betrayed deep fears that 

their world would never be the same” (53).  White southerners were desperately clinging 

to a past that had never existed, and “a certain notion of freedom crystallized among 
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[them]—and it had little to do with fascism overseas or equal rights.  Many began to 

picture the American government as the fascist, and the white southerner as the victim” 

(36).  White southerners believed deeply in freedom, but their belief in such freedom was 

the freedom to keep things exactly as they were, and they always claimed that they 

needed more time to be able to accept any changes.  Thus freedom was firmly linked with 

segregation.     

Not only was the American government deemed fascist, but integration was 

deemed a socialist plot—Bilbo’s link continued through to the Citizens’ Councils.  The 

strengthening of this link explains why as late as 1965, billboards depicting Martin 

Luther King Jr. at a 1957 meeting at Highlander Folk School with the text “Martin Luther 

King at Communist Training School” could be spotted dotting such routes as the highway 

between Selma and Montgomery, Alabama.  Citizens’ Councils paid for them (Woods 

146).  A cartoon in the October 1956 issue of the Citizens’ Councils’ eponymous 

newsletter shows a minstrel-style drawing of an African American, labeled NAACP and 

captioned “Exposed!”; the figure has his trousers around his ankles and is wearing boxer 

shorts emblazoned with the Soviet symbol of hammers and sickles (McMillen n pag). As 

noted by early Citizens’ Council historian Neil McMillen (1971), the suggested reading 

material advocated by that newsletter included Bilbo’s work, Fox’s White America, one 

of Bilbo’s main sources, as well as Tom Brady’s Black Monday (243).  The newsletter 

sponsored essay contests for white high school students, and such texts were required 

reading.        

Tom Brady, a Judge in Mississippi, “has been called the ‘intellectual leader’ of 

the Citizens’ Council movement” (Hine 83).  He wrote an argument (originally a speech) 
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specifically about the Brown vs. Board decision, which was distributed as a 92-page 

booklet throughout the South that sold for the price of a dollar.  Repeating Bilbo’s link 

between integration and communism, he describes the Brown decision as “socialistic,” 

and deems the habit of many white southerners who refer to the day the Supreme Court 

handed down the decision as “Black Monday” as particularly apt:  “black denoting 

darkness and terror.  Black signifying the absence of light and wisdom.  Black 

embodying grief, destruction and death” (84).  He claims to have written “Black 

Monday” “with the fervent desire that it will be of material benefit to both the white and 

colored people of this country, wheresoever situated.  It is written to alert and encourage 

every American, irrespective of race, who loves our Constitution, our Government, and 

our God-given American way of life” (84).  Again, he reiterates the links among 

patriotism and the “American way of life,” by which he means preserving the southern 

way of life.  He also makes another link—segregation is beneficial to African Americans. 

His words would resonate with a white southern audience.  He recounts U.S. 

history, rehearsing the conventional narrative of the Lost Cause, grounding segregation in 

a mythical southern past. He goes on to praise Booker T. Washington, whom, as does 

Bilbo, Brady deems “the first great American Negro this country has produced.  His 

wisdom transcended his time.  He did more for his people than all who have come since 

his passing” (91).  He then quotes a speech by Mississippi Senator James Eastland in 

which the Senator states that “segregation is desired and supported by both races in the 

South, who dwell side by side under harmonious conditions” (92).  These so-called 

harmonious conditions were, of course, punctuated by thousands of lynchings and other 

atrocities committed against African Americans as discussed in the previous chapter.  



 86 

They were only harmonious to the extent that a culture of terror can be described as such. 

And the fact that seventy-five African-American high school students applied to study at 

Central High in spite of the constant abuse they had to expect would await them belies 

assertions that African Americans did not want to attend integrated schools.  After all, 

southern states spent far more money on all-white schools, affecting everything from the 

quality of the textbooks on offer to the condition of the physical plants themselves.  The 

segregationist South experienced collective cognitive dissonance during the civil rights 

movement period as African Americans and their supporters worked to break the South’s 

associative links. 

Brady quotes further from Eastland’s Senate floor speech:  “Mr. President, it is 

the law of nature, it is the law of God, that every race has both the right and the duty to 

perpetuate itself.  All free men have the right to associate exclusively with members of 

their own race, free from governmental interference, if they so desire” (93).   The 

Citizens’ Councils as well as southern politicians continued to link racial purity with 

religious righteousness, in national as well as southern forums.  In addition, such 

southerners saw their organizing efforts in opposition to Brown as self-defense against 

outside aggression and coercion; as they had leading up to the Civil War and through 

Reconstruction, any coercion they might engage in was justified self-defense.  This 

conception of outside intrusion helps explain why Bilbo and those who followed him put 

their imagined consequences of integration in such apocalyptic terms.    

Another politician, Alabama State Senator Sam Engelhardt, claimed that the 

Citizens’ Councils also worked to silence southerners who were not staunch 

segregationists.  In 1955 he described his white constituents and the Citizens’ Councils in 
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the following way: “90% of the white people in Alabama are for segregation, but in the 

last few years we have had a quite a number of backsliders you might say that for 

political reasons to further their political ambitions have been trying to garner the nigra 

vote, and do most anything to get that vote.  The citizens’ council is out to utterly destroy 

those people” (“Awakenings”).  He made this statement in the context of the 1955-1956 

Montgomery Bus Boycott, and his words recall the discipline applied upon southern 

whites who might support integration.  Like the example of Bob Zellner discussed in 

Chapter One, a white college student who learned that merely trying to meet with 

African-American civil rights movement members would lead to police scrutiny in 

Alabama, Engelhardt’s statement shows that the Citizens’ Councils’ purposes included 

targeting white southerners who were not segregationist enough.    

Another Alabamian, this one an anonymous and hooded KKK member, in a 

televised September 1956 statement rehearsed Bilbo’s mongrelization theme when he 

said, “They want to throw white children and colored children into the melting pot of 

integration through out of which will come a conglomerated mullato, mongrel class of 

people. Both will be destroyed in such a movement” (“Awakenings”).  Although he was 

talking about the bus boycotts, he easily made the jump from integration in public 

transportation to education to intermarriage.  And while integration certainly could lead 

to interracial dating and marriage, that connection was already a firmly entrenched part of 

segregationist thought, and the fear of a future without white babies literally fueled 

slaughter.  The then-city editor of the Montgomery Advertiser, Joe Abzell, in an 

interview in the 1980s, said that “The thing to get the whites going was segregation, was 

the old way, don’t break the old way.   Don’t break this fabric.  Don’t break down 
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segregation.  Don’t take this away.  This old South.  Don’t take back the things that 

we’ve always known.  And that we fought a war over these things, and our forefathers 

would have us do this” (“Awakenings”).  This statement is an excellent example of the 

belief in the “Lost Cause” narrative of the Civil War in its connection between the old 

South and the war.  This narrative explains why the segregationists’ links were so 

successful among white southerners. 

Other white southerners—or former white southerners—tried to understand white 

reactions to Brown as well as those of African Americans.  In 1956, poet and novelist 

Robert Penn Warren traveled throughout his native South and interviewed the people he 

met about the decision.  The mongrelization theme voiced by southern whites peppers his 

book; many of those he interviewed were staunch Citizens’ Council organizers.  (While 

as an agrarian he had earlier championed segregation, by the 1950s he had reversed his 

views.)  Warren writes, “There is the very handsome lady of forty-five, charming and 

witty and gay [. . . ] She has been talking about the Negroes on her plantation, and at last, 

about integration, but that only in one phrase, tossed off as gaily and casually as any other 

of the evening, so casual as to permit no discussion:  ‘But of course we have to keep the 

white race intact’” (301).  In a conversation with a light-skinned African-American man, 

the subject of segregation came up with Warren, and while at first this man hesitated in 

answering, eventually he says white southerners want segregation because of 

“‘Mongrelization,’ he says. ‘that’s what a white man will say.  You ask him and he’ll say 

that.  He wants to head it off, he says.  But— [. . .] look at my face.  It wasn’t any black 

man hung it on me’” (295).  Here Warren’s interviewee is acknowledging the so-called 

nighttime integration that had been going on for centuries between white men and 
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African-American women.  Similarly, in “A Brickbat for Education—A Kiss for the 

Bedroom in Dixie,” regarding Authurine Lucy’s attempt to integrate the University of 

Alabama, Langston Hughes writes,  

If Miss Lucy wanted to go to bed with a white man instead of go to 
college with one, nobody at the University of Alabama would throw 
stones at her, nor defy the Supreme Court.  It is common knowledge in 
Dixie that some of the Southern politicians who are the loudest in defiance 
of integration keep Negro mistresses [. . .] Integration is nothing new.  
Why the white South should raise such a hue and cry over it today is 
beyond me.  Either white Southerners have lost their minds, or else they 
are just Great Pretenders.  Quiet as it is kept, I think they are Pretenders. 
(originally published in the Chicago Defender 249-250)  
 

Hughes here calls the South on its hypocrisy, and in so doing he tries to break the link 

between segregation and racial purity by calling attention to the fact that interracial sex 

had been going on for centuries.  His original audience would have easily accepted this 

break.  

 The southern politicians and Citizens’ Council leaders I have been discussing 

made public statements that repetitively linked segregation with religious righteousness, 

true patriotism, anti-communism, and progress.  Conversely, they linked integration with 

godlessness, sedition, communism, and decline, if not outright destruction.  Through 

publications, public speeches, and the Citizens’ Councils, they exerted a strong influence 

on their communities.  While the Little Rock crisis was the first case involving federal 

intervention in an integration case, it would not be the last that would make a southern 

town a battleground.      

Another attempt at school desegregation would warrant federal intervention when 

James Meredith attempted to register at Ole Miss.  He sued for entrance at the university 

in 1961, and he won his case in 1962.  At a large meeting of Citizens’ Council members, 
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Governor Ross Barnett smiled under a large Council banner when he said, “Friends, I’m 

a Mississippi segregationist, and I am proud of it” (“Fighting”).  At a press conference in 

September 1962, after President Kennedy had repeatedly tried to negotiate a solution 

with the recalcitrant Barnett, Barnett said,  

I have made my position in this matter crystal clear.  I have said in every 
county in Mississippi that no school in our entire state will be integrated 
while I’m your governor.  I now call on every public official and every 
private citizen of our great state to join with me in refusing in every 
constitutional and legal way, and every way, and every manner available 
my friends, to submit to illegal usurpation of power by the Kennedy 
administration. (“Fighting”)28

 
   

Again, in the matter of school integration, here a politician makes links between freedom/ 

a lack thereof and segregation/integration.  And when he speaks of “every manner 

available” to resist the Kennedy administration, he implicitly condones violence. 

  Barnett personally barred Meredith from registering twice, the second time in 

Jackson among thousands of jeering white onlookers (“Fighting,” Branch Parting 647 – 

649).  On September 29 after having sparred with Robert Kennedy and the President for 

weeks over Meredith’s enrollment, Barnett spoke at half time at a football game between 

Ole Miss and Kentucky.  With his fist upraised, which he used to punctuate his words, he 

said, “I love Mississippi.  I love her people.  Our customs.  I love and I respect our 

heritage” followed by a full seventeen seconds of wild applause and cheering 

(“Fighting”).  His words articulated the familiar connected segregationist links.  The next 

day, several hundred U.S. Marshals descended upon Oxford as Meredith was secretly 

transported onto the campus.  While Kennedy prepared to address the nation on 

television, telling it that “Americans are free and sure to disagree with the law, but not to 

disobey it.  For any government of laws and not of man, no man, however prominent or 
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powerful, or mob, however unruly or boisterous, is entitled to defy a court of law.  The 

eyes of the nation and all the world are upon you and upon all of us,” students on campus 

and Oxford residents commenced to riot (“Fighting”).   

 A white woman who was a senior in 1962, Jan Robertson, remembers that “There 

was one freshman girl that had been this little flower of southern gentility when I had met 

her, and she came up to me, and her face was absolutely contorted.  I almost didn’t 

recognize her.  And she was absolutely furious because she had picked up a brick and 

thrown it at a marshal, and it had only hit him in the head and scratched him, and she had 

not put his eye out” (“Fighting”).  As Branch relates, “within an hour of the President’s 

speech, the first shotgun blasts rang out at Oxford” (Parting 666).  A French journalist 

and an Oxford resident were killed; 160 marshals were wounded (668 – 669).  The troops 

Kennedy had deployed finally arrived and quelled the rioting; it had gone on all night 

(669).  In typical segregationist fashion, “All official Mississippi joined the governor in 

blaming the riot entirely on ‘trigger-happy marshals’ and other federal intruders.  Senator 

Eastland charged that the marshals had ‘provoked the students and others’” (670).  In the 

view of segregationists, the Kennedy administration’s coercion was responsible for the 

violence that happened.  Kennedy also received letters after the riot from southerners 

outside of Mississippi, such as this one penned by an anonymous Birmingham attorney 

that attempts to explain the segregationist impulse:   

the reluctance of the white man to commingle with the blacks is based 
primarily on fear, loyalty, and patriotism.  He believes that a mixed race 
will not possess the same admirable characteristics now manifested 
separately by the two races, and that such mixed race would eventually 
lose, as prey to outside invaders or through decadence, the fine civilization 
we have developed for ourselves, and the even finer civilization that we 
envisage for our children.  This fear is held not only by the lowly, 
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emotional, and illiterate, but also by the high, stable, and educated. 
(“Letter Attorney”)  
 

This attorney is careful to explain that segregationist views were not limited to the 

uneducated.  The links that white segregationists had established between freedom and 

segregation were again reinforced by what they saw as outside intrusion.  Forced 

integration spelled their lack of freedom.        

Some of the white teenagers attending Little Rock would bring up the very inter-

related segregationist concepts I have been discussing in public discussions; they had 

learned their segregationist lessons well.  The National Broadcasting Company (NBC) set 

up a roundtable discussion among an interracial group of Little Rock students, and one 

white student’s responses exemplify the attitude toward freedom that understands it as 

freedom from northern, outside intrusion:   

MRS. RICKETTS:  Do you think it is possible to start working this out on 
a more sensible basis than violent demonstration?  SAMMY:  No, I don’t, 
because the South has always been against racial mixing and I think they 
will fight this thing to the end . . . We fight for our freedom—that’s one 
thing.  And we don’t have any freedom anymore. (“Roundtable” 103-104)   
 

The people the student includes in his “we” are his fellow whites.  One of the 

African-American students, Ernest Green, sensibly reminded Sammy that he was 

protected by the Bill of Rights, and Green went on to state that “if anybody should 

kick about freedoms, it should be us.  Because I think we have been given a pretty 

bad side on this thing as far as freedom.”  The white student evaded Ernest’s 

points and claimed that the presence of troops equaled his lack of freedom.  

Sammy is unable to break the link between integration/segregation and his own 

lack of freedom/freedom.   
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 The widespread segregationist thinking about the link between integration and 

intermarriage found its way into the discussion of the integration of Central High in that 

same conversation among Little Rock students.  Sammy brings up the race-mixing trope 

in his conversation with the other students:  “MRS. RICKETTS: Sammy, why do these 

children not want to go to school with Negroes?  SAMMY:  Well I think it is mostly race 

mixing.  MRS. RICKETTS:  Race mixing? What do you mean? SAMMY: Well, 

marrying each other.”  The oldest of the Little Rock Nine, seventeen-year-old Green, 

once again responds to Sammy’s claim: “Well, getting back to this intermarriage and all 

that.  I don’t know [where] people get all that.  Why do I want to go to school?  To marry 

with someone?  I mean, school’s not a marriage bureau [. . .] I’m going there for an 

education” (“Roundtable” 105).  We see here that Green and Sammy have world views 

that are irreconcilable; Green does not accept that integration and intermarriage are 

linked.     

These links appear again in Long Shadow.  As Bates writes, radio commentators 

were interviewing some members of the mob before the students had even entered the 

school, and a “man was saying, ‘Just let those niggers show up.’  Someone else said, ‘We 

won’t stand for our schools being integrated.  If we let ‘em in, next thing they’ll be 

marrying our daughters’” (89).  This reasoning was supported by centuries of conceptual 

links and therefore was experienced and felt as both real and valid by many white 

southerners.  Leaving aside the racism embedded in the quoted statement, to such white 

southerners, such a statement’s perceived veracity derived from white feelings about it, 

not its empirical accuracy.  The links had been clearly established. 
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 In addition to the difficult rhetorical situation stemming from the strong links 

among religious righteousness, segregation, freedom, true patriotism, and anti-

communism along with each terms’ counterpart in the minds of segregationists, 

sympathetic liberal whites offered a different set of rhetorical challenges.  I presented the 

quotation by Eleanor Roosevelt in the epigraph to illustrate the attitudes of some white 

northern audiences, in this case, that of someone who was prominent enough of an 

advocate to have written Long Shadow’s foreword and who was seen as the 

segregationists’ enemy.  Bilbo devotes much of his chapter “The Campaign for Complete 

Equality” to attacks on northern whites like Roosevelt.  For example, he writes,  

Our ex-First Lady of the Land, Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt, cannot deny that 
she believes in social equality and the intermarriage of Negroes with white 
people and continue to be a trustee and sponsor of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People.  She resigned from 
that great patriotic white American association known as the Daughters of 
the American Revolution because the DAR members refused to let 
Constitution Hall be converted into a Negro Concert Hall by Marion 
Anderson. (137)  
 

Bilbo rehearses the links he has made elsewhere, applying them to Roosevelt. 

Written in 1962 when the movement was in full swing, after the initial wave of 

sit-ins and the Freedom Rides, the foreword indicates Roosevelt’s frustration with Bates’ 

refusal to hew to the long-suffering yet ever hopeful narrative of the civil rights 

movement with which liberal whites were comfortable that I discussed in Chapter One.  

Roosevelt was presumably sympathetic to and willing to hear about “Mrs. Bates who 

suffered so much and had so much courage in the face of all her difficulties,” but she was 

much less willing to hear Bates complain or be bitter or angry about that self-same 

suffering (Bates xx).  Roosevelt wanted to be able to admire Bates without having to feel 

badly about her fate at the same time.  In a sense, she was implicitly though unknowingly 
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asking Bates to signify, to sing and smile in spite of the trauma the Little Rock nine’s 

leader had experienced throughout her year-long experience as well as the destruction of 

her life’s work that resulted from it.  This attitude exemplifies the cluelessness within 

some white audiences about the civil rights movement and the costs it exerted upon its 

participants.   

So this is the complex rhetorical field that Bates’ autobiography entered.  What 

African Americans experienced as coercion, segregationists saw as freedom and vice 

versa.  Historian James Cobb writes that “In a rigidly white supremacist society, the perks 

of prejudice and discrimination were often too substantial and seductive for even the 

thoughtful and sensitive white southerner to resist” (Brown 46). It is worth commenting 

on the title Bates chose, The Long Shadow of Little Rock.  This title suggests that the 

incidents and forces in play throughout the Little Rock crisis would indeed continue to 

influence the ongoing struggle, well under way at the time the work was first published.  

Published as early as it was, this work can partly be read as an intervention into that 

struggle, perhaps offering both a warning and a promise to newly formed and forming 

civil rights organizations like SNCC and the Council of Federated Organizations 

(COFO), both of which the movement’s youngest participants formed.  If so, it was 

certainly at least as much a warning and a promise to the government as it was to 

American society.    

Bates describes how throughout the 1957-1958 school year, white students 

repeatedly attacked and harassed the African-American students while she and her 

husband became subject to increasingly violent attacks on their home as well as their 

business, the Arkansas State Press, a weekly paper that became a casualty of the struggle 
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when pressure and threats from white business owners, including national companies 

who wished to avoid southern business losses, caused its advertising receipts to plummet 

(170).   Bates begins her autobiography by describing August 22 1957, a little more than 

a week before the Little Rock Nine were set to attend Central, when a news broadcast 

told of a large meeting of segregationists.  After hearing about this meeting that night in 

her living room, she remembers reflecting on her living room’s picture window: “a large 

object came crashing through the glass . . . I reached for the rock lying in the middle of 

the floor.  A note was tied to it . . . Scrawled in bold print were the words:  STONE THIS 

TIME.  DYNAMITE NEXT” (4).  Bates here paints the segregationists as the 

aggressors—they have literally crashed into her house.    

She also soon tells the reader that by the time integration was set to begin, Bates 

had installed guards armed with shotguns to protect her home, which stands in distinction 

to the nonviolent approach advocated by leaders of the sit-ins and Freedom Rides she 

mentions toward the end of her text (60). Thus, her narrative offers a correction to the 

dominant one about the movement at the same time that it attempts to break 

segregationist links.  This narrative strategy of opening with a scene of terror and 

violation that crystallizes the nature of the current crisis also immediately precedes a 

narrative return to childhood, a return that necessitates reading the narrator’s formative 

years in terms of the struggle at hand, and by extension reading the movement through 

the long history of segregationist thought and all the contradictions it entailed. 

Bates entitles the chapter devoted to her Arkansas childhood “Rebirth,” drawing 

attention to the generational trauma that shortly follows her natural birth.  As Bates 

comes to discover when she is seven, the parents she considers her own in reality adopted 
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her while she was yet a baby.  After finding out from a playmate that her biological 

mother is actually dead, she learns from an older cousin that her mother had been raped 

and then murdered because she resisted the violent advances of three white men.  Shortly 

thereafter her father tells her “of the timeworn lust of the white man for the Negro 

woman—which strikes at the heart of every Negro man in the South,” but Bates has 

stopped listening, overcome by her mother’s death:  “He said some other things about the 

way the Negro is treated in the South, but my mind had stopped, fastening on those three 

white men and what they had done”   (15).  This harsh reality in Bates’s life contradicts 

the long-held white contention that segregation was necessary because African-American 

men lusted after and threatened white women.  Narratives such as this one work against 

the segregationist ideology, exposing that in contrast to it, it was actually African-

American women who needed protection from white men.   

We also see her rage at these murderers:  “Young as I was, strange as it may 

seem, my life now had a secret goal—to find the men who had done this horrible thing to 

my mother.”  She seeks retribution, not nonviolence, and her candor about this quite 

understandable instinct undercuts the tendency to value the saintliness of the oppressed 

that I discussed in Chapter One.  In the midst of these discoveries, Bates recounts her 

girlhood joy in Arkansas’s almost year-long abundance of flowers and uses that 

happiness’s declension as a figure for her knowledge of her unknown mother’s physical 

violation and death:   

I had no favorites and delighted at each flower in its season.  When the last 
roses and zinnias had died, I knew in a few short months the old lilac bush 
would start budding, for winter in Arkansas is short-lived.  But this year 
was different [. . .] All I found was a single red rose, the dew still wet on 
it.  Unaccountably I turned, leaving it on its stalk, and walked into the 
house crying. (14)  



 98 

 
Literature scholar Cathy Caruth identifies the following as central to stories that narrate 

traumatic experience:  “At the core of these stories, I would suggest, is thus a kind of 

double telling, the oscillation between a crisis of death and the correlative crisis of life:  

between the story of the unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable 

nature of its survival” (7).   As Bates’s narrative moves from this scene of childhood 

trauma, one that she has not experienced directly but which she must bear both as her 

mother’s daughter and as a young girl in a society that brutalizes African-American 

women and destroys their lives, these themes reecho in her public and private life.  While 

the discovery of this event represents a crisis in identity, the fact that she survives it 

becomes an impetus for her activism and the subsequent narrative.  We shall see another 

traumatic experience that has a similar effect on Anne Moody, the brutal slaying of 

Emmett Till, in the next chapter. 

 Bates has a crucial encounter with her father while he is on his deathbed that 

allows her to negotiate the meaning of her survival of her abbreviated childhood and the 

development of her activist consciousness.  Upon his deathbed, her adopted father 

advises her to channel her hatred and pain into righteous anger:  “‘You’re filled with 

hatred.  Hate can destroy you, Daisy.  If you hate, make it count for something.  Hate the 

humiliations we are living under in the South.  Hate the discrimination that eats away at 

the soul of every black man and woman.  Hate the insults hurled at us by white scum—

and then try to do something about it, or your hate won’t spell a thing’” (29).  This 

exhortation is interesting for a couple of reasons.  First, as Kirk points out, “Bates’s father 

appears to advise Daisy not to allow her hatred to become self-destructive.  This implies 

an acceptance of hatred as an emotion that may be turned to good use, a view which is 
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markedly at odds with a message of nonviolence” (“Gender” 21).  Here we once again 

see a message that is distinct from the dominant civil rights narrative, as loving one’s 

enemy was central to the nonviolent philosophy.  Second, within the autobiography, and 

in the context of the pre - WWII South, her father’s words provide a turning point, a 

change that marks the beginning of a growing critical consciousness of racism that 

includes the possibility of action against it:  her father wants her to make her feelings 

spell something positive.  An initial traumatic paralysis marks the formation of Bates’s 

consciousness and is followed by a commitment to public activity, a feature we will see 

recurring throughout the autobiographies this study considers.  Such activities display 

African-American agency that the segregationists’ links deny them, as segregationists 

attributed such actions to outside and malevolent influences.     

Preceding Bates’s involvement with the Little Rock Nine, she began her 

commitment to public action through her work with the crusading African-American 

State Press in Little Rock.  At this point in her autobiography, she begins to incorporate 

the multiple forms of discourse which will continue to appear throughout it, including 

newspaper clippings detailing incidents of police brutality against African-American 

soldiers stationed near Little Rock or those returning from tours of duty in WWII in the 

larger Arkansas area.  By including these accounts, she shows how the African-American 

press was working to counteract the prevailing links this dissertation illuminates.  For 

example, following the shooting death of an African-American soldier at the hands of 

police in 1942, Bates published this short article:   

One of the most bestial murders in the annals of Little Rock occurred 
Sunday afternoon at 5:45 o’clock at Ninth and Gaines Streets, in front of 
hundreds of onlookers, when Patrolman A.J. Hay shot and mortally 
wounded Sergeant Thomas P. Foster [ . . .] When Sgt. Foster asked the 
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Military Police why they had Pvt. Albert Glover . . . in custody, City 
Policeman Hay interfered and struck Sgt. Foster with his night stick.  A 
scuffle ensued, whereupon Policeman Hay threw Sgt. Foster to the ground 
and then fired five shots from his pistol into his prostate body. (36)   
 

Bates portrays the officer as having exercised excessive and preemptive force in response 

to a mere question, not aggression; the African-American body was shot while prostate 

and helpless.  Portrayals such as these worked to counteract the segregationist links.  This 

strategy becomes even more pronounced in Bates’ narration of the tumultuous school 

year. 

After WWII, the State Press published articles about the abuse returning African-

American soldiers suffered, establishing them as the true patriots.  Bates notes the 

decorations of a soldier whom police beat with a billy club until he was blind five hours 

after he returned to the U.S. because he had failed to call a police officer “sir.”  She 

writes, “These and other atrocities created in the veteran a stubborn determination to 

oppose a segregated system that permitted injustices by policemen who were rarely 

punished but often promoted” (46-47).  Segregation here is linked with brutality—it is far 

from patriotic, rather it upholds the abuse police mete out to decorated veterans.   

Bates explains the legal wrangling surrounding the integration issue.  In response 

to the Little Rock school board’s very gradual integration plan, the Arkansas legislature 

introduced four segregationist bills, one that would establish a commission with the 

“authority to resist [Brown],” one that would jettison mandatory attendance in integrated 

schools, one that would require members of the NAACP to “register with the State and 

make regular reports of their income and expenses,” and one that allocated funds for 

school boards to hire lawyers to fight integration (53).  Bates writes that in spite of some 

protest, “the bills were passed.  Thus the machinery was set in motion under which the 
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authorities could jail, intimidate, and coerce Negro and white citizens who dared to speak 

out against injustices.  The new laws gave the White Citizens Council, the Ku Klux Klan, 

and other such organizations additional legal weapons to bolster their hate campaigns” 

(56).  Thus Bates links this legislation with coercion and curtailed freedom, while the 

legislature linked it with the freedom to counteract federal coercion to integrate 

Arkansas’ schools.   

In her account of her involvement with the integration of Central High, Bates also 

includes memoranda and newspaper advertisements issued by the Citizens’ Councils and 

other groups opposing integration in order both to show the extent of the opposition she 

faces and highlight its coercive nature.  By offering public speeches given by Faubus—

including his televised words that “‘blood will run in the streets’” should integration 

proceed that prefaced his deployment of the Arkansas State National Guard—as well as 

accounts of symbolic violence enacted against her (she was twice hanged in effigy), her 

narrative testifies to the coercion of those opposing integration as well as the real threat 

of violence against her which in turn justifies her belief in self-defense (61; 151-152).  

These statements as well as her accounts of threatened and actual violence against her 

help establish those opposing integration are actually the godless, anti-freedom, and 

coercive parties.   

On the day that integration was to begin, one of the students, fifteen-year-old 

Elizabeth Eckford, was separated from the other students because she did not have a 

telephone and thus was unaware of a late-night change in plans as to where the students 

were to meet before attempting to enter Central.  This last-minute plan called for the 

students to meet on a corner and then try to enter the school together accompanied by a 
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group of four ministers, two white and two African-American.  Bates’ decision to call 

these ministers—she asked many whites and only got two takers, and one was from 

Memphis—again demonstrates an attempt to link integration with righteousness (64-67).  

Eckford’s unintentional separation from the other students and the ministers meant that 

alone, Eckford faced a mob of more than 500 people who jeered at her and threatened to 

lynch her.  Bates offers the account of a New York Times reporter who witnessed the 

scene and who was called a “Jew nigger lover” by the mob: “‘The women were shouting, 

‘Get her!  Lynch her!’  The men were yelling, ‘Go home you bastard of a black bitch!’”  

(70).  This encounter was captured on film by news organizations, and the sight of one 

small and terrified African-American teenager surrounded by hordes of white adults 

whose faces were contorted with hatred and rage was broadcast around the country.  Such 

a scene would expose segregation’s violent and coercive nature to northern liberal whites, 

causing them to be open to rejecting segregationist links because of their distaste for the 

mob’s ugly behavior; as noted above, northern news coverage and at least a few upper 

South southern editors were sympathetic in their portrayal of the movement (Roberts 163 

– 166).  However, this scene would be read differently by southern segregationists who 

would characterize the mob’s behavior as both patriotic and necessary because of the 

links attaching to segregation.  As Brady wrote in his rant against school integration, “if 

the results of [Brown vs. Board] will be harmful to the bulk of people of this country, will 

be calculated to foster those forces which seek this country’s destruction, then to fail to 

resist the decision is morally wrong and the man who fails to condemn it and do all that 

he can to see that it is reversed is not a patriotic American” (89). Given the links between 

patriotism and defending segregation, the members of the mob—and the use of the word 
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mob should not be taken to imply that such groups were unorganized, as they were more 

well-organized than the civil rights movement was at this point—saw themselves as 

doing their duty as true, patriotic southerners.    

Bates includes similar activities and statements throughout the autobiography to 

illustrate the strength of those opposing her and the Little Rock Nine.  Such activities 

continued even after the tumultuous school year was over and after Faubus had 

announced that public schools would not open during the 1958-1959 school year, as a 

new group appeared under the Save our Schools Committee moniker.  It issued a 

statement that fall that appeared in the local paper:   

Governor Faubus can’t help us because he has a mandate from the people 
to stop forced integration and stop violence.  (Faubus believes that the 
people make the law of the land).  The federal government can’t help us 
because they have a mandate from the NAACP to force this on us even 
with tanks, guns, and bayonets.  If we can appeal to the parents of the 
seven children [one had been expelled, one had graduated] and Mrs. Bates 
and keep all outsiders out who started this thing, we can solve this 
problem in a Christian way with a little time.  But force will not work; we 
freedom-loving, God-fearing American people will not bow down by 
force from anyone.  Hitler, nor Hirohito could not make us knuckle under 
and neither can the NAACP. (Bates 155)29

 
 

The “we” here again only includes whites for the most part, with the exception of the 

“we” who might “solve this problem;” the average white southern mind was as 

segregated as the region’s public accommodations.  Stopping forced integration is linked 

with stopping violence, and here we again see segregationists’ staunchly held view that 

integration was coercive and even violent, that segregation was freedom-loving and God-

fearing, that immediate integration was not the Christian way, and that segregationists 

were under siege from outside forces, in addition to the unsupportable and frankly 

ridiculous notion that the NAACP somehow controlled the federal government.  While 
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the presence of federal troops did involve coercion, that coercion became necessary only 

because of the mobs’ prior acts of coercion and violence.  And if the NAACP had in fact 

maintained such control over the federal government, the Civil Rights Act (1964) and 

Voting Rights Act (1965) would have already been in place as well as enforced as would 

have been the Brown decision.  But no matter, the segregationists needed to establish 

themselves as the besieged victims in order to strengthen the segregationist conceptual 

links.  

Other groups urged African-American ministers to convince their parishioners to 

stop pushing for integration, and they published such pleas in the local paper.  These 

groups also addressed white ministers, again establishing the link between segregation 

and religion.  The following was addressed to Bishop Paul E. Martin:  “Please for all 

Christian people (white and colored) appeal to Mrs. Bates and 7 parents to give us time 

and with men like you leading the way we can and will accept this change.  Force and 

violence is not the way” (157).  Here we see the segregationist belief that integrationists 

were inherently violent; any affront to the so-called southern way of life was linked with 

violent intrusion by many whites.  Such people were able to sustain these beliefs because 

they experienced integration anywhere as a personal violation and because powerful 

institutions in their lives—their churches, politicians, civic leaders, community 

organizations—bolstered the conceptual links upholding segregation.   

 I do not mean to suggest that no white people in the South favored integration; as 

the quotation in the epigraph demonstrates, one student in Sokol’s study experienced 

shame about the behavior of racists and subsequently felt for the African-American 

students.  But again, as in the case of the reaction to the mobbing of Elizabeth Eckford 
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described above, this reaction is more likely a rejection of the ugly behavior on the part 

of whites than an active support of integration.  The problem in terms of potential 

southern white support was that such people were in a minority and were not very vocal, 

as the same tactics used against Bates that brought about her business’s failure could also 

be used against them. And a few days after the African-American students integrated the 

school, one white student published an editorial in the school newspaper exhorting 

students to maintain an open mind and “prove your maturity, intelligence, and ability to 

make decisions by how you react, behave, and conduct yourself in this controversial 

question” (Bates 114).  This student’s recommendations were drowned out by the vocal 

segregationist students. 

Bates also illustrates the segregationist discipline exerted on Little Rock’s white 

supporters of integration:  “Inevitably they soon became casualties of vindictive hate 

attacks.  Until this time most had taken their freedom for granted.  After all, they were 

members of the ‘privileged class’ that perpetuated the political and social enslavement of 

millions of Negroes.  They had no reason to doubt their constitutional freedom.  But now 

the same vicious system that deprived Negroes of their rights turned on them” (180).  The 

editor of the Arkansas Gazette who had criticized Faubus moved to California after 

experiencing increasing attacks.  As Bates puts it, “Those who dared speak up became 

pariahs.  They were fired from their jobs, put out of business, ostracized by their friends, 

driven from town” (181).  The Rev. Dunbar Ogden, the only white Little Rock minister to 

accompany the students on the first integration attempt, lost his pulpit and moved to West 

Virginia (192-193).  Another white friend of Bates’ lost his advertising business and was 

forced to move away after he and his wife and children suffered two years of threats and 
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harassment (195-212).  Bates had met this friend in Washington D.C., his new home, and 

she sees a group of international tourists eyeing the Capitol building:  

My eyes followed theirs and rested on the Capitol dome.  Now I couldn’t 
help but feel anger at our country, which would permit racists almost to 
destroy a man like Bill [. . .] I wanted to shout, “If all the victims of lynch 
mobs, if all the persons murdered in and out of court by Jim Crow, if all 
the students beaten and jailed for simply trying to buy a cup of coffee or a 
Coke in America, if all of them were stacked like cordwood around the 
Capitol, you couldn’t see that gorgeous building!” (212)   
 

Here she again links segregationists with violence and implicitly argues that 

segregationist violence blots out the Capitol and thus that segregation is anti-democratic.  

And while this passage is an example of the anger and bitterness white liberals like 

Roosevelt deplores, it is necessary in order to break the association between freedom, 

true democratic processes, and segregation.   

While other whites did not necessarily favor integration, some of them saw 

Faubus’s manipulation of the Little Rock crisis in political terms, as did the city’s mayor, 

Woodrow Mann: “‘I am sure a great majority of the people in Little Rock share my deep 

resentment at the manner in which the Governor has chosen to use this city as a pawn in 

what clearly is a political design of his own” (78).  Faubus, who had previously run his 

gubernatorial campaigns as a moderate on racial issues, now had cemented the 

segregationist vote, thereby ensuring his reelection for a third term as governor.  So while 

there certainly were staunch segregationists in Little Rock, the school also became a 

staging ground for segregationists from elsewhere who were the real outside agitators.   

 Bates also uses a strategy of presenting Little Rock as a generally moderate city 

that had been overrun by vicious mobs:   

most of the citizens of Little Rock were stunned as they witnessed a 
savage rebirth of passion and racial hatred that had lain dormant since 
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Reconstruction days.  As dusk was falling [on the day all the students tried 
to enter the school, two days before the paratroopers arrived and the 
students successfully entered under these heavily armed conditions], 
tension and fear grew.  The mob spread throughout the city, venting its 
fury on any Negro in sight. (93)   
 

While this statement is not absolutely true, as there certainly was racial hatred on the 

surface among many, it allows a white northern audience to imagine a setting that is not 

so different from its own, and thus this statement helps this audience’s members to relate 

to Bates’s and the children’s situation.  By linking segregationists with outside agitators 

and extremists, she attempts to link integration with Little Rock residents.  In addition, 

she writes, “After the attack on Elizabeth, hysteria in all of its madness enveloped the 

city.  Racial feelings were at a fever pitch.  Each day new recruits for the hate groups 

poured into the city from all parts of the State” (77).  The autobiography offers repeated 

examples of breaking segregationist links.   

We have seen that Bates has not accepted all the tenets of nonviolence, as she 

makes frequent reference to bearing arms and installing guards to protect her home and 

the lives it housed.  In addition, at one point in September of 1958, some teenaged boys 

chased her in her car, and then got out of their car and threatened to beat her.  When one 

of the boys reached for her door handle, she “was so infuriated that I released the lock on 

the car door and simultaneously released the safety catch of my pistol” (159).  Bates was 

no King, willing to take a beating while loving her enemies.  Many in Little Rock’s 

African-American community shared a similar sentiment regarding self-defense.  Bates 

quotes one man as saying that  

Last night [the same night referred to in the previous paragraph] they came 
into our neighborhood and rocked our homes, breaking windows, and all 
that.  We’ve taken a lot because we don’t want to hurt the chances of 
Negro kids, but I doubt whether the Negroes are going to take much more 
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without fighting back.  I think I’ll take the rest of the day off and check 
my shotgun and make sure it’s in working condition. (99)   
 

Bates refers to her house throughout the school year as a fortress, and uses similar martial 

language to describe her situation, and she chose not to edit out references to firearms 

such as the above examples.  All of this goes against the nonviolent message prevalent 

elsewhere in narratives about the civil rights movement and highlights the coercion 

necessary to counteract the segregationists’ coercion. 

Some of the children also could not refrain from responding in kind to the cruelty 

of their tormentors.  Minniejean Brown, whose path to the cafeteria was repeatedly 

blocked by segregationist students, “warned her persecutors that they might get 

something on their heads [if they persisted in tormenting her].”  On December 17, when 

chairs had been shoved in her way, “she emptied her tray on the heads of two boys” 

(117).   Melba Beals recalls watching Brown and sensing what Brown was about to do 

and speculating that she probably did not care about the consequences:  “But then this 

was a time in the year when we all didn’t want to be there” (“Fighting”)  And Green 

recalls that after Brown dumped the chili on the boys’ heads, “The help, all black, broke 

into applause, and the white kids, the other white kids, didn’t know what to do.  It was the 

first time that anybody, I’m sure, had seen somebody black retaliate in that sense” 

(“Fighting”).  Such small acts of self-defense helped break down segregation’s 

hegemonic nature even if Brown was punished for it. 

Brown continued to retaliate in occasional small ways, and she was eventually 

expelled for doing so while most of her tormentors remained unpunished.  Her parents 

were notified of the beleaguered girl’s expulsion in a letter which talks the talk of 

nonviolence: “Reinstated on probation January 13, 1958, with the agreement that she 
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would not retaliate, verbally or physically, to any harassment but would leave the matter 

to the school authorities to handle.  After provocation of girl student, she called the girl 

‘white trash’ after which the girl threw her purse at Minnijean” (120).  The girl had called 

her a “‘black bitch’” (119).  The school’s white principal deploys the rhetoric of 

nonviolence against Minniejean, but does not hold the white girl to the same standards 

given that this white girl was not disciplined for the incident, and incidents such as this 

only encouraged white segregationist students.  The white student who had kept the card 

some white students distributed on graduation day had also kept one that students 

distributed after Brown’s expulsion, which read, “one down. . . eight to go” (“Fighting”).      

Bates dedicates most of the chapter entitled “The Embattled Nine” to the Little 

Rock Nine’s experiences, devoting a section to each of them.  She says that attacks 

against them increased after eight (out of ten) City Councilman issued a statement 

supporting Faubus: “We commend him for his prompt action and sincerely hope that we 

will be permitted to work out our own problems within due process of law and without 

outside interference.  We know this is the desire of the overwhelming majority of the 

citizens of Little Rock” (116).  Within this chapter, Bates offers testimony to the physical 

and psychological trauma the young students experienced at their white classmates’ 

hands.  A boy dealt Jefferson Thomas, for example, “such a brutal blow behind his ear 

that [he] was rendered unconscious,” and he had a subsequent lump on his head the size 

of an egg (126).  Minniejean Brown and Melba Beals “were roughed up by several 

unidentified boys and girls in the corriders as they left their second class for the day” 

(117).  Carlotta Walls’ mother reports to Bates that “‘Little does [Carlotta] realize that 

every time I see a bruise on her leg where some bully has kicked her with steel tips on his 
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shoes, I’m just about ready to commit murder.  I keep thinking each day, maybe 

tomorrow it won’t be her leg; it will be her eye’” (131).  Gloria Ray endured threats to 

lynch her: “a boy attempted to lasso Gloria with a rope fashioned into a hangman’s 

noose” (142).  Such examples strengthen the link among segregationists, violence, and 

coercion.   

Toward the end of her book, Bates writes that “there are stirrings among 

American Negroes that the politicians ignore at the peril not only to themselves but to 

any government that turns its back on the lessons of history.  Disillusionment breeds 

contempt and hostility. It fosters ugliness and undermines the democratic spirit from 

which our nation draws its strength.  Meanwhile, a large portion of the Negro masses is 

losing faith in American democracy” (224).  She then goes on to mention the “Black 

Muslims” as an alternative that more and more will turn to if change does not come.  She 

is subtly warning of what may happen if African Americans are left without full civil 

rights.  The end of the book is cautionary, not hopeful, and we will see that this is also the 

case with Anne Moody’s autobiography. 

In this chapter I have given common white southerners’ reactions to Brown as 

well as the conceptual links upholding these reactions, most of which predated the 

landmark decision, but many of which gained amplified and widespread expression 

following it.  These conceptual links made it very difficult to communicate deliberatively, 

as white segregationists’ linked integration to communism to godlessness to anti-

Americanism to social decline and the end of white freedom.  I do not choose the word 

godlessness glibly in the previous phrase; what Patterson outlines as the civic religion of 

lynching largely informed white people’s thoughts about race in the South as discussed in 
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the Introduction.  Words like “freedom” meant very different things to different 

audiences, and white segregationists saw integration as a tremendous infringement upon 

both their individual and collective freedom.  What one side experienced as coercive, the 

other experienced as a display of freedom.  This situation could not be described as 

argumentation in Perelman’s sense, but rather a series of coercive moves in a contest over 

a series of linked antimonies.  Given the strength of the segregationist links as displayed 

by their expression in a variety of discourse forms, what is remarkable is the extent to 

which Bates and her advocates were able to forge new links.  In addition, I have shown 

how the civil rights narrative Daisy Bates’ offers here deviates from the dominant civil 

rights narrative in several ways.  She and others did not refrain from acting in self-

defense, her home and automobile were armed, and she recounts how other African 

Americans were willing to defend their homes and families.  Her experiences with 

integration at Little Rock do not leave her hopeful, but rather despairing of integration’s 

ability to prevail given segregation’s strength.  At the same time, she is not willing to act 

as a martyr, writing, “Will there one day be a bloody war on American soil—between 

Americans—because of the lack of forthrightness on the part of our Government to 

eradicate the inhuman practice of brutality and degradation now being perpetrated against 

American Negroes?  Only America can answer this question” (225).  

To conclude this chapter, I would like to return to the poem with which I started 

it.  In Gwendolyn Brooks’s poem about the 1957 Little Rock crisis, the poetic speaker 

from the northern and urban African-American Chicago newspaper, the man the Chicago 

Defender has sent to investigate the situation, tries to cope with what he has found in the 

sun-sleepy, southern, mid-sized, yet presumably progressive city, at least by southern 
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standards.30

 

  The “puzzle in this town” is that he does not find monsters in Little Rock, 

but rather ordinary people who “are like people everywhere” (89).  He does not find the 

“saga” he and his editor were looking for, an epic battle between good and evil, but rather 

a more familiar story, “that it is our business to be bothered” and to care about the fates 

of our fellow humans (88).  The message that he imagines sending his perhaps infuriated 

editor, that Little Rock’s residents “are like people everywhere,” means not only that the 

people in Little Rock are like everyone else, but also that the people outside of the town 

are like the people in it, liable to resort to violence should the racial status quo become 

upset when segregationist conceptual links are challenged.  Through this imagined poetic 

speaker Brooks ironically and self-reflexively refers to the intractable racism present 

throughout the United States.  In the next chapter, we will see even more violence and 

coercion in Mississippi and the efforts of a young, poor, and marginalized girl to 

counteract it.   
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Tired of Living in Mississippi:  “You’ve Got To Be the Ones To Give it Meaning” 
 
. . . But there was something about the matter of the Dark  
Villain. 
He should have been older, perhaps. 
The hacking down of a villain was more fun to think about 
When his menace possessed undisputed breadth, undisputed  

height, 
And a harsh kind of vice. 
And best of all, when his history was cluttered 
With the bones of many eaten knights and princesses. 
 
The fun was disturbed, then all but nullified 
When the Dark Villain was a blackish child 
Of Fourteen, with eyes still too young to be dirty, 
And a mouth too young to have lost every reminder 
Of its infant softness. 
 
[ . . .] 
 
So much had happened, she could not remember now what 
 that foe had done 
Against her, or if anything had been done. 
The one thing in the world that she did know and knew 
With terrifying clarity was that her composition  
Had disintegrated.  That, although the pattern prevailed,  
The breaks were everywhere.  That she could think 
Of no thread capable of the necessary 
Sew-work.     
 
--Gwendolyn Brooks, “A Bronzeville Mother Loiters in Mississippi.  Meanwhile, a 
Mississippi Mother Burns Bacon,” 1960 
  

In Chapter Two I showed how The Long Shadow of Little Rock works against 

southern segregationists’ conceptual links and how it did so from the outset by presenting 

the racial anatomy of the author’s mother’s murder at the hands of three white rapists.  

Bates’ representation of this violence shows the South’s coerciveness.  This violent rape 

of an African-American woman undercuts what Cash has called the “southern rape 

complex,” the fear that African-American men were intent on raping white women.  
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White southerners afflicted with this complex saw white women as standing in for the 

South itself, so that a perceived threat against them was in turn a threat against everything 

southern and a perceived threat against the white South was in turn a threat against all 

white women (116).  Bates’ knowledge of the murder also provides part of the impetus 

for the then-eight-year-old girl’s later activism.   

In this chapter, I demonstrate how at fourteen, Anne Moody enters the 

conversation on civil rights, violence, and coercion in Coming of Age in Mississippi 

through her own introduction to the closed fist of the southern culture of terror: the 1955 

murder of Emmett Till.  That this fourteen-year-old posed no real threat to Carolyn 

Bryant again illustrates the extreme lengths to which white southerners were willing to go 

to protect their honor as discussed in the Introduction.  Another act of violence involving 

children, the 1963 bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, stands near the end of 

Moody’s struggle as recorded in the text, marking the final declension of her belief in 

nonviolence as an effective means for achieving social change.  The text’s ending is not 

hopeful, even as Moody recalls boarding a bus bound for Washington, leaving 

Mississippi behind.  

The civil rights movement in general tarnished southern honor because it put the 

lie whites’ insistence that African Americans were happy under segregation. In a seeming 

paradox, segregationist whites used violence to maintain their dominant position, and 

they used it as persuasion—to tell African Americans that they had better not complain 

about it.  As will become clearer below, I am not saying that persuasion and coercion are 

the same thing in theory; they are not.  However, in volatile, real-world situations, the 

distinction between them becomes blurry.  Much as with Chafe and civility, a historian, 
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not a rhetorician, has written about the intended persuasive nature of lynchings.  W. 

Fitzhugh Brundage writes that “[lynch] Mobs, through their rituals and spontaneous 

behavior, communicated their aims, motivations, and own self perception” (18).  African 

Americans’ actions in the civil rights movement threatened the stability of white southern 

conceptual links; they exposed the violence lurking beneath the veneer of southern 

civility.  The sit-ins and other activities were not intended to bring about intermingling 

with white people, but rather full access to the public sphere, including politics.  This 

reality terrified whites, who fought to protect a way of life they saw as crumbling.   

Through my analysis of the autobiography, I argue that because of the violence 

Anne Moody faced, her text offers a further example of rhetoric’s limitations.  This one 

differs from Daisy Bates’ text in that Moody was a poor girl who did not have the benefit 

of a well-established organization like the NAACP helping her.  And though Daisy Bates 

certainly faced threats in urban Little Rock and armed herself in self defense, the 

situation in rural Mississippi was far more deadly.  As historian Emilye Crosby’s points 

out in her detailed study of Mississippi’s Claiborne County—a county fairly close to the 

one in which Moody grew up, Wilkinson, just South of the Delta—while African 

Americans and whites were closely involved in terms of work and business, “all these 

interracial interactions were strongly influenced by white power” (36).  And this power 

was underwritten by actual violence or at the very least its threat: “Whites could attack 

blacks capriciously and with immunity.  With no protection from the law, blacks’ every 

encounter with whites was potentially dangerous” (9).  Once Moody joined the NAACP 

and became more active politically in the Delta and Jackson, she could no longer return 

to her hometown, Centreville, because of threats against her life.    
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To offer a glimpse of the violence constraining the rhetorical field in Mississippi 

in particular, I now return to the specific lynching to which the poem in the epigraph 

refers.  On August 28 1955, two white men murdered Emmett Till, whose broken, 

bloated, and bullet-torn body was found three days later in the warm, muddy waters of 

Mississippi’s Tallahatchie River (“Justice Department”).  The fourteen-year-old, who had 

taken a train from Chicago to visit Mississippi relatives and who was unversed in the real 

meaning of southern civility—complete deference to the strictures of white supremacy—

had allegedly whistled at a white woman after toiling in cotton fields with his cousins.  

He bought a few penny’s worth of candy from Carolyn Bryant, the poem’s “Mississippi 

mother.”  As is well-known, Roy Bryant and J.W. Milam, Carolyn Bryant’s husband and 

brother-in-law, were charged with the crime, but they were almost immediately acquitted 

by an all-white jury once the defense rested its case.  It is also important to note that at 

first, many white southerners condemned Till’s murder, but once the media descended 

upon rural Mississippi—which many whites experienced as an invasion of sorts—

southern whites tended to rally around Bryant and Milam because “one region of the 

country felt itself set up against another” (Feldstein 88). 

The two men subsequently sold their story to Look magazine for a few thousand 

dollars, and while there is no way to know if their account was accurate, it is nonetheless 

instructive in terms of the men’s stated motivation for the lynching.  This feature 

appeared in January 1956, and the older Milam was apparently the most outspoken in the 

interview.  He told William Huie, the reporter from Look, that they intended to “‘just 

whip him . . . and scare some sense into him’” (Huie 238).  But while the men were 

pistol-whipping the boy, Milam said that Bobo (Till’s nickname) would not submit or 
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even scream in pain, instead defiantly saying, “‘You bastards, I’m not afraid of you.  I’m 

as good as you are.  I’ve ‘had’ white women.  My grandmother was a white woman’” 

(239).  It seems unlikely that this baby-faced fourteen-year-old would have been able to 

maintain this stoicism and stance under bone-crushing torture, but Milam insisted it was 

this resistance on Till’s part to acquiesce to Milam’s worldview that led to his death. He 

continued:  

‘Well, what else could we do?  He was hopeless.  I’m no bully; I never 
hurt a nigger in my life.  I like niggers—in their place—I know how to 
work ‘em.  But I just decided it was time a few people got put on notice.  
As long as I live and can do anything about it, niggers are gonna stay in 
their place.  Niggers ain’t gonna vote where I live [. . .] And when a nigger 
even gets close to mentioning sex with a white woman, he’s tired o’ livin’.  
I’m likely to kill him.  Me and my folks fought for this country, and we’ve 
got some rights.’ (239)31

 
  

Milam’s words reveal the connections among southern civility (African Americans are 

likeable as long as they are “in their place” and working for whites), patriotism (“fought 

for this country”), honor (white rights), and order (“a few people got put on notice”—

violence is an acceptable way to put African Americans back “in their place”).  Violence 

is also intended to be persuasive—to put others “on notice.”  He also places the blame for 

the child’s murder on Till himself—he must have been “‘tired o’ livin.’” While Milam 

had been acquitted of killing Till and thus was in no danger of being convicted, the ease 

with which he publicly revealed the rationale behind the murder demonstrates both how 

acceptable and widespread that rationale was.  It also reveals his desire to explain it 

outside of the southern culture where the segregationist links were the strongest. 

 What Milam’s narrative reveals is that Till’s death makes sense to Milam because 

Till would not acknowledge Milam’s version of truth, purity, and order.  According to 
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Milam, who would have understood well the codes of southern honor, Till doubly 

dishonored the South: first when he whistled at Carolyn Bryant, and then again when he 

allegedly refused to admit his error.  Kenneth Greenberg, another historian who has 

written about honor, tells the story of an unfortunate slave who was coerced by a 

relative’s master into buying stolen property.  When the slave’s own master found out, he 

subjected the slave to a brutal beating.  What is remarkable about the beating is that the 

master “‘would require the poor slave to confess the truth, and then to deny it, and then 

back again, and so on, [ . . . ] over and over again’” (41).  This particular example shows 

that the truth was not important to this master, but rather his control over it—his power to 

define it and to do so capriciously with apparently limitless cruelty.  This attitude toward 

power and truth helps explain why Milam would incredibly insist that his fourteen-year-

old victim never submitted and that this refusal amounted to Till’s signing his own death 

warrant.  According to Milam, Till continued to resist after he had been stripped naked on 

the river bank and made to carry the cotton gin fan that would weigh his body down:  

“Milam: ‘You still as good as I am?’ Bobo: ‘Yeah.”  Milam:  ‘You’ve still ‘had’ white 

women?’  Bobo: ‘Yeah.’ That big .45 jumped in Big Milam’s hand.  The youth turned to 

catch that big, expanding bullet at his right ear.  He dropped” (Huie 240).   Milam is not a 

responsible agent, as he wields a jumping .45, but rather a defender of southern honor.      

As Huie concludes his article, “The majority—by no means all, but the 

majority—of white people in Mississippi 1) either approve Big Milam’s action or else 2) 

they don’t disapprove enough to risk giving their ‘enemies’ the satisfaction of a 

conviction” (240).  This last point is important—whether a majority really approved the 

lynching did not matter so long as other whites would not work to stop it and other 
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similar violence.  And Milam’s narrative about the murder—that Till provoked it and that 

he could have been spared had he only backed down—became more and more common 

during the civil rights movement.  In the minds of southerners, activists provoked attacks 

because they violated southern civility, a civility which, as Chafe explains, demanded 

complete subordination on the part of African Americans.  As I discussed in the previous 

chapter, during the Little Rock Crisis Governor Faubus claimed that blood would flow in 

the streets should integration proceed, and he said that this blood would be on the 

integrationists’ heads.  

Till’s lynching almost certainly achieved the level of fame that it did because 

back in Chicago, Till’s mother decided to show the world what had been done to her son 

when she left his casket open—covered by a glass panel—at a funeral attended by 

thousands.  Subsequently, Jet magazine published photographs of the child’s mutilated 

face and body which horrified African Americans, and a few African-American papers 

ran copies of the gruesome images, allowing them to reach a larger audience.  Jet 

reprinted them a week later. According to Gene Roberts and Hank Klibanoff, themselves 

reporters in the 1950s and 1960s on the civil rights beat, while few northern whites saw 

the photographs, “the northern press responded quickly and with outrage at the brutal 

hand of Jim Crow” (89). For many white northerners, it was one of the first times that 

they had been confronted by the southern culture of terror, made all the more shocking in 

this case because of its victim’s youth. 

While whites in the North were shocked by what had happened, African 

Americans were by turns enraged and convinced that action needed to be taken.  Some 

argue that Till’s lynching—and Mamie Bradley’s courageous decision to expose its bitter 
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fruit—helped spark the modern civil rights movement.  For example, in a July 2004 

interview on NPR, Cornel West claimed that “[the lynching] was the catalyst [for the 

civil rights movement] because at the deep psychic level and spiritual level black folk 

could no longer walk around with dignity without collectively responding” (see also 

Feldstein 88).32  African Americans needed to find a way to create a space for a 

conversation they could enter and manipulate, even if this exigency meant engaging in 

activity that was itself likely to precipitate more violence.  I mention this recent interest in 

Till’s murder to emphasize that the violence of the civil rights movement period 

continues to preoccupy the United States even as the narrative of its nonviolence 

predominates.33

In Mississippi, many whites resented the national and international attention the 

Till case attracted even as they were shocked by the presence of northern-bred African-

American lawyers and journalists during Bryant’s and Milam’s trial.  Roberts and 

Klibanoff write that “In his death, Emmett Till not only brought Negro reporters into the 

heart of the white man’s kingdom—the courtroom—but he brought white reporters into 

the Deep South in unprecedented numbers to cover a racial story” (86).  Journalist Dan 

Wakefield, reporting on the trial for the Nation, writes that “When the people first heard 

that there was national, even worldwide, publicity coming to Sumner and the murder 

trial, they wondered why the incident had caused such a stir” (217).  According to that 

reporter, the average white southerner he talked to thought “the question of ‘nigger-

killing’” was both unimportant and nobody’s business but the South’s.

 

34  Some southern 

papers accused northern African Americans of staging the funeral and sensationalizing 

the story: “In Mississippi, there was editorial outrage, but most of it blamed not the 
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unrestrained impulses of white people but the extremist if not Communist political 

agenda of the South-hating NAACP” (Roberts and Klibanoff 88).  Once southerners felt 

the scrutiny of the outside world, they experienced this attention as an intrusive and 

coercive invasion into their territory and way of life.  Under the “rape complex,” white 

womanhood was interchangeable with the white South, so not unexpectedly, the familiar 

associated links quickly came into play.  Southerners themselves made connections 

between Till’s death and the then-preeminent organization dedicated to African-

American civil rights and thus to godless, communist forces.  The stark disparity among 

the reactions of these audiences—northern and southern whites, northern and southern 

African Americans—illustrates the complex rhetorical situation in Mississippi and the 

broader South in the 1950s.  Yet even in 1975, in Susan Brownmiller’s seminal work on 

rape, the northern liberal white feminist would use the Till case as an example of a 

prevailing rape culture.  She reads Till’s lynching as resulting from his alleged wolf 

wistle: 

Rarely has one single case exposed so clearly as Till’s the underlying 
group-male antagonisms over access to women, for what began in 
Bryant’s store should not be misconstrued as an innocent flirtation. Till’s 
action was more than a kid’s brash prank and his murder was more than a 
husband’s revenge [...]Till was going to show his black buddies that he, 
and by inference they, could get a white woman and Carolyn Bryant was 
the nearest convenient object. In concrete terms, the accessibility of all 
white women was on review […] And what of the wolf whistle, Till’s 
‘gesture of adolescent bravado’?  We are rightly aghast that a whistle 
could be cause for murder but we must also accept that Emmett Till and 
J.W. Millam [sic] shared something in common. (247)   

 
Brownmiller shared the rape complex Cash describes with her southern counterparts;  all 

Till and Mylam shared in common was the fact that they were biologically male, which is 

not enough to equate them.  Till was a child, Mylam an ex-Marine.  Brownmiller’s 
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analysis of the Till case reveals that northerners were not always very far from their 

southern counterparts in terms of interracial sex.   

Before turning to the autobiography itself, I would like to offer a brief reading of 

the epigraph’s poem because it illustrates the very changes in the white South’s 

conceptual links that the civil rights movement sought to provoke.  The poem’s narrator 

imagines a southern white woman’s point of view, the “Mississippi mother” who accused 

Emmett Till of leering at her, an accusation that as we have seen visited deadly 

consequences upon the “blackish child.”  Throughout the poem, set in the morning after 

the trial acquitted her husband and brother-in-law, Carolyn Bryant, lost in thought about 

the trial, “burns bacon” as she prepares breakfast for her husband and two young boys  

(Brooks 76). Through exploring this white woman’s thoughts about what happened, the 

poem exposes the potential weakness of segregationist links, their breakability.  In the 

“Mississippi mother’s” imagination, the “hacking down of a villain” would have been 

more satisfying had that villain embodied a real and viable threat, if “his history was 

cluttered with the bones of many eaten knights and princesses”  (76).  Thus in Perelman’s 

terms, what the “Mississippi mother” previously considered to be a violent threat to racial 

order is revealed to be perhaps not such a threat at all.  

Her admission of a “fun [that] was disturbed” implies that on some level she 

knows all too well that this young villain’s history is not so cluttered with innocent 

victims.  And her thoughts about the “blackish child,” “with eyes still too young to be 

dirty,” reveal that while her husband and brother-in-law purportedly intended to restore 

and protect her honor when they brutally nullified Till, they merely reenacted a script that 

was deeply interwoven within their cultural heritage, restoring order and honor through 
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reestablishing white supremacy.  In the Look interview, the “Mississippi Mother’s” 

brother-in-law said as much—he determined that Till both needed to be put in his place 

and that all other African Americans needed to relearn a lesson about southern civility.   

And the poem’s “milk-white maid,” “rescued by the Fine Prince,” can no longer 

recall what the original crime against her was, let alone if there ever was any, and the 

only thing she knows with “terrifying clarity” is “that her composition/ Had 

disintegrated”  (77).  She has begun to imagine the child Till was rather than the Dark 

Villain the ballad requires.  Consequently, her constitution as well as her place in the 

ballad has become undone, and she can find “no thread capable of the necessary/ Sew-

work” with which to reconstitute it.  Although “the pattern prevailed” in the larger 

culture, the fabric of the white South, at least in this woman’s mind, was beginning to 

unravel (77).  The poem as a whole explores the vulnerability of southern segregationist 

links.    

Till’s lynching also works as a traumatic touchstone within Coming of Age in 

Mississippi.    The lynching is a violent point of reference to which Anne Moody returns 

throughout to explain her growing commitment to civil rights in spite of increasing 

threats to her safety. Throughout the autobiography, Moody's awareness of Till's lynching 

marks her initiation into the reality of the southern culture of terror surrounding her.  

Although initially the lynching silences her, eventually it gives rise to her voice and her 

actions, and it frames her judgment of the racist society surrounding her.  Till's murder as 

represented within the autobiography is central to the formation of Moody's identity as an 

activist and to her later involvement with the civil rights movement.  This lynching is also 

a framework for Moody's subsequent awareness of other victims of lynching and her 



 124 

understanding of the culture of terror as well as her insistence that new conceptual links, 

while difficult and tenuous, may at least be possible. While Moody, herself also only 

fourteen at the time of Till's murder, cannot immediately act in protest, Till’s lynching 

and other acts of violence become recurrent sites of memory that strengthen Moody’s 

activism as they also complicate her belief in the possibilities for disrupting longstanding 

segregationist concepts.   

She portrays herself as “the first Negro from [her] hometown who had openly 

demonstrated, worked with the NAACP, or anything.  When Negroes threatened to do 

anything in Centreville, they were either shot like Samuel O’Quinn or run out of town, 

like Reverend Dupree”  (Moody 268).  Her insistence on forcing points of krisis through 

her actions and words as well as her occasional paralysis reveal both the possibilities and 

the limits of rhetoric, especially in an authoritarian rhetorical environment in which 

resistance and refusal to accept or at least appear to accept the prevailing ideology was 

often deadly.  The contest over meaning at the heart of this rhetorical struggle gelled 

around the fight to maintain or disrupt segregationist links.   

This autobiography about the civil rights movement does not tell the familiar 

story of people peaceably coming together to insist upon their civil rights, but rather the 

story of people coming together to save their lives from violence, even if doing so might 

be suicidal.35  From the start, Moody is angry about the poverty she and her family 

endure, and her anger increases as she experiences the southern culture of terror.  Her 

story is the more complicated one about the ways the movement played out on the 

ground, far away from the Southern Christian Leadership Council’s (SCLC) office in 

Atlanta, Georgia.  It is the story of the devastating emotional impact of continuing to try 
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to persuade an insular, hostile culture to re-imagine itself entirely as well as to revise the 

stories it tells to explain itself.          

When Moody first tells her mother that she has heard about Till’s lynching, her 

mother warns the girl not to let on to her white employer that she has heard anything 

about it.  Yet the woman Moody works for as a domestic, Mrs. Burke, who is a member 

of a women’s guild which organizes to maintain the status quo in the wake of Brown vs. 

Board (1954) and augmented African-American activism in response to that decision, 

calculatedly brings the murder up. After asking Moody if she has heard of the lynching, 

Mrs. Burke says, “‘it’s a shame he had to die so soon’” (125).  Like J.W. Milam who 

himself had a hand in killing Till, Mrs. Burke blames Till for his lynching.   

In the past, Moody had resisted Mrs. Burke’s insistence that she adhere to the 

cosmetic tenets of southern civility.  She has refused to use the back door, for example, 

insisting that Mrs. Burke let her in the front:  “When I knocked [on the front door] the 

next morning, [Mrs. Burke’s mother in law] was standing in the hallway as if she was 

waiting for me.  She let me in that morning and every morning at seven-thirty after that” 

(117).  But in this case, Moody describes the trauma of having to listen to Mrs. Burke talk 

glibly about this violent incident: 

I went home shaking like a leaf on a tree.  For the first time out of all her trying, 
Mrs. Burke had made me feel like rotten garbage.  Many times she had tried to 
instill fear within me and subdue me and had given up.  But when she talked 
about Emmett Till there was something in her voice that sent chills and fear all 
over me.  Before Emmett Till’s murder, I had known the fear of hunger, hell, and 
the Devil.  But now there was a new fear known to me—the fear of being killed 
just because I was black.  This was the worst of my fears. (125) 
 

Moody makes it clear that while she has stood up to Mrs. Burke in small ways in 

the past, Mrs. Burke has let such resistance pass without much comment.  In this 
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case, however, Moody is stunned into silence and fear by what has happened 

because she sees the violence underwriting southern civility.  As Mrs. Burke says 

to Moody about Till’s murder, “‘He was killed because he got out of his place 

with a white woman.  A boy from Mississippi would have known better than that.  

This boy was from Chicago.  Negroes up North have no respect for people’” 

(125).  Mrs. Burke’s words here coupled with her involvement with the women’s 

guild leave no doubt in Moody’s mind of the connection between white resistance 

to change and those resistors’ approval of deadly force.   

Some explanation here about the women’s guilds will illustrate the 

importance of Mrs. Burke’s involvement with them as well as put them in context 

with the larger efforts of white organizing to resist change. They were a sort of 

women’s auxiliary version of the Citizens’ Councils discussed in Chapter Two, 

and they were often recognized as white collar iterations of the Ku Klux Klan that 

formed in the wake of Brown.36  As early historian Neil McMillen notes, in 

Mississippi where the Citizens’ Councils were born, by fall 1954 there were 

already seventeen organized counties there, just a few months after the Brown 

decision (16).  Mississippi leaders held that “Once a single state gave way before 

the rising tide of desegregation [ . . .] all would eventually be swept with it,” and 

for this reason Councils were quickly organized in other southern states (40).  In 

fact, such groups, often headed by prominent white businessmen, were behind the 

violent mobs confronting civil rights movement participants.  Such Councils also 

were fervently anti-communist, and their members believed communists were 

fueling African-American activism (Sokol 40-45).  Historian Jeff Woods has gone 
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so far as to characterize 1948 – 1968 in the South as a red scare distinct and more 

long-lasting from the national one because of its significant racial aspect (2-11).  

As I have shown in the Introduction and Chapter Two, southern Senators like 

Theodore Bilbo had deemed WWII-era African-American northern organizing as 

socialistic, opposing anti-lynching bills on those grounds as early as the late 

1930s.  And James Eastland’s Senate floor speeches provided fodder for Citizens’ 

Councils publications.  So while the televised face of white resistance to protest 

was often working-class and thus could be perceived as uneducated or otherwise 

marginalized, the organizing forces behind such resistance were often both 

moneyed and privileged as well as ideologically committed to a version of anti-

communism that was already linked with maintaining segregation.  Indeed, the 

Citizen’s Councils often levied severe economic consequences against African 

Americans who resisted, and such economic coercion could prove equally 

effective as physical threats and intimidation in squelching resistance.37

While many argue that Brown spurred white organizing in groups such as 

those described above, it also triggered African-American activism. Southern 

historian James Cobb, taking on those who criticize Brown for intensifying white 

violence during the civil rights movement period, rightly argues that “it is difficult 

to separate white anger at the Court from white anger at black activists whose 

behavior demonstrated, contrary to segregationist claims, that African Americans 

  As Payne 

notes, such strategies included non-renewed mortgages, canceled insurance 

policies, denials of federally subsidized food, job losses, as well as other means 

(41-42).   
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not only wanted integration but wanted it right then” (49).  It was whites’ fury at 

having their beliefs contradicted that caused them to enact what they understood 

as necessary self defense against those who would disrupt the links upholding 

segregationist ideology.    

So during this period of the autobiography in Mississippi, in the autumn of 

1955, white hysteria was growing and organized resistance was already well 

underway.  As Moody tells it, while she is initially terrorized by Mrs. Burke’s 

attempt to use the Till tragedy to subjugate her, she soon begins to realize that 

change might be possible.  In the midst of this growing movement of white 

resistance to change, Moody first learns about the NAACP in the context of Till’s 

lynching after overhearing Mrs. Burke refer to the organization while hosting a 

guild meeting.  Unable to ascertain either its nature or purpose, Moody asks a 

teacher about it, who tells her that the “NAACP is a Negro organization that was 

established a long time ago to help Negroes gain a few basic rights” (127).  One 

of the unintended byproducts of growing white resistance was growing awareness 

on the part of southern African Americans of existing African-American 

resistance.  While Moody has understandably been traumatized by Till’s lynching, 

she almost immediately learns about the existence of a group dedicated to social 

change.   

Her desire for social justice, though, does not lead her to want to love her 

enemy—she will maintain this attitude throughout, and this representation belies 

the dominant civil rights narrative.  She writes of beginning to “hate people” 

(129).  She hates the “white men who murdered Emmett Till,” but she also hates 
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others in her African-American community, those who in her estimation are guilty 

of “not standing up and doing something about the murders” (129).  While she is 

yet an adolescent, the implication is that she will work for some kind of social 

change once given an opportunity.  She demonstrates a nascent belief in the need 

for collective action and collective acknowledgment of violence in Mississippi—a 

refusal to accept the southern strictures of civility.   

Given the media scrutiny upon Mississippi described above with Bryant’s and 

Milam’s trial, the level of terrorism soon increased, which Moody describes as follows:  

“Emmett Till’s murder provoked a lot of anger and excitement among whites in 

Centreville.  Now just about every evening when I went to work, Mrs. Burke had to 

attend a guild meeting.  Within a couple of months most of the whites in Centreville were 

taking part in the Guild” (129).  Along with squelching any hint of African-American 

resistance, the Guild was also dedicated to policing the sexual activities of African 

Americans and whites in the area and to visiting violence upon black men suspected of 

sleeping with white women.  Upon witnessing the fire that consumed the lives of an 

African-American family of nine, Moody describes the African Americans gathered 

there:  “I shall never forget the expressions on the faces of the Negroes.  There was 

almost unanimous hopelessness in them.  The still, sad faces watched the smoke rising 

from the remains until the smoke died down to practically nothing” (135).  Moody 

depicts their faces as “still” and “sad,” united in a “unanimous hopelessness,” but she 

herself soon takes action, leaving for the summer to work in Baton Rouge and to escape 

Mississippi.  Upon returning, she finds that another family has been terrorized, and she 

remembers the words of the teacher who had told her about the NAACP:  “‘You gotta 
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find something to do that will take your mind off some of this.  It’s not good for you to 

concern yourself too much about these killings and beatings and burnings.  The Negroes 

here ain’t gonna do nothing about them” (145).  Her teacher’s attitudes reveal part of the 

rhetorical difficulty facing the potential for African-American protest, the belief that 

African Americans would not stand up to the authoritarian white power structure in 

Centreville.  In her later activism, Moody will come up against such attitudes again and 

again and recognizes the barrier they represent to increased rhetorical activity. As 

discussed earlier, historian Laurie Green has termed such attitudes the “plantation 

mentality,” and it is significant here that Moody is shedding a plantation mentality as she 

recognizes it in others, which will become more clear below (2).  So while African-

American protesters faced white coercion and violence, they also faced the hopelessness 

of other African Americans regarding change.  This rhetorical complexity helps explain 

Moody’s initial inability to act. 

When Moody is in high school, another local African American is killed, in all 

likelihood for his involvement with the NAACP.  Moody writes,  

His death brought back memories of all the other killings, beatings, and abuses 
inflicted upon Negroes by whites.  I lay in bed for two days after his death 
recalling the Taplin burning, Jerry’s beating, Emmett Till’s murder, and working 
for Mrs. Burke.  I hated myself and every Negro in Centreville for not putting a 
stop to the killings or at least putting up a fight in an attempt to stop them. (187) 
   

At this point in the text, she is still paralyzed by the violence surrounding her, but she 

soon learns to protest in spite of significant risk.  Importantly, she imagines herself 

“putting up a fight,” not passively resisting.  Though she now lacks a collectivity with 

which to engage in struggle, she will find one when she transfers to Tougaloo College, 

near Jackson, as a junior.38  She had first attended the conservative campus of Natchez 
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College on a basketball scholarship, but this campus kept strict control over its students, 

preventing activism of almost any kind.   

Once Moody enrolls at Tougaloo, she gets the chance to join the NAACP.  The 

night before, she sleeplessly thinks of  

Samuel O’Quinn.  I thought of how he had been shot in the back with a shotgun 
because they suspected him of being a[n] [NAACP] member.  I thought of 
Reverend Dupree and his family who had been run out of Woodville when I was a 
senior in high school, and all he had done was get up and mention NAACP in a 
sermon.  The more I remembered the killings, beatings, and intimidations, the 
more I worried what might possibly happen to me or my family if I joined the 
NAACP.  But I knew I was going to.  I had wanted to for a long time. (248)   
 

Her memory of a pastor who was threatened because of merely mentioning the NAACP 

emphasizes the extremity of southern coercion.  And joining the NAACP and becoming 

an activist are explicitly linked with the aggregation of violence she has witnessed which 

has now become enshrined in her memory.  Additionally, her use of the past perfect, that 

she had wanted to join, underscores that this desire has existed long before it enters the 

text specifically—most likely when she first learns of the organization’s existence at 

fourteen, occasioned by Till’s death.      

The next summer—1962—she becomes involved with the Student Non-Violent 

Coordinating Committee’s (SNCC) voter registration drive in the Mississippi Delta.  

There she realizes the constant threat of bombs and other violence, writing that “Most of 

[the SNCC workers] had missed a bullet by an inch or so on many occasions.  Threats 

didn’t stop them” (253).39  The office where she works in Greenville had been recently 

firebombed.  She responds to these traumatic experiences by continuing to work with a 

collective for social change.  At the same time, though, she sees that many of the rural 

African Americans she is trying to reach “began getting fired from their jobs, thrown off 
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plantations and left homeless. They often could find somewhere else to stay, but food and 

clothing became a problem” (254).  In spite of these setbacks, she gains some hope and a 

more clearly articulated activist identity:  “That summer I could feel myself beginning to 

change.  For the first time I began to think something would be done about whites killing, 

beating, and misusing Negroes.  I knew I was going to be a part of whatever happened” 

(254).  This part of the autobiography emphasizes the multiple rhetorical difficulties 

facing the movement in Mississippi—white violence as well as other coercive tactics 

made convincing rural blacks to participate difficult.  She explicitly names acts of 

violence and alludes to economic exploitation rather than segregation in and of itself as 

the fundamental problems.  Such violence and coercion underwrites segregationist 

thought. 

Back in Jackson, Moody stages an impromptu sit-in at the bus station.  She and a 

friend go to buy a ticket at the “whites only” counter, where she notices “the reaction of 

the man behind the counter.  He stood looking at me as if he were paralyzed” (255).  

When she forces this man to see her differently merely by asking to buy a ticket, he is the 

one who is stunned into silence.  While this incident eventually leads to a mob heckling 

and threatening the young women, the initial reaction is one of silence, or no deliberation.  

This silence represents an opening that can lead to a break in segregationist links.  So 

while argumentation about segregation is not yet possible, by revealing to a southern 

audience that it is whites who are behaving violently, not African Americans, she forces a 

reappraisal of southern ideology.   

Coercion of Moody also came from outside sources, through the intimidation of 

her family.  After writing to her mother of an upcoming NAACP convention in February 
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1963, her mother responds by imploring Moody not to participate:  “She said the sheriff 

had been by, telling her I was messing around with that NAACP group.  She said he told 

her if I didn’t stop it, I could not come back there any more.  He said that they didn’t need 

any of those NAACP people messing around in Centreville” (261).  And after Moody 

participates in the first lunch counter sit-ins in Mississippi, members of her family are 

physically harassed: her brother narrowly escapes a lynch mob, while an elderly uncle is 

beaten (275).  This culture of terror that was meant to perpetuate white supremacy 

extended to activists’ families; like other perpetrators of terrorism, such white southerners 

knew that threats against families could be effective in chilling dissent.      

Moody’s participation in this first orchestrated lunch counter sit-in that 

precipitates violence against her family occurs at a Woolworth’s in Jackson in May 1963.  

It was met with intense violence, occurring three and a half years after the student-led sit-

ins that originated in Greensboro, North Carolina in February 1960.  While initially the 

white waitresses are shocked, much like the bus ticket-seller described above, eventually 

the white onlookers and store workers react with violence:  “We bowed our heads, and all 

hell broke loose.  A man rushed forward, threw [one of the protesters] from his seat, and 

slapped my face.  Then another man who worked in the store threw me up against an 

adjoining counter” (265-6).  Situations such as this show that deliberation about 

segregation is impossible because of white intransigence.  White onlookers react 

violently to the mere fact that African-American and a few white protestors are sitting 

there.  While police officers watched, the sit-in participants “sat there for three hours 

taking a beating when the manager decided to close the store because the mob had begun 

to go wild with stuff from other counters” (267).   
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Moody has the following to say about the way her thinking changed following the 

sit-ins: 

After the sit-ins, all I could think of was how sick Mississippi whites were.  They 
believed so much in the segregated Southern way of life, they would kill to 
preserve it.  I sat there in the NAACP office and thought of how many times they 
had killed when this way of life was threatened. [. . .] The whites had a disease, an 
incurable disease in its final stage.  What were our chances against such a 
disease?  I thought of the students, the young Negroes who had just begun to 
protest, as young interns.  When these young interns got older, they would be the 
best doctors in the world for social problems. (267)  
 

This passage again emphasizes the extreme coerciveness of white segregationists.  It also 

demonstrates the mixture of hope and despair that runs throughout the text.  While 

Moody calls the disease “incurable,” she looks to the future of the movement with hope, 

in the hands of the “young interns” who would be able to carry it forward. 

 This sit-in precipitates the beginning of further sit-ins in Jackson, with high 

school and college students thronging the jail.  As with the Freedom Rides in 1961, local 

students showed their willingness to lend their support.  The Mayor claimed to be able to 

handle 100,000 protestors; Governor Ross Barnett had volunteered Mississippi’s 

Parchman prison, which in 1961 had been used to house those Freedom Riders who had 

made it to Jackson.  (The protestors were actually housed in outdoor jails at the local 

fairgrounds).  The Mayor also claimed “that the ‘good colored citizens are not rallying to 

the support of the outside agitators’ (although there were only a few out-of-state people 

involved in the movement at the time)” (270).  In June, in the midst of this increasing 

activity, Mississippi NAACP leader Medgar Evers was assassinated.   

In response to this killing, Moody and other students organized a march.  Like 

other protestors, and like the African-American students discussed in Chapter Two, these 

students worked to break segregationist links by aligning themselves with symbols of 
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patriotism, in this case small American flags.  When police confronted the marchers, the 

police “started snatching the small American flags, throwing them to the ground, stepping 

on them, or stamping them.  Students who refused to let go of the flags were jabbed with 

rifle butts” (279).  It is hard to imagine under what other circumstances these southern 

police officers would have so dishonored their flag; in this case they did so because they 

could not stand the meaning the marchers were trying to attach to the flags, that they 

were entitled to the same rights that the white police officers were.  This scene is a 

dramatic distillation of the struggle over the linked concepts underlying segregation.   

After this work in Jackson, Moody then moved to more dangerous terrain:  voter 

registration in Canton with the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) in a county with a 

Ku Klux Klan presence that was notoriously strong.  As she describes it, in Madison 

County  

Negroes frequently turned up dead.  Shortly before Christmas a man’s headless 
corpse had been found on the road between Canton and Tougaloo with the 
genitals cut off and with K’s cut into the flesh all over his body.  Around the time 
the body was found, Tougaloo College had received a lot of threats, so an 
inventory was made of all the males on campus to see if any were missing.  (286)   
 

This lynching, like the others Moody returns to throughout the text, could have been of a 

fellow student and movement participant, but it here serves to renew both Moody’s 

outrage and commitment.  Shortly after arriving, she reminds local adolescents of the 

importance of mass participation:   

‘If a change is gonna come in Canton [ . . . ] then it’s gonna take more than a few 
believers.  Where are the rest of the adults besides Mrs. Chinn?  Where are your 
parents, sisters and brothers and your other friends?  [ . . .]  If you are depending 
on the writing on the wall to free you, you better forget it, it’s been there a long 
time.  We’ve gotta be the ones to give it meaning’ (289).   
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By telling these students that they need to give meaning to the documents that should 

already have guaranteed their freedom, she is urging them to actively take part in creating 

new meaning to break the segregated system and resist the violence upholding it.   

While working in Canton, Moody discovers that she, along with Emmett Till, 

Medgar Evers, James Meredith, Joan Trumpaeur, and others both living and already 

dead, have been featured on a “most wanted” flyer the Klan has authored.  Moody writes 

that she “couldn’t believe it, but it was a Klan blacklist, with my picture on it [ . . . ]  This 

piece of paper shook me up worse than all the letters that mama had sent me”  (339).  

Again the southern culture of terror threatens her survival. Although she continues to 

work in Canton, she soon becomes overwhelmed by the stress of the movement and 

leaves for New Orleans.  While in New Orleans, however, at a birthday party for her 

mother whom she hasn’t seen since joining the NAACP, she suddenly “found myself 

wishing I was in Canton again working in the Movement with people who understood 

me.  Here among my own people, I seemed crazy because I was grieved over problems 

they didn’t even think about” (352).  Given the prominence of memories of violence in 

the text, the problems she refers to that grieve her include the threat of racially-motivated 

violence that has both fueled and constrained her activist work.  She cannot escape these 

memories and soon decides to return to Canton and work to combat the racist society that 

gave rise to the violence besetting her memory. 

As she attends the March on Washington, she criticizes the movement’s 

leadership, and calls out Martin Luther King in particular:   

I sat on the grass and listened to the speakers, to discover we had “dreamers” 
instead of leaders leading us.  Just about every one of them stood up there 
dreaming.  Martin Luther King went on and on talking about his dream.  I sat 
there thinking that in Canton, we never had time to sleep, much less dream.  (397) 



 137 

 
Such criticism exemplifies the disconnect between the movement’s leadership and its 

direct participants who had to cope with day-to-day violence, a lack of resources, and 

resistance among rural African Americans.  Moody was trying to organize local activists, 

and she did not see how the national leadership was helpful to her.  As Carson notes, 

many young SNCC activists saw King as an obstacle to local organizing because he 

seemed to be the face of the movement (161).     

 Two weeks after the March on Washington, the Birmingham church was bombed 

on Moody’s twenty-first birthday, killing four little girls who were there attending 

Sunday school.  The activists in Canton had planned a rare party for Moody, spending 

scarce money on ice cream and cake.  She expresses her thoughts about nonviolence to a 

fellow activist following the bombing:   

Nonviolence is through and you know it.  Don’t you think we’ve had enough of 
it?  First of all, we were only using it as a tactic to show, or rather dramatize, to 
the world how bad the situation is in the South.  Well, I think we’ve had enough 
examples. [. . .]  After this bombing, if there are any more nonviolent 
demonstrations for the mere sake of proving what all the rest of them have, then I 
think we are overdramatizing the issue. (319)  
 

Like many movement participants, Moody sees nonviolence as a tactic, not a philosophy, 

and one whose usefulness was exhausted by 1963.  She goes on to write that the 

government will likely do nothing to apprehend those responsible for the bombing, and 

that “‘we will still run out in the streets and bow our heads and pray to be spat upon in the 

process  [. . . ]  If Martin Luther King really thinks nonviolence is really going to work 

for the South as it did for India, then he is out of his mind’” (319).  This quotation 

demonstrates that there was rejection of nonviolence long before Black Power went 

public in 1966 and that there was considerable anger about all the violence that African 
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Americans had been enduring.  It also indicates debate among young activists about 

movement tactics and philosophies.  Such anger did not just erupt out of nowhere in the 

middle of the decade—Moody had been angry since learning of Till’s lynching. 

 Following the Birmingham bombing, some local African Americans lend the 

young women a few guns to have on hand in the Freedom House where they stay should 

there be a night time attack upon it.  She writes that more and more African Americans in 

Canton felt that it would be better to meet “fire with fire instead of kneeling and praying 

while some white cracker shoots you to death or throws a few sticks of dynamite on you” 

(328).  Shortly after the Birmingham bombing and the increasing violence in Mississippi, 

she leaves the South.  Till’s murder in 1955 helped her believe in change, while the 1963 

terrorism in Alabama leaves her close to despair.      

On the closing page of the text, it first appears that memories of violence have 

ultimately silenced Moody.  While riding on a Congress of Federated Organizations 

(COFO) bus to testify in Washington after her return to Canton, Moody’s peers sing “We 

Shall Overcome,” but Moody cannot bring herself to join in the singing.  Instead, 

“images of all that had happened kept crossing my mind:  the Taplin burning, the 

Birmingham church bombing, Medgar Evers’ murder, the blood gushing out of 

McKinley’s head, and all the other murders” (384).  The final two sentences of the book, 

a mental response to the wistful “someday” yet optimistic moral certainty of “shall” in 

the first line of “We Shall Overcome,” suggest Moody’s despair:  “I wonder.  I really 

wonder” (384).  Yet we should remember Moody’s determination here to “get away.  I 

felt like the walls of Mississippi were closing in on me and Mrs. Chinn and C.O. and all 

the other Negroes in the state, crushing us.  I had to get out and let the world know what 
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was happening to us” (383).  The autobiography itself is the fruit of that determination to 

let the world know what was happening; my reading shows how it repeatedly tries to 

break segregationist links in its portrayal of the South’s violence and coercion.  While 

images of Emmett Till’s brutalized body endure as a silenced reminder of the South in 

the 1950s, Coming of Age in Mississippi continues to speak to both the hope and the 

unrealized promise of the civil rights movement.  

In this chapter, I have shown how white segregationists relied on violence as a 

means of public discourse aimed at preventing change.  Before major civil rights activity 

started throughout the South, southern whites were already organizing to prevent it.  

Moody is angry upon learning of this culture of terror, and that anger does not abate. The 

narrative that the civil rights movement changed in the mid-1960s, becoming angry and 

violent, is not entirely accurate.  There were many participants who were always critical 

of nonviolence because of segregationists’ reliance on and acceptance of violence as a 

form of public discourse.  Activists like Moody and Daisy Bates were angry throughout 

their struggles. In short, no matter which rhetorical strategies such activists chose, 

whether direct protests, speeches, conversations with other African Americans to 

motivate them to join the cause, success was necessarily limited because of their 

segregationists audience’s insistence in clinging to segregationist links regarding civility, 

order, purity, and patriotism, and doing so using any means necessary, whether through 

violence or economic means.      

To close, I would like to return to the poem I began with to build a bridge to the 

next chapter.  This section comes toward the end of the poem, and it imagines Bryant’s 

point of view: 
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More papers were in from the North, he mumbled.  More 
 meddling headlines. 
With their pepper-words, “bestiality,” and “barbarism,” and 
“Shocking.” 
The half-sneers he had mastered for the trial worked across 
His sweet and pretty face. 
 
What he’d like to do, he explained, was kill them all. 
The time lost.  The unwanted fame. 
Still, it had been fun to show those intruders 
A thing or two.  To show that snappy-eyed mother, 
That sassy, Northern, brown-black— 
 
Nothing could stop Mississippi. 
He knew that.  Big Fella. 
Knew that. 
And, what was so good, Mississippi knew that. 
Nothing and nothing could stop Mississippi. 
They could send in their petitions, and scar 
Their newspapers with bleeding headlines.  Their governors 
Could appeal to Washington . . . (78) 

 
Here this poetically imagined killer speaks of the lost honor and violation that white 

Mississippians felt regarding the press coverage of the Till murder and trial.  “They,” the 

“papers [. . .] in from the North,” are figured as “scar[ring] their newspapers with 

bleeding headlines,” as inflicting violence upon Mississippi  (78).  But unlike his wife, 

the Mississippi mother whose “fun” was “all but nullified” by the faint yet growing 

realization that Till was no Dark Villain, but rather a mere and once lively child, her 

husband rests assured that “nothing and nothing could stop Mississippi.”  Of course he is 

wrong, at least to some extent, as multitudinous “appeal[s] to Washington” would 

eventually lead to the Civil Rights Act (1964) and Voting Rights Act (1965), and the 

extent of his error in judgment measures the extent of the civil rights movement’s success 

in breaking segregationist links in the nation as a whole and the South in particular.  The 
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civil rights movement’s success in overcoming this totalizing system is more remarkable 

than its failure to remove it completely.  

The conceptual links my dissertation has discussed thus far mean that the 

rhetorical situation facing African Americans seeking social change during the civil 

rights movement was both dire and highly complex.  There were few ways for African 

Americans to engage in productive deliberation with their oppressors outside of engaging 

in actions that would likely result in yet more violence, and segregationists themselves 

intended this violence to have persuasive force.  If they worked behind the scenes to 

register African Americans to vote, they were similarly subject to violent reprisals.  I 

argue that such actions constitute speech, as it would have been pointless for civil rights 

movement participants to write arguments, collect signatures, present petitions, and the 

like, as no one with the power to do anything would listen to them.  And in fact these 

activities are exactly what the NAACP engaged in for decades, to some but ultimately 

little avail.  The U.S. never passed an anti-lynching bill in spite of repeated and vigorous 

campaigns, and the first of the cases that became part of Brown v Board (1954) had taken 

a tortuous seven years to achieve ultimate success.  Affecting even superficial change 

was going to take a mass movement of people willing to use the power of their 

pocketbooks and endurance of their bodies along with the eloquence of their words.  And 

this speech in the aggregate forms it took was bound to be highly unpopular and rejected 

by the dominant group which would resort to violence to squelch it.    

White northerners, the civil rights movement’s former television spectators, could 

comfortably condemn and feel horrified by the South’s countless outlaw police officers 

like Bull Connors and bloodthirsty murderers of victims like Emmett Till.  But, they 
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could themselves become quite vicious when the subject changed to busing in Boston, 

marching in Cicero, and police brutality in Oakland.   In the next chapter, I move to the 

emergence of Black Power in the South and its move northward.  Advocates of Black 

Power became less concerned with tailoring their message to liberal whites, as by this 

time such advocates had determined that many northern whites were a part of the 

problem.  Reacting to this change in tone, northern whites then experienced Black Power 

as coercive and violent.  While they were willing to see the South’s coerciveness, they 

failed to see the oppressiveness of the status quo in the North.   

Among African Americans, the tendencies toward self-defense that we have seen 

in Chapter Two and this one will become much more prominent.  Throughout this next 

chapter, I show that the civil rights movement was facing increasing violence, and the 

division among groups within it was solidified by the tragic attack on marchers in 1965 in 

Selma, Alabama.  The emergence of Black Power during a 1966 march in Mississippi 

marks a major sea change in the rhetoric of the civil rights movement in general and 

SNCC in particular, though this rhetorical shift was not necessarily a philosophical one.  

This change was not reflected in the higher echelons of Martin Luther King’s SCLC 

leadership, but in the movement’s shock troops on the ground, those who, like Anne 

Moody, longed to appeal to a wider yet often unreceptive audience to tell the truth about 

life in Mississippi.  The Black Panthers, borrowing the Black Power slogan, would only 

add to the controversy in the North. 
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 “Let the Martial Songs Be Written, Let the Dirges Disappear”: An Interlude on 

Black Power 

One of the tragedies of the struggle against racism is that up to now there has been no 
national organization which could speak to the growing militancy of young black people 
in the urban ghetto.  There has been only a civil rights movement, whose tone of voice 
was adapted to an audience of liberal whites.  [. . .] We cannot be expected to march and 
have our heads broken in order to say to whites: come on, you’re nice guys.  For you are 
not nice guys.  We have found you out. [. . .] For once, black people are going to use the 
words they want to use—not just the words whites want to hear.  And they will do this no 
matter how often the press tries to stop the use of the slogan by equating it with racism or 
separatism. 
 
--Stokely Carmichael, “What We Want,” 1966  
 
Let a new earth rise.  Let another world be born.  Let a bloody peace be 
written in the sky.  Let a second generation full of courage issue forth; 
let a people loving freedom come to growth.  Let a beauty full of  
healing and a strength of final clenching be the pulsing in our spirits 
and our blood.  Let the martial songs be written, let the dirges disappear. 
Let a race of men now rise and take control. 
 
--Margaret Walker, “For My People,” 1942 
 
   

Given the rhythm of my dissertation so far, it would make sense to begin my 

discussion of Angela Davis’s Black Power autobiography here.  However, since the 

contexts in which the linked ways Black Power and the Black Panther symbol and Party 

emerged in both the North and South are much less well known than those surrounding 

the earlier civil rights movement, this chapter provides that later context.  In this 

interlude, I explain the changing historical and rhetorical contexts surrounding the 

emergence of Black Power and the Black Panthers as well as the escalating southern 

violence preceding it.  Through this discussion, I reveal the reactions of a variety of 

audiences to these controversial issues.  As an example of the extreme lengths 
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governmental forces would go to suppress African-American militancy, I examine the 

murder of Fred Hampton. I close with a reading of the 1986 beating and murder in 

Howard Beach, Long Island to argue that the high stakes surrounding the issues Black 

Power raises still linger—this chapter also amplifies issues involving coercion and 

violence that I have been discussing throughout.  Given the four-hundred-year history of 

the U.S.’s multi-pronged oppression of African Americans, it will take more than a 

decade or two to undo the effects.    

The civil rights movement in general experienced increased violence after the 

1963 March on Washington.  As discussed in the previous chapter, just a couple of weeks 

later, the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church was bombed, killing four little girls.  According 

to Stewart, during the following year, which included the Mississippi Freedom Summer 

Project, “there were six murders, thirty-five shootings, sixty-five bombings and burnings 

of homes, businesses, and churches, and at least eighty recorded beatings” (431).  John 

Lewis, an organizer of Freedom Summer, agrees with these numbers, and adds that there 

were more than a thousand arrests (267).  The spring after that, mounted police beat, tear-

gassed, and stomped marchers in Selma, Alabama, thwarting their attempts to march into 

Montgomery over the Edmund Pettus Bridge, named after a Confederate General and 

later U.S. Senator (Branch Canaan’s 44).  The crowd included children and elderly 

women, many of whom ended up with broken bones.  ABC News executives decided to 

interrupt that evening’s broadcast of Judgment at Nuremberg with close to fifteen 

minutes of uninterrupted footage taken at the scene. The scene from the film preceding 

the interruption depicted Cary Grant listening to two equivocating Germans who claimed 

to have known nothing of the nearby Dachau, and, as Branch puts it, “forty-eight million 
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unsuspecting viewers transferred from the mystery of Holocaust atrocities nestled among 

good Germans to real-life scenes of flying truncheons on Pettus Bridge” (56).   

Rhetoricians Victoria Gallagher and Kenneth Zagacki do a rhetorical analysis of 

Life magazine’s still images of the Pettus onslaught as well as the later, more successful 

march, which, in spite of its success, it is important to note, resulted in increased 

violence, including the murder of a white minister who had come to participate (Carson 

160).  The murder of the African-American man that gave rise to the March went 

unnoticed, while the white person’s death drew widespread attention.  Gallagher and 

Zagacki argue that the images of the initial beatings on the bridge provided white 

Americans space to reimagine power structures and their relationship to victims and 

perpetrators of violence.  However, I maintain that the media coverage of this march was 

not the apogee of such identification and reimagination, but rather the beginning of its 

end.  White Americans had already been seeing, over and over again, coverage of white 

on African-American violence as I have discussed, beginning with Emmett Till, on 

through Little Rock, the sit-ins, the freedom rides, Birmingham, Freedom Summer, and 

Selma, to name just a few examples.  Response to the Meredith March I discuss below 

will make this point more clear.  During this march, the oppressed did not appear as 

saintly as they once had to white northerners. 

Following the nationally broadcast bridge footage and the subsequent successful 

march to Montgomery and the passage of the Voting Rights Act (1965), SNCC workers 

decided to take a different approach to registering African-American voters, which was 

what much of the activity in Selma had focused on prior to the march.  Seasoned activist 

Stokely Carmichael led the project and formed the Lowndes County Freedom 
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Organization (LCFO) that summer.  In a county with a majority African-American 

population, the LCFO sought to register African Americans to vote and to combat white 

intimidation of potential registrants. The organization became its own separate party as it 

ran a different slate of candidates than the Democratic Party’s, and it took the symbol of 

the Black Panther to counteract the white Democratic Party’s White Rooster.  The 

reasoning was that this symbol would motivate African Americans who had never 

registered to vote and had been prevented from doing so by intimidation, as it is quite 

clear who would win in a contest between a panther and a rooster.  The party failed to 

elect a candidate, “receiving from forty-one to forty-six percent of the vote” because it 

was “unable to counter the efforts of whites to transport plantation workers to the polls 

with instructions to vote for white candidates” (Carson 233).  It was, however, an 

important movement that illustrated African-American voting power in spite of threats of 

violence and economic reprisals.  

The next year, 1966, Black Power as a slogan first emerged during a summertime 

march through Mississippi that would signal the continuing strain on coalitions among 

SNCC, SCLC, and CORE (208).  It would also be the last civil rights march combining 

the major organizations.  By that time, SNCC’s and CORE’s members had been talking 

more and more about self-defense.  Historian Akinyele Umojo contends that “The June 

1966 March Against Fear from Memphis, Tennessee to Jackson, Mississippi represented 

a significant shift in the character and balance of forces in the southern civil rights 

movement” (558). On June 5 of that year, James Meredith, the first African-American 

student to attend the University of Mississippi under court order in 1962, began a march 

with a few on-and-off-again companions through Mississippi to “prove that black 
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residents could exercise their rights without fear” and to encourage people to register to 

vote (Carson 207).  However, he ended up proving exactly the opposite, as the very next 

day a white racist who disagreed with him wounded him with a shotgun blast.  Once 

Meredith neared Hernando, Mississippi, a voice cried out, “‘I only want James 

Meredith!,’” and the shooter pumped seventy buckshot pellets into the marcher’s body 

(Branch Canaan’s 475-6).  The shooter, Aubrey James Norvell, left Meredith wounded in 

the “neck, back, and both legs,” and “pictures of a wounded Meredith dragging himself 

along the highway made front-page news” (Joseph Waiting 133).40

CORE “became the first civil rights organization vowing publicly to take up the 

‘March Against Fear’ at the spot of [the] ambush on Highway 51” (Branch Canaan’s 

476).  Attorney General Katzenbach held a press conference in which he contemplated 

federal prosecution, citing possible violations of the Voting Rights Act.  Andrew Young, 

speaking for the SCLC, first argued that the organization’s people were too busy both in 

Atlanta and with the new movement in Chicago to participate.  King ended up approving 

the march, and on June 7, “Twenty-one marchers, observed by at least that many 

  The formerly 

nonviolent Meredith “publicly regretted having carried no arms.”  This statement is 

remarkable from someone whose previous commitment to nonviolence was high, and he 

had certainly not been sheltered from violence in the past:  Kennedy had deployed federal 

troops to quell rioting at Ole Miss when Meredith entered the campus.  Norvell made it 

clear that African-American dissent could still be met with violence in broad daylight 

with little repercussions to the shooter, making it reasonable for Meredith to wonder what 

real impact nonviolence was having.  (Norvell was arrested and subsequently pled out, 

serving eighteen months). 
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reporters, resumed the walk from the point of the previous day’s bloodstains in the quiet 

afternoon heat.  King locked arms with Floyd McKissick and Stokely Carmichael, the 

two new leaders of CORE and SNCC” (476).  The small number of marchers reflected 

the strains on the organizations in terms of peoplepower; for example, some SNCC 

workers believed that it was more important to organize people and register them to vote 

in rural communities than to march (Carson 207).  

On this first day of the resumed march, Mississippi troopers attempted to block 

the small group on the grounds that they were impeding traffic.  In the ensuing struggle, 

“troopers knocked Cleveland Sellers to the ground.  Carmichael lunged toward the most 

aggressive one,” but King managed to keep his hold on Carmichael (Branch Canaan’s 

477).  Carmichael’s act of defiance here foreshadowed the emergence of Black Power 

later in the march.  Carmichael would go on to insist that the purpose of the march 

needed to be made clear, and at a rally in Memphis, he said he “refused to beg for 

undelivered rights and protections, to great applause.”  A change that had been brewing 

for some time among the movement’s young rank and file began to emerge publicly.    

By June 14, the marchers “had covered roughly half the planned 200-mile route to 

the Mississippi capital in Jackson” (483).  Klan members had painted ominous warnings 

on the pavement along Highway 51, and the marchers now numbered over 300, the 

marchers having picked up local sympathizers along the way.  Foreshadowing the civil 

rights fatigue that would occur throughout the ensuing year, Branch writes that “most 

reporters had turned hostile” to the marchers with the exception of reporters dispatched 

by the New York Times.  Dispatches from UPI noted the presence of what they called 

oddly-attired young white college students: evidence of the counterculture seeping into 
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the march.   Since part of the attraction for white people in the past had been neatly 

attired victims—as discussed in the Introduction and Chapter One, dressed and coiffed as 

if ready to go to church—as compared to rabid racists, the situation had now changed: 

these were not the two categories anymore.  Now white audiences (and reporters) faced 

people who rejected society’s norms.  Advocates of Black Power would say to whites, we 

no longer want a little bit of your power, the existence of which no one but us 

foregrounds.  Now we want some of our own on our own terms. 

One welcome effect of the march as it wended its way through tiny Mississippi 

hamlets was the registration of hundreds of African-American voters, those that years of 

organizing by SNCC and CORE had been unable to reach even after the Voting Rights 

Act.  After talks between officials and King, for example, “Grenada County officials 

agreed to deputize six respected Negro teachers as registrars [. . .] Overnight, the 

country’s Negro registration doubled from 697 in a miracle of punctured fear” (484).  

Meanwhile, state legislators met in special sessions to implement a variety of means—

redrawing boundaries, raising fees, creating at large districts—all in an effort to suppress 

this burgeoning potential voting power (483).        

While King often left the march to attend speaking and fundraising events, he 

flew back to Mississippi to participate when he could.  Martin Luther King and Stokeley 

Carmichael walked in front of the line, and the contrast between the two was 

unmistakable:  King wore a suit, while Carmichael wore SNCC’s de facto uniform of 

denim overalls.  The media played up these superficial differences, along with differences 

in their ages and the more substantial ones in the nature of their commitment to 
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nonviolence, while the Deacons for Defense accompanied the marchers, giving the lie to 

the complete nonviolence of the civil rights movement (Joseph Waiting 137-138).    

The march proceeded with the protection of both the aforementioned group and 

Mississippi state troopers, but Governor Paul B. Johnson Jr. eventually withdrew the 

troopers while marchers approached Greenwood—an area with a strong SNCC 

presence—causing “white vigilantes [to take] note of the state’s shifting mood;  one gun-

toting spectator heckled, harassed, and threatened marchers with impunity” (141).  The 

actions of state troopers to the marchers’ attempts to erect a makeshift campground 

would be crucial in laying the ground work for what happened next.    

Stewart explains that the idea of Black Power had been discussed among SNCC’s 

ranks for at least six months prior to the Meredith March, but that the kairotic moment 

had not yet arrived to broadcast it.  Carmichael and others felt that “That moment arrived 

on June 17 in Greenwood, Mississippi—the heart of SNCC country—when state troopers 

decided that marchers could not put up their sleeping tent on the grounds of a black high 

school, even though they had permission to do so, and arrested Stokely Carmichael when 

he ignored their order.  That night’s rally attracted some 3,000 people, five times the 

usual number” (Branch Canaan’s 433).  It was Carmichael’s twenty-seventh arrest, and 

minutes after his release, he gave the speech that included the Black Power rallying cry:  

“‘The white folks in the state of Mississippi ain’t nothing but a bunch of racists,’ 

proclaimed a visibly angry Carmichael.  As he peppered the members of the crowd with 

the question ‘What do we want?’ they enthusiastically responded, ‘Black Power!’” 

(Joseph Waiting 142).  A variety of civil rights leaders disagreed about the term during 

the remainder of the march, which ended in Jackson on June 26.  By this time, the 
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“marchers swelled to 15,000 over the final eight miles from Tougaloo into Jackson” 

(Branch Canaan’s 493).  King said he recognized the need for power, but he doubted the 

wisdom of using the phrase (487).     

 To many whites viewing this spectacle—with marchers facing various levels of 

white violence and attacks by police—what Black Power meant in this initial iteration 

seemed sinister.  But Carmichael specifically spelled out what he meant by Black Power, 

and he said so repeatedly: in locations with a large percentage of African Americans like 

Lowndes County, African Americans should be elected.  It was the same basic 

philosophy that had underwritten his work with the LCFO.  If a white sheriff terrorizes 

African Americans, then an African American sheriff who would be responsive to 

African-American interests should be elected to replace him.  However, the rhetoric of 

Black Power “struck at the foundations of the social reality prevalent in the civil rights 

movement and much of society during the mid-1960s, that the United States was 

evolving into a color blind society through integration of the races with steady and 

substantial gains for black Americans” (Stewart 436).  That young militant civil rights 

activists sought to puncture that consensus was met with consternation.  The term 

breached civility at best, and was seen to represent a call to arms at worst. 

For the media the spread of the term wore Carmichael’s face, even though, as 

historian Peniel Joseph points out, “Paul Robeson, Richard Wright, and Adam Clayton 

Powell had used the term, just as the activism of Malcolm X, Robert Williams, and 

Gloria Richardson had embodied the phrase” (Waiting 147).   I would argue that some of 

what Black Power meant can be dated back even further:  there is David Walker and his 

well known appeal, as well as other 19th-century African-American rhetors who called for 
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slaves to throw off their manacles by whatever means necessary.  Henry Garnet gave an 

address in New York in 1843; the occasion was the National Negro Convention in 

Buffalo, New York.  Garnet addresses his speech to slaves, who are not present, telling 

them that their 

condition does not absolve you from your moral obligation.  The diabolical 
injustice by which your liberties are cloven down, NEITHER GOD, NOR 
ANGELS, OR JUST MEN, COMMAND YOU TO SUFFER FOR A SINGLE 
MOMENT.  THEREFORE IT IS YOUR SOLEMN AND IMPERATIVE DUTY 
TO USE EVERY MEANS, BOTH MORAL, INTELLECTUAL, AND 
PHYSICAL THAT PROMISE SUCCESS. (37, emphasis in original) 
 

He makes this exhortation after having invoked the American Revolutionary cry to “give 

me liberty or give me death,” thus aligning his cause with the founding of the U.S.  After 

this quoted section of the speech, he goes on to urge slaves to use moral suasion and 

reasonable argument, and if that proves ineffective, then “Let your motto be resistance! 

resistance! RESISTANCE! No oppressed people have ever secured their liberty without 

resistance” (41, emphasis in original).  His words are similar to Robert Williams’ as 

discussed in Chapter One, who in 1959 argued against King that self defense was 

necessary.  

 Black Power did have an element of violence to it, but it is important to 

understand that it was self-defense; as I have already shown, there had been elements of 

self-defense in liberatory African-American rhetoric since the struggle for abolition.  

Writing in 1969, communications studies scholar Robert Scott says that in some Black 

Power rhetoric, “Black violence is justified as a response to prior white violence:  it is 

self-defense” (“Justifying” 124).  He goes on to note, “This strategic term ought to be 

easily understood in a nation that witnessed the metamorphosis of a War Department into 

a Department of Defense” that was spending millions fighting an ideology (127).   Very 
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few complained when white people claimed the right to self-defense, but the idea became 

scandalous when attached to African Americans.  And to understand Black Power as only 

pertaining to self-defense is a serious distortion, just as seeing Black Panthers as only 

African-American men with guns is.  As American studies scholar Kali Tal has written, 

“representations of the Panthers has become [ . . .] an argument between those who like 

to see Black men with guns, and those who do not” (55).     

The opposition between King and Carmichael in the media continued after the 

march.  For example, The New York Times printed an article with two pictures of the men 

flanking each other, Carmichael looking stony and resolute, and King appearing long-

suffering, though King himself stopped short of condemning Black Power entirely as had 

Roy Wilkins and other leaders.41

Many student committee members now say that the Negro can prove his 
manhood only by fighting back at the white man with whatever arms he 
may possess [. . .] After six years of being the cutting edge of the civil 
rights movement, of being frightened and jailed more times than they care 
to remember, many student committee members are now too weary to 
listen to the argument against their new philosophy—that civil rights 
murders and nonviolent reaction have led to legislation while riots and 
retaliation have produced reaction and inaction. (Roberts, emphasis added)   

   The article the photographs accompany repeats the 

conventional wisdom that the civil rights movement’s tactics were still working:  

 
This last statement is astonishing.  Nonviolent reactions, including those resulting in 

murders of civil rights workers or bystanders, were seen as effective in securing 

legislation.  One wonders under what other circumstances that expense would be 

justifiable.  Of course, legislatures have done terrible things and have failed to prevent 

other terrible things, but to state that murder is an acceptable cost for legitimate social 

change is incredible.  Perhaps the writer would have felt differently had he been a 

member of the out-group in question.      
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 Historian Thomas Sugrue explains that “As the national news media turned their 

attention to civil rights and black power [in combination], white [northern] denial turned 

into defensiveness” (xv).  Many northern whites did not want to hear about their own 

racism or the institutional racism that kept many urban African Americans in crumbling 

neighborhoods with limited educational and economic opportunities.  SNCC historian 

Carson notes that the sympathetic coverage that the organization did get in the wake of 

Black Power mainly came from leftist journalists such as I. F. Stone and Anne Braden, 

but such writers had only a small following (205-206).  Carmichael and other SNCC 

spokespeople tried to explain that Black Power was not markedly different from the kinds 

of cultural celebrations other ethnic group already engaged in, but, as Carson put it, such 

coverage and statements “did little to reverse the continued deterioration of SNCC’s 

public image” (206). 

Adding another expression of Black Power to the public sphere in 1966, Bobby 

Seale and Huey Newton borrowed the LFCO’s Black Panther symbol and founded the 

Oakland Black Panther Party for Self Defense in October of 1966. They initially raised 

funds for the party by buying inexpensive copies of Mao Tse-tung’s Little Red Book in 

San Francisco’s Chinatown, which they then sold across the Bay in Berkeley to radical 

white students (Joseph Waiting 176).  A confrontation between armed Panthers and 

police outside of Ramparts magazine’s office vaulted the group into the media spotlight; 

the Panthers were accompanying Betty Shabazz, Malcolm X’s widow, to a conference 

commemorating the slain leader.  The media quickly seized upon this latest outgrowth of 

Black Power, fomenting white people’s fears.  While Black Power and the Black 

Panthers are not synonymous, the Black Panther Party was one of Black Power’s most 
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important organizational expressions.  Not nearly all Black Power advocates were 

Panthers, but all or almost all Panthers advocated Black Power. 

The media jumped on the Panthers’ statements in favor of self-defense, and they 

claimed that Black Power meant reverse discrimination. In interviews, journalists tried to 

coax responses out of Carmichael and others that indicated that Black Power meant 

offensive violence, but Carmichael would not take the bait.  Throughout that summer, 

marked by urban uprisings in many cities, liberal northern whites began to express civil 

rights fatigue, and white backlash against the civil rights movement snowballed (Joseph 

Waiting 161-162).  Joseph compares 1966 with the “end of Reconstruction, when efforts 

to secure racial justice faltered in the face of national fatigue over escalating conflict [ . . 

.] Complaints from white liberals, shrinking financial contributions, and President 

Johnson’s preoccupation with Vietnam jeopardized the massive federal programs 

promoted and still hoped for by rights leaders” (161).  Stewart contends that “Carmichael 

was confronting two systems at once with little rhetorical restraint, the established order 

and the established social movement;” however, rhetorical restraint had proved its limited 

efficacy by 1966 (440).  Stewart continues to write that “As might be expected, 

segregationists and the press reacted in kind to Stokely Carmichael and the militancy of 

black power advocates” (440-1).  So the lack of rhetorical restraint fell on both sides, but 

it is important to recognize that the segregationists upped the ante first.  One of them shot 

James Meredith, and others continued to harass and illegally arrest the marchers.  Not to 

extend the poker metaphor too far, but Carmichael called the segregationists’ raise, and 

there was little rhetorical restraint in the reaction to the phrase—the majority of whites 

then reraised Carmichael and other Black Power advocates. 
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Civil rights fatigue was deepening among most whites.  Historian Mark Lytle 

writes that urban uprisings “combined with the rise of Black Nationalism to provoke a 

white backlash.  A Gallup poll determined that by late 1966, a majority of Americans 

worried more about racial unrest than racial inequality” (231).  Joseph goes so far as to 

say that Black Power “scandalize[d] American politics” (Waiting 146).  It is important to 

remember though, that as Chafe and historian Kenneth Cmiel write of the southern 

protest movement, “To the overwhelming majority of white southerners, the assertion of 

civil equality by civil rights protestors was in fact a radical break in decorum” (Cmiel 

266).  Black Power brought the perceived incivility of southern protest by white 

segregationists to the North.    

Even many white liberals who had worked hard and suffered for integration in the 

South denounced Black Power publicly.  For example, James Peck, one of the original 

white freedom riders who was almost beaten to death in Birmingham in 1961, expressed 

his disdain for the term.  He had certainly tasted white resistance first hand.  He wrote a 

letter to the editor of the New York Times in response to political scientist Charles 

Hamilton’s attempt to define Black Power in a feature article.  (Hamilton later co-wrote a 

book about Black Power with Carmichael). Peck writes, “the fact remains that ‘Black 

Power’ is a racist slogan [ . . .] If black power ever triumphed, it would be as oppressive 

and discriminatory as white power.”    However, Hamilton’s article mostly discusses 

programs for empowering inner-city residents economically, advocating for African-

American-owned businesses there.  Hamilton also describes a CORE program in the rural 

South of cooperatives of farmers: “The major effort of Black Power-oriented CORE is in 

the direction of economic development” (“Advocate”).42  Such efforts were not markedly 
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different from those such as the SCLC’s northern and urban Operation Bread Basket.  

Peck does not respond to what Hamilton actually writes, but reacts to the exclusion and 

racism he feels Black Power implies—he had worked with CORE for fifteen years.  The 

particular portion of Hamilton’s article Peck takes issue with is the following:  “What 

black and white America must understand is that egalitarianism is just a principle and it 

implies a notion of ‘colorblindness’ which is deceptive.”  What Hamilton actually means 

appears in the next sentence:  “It must be clear by now that any society which has been 

color-conscious all its life to the detriment of a particular group cannot simply become 

color-blind and expect that group to compete on equal terms.”  Peck’s insistence that 

egalitarianism is a worthy goal misses Hamilton’s point: “some positive form of special 

treatment must be used to overcome centuries of negative special treatment.”  What 

Hamilton is talking about is the creation of new opportunities for African Americans in 

economic and political terms, not discrimination against white people.  In 1968, even as 

admirable a white person as Peck could not see past his own revised position in 

relationship to efforts for social change.  He could not understand Hamilton’s argument 

that egalitarianism could not be achieved by a society’s instant colorblindness, however 

impossible to achieve, because of its ignorance of centuries of fixation on color.  

Major magazines also characterized Black Power as “segregation in reverse,” and 

the Saturday Evening Post expressed the wish that the problems of race could be ignored, 

confessing that “‘we are all, let us face it, Mississippians.  We all fervently wish that the 

Negro problem did not exist, or that, if it must exist, it could be ignored’” (qtd. in Joseph 

Waiting 146).  Such a “we” reveals what rhetorician Krista Ratcliffe has called the 

invisibility of whiteness, and it was exactly that invisibility that Black Power hoped to 
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challenge (4).  After all, about half of Mississippians were African Americans.  In what 

way were they included in the Post’s we? While most white people were not aware of it 

or would not admit it, white power necessitated Black Power as a counter to it.  And that 

white power was enforced through violence and state control in the North just as surely 

as it was in the South.   

Time magazine called Black Power advocates “fanatics” in 1967 (“Mind”).  In 

another 1967 article entitled “Black Power in the Pulpit,” it characterized a statement by 

Fred Mckissick of CORE charging that “predominantly white denominations have used 

comparatively little of their tax-exempt financial resources to aid the Negro” and his 

subsequent plea for those denominations to reevaluate themselves as a threat.  (One 

wonders if exhortations by white ministers to their African-American counterparts to 

urge their parishioners not to participate in urban uprisings would have been 

characterized as threatening).  As little else could, Black Power signaled that African 

Americans were taking the terms of change out of white hands, and this loss of control 

explains white fear of the term.  As Crosby’s study in Mississippi showed, southern 

whites in the 1990s still felt that the timetable for change should have been under their 

prerogative.  And in 1966, most northern whites wanted to maintain control over the 

parameters of discussions about race.    

In her discussion of the suburban roots of conservative populism in the 1960s, 

such as that represented by Barry Goldwater’s 1964 presidential bid, historian Lisa 

McGirr notes that in Orange County, California—outside of the South yet still 

conservative—many  held racist and segregationist sentiments.43  Many such people 

outside of the South also “saw civil rights and Black Power as elements of a communist 
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grand design.  Behind this design, it was hinted, stood liberal Jews” (183).  McGirr also 

documents the way the “John Birch Society, with its staunch anticommunism, flourished 

in Orange County” (213).  Such white people outside of the South were deeply suspicious 

of the civil rights movement and its provenance, and also viewed Black Power as 

criminal.  The equation of African-American militance and communist infiltration had 

spread beyond the South; in the next chapter, I will explain such outrage further in light 

of that spurred by Angela Davis’ public outing as a member of the CP USA. Following 

this revelation, Davis received countless death threats both at her home and on UCLA’s 

campus—on several occasions, sections of campus had to be cleared while bomb squads 

searched university buildings.  

Black Power also caused controversy on the international stage, breaking the 

decorum of a 1968 Olympic medal award ceremony in Mexico City.  Johnnie Smith and 

John Carlos, during the October 16 awarding of their gold and bronze medals, won 

respectively for the 200-meter dash, “raised their gloved hands with fists clenched and 

kept their heads deeply bowed during the playing of the national anthem and raising of 

the United States flag in their honor” (Sheehan).  They were subsequently ejected from 

the games by the International Olympics Committee, and they were asked to leave the 

Olympic Village and thus Mexico City within forty-eight hours.  This ejection 

demonstrates the fear of African American men wielding symbols associated with power.  

Other athletes also displayed symbols of Black Power, including raising their fists, “but 

they were smiling and apparently not defiant as they did so.”  The United States 

Olympics Committee’s official statement claimed that the athletes actions were 
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“‘discourt[eous],’” in violation of “‘basic standards of good manners and 

sportsmanship.’”   

 By merely (and silently) invoking a symbol of Black Power, Smith and Carlos 

were seen as disrupting the ceremony, breaking the Games’ apolitical aims as well as the 

occasion’s decorum.  However, the Games had already been used as a forum for 

registering disapproval of host countries by other countries in the form of boycotts, and 

such boycotts would become more common as the Cold War, cold in name only, 

simmered on.  In addition, the symbol of Black Power could just as easily have been read 

as a show of solidarity with Black Power’s goals—encouraging voting and improved 

living conditions—rather than an inflammatory political statement.  This example shows 

the power of the upraised fist as a symbol.    

The association between the fist and Black Power continues.  Rhetorician Richard 

Marback examines a situation involving two suburban white men in Detroit in February 

2004 who vandalized the Monument to Joe Louis, “a 40-foot bronze first and forearm, 

suspended from cables and thrust horizontally across the median of Jefferson Avenue in 

downtown Detroit” (46).   The two men had poured white paint on the fist, and one of 

them said, “‘In a sense, we wanted to unclench the fist’” (48).  Marback argues that 

reading the fist as a “warning, gesturing menacingly” is a “distorted perception, a 

perception that thwarts the gesture’s transformative potential by distracting us from its 

claim for refiguring and redistributing agency” (48).  Black Power sought just such a 

redistribution, as did the athletes in Mexico City.  And throughout the 1960s, the 

clenched fists actually raining down on protestors’ heads were overwhelmingly white.            
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As these examples illustrate, the Black Power term and its associated gestures 

generated widespread controversy. Even whites as liberal and sympathetic as Jim Peck 

generally condemned the term, while African Americans were split about it. Those white 

journalists who were supportive tended to have a limited readership.  I am also interested 

in the opinions of everyday Americans, and sociologists Joel Alberbach and Jack Walker 

conducted a study of such attitudes among African Americans and whites in Detroit in 

1967 and 1968, controlling for whether their subjects lived in areas urban uprisings 

affected. 

It is no surprise that they found that many more whites (80.7%) than African 

Americans (49.6%) viewed the term unfavorably, with roughly 8% of each group 

offering no opinion (370).  The reasons respondents gave for their approval or 

disapproval, however, are more interesting.  They reveal that “blacks who are more 

favorably disposed towards black power simply do not see the political world as one 

where blacks can gain something only at the expense of whites and vice versa [. . .], 

[while] large numbers of whites do see things this way” (372).  In fact, almost “40 

percent of the whites believe black power means black rule over whites” (370).  Some 

white respondents felt African Americans either desired to or would take over the 

country, and in some cases, the whole world, and that they would do so quickly. The 

following respondent’s comment reveals just such an unwarranted conviction: “‘[Black 

Power means] the colored are going to take over and be our leaders and we’re to be their 

servants.  Yes, that’s exactly what it means’” (370).  Such sentiments reveal that, in terms 

of how some white audiences reacted to Black Power, there are many similarities 

between northern attitudes and southern ones as discussed in previous chapters.  Both 
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North and South of the Mason-Dixon Line, many whites felt that their worlds and ways 

of life were crumbling, and they saw society as a zero-sum game:  “They want to take 

everything away from us” (370).44  Surveyed African Americans, in contrast, tended to 

think that Black Power meant sharing access to power and acquiring equality of 

opportunity.45

The following example demonstrates an African-American opinion about what 

Black Power meant for interracial communication, and it echoes the disconnect in the 

conceptual links the preceding quotations and numbers reveal.  Theologian and freedom 

rides participant Nathan Wright writes, 

   

The continuation of the cry [for Black Power] quickly made clear that the fears 
were justified, at least in part.  Old mechanisms for the purpose of work for racial 
progress were being challenged and judged ineffective.  Under the banner of 
Black Power, and in the manifest breakdown of patience, long-trusted and 
acknowledged Negro leaders were being bypassed, if not disclaimed.  White 
leaders were being set aside.  There was a breach in the tried and true mechanisms 
for communication. (2-3)  

 
Yet we should take a closer look at Wright’s formulations.  We should ask:  were the old 

mechanisms for racial progress not clearly losing their effectiveness by 1966, one year 

after the Voting Rights Act, with large portions of the African-American population still 

disenfranchised and a large percentage of school systems still segregated?  And how well 

did the so-called tried and true mechanisms for communication really work?  Had not the 

previous ten years proved again and again that such mechanisms had some, though quite 

limited power?  And how patient were dissenters supposed to be?  Would it have been 

appropriate to talk about black power after another five or ten or fifteen years using the 

old methods for progress?  As patient a man as King states in his “Letter from 

Birmingham Jail,” “There comes a time when the cup of endurance runs over and men 
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are no longer willing to be plunged into an abyss of injustice where they experience the 

bleakness of corroding despair.”  Although these questions are to a large extent 

rhetorical, I will bracket them for now, and I will return to them in the concluding 

paragraphs of this chapter.   

In a then-contemporary book containing articles that are favorably disposed to 

Black Power, sociologist Nathan Hare, who helped develop the first ethnic studies 

program in the U.S. at San Francisco State, correctly points out that the real problem in 

the late 60s was white power, and it is this that causes social ills for African Americans, 

and it seems so natural to white people that it is invisible (382).  The white people in 

Alberbach’s and Walker’s sociological study cited above appear to be unaware of this 

fact on a conscious level.  Their responses show that many white people could see 

African-American gains only in terms of white losses, even though such people’s 

imagined reversal of the situation in the late 1960s was both hysterical and unfounded.  

Hamilton, the sociologist Peck disagreed with in the New York Times discussed 

above, rightly argues that the so-called riots should rather be understood as revolts (I 

prefer the term uprising, as discussed in Chapter One), and that attempts to suppress them 

by any means necessary would only lead to further unrest.  This essay appears in a 1968 

collection put together by social scientist Floyd Barbour intended to show the historical 

roots of Black Power.  Barbour writes, “The historical documents show that we have 

been shouting Black Power for a long time” (10).  In Hamilton’s essay, the author goes 

on to claim that  

We cannot term these events riots precisely because, in the minds of many of the 
people breaking the windows and burning the property, that authority is not duly 
constituted.  They are, in fact, revolts.  By this we mean that they are acts which 
deny the very legitimacy of the system itself.  The entire value structure which 
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supports property rights over human rights, which sanctions the intolerable 
conditions in which black people have been forced to live is questioned.  They are 
revolts because the black people are saying they no longer intend to abide by an 
oppressive notion of ‘law and order.’  That law and that order mean the 
perpetuation of an intolerable status quo [ . . . ] That status quo meant that the 
traditional political procedures for alleviating one’s ills were not sufficient. 
(“Riots” 174,  emphasis in original) 

 

For Hamilton, these revolts stem from African Americans’ accurate assessment of their 

situation.  He sees the links between “law and order” and the maintenance of the status 

quo.  Since that status is not recognized as legitimate, neither is the power structure of the 

system upholding it.  He continues, saying that the apparent progress that had been made 

throughout the civil rights movement had not touched the lives of urban African 

Americans: 

There is more than substantial evidence that while white America was lauding 
itself on the ‘progress’ it had been making in race relations, the objective fact is 
that the day-to-day lives of the majority of black people were becoming 
progressively worse [. . . ] And yet we had more civil rights laws, more judicial 
decisions favoring black people, more white people marching side by side with 
blacks against segregation and discrimination.  These were the surface 
impressions which covered up the fact that all those outward manifestations of 
systemic adaptation to black demands were sheer myths [. . .] And so when the 
revolts came, white America was shocked.  It had actually believed its rhetoric, its 
concepts of what was legitimate.  White arrogance is so embedded that it could 
not allow for any notions contrary to its own. (176) 

 

Hamilton rightly notes that these uprisings are a show of power, and that they can change 

the calculus of power governing policy decisions.  He goes on to insist that instead of 

spending resources on repressing riots, urban African Americans should be involved in 

decision-making in their communities, which again is what Carmichael advocated with 

gaining electoral power in rural areas in the South with large African-American 

populations.  The campaign in Lowndes County was an early example of such a program.   
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Politicians like Ronald Reagan and Richard Nixon would take advantage of the 

aforementioned civil rights fatigue as well as white people’s frustrations with urban 

uprisings, making so-called law and order central planks of their platforms and thus 

encouraging continued media attention to police and military suppression in its coverage 

of such upsets.  Joseph notes that the 1966 gubernatorial campaign in California emerged 

as San Francisco State students established a Black Student Union, and the campaign 

between the “conservative upstart Reagan” and the “liberal incumbent” Pat Brown 

became “increasingly vicious” (Waiting 168).  According to Taylor Branch, Reagan 

“mixed nostalgia with dogged optimism” in making his appeals for a return to a simpler 

time, and when he was asked how he could ask for the African-American vote while 

simultaneously opposing further civil rights legislation, he repeatedly claimed that he was 

not a bigot, thereby shifting an issue of governance to one of personal character 

(Canaan’s 480).  Of course this insistence is not the same as evidence, but it evokes the 

specter of honor.  And such claims to not be bigoted are beside the point: whether or not 

one is personally racist is only tangentially related to what one will do as a policy maker 

to tackle or fail to take on the larger problem, institutional racism or to support civil 

rights legislation.  When southern legislators attached a clause including gender to the 

Civil Rights Act (1964), they were not doing so because they were feminists, but because 

they thought this attachment would tank the legislation.  

On race issues, Republicans began to use such repetition and appeals to personal 

character on the campaign trail, in ways that became increasingly coded.   For example, 

in his 1980 bid for the presidency, Reagan opened his presidential campaign in the South: 

“his first major appearance in the general election campaign was in Philadelphia, Miss., 
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which just happened to be the place where three civil rights workers—Andrew Goodman, 

Michael Schwerner and James Chaney – were murdered in 1964” (Herbert).  Goodman, 

Schwerner, and Chaney were the three activists killed at the very beginning of 

Mississippi Freedom Summer; they went missing a few days before the first main 

busload of northern volunteers was set to depart from Oxford, Ohio.  When Reagan said 

he believed in states’ rights practically on the ground where these men were murdered, 

white segregationist Mississippians would have known exactly what he meant and could 

draw inferences about the politician’s positions based on where he said what he did.  

Back at the beginning of his political career, Reagan won the gubernatorial election in a 

landslide, and “racial division within the Democratic Party formed the key to the 

Republican Party’s renaissance, with many white Democrats breaking generations of 

familial custom and political tradition to cross party lines” (Joseph Waiting 170).   

Two years later, in a presidential race that included a disastrous Democratic 

Convention in August and George Wallace’s presidential bid which played on “southern 

whites’ fears of racial equality,” Nixon succeeded in mixing “racially tinged populism” 

with a denigration of liberalism, appealing to middle and working class whites (239). As 

historian Matthew Lassiter notes, such “populist appeals to the Forgotten Americans 

simultaneously cast white-collar and blue-collar families as the unsung heroes of the 

nation and the undeserving victims of the liberal War on Poverty, the military stalemate 

in Vietnam, the militancy of the Black Power movement, and the disorder in the cities 

and on the college campuses” (232).  The Republican Party, most African Americans’ 

favored party from Reconstruction up until Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency and the New 

Deal, found success by whitewashing itself and wooing southern whites.  The political 
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fallout of this shift, the most significant since Reconstruction, has remained with us until 

recently; when Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act, he remarked to an aide that he feared 

he had lost the South for the Democrats for two generations, and he was right (Cummings 

11).    

There were also grassroots elements to this rightward shift.  McGirr’s study 

mentioned above chronicles the growth of grassroots organizing against social change in 

Orange County, while Lassiter’s work, The Silent Majority, examines the growth of such 

organizing in the rapidly suburbanizing South of the Sunbelt.  Suburban white residents 

of such areas used an ideology of colorblindness coupled with a belief in meritocracy to 

justify continued de facto segregation in suburban areas.  Lassiter believes the southern 

strategy I briefly outlined above “misses the longer-term convergence of southern and 

national politics around the suburban ethos of middle-class entitlement” (3).  I will take 

up both of these issues more thoroughly in the conclusion where I discuss why racial 

discrimination is still so entrenched and under what conditions rhetoric might be able to 

do something about it.  For now, suffice it to say that there was and is a traceable 

southern strategy, but it was also a northern strategy, and many white people’s attitudes 

in the mid- to late-60s both created and reflected it.  We should remember that when 

Nixon appealed to his “Silent Majority,” whom he cast in the role of victims of the 60s, 

he was appealing to white suburban families, not strictly southern or northern ones.     

 White northern attitudes toward change mirrored those of their southern 

counterparts.  Southern segregationists, as we have seen, found it hard to believe that 

African Americans were dissatisfied with life in the South.  White northern attitudes 

made such people unable to see northern “separate and unequal housing, schools, and life 
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chances;”  “northern black struggles seemed both less urgent and farther removed” from 

the old southern battlefield and its skirmishes which television had made seem immediate 

(Joseph Waiting 51).  As historian Jeffrey Ogbar notes, while “Black Power employed—

even co-opted—the activism typified in civil rights struggles and operated on basic 

assumptions of rights and privileges, and it demanded inclusion while advocating 

autonomy and self-determination,” most northern whites could not see these factors in its 

purposes (2).  And Sugrue notes, “With charges of racism hurling past them in the 1960s 

and early 1970s, northern whites fiercely proclaimed their racial innocence [. . .] Racial 

inequality was someone else’s problem—it was not the North’s responsibility” (xv).  The 

apparent outrageousness of Black Power only intensified these notions.   

Black Power’s refusal to use words “whites want to hear,” as Carmichael notes in 

the first epigraph, and whites’ refusal to actually recognize what spokespeople like 

Carmichael were saying, contributed to white hostility to northern change, in addition to 

the fact that northern whites were complicit in the problems.  Black Power advocates 

were no longer willing to tell whites that they were “nice guys,” for much of their 

behavior had made this statement untrue.  As rhetorician Vorris Nunley has argued, 

“Bold, brazen, assertive, insolent, edgy, wild, rhetorically nappy rhetors such as Maria 

W. Stewart, Fannie Lou Hamer, Ida B. Wells, Martin Delaney, Minister Louis Farrakhan, 

Malcolm X [. . .] are often supported by significant numbers of Black folks not because 

they necessarily agreed with their claims or politics but because these speakers are 

willing to ‘tell it like they think it is’ in front of a White audience” (231).46  Such 

audiences are often incapable of hearing other than the fire of the anger behind such 

rhetors’ words, not their substance.  The media’s relatively recent cherry picking of the 
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Reverend Jeremiah Wright’s comments are a contemporary example, a subject I discuss 

in the Conclusion. In the 1960s, as in the example above, Peck, someone who had 

suffered considerably at the hands of segregationists, could not respond to what Hamilton 

wrote in the Times; he instead responded to the hostility he perceived that Black Power 

represented, none of which was actually in Hamilton’s essay.  African-American rhetoric 

that did not present a conciliatory tone frightened most white audiences; this fear 

rendered them incapable of thinking deeply about race and American society. 

This growing civil rights fatigue and misunderstanding of Black Power on the part 

of whites made the need for change even more pressing for African Americans.47

As Stewart points out, over the course of the years Carmichael spent defining and 

defending Black Power, he “created a symbolic realignment within the movement by 

replacing words such as Negro, Negro people, ghetto, segregation, and integration with 

black, black masses, colony, colonialism, and liberation that altered how audiences saw 

  In 

urban areas in the North, it was police and other “authorities, rather than goon squads, 

[who] meted out antiblack violence,” and no news cameras rolled while an African 

American was beaten or shot there; that would have to wait until someone caught the 

Rodney King beating on tape in 1991 (Joseph Waiting 52).  Occasionally, figures like 

Malcolm X had organized impromptu marches in response to police brutality, but such 

activity was sporadic at best (Haley 238-239).  By 1966, the rhetorical rift between 

whites and African Americans was widening, not shrinking, as was the difference in 

white and African-American perceptions of the problems.  While a small minority (about 

10%) of whites supported Black Power as the Detroit survey shows (these are probably 

the same 10% who would have read left-leaning journals), the vast majority did not.   
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the ghettos of large American cities and American institutions and linked the civil rights 

movement with the African movements for independence from colonial powers” (439).48

As unpopular as Black Power and the Panthers were for white audiences, the FBI 

and local police departments would go to great lengths to silence Panthers whom those 

institutions regarded as dangerous or having messianic—as COINTELPRO’s memo 

below shows, messiah was its word—potential in delivering Black Power’s message.  Tal 

writes that “COINTELPRO (the FBI and police counterintelligence program) activities 

instigated intergroup violence [and] legal fights drained organizational coffers” (40).

  

These were all important achievements, in spite of Black Power’s failures by itself to 

bring about changes in material conditions.  The emergence of black pride, which the 

Panthers also fostered with their educational programs, ushered African-American studies 

programs into academia.  Stewart claims that the “The rhetorical situation that made 

[Carmichael’s] message possible and attractive also mitigated against the massive 

evolutionary change he sought within the movement” (442-3).  I believe that this is true 

to some extent, but the Black Panthers did enact Black Power programs that attempted to 

enact such change.  While the “consciously political, often explicitly Marxist, rhetoric of 

the Black Panthers and other Black liberation workers has been worn away until almost 

all that is left is the image of the black clad, leather-jacketed beret-wearing Black man 

with a gun,” the Panthers were involved in much more than self-defense.  (Tal 38).  They 

instituted a national newspaper, started free breakfast programs for children, implemented 

educational programs for both children and adults, and established free or low-cost health 

clinics open to all poor people.   These activities need to be examined so that the 

aforementioned image of the Panthers is not the only one.      

49  
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Some Panthers were assassinated by governmental forces.  As rhetorician Gwendolyn 

Pough notes in response to journalist Hugh Pearson’s history of “the party as a bunch of 

thugs and criminals,” the Panthers “were also undeniably the targets of heavy 

government and police repression because they were trying to create revolutionary 

change and encourage coalitions.  Many lost their lives—or large parts of their lives in 

the case of the many political prisoners—because of their political beliefs and activism” 

(70).  Pough argues that it was a combination of factors—most importantly the Panthers’ 

abilities to make coalitions with other groups fighting for liberation—that struck terror 

within the hearts of people like J. Edgar Hoover.   And those who designed 

COINTELPRO’s stated goals in response to African-American militance in 1967 wrote 

the following: 

1. Prevent a coalition of militant black nationalist groups [. . .] 
2. Prevent the rise of a messiah who could unify and electrify a militant nationalist 

movement [. . .]  
3. Prevent violence on the part of black nationalist groups [. . .] 
4. Prevent militant black nationalist groups and leaders from gaining respectability 

by discrediting them [. . .] 
5. Prevent the long-range growth of militant black nationalist organizations, 

especially among youth. (qtd. in Austin 193) 
 

For the purposes of this dissertation, I offer the case of Frederick Hampton, the 

young, attractive, charismatic, and eloquent chairperson of the Illinois chapter of the 

Black Panther Party, who fell victim to such governmental forces precisely because of his 

messianic potential.  Historian Curtis Austin writes that “His charisma and oratorical 

skills did not bode well for local, city, and state officials because of his ability ‘to 

persuade people that there was injustice,’ according to former attorney General Ramsey 

Clark,” and he also notes that Hampton’s talents would have made him a contender for 

eventual national leadership  (189).  Urban education scholar Elice Rogers attests that 
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“The Chicago Police Department made numerous efforts to dismantle the Panther 

organization,” which eventually resulted in the murders of Fred Hampton and Mark Clark 

(38).   

Elaine Brown, a Party leader in Los Angeles, describes meeting Hampton and 

witnessing him leading hundreds of people in an outdoor early morning display of 

solidarity and commitment in the freezing Windy City cold: 

‘I ain’t gon’ die slippin’ on no ice!’ Fred shouted into a bullhorn, walking up and 
down the aisles of Panthers like a Baptist preacher.   
‘I ain’t gon’ die slippin’ on no ice!’ Panthers shouted back. 
‘I ain’t gon’ die in no airplane crash!’ 
‘I ain’t gon’ die in no airplane crash!’ they responded in unison. 
‘I’m gon’ die for the People!’ [. . .] 
‘‘Cause I live for the People!’ [ . . .] 
‘‘Cause I’m high on the People!’ [ . . .] 
‘‘Cause I love the People!’ [ . . .] 
Tears were streaming down my face, stinging my frozen cheeks.  This young, 
twenty-one-year-old Fred Hampton had aroused in me a surge of love for my 
people stronger than I had ever felt. (200, she tells this same story in Eyes on the 
Prize) 
 

Many African Americans shared Brown’s feelings about Hampton’s abilities to move an 

audience; Hampton’s words proved unhappily prophetic.  The last thing the FBI wanted, 

given J. Edgar Hoover’s insistence that the Black Panthers represented the greatest threat 

to the internal security of the U.S.—this  in spite of the fact that it was the Weathermen 

who were by this time actually setting off bombs around the country and killing people—

was a young leader who could move African-American audiences the way Martin Luther 

King had, only in Hampton’s case as an advocate of Black Power.  

 Hampton began his political activism as a teenager with the NAACP, becoming a 

“youth leader of the Maywood [suburb of Chicago]” chapter (Report 4).  When the 

Illinois chapter of the BPP was formed in 1968, Hampton joined, and soon became a 
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leader.  He had been arrested before as a high school student involved in civil rights 

demonstrations, and his brushes with police intensified as his militance increased as a 

Panther.  He “was arrested for allegedly inciting mob violence in Maywood” in January 

1969, but was acquitted shortly afterward (5).  Similar police crackdowns continued 

throughout that year, with Hampton at one point jailed for allegedly stealing $70 worth of 

ice cream from a street vendor (see Austin’s chapter “Unjustified Homicides” for more 

details about police and Panther interactions in Chicago).50

 The documentary The Murder of Fred Hampton was originally intended as a 

documentary of the Illinois BPP in general and Hampton’s career in particular.  It clearly 

demonstrates Hampton’s talents in organizing African Americans as well as white 

students in establishing and staffing the free breakfast program and medical clinics.  

These programs served all poor people, and as Austin argues, the BPP’s stated positions 

on self defense were not what worried the government the most as the Panthers were 

vastly outnumbered in terms of both people and fire power.  Conversely, “It was much 

more difficult [. . .] to keep the BPP from organizing blacks to fight against oppression.  

Federal and local police attacked the breakfast program so vehemently because the 

Panthers used it to recruit and indoctrinate community people with its philosophy of self-

reliance and armed struggle” (209).  This philosophy is the reason that, as The Eyes on 

the Prize segment on Hampton shows, the FBI labeled the breakfast programs “nefarious 

activities,” though it is hard to see how feeding children who otherwise might not have 

breakfast could be nefarious (“Nation”).       

  

 As all of this evidence demonstrates, the FBI in conjunction with local police 

were determined to eliminate the BPP’s leadership, including potential national leaders, 
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through imprisonment or more permanent means.  For example, the entire New York 

chapter’s leadership contingent, the New York 21, was in jail “on ridiculously high one 

hundred thousand dollar bonds” for allegedly conspiring to blow up buildings in the city; 

they were eventually released, but not until 1971 when the New York chapter was failing 

(Austin 190; 302-3).  In other chapters, agents provocateurs and informants were used to 

foment schisms and plant evidence of alleged betrayals.  Such an informant, William 

O’Neal, provided the floor plan for Hampton’s apartment, allowing police to pinpoint 

Hampton’s likely location in it prior to the police raid upon it (190).       

On December 4, 1969, under the cover of pre-dawn darkness, a small cadre of 

Chicago police, ostensibly in search of illegal weapons, descended upon Hampton’s 

apartment, kicked down its doors, and opened fire within it, leaving Hampton and Mark 

Clark dead and wounding four others (Wilkins 3).  The state’s Attorney General, Edward 

V. Hanrahan, who was in contact with FBI informants, and a small group of police 

officers had orchestrated the raid; the larger department itself did not know about it until 

moments before it began.  In fact, the police unit that carried out the raid was part of the 

Attorney General’s special police force; these officers subsequently arrested the survivors 

for attempted murder.   

Hampton’s murder prompted even Ralph Abernathy, who had taken over King’s 

position as head of the SCLC in the wake of King’s assassination, to offer these 

comments at the slain leader’s funeral:  “‘I want to tell you this, Fred—You did not die in 

vain.  We’re going to see to it that you didn’t die in vain.  But I don’t think you’ll rest in 

peace, Fred, because there isn’t going to be any peace.  We’re going to take up your 

torch, Fred.  Though my fight will be nonviolent, it will be militant.  There will be no 
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peace in this land’” (qtd. in Wilkins 5).  Abernathy’s statements demonstrate the power 

and potential of this young leader and his ability to touch even those civil rights leaders 

who disagreed with his methods. 

  Outside of the African-American press, large sectors of the media looked 

favorably upon the police’s actions and agreed with the initial coroner’s declaration that 

Hampton’s death constituted a “justifiable homicide” (9).  Many African Americans 

disagreed, however, and there were significant disparities in how they and Chicago 

whites felt about police: “Only fourteen percent of white Chicago residents felt there was 

discrimination in police treatment of blacks and whites whereas 44 percent of blacks saw 

that disparity.  To boot, only one out of ten whites thought police treated blacks unjustly, 

whereas almost all (nine out of ten) blacks believed the opposite” (Austin 201).  The 

former finding about police treatment of African Americans among whites is similar to 

Alberbach’s and Walker’s finding that only about 10% of whites in Detroit had positive 

associations with Black Power.  These disparities in viewpoints of the police and 

criminality among whites and blacks likely stem from ingroup/outgroup thinking, 

something I discuss further in the conclusion.  For now, ingroup/outgroup thinking is 

similar to stereotypes—if a white person uses ingroup/outgroup framing in terms of race, 

he or she is likely to view white criminality in context.  The white person in question 

embezzled money because her parent needed money for medical bills, say.  The behavior 

of members of the outgroup, in contrast, is not viewed or explained in such sympathetic 

terms.  Thus to such a person, if an African American is alleged to have committed a 

crime, the explanation of such behavior is one of essence, not circumstance:  she did it 

because she is a criminal. 
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After the Hampton shooting, police maintained that they fired upon the apartment 

only upon facing gunfire issuing from it.  However, an independent ballistics analysis 

later determined that only one shot could have come from the apartment, and this shot 

was possibly fired after the police had opened fire as they came crashing through both the 

front and back doors, firing all the while.  Police shot at least eighty and up to one 

hundred rounds of ammunition, while the Panthers may have shot one (experts were 

unable to determine the point of origin of this one shot) (Wilkins 80).  The scene of the 

shooting was, astonishingly, left unsealed for two weeks; this fact allowed Panthers to 

give tours of the scene to community members and to open it to the filmmakers of The 

Murder of Fred Hampton, whose film’s emphasis had suddenly changed in the middle of 

filming, access to it.  This footage proved useful in countering Hanrahan’s and the police 

officers’ arguments that the police only returned fire in kind upon the occupants; in fact, 

most if not all of them were asleep when the raid began.  What Hanrahan claimed were 

bullet holes left by outgoing bullets, it turned out, were merely nail heads in the 

doorframes of the older flat.  According to Austin, the grand jury failed to return 

indictments against the police officers in exchange for the District Attorney dropping the 

attempted murder charges against the Panthers.  In a civil trial which lasted seven years, 

however, “The court awarded the Hampton and Clark families, as well as the other 

Panthers who were in the apartment, including Hampton’s [at the time of the shooting] 

unborn son, a settlement of $1.85 million” (Austin 223).  Nobody spent a day in jail.  

A more recent example of race and power, of attitudes about separation and 

segregation and how they are linked to the violence underwriting them is instructive here 

because it demonstrates the extent to which the linkage between maintaining purported 
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law and order and the policing and brutalizing of African Americans still exists. I choose 

this example, rather than one of the numerous cases of police shootings of African 

Americans, because it demonstrates notions of inclusion and exclusion, what critical race 

studies scholar Patricia Williams terms “lethal philosophies of life.”  It also reveals 

assumptions about African-American essences and criminality (59). Late in the evening 

of December 19 1986, three African-American men whose car had broken down in a 

desolate area walked three miles into Queens’ mostly white Howard Beach 

neighborhood.  Before finding an open pizzeria and ordering a pie, the men were 

confronted by some white youths who screamed racial epithets from their car.  When the 

men finished their pizza, they left, only to be met by twelve white teenagers, ready to 

beat the men and armed with a bat, a tree limb, as well as their fists and feet.  The press 

later reported that the youths shouted, “‘Niggers, you don’t belong here!’” (McFadden 

“Black Man Dies”). One of the assailed men escaped to safety, while the whites trapped 

and beat the other two through the Queens neighborhood’s nighttime streets.  In the 

ensuing chase, one of these men attempted to get away by crossing a highway and was 

struck by a car, subsequently dying at the scene.  At the time of the trial, it was not clear 

whether the driver intentionally struck the terrified pedestrian; the driver did leave the 

scene for an hour, though he was never charged with leaving the scene of an accident 

(McFadden “A Case”).51

Williams has examined the controversial rhetoric that emerged in this tragedy’s 

aftermath, fueled by the repeated comments of Howard Beach’s residents and the 

defendants’ attorneys.  These comments asked over and over what the men were doing 

there and insisted that African Americans did not belong in Howard Beach.  Such 
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comments made up a “veritable Greek chorus [ . . .] repeating and repeating that the mere 

presence of three black men in that part of town at that part of night was reason enough to 

drive them out” (58).  These statements, which expressed bewilderment about why 

African-American men would be in Howard Beach in the first place, reveal several 

assumptions. The assumptions underlying these statements—that African Americans do 

not belong in Howard Beach, have no business being there, and if they are there, intend 

to do harm—are themselves upheld by what Williams terms “lethal philosophies of life:”  

white residents often referred to fears for their safety as a way to explain the violence 

(59).  So once again, the maintenance of order is linked to de facto segregation, and to 

some white northerners, violence is a justified means of ensuring segregation by 

destroying African-American bodies.  What such statements mean is that these white 

people believed that they were “better safe than sorry,” and the “hidden implications of 

such statements is that to be safe is not to be sorry; and to be safe is to be white and to be 

sorry is to be associated with blacks.  Thus safety and sorrow, which are inherently 

alterable and random, are linked to inalterable essences” (59).  As in the late 1960s, when 

the rhetoric of law and order first emerged as a racially coded appeal to white audiences, 

here the issue of white safety is linked to either the absence or violent control of African-

American bodies.  

What happened in Howard Beach resulted from the white youths’ failure to 

imagine that the African-American men belonged there just as surely as they belonged in 

Harlem or Bedford-Stuyvesant or Jamaica, Queens; residents’ subsequent responses 

revealed that they too could not imagine African-American men merely being in Howard 

Beach for any but criminal purposes.  They claimed not to be racist, but they also claimed 
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that African Americans did not belong in Howard Beach.  Their associated links, not 

much different from southern segregationist ones, shaped the ways they looked at African 

Americans and allowed them to believe both these things at once. This failure of the 

imagination continues from the upheavals of the 1960s, and calls us to reexamine the 

rhetoric of that decade’s dissident groups. 

Williams goes on to illuminate how power is distributed in an imagined 

conversation between Cain and Abel:  

 Cain:  Abel’s part of town is tough turf. 
Abel: It upsets me when you say that; you have never been to my part of town.  
As a matter of fact, my part of town is a leading supplier of milk and honey. 
Cain:  The news that I’m upsetting you is too upsetting for me to handle.  You 
were wrong to tell me of your upset because now I’m terribly upset.   
Abel:  I felt threatened first.  Listen to me.  Take your distress as a measure of my 
own and empathize with it.  Don’t ask me to recant and apologize in order to 
carry this conversation further. 
 

She uses this anecdote to illustrate how the discussion is transformed from the topic at 

hand to the fact that Abel disagrees with Cain, and then Abel is held responsible for 

Cain’s reaction to Abel’s initial disagreement with Cain’s evaluation (64).  I will revisit 

this imagined conversation in the Conclusion regarding Rev. Wright and Obama, but for 

now, a similar scenario played out in the Black Power Movement: northern whites did 

not want to hear about the African-American Abel’s assessment of northern white racism 

and the social problems it led to; they wanted to feel a Cain-like freedom from 

responsibility for any of it, and above all else, they did not want to hear how African 

Americans felt about their own self-empowerment and desires for self-determination in 

attaining it.  They would also resort to vigilante violence as well as state-sponsored 

violence to maintain de facto segregation and prevent African-American empowerment.  

It was into this complicated rhetorical field, with whites afraid of Black Power, unwilling 
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to take responsibility for the social ills that unacknowledged white power caused, and 

insisting that Black Power meant whites’ “losing everything” that Black Power emerged.  

Angela Davis, a political prisoner and the subject of next chapter, had white people’s 

assumptions of her guilt prior to its proof as further rhetorical barriers. 

 Before turning to Angela Davis’ autobiography, I would here like to take up the 

rhetorical questions I raised above.  The civil rights strategies that brought about major 

legislative reform were no longer working, and those legislative reforms were not nearly 

broadly enforced—witness the continued suppression of the African-American vote in 

spite of the Voting Rights Act (1965).  The emergence of Black Power or something 

similar was inevitable, not regrettable, and predictably, its emergence was viewed as an 

upstart.  But, so was SCLC’s direct action when compared to the staid legal maneuvering 

of the NAACP, and so were Greensboro’s sit-ins that spread with lightning speed across 

the South in the Spring of 1960.  So in 1966, the time for Black Power had come, as well 

as its manifestation in the BPP.  We will never know what may have come from the 

Party’s social, educational, and political programs, as governmental treachery saw to its 

demise.   

As Fred Hampton says in the documentary, there can be no peace without self-

defense—African Americans would continue to be brutalized in the North and the South.  

A country such as the U.S., embroiled, as it was, in a cold war that depended on 

enormous expenditures for self-defense, should have understood that.  Because many of 

its white citizens had a series of links that in a large part associated African-American 

arms with criminality, and in many cases a mere African-American presence in white 

neighborhoods, those citizens could not understand.  Like the poet Margaret Walker, 
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Hampton only hoped to “let a bloody peace be written in the sky [ . . .] Let the martial 

songs be written, let the dirges disappear.”     

Black Power ended up epitomizing the shifting rhetorical situation.  There was a 

shift in audience from a focus on a mixed audience with most efforts expended to 

accommodate liberal whites to one focusing on empowering African Americans 

regardless of what white people thought.  For many white people, Black Power was not 

going to be accepted no matter in what venues or how many times African Americans 

tried to explain it.  This rhetorical shift was precipitated by the long, violent ten years that 

preceded it.  As Anne Moody was by 1963, many African Americans were convinced by 

1966 that dramatizing white violence was no longer working—the Civil Rights and 

Voting Rights Acts had been passed, but in many ways things had not changed enough.  

The rhetorical situation also shifted to the North—white liberals who had been happy to 

be spectators and supporters of the movement while condemning their malevolent 

southern counterparts now were confronted with rhetors who counted white liberals as 

part of the problem.  So the texts themselves also changed, and it is to Angela Davis’ 

autobiography I now turn.    
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From Dynamite Hill to Acquittal in San Jose: Angela Davis, Black Power, and State 
Repression  

 
Angela Davis: 
"One of the reasons why the war in vietnam was able to happen as long as it did 
Was because this - of this fear of communism. 
And people pointed to the vietnamese as their enemy. 
As if somehow or another 
If the country defeated the communist enemy in vietnam 
Things were gonna be okay at home." 
 [ . . .] 
 Seems I got caught up in this romanticized idea of revolution 
With saviors, prophets and heroes 
But in the silence of my prayers 
I had a vision of my hatred 
Dissolving into grains of sand 
[ . . .] 
 But there aint much to hold onto 
We all living in a world built upon 
Rape, starvation, greed, need, fascist regimes 
White man, rich man democracy 
Suffer in the world trade paradise 
Hear me now...  
[ . . .] 
Join the party, fist in the air, 
Everybody for the 
Revolutionary soul singer 
[ . . . ]  
Angela davis : ("the prison industrial complex") 
"And now of course, that the welfare system has been disestablished. And there are no 
jobs, so to speak - for women who are told, that if they don't work...They can only get 
welfare for a certain period of time and then they have to find a job. Now they haven't 
had the opportunity to go to an institution like this. They may not have the skills. Where 
are they going to find a job? And if they have children, how are they going to pay for 
childcare, in order to guarantee the conditions which will allow them to work?" 
 
--Me’Shell Ndegeocello, “Hot Night”  
 
 In the 1971 article discussed in Chapter One, rhetorician Richard Gregg writes 

that the rhetoric of Black Power, the student movement, and women’s liberation 

represents not an attempt to persuade an audience, but rather a rhetoric of identity 

assertion and self-persuasion.  While he is not entirely off target in recognizing that such 
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a focus was a part of the rhetoric of Black Power, it was also directed at a broader 

African-American audience as well as anyone else willing to listen.  As I showed in the 

preceding chapter, writers spilled considerable ink trying to explain and justify Black 

Power in instruments such as the New York Times as well as collections of essays.  By 

reducing Black Power to its psychological elements of positive self-identification, Gregg, 

like many, misses the larger point about Black Power rhetoric in particular.  Such 

dismissals of angry, historically grounded African-American rhetoric continue.  As I will 

discuss in the Conclusion, the aptly named Jeremiah Wright’s jeremiads have been 

roundly dismissed, decontextualized, and misunderstood by the mainstream media.   

Gregg also sees Black Power as coercive, failing to see how coercive its 

opponents were.  As I discussed previously, law enforcement would resort to murder to 

silence its champions.  Gregg writes,  

Protestors appear to reject opportunities for identification, refuse to make 
the kinds of appeals which might gain them a receptive audience, and in 
fact, flaunt and make a mockery of the values and ways of behaving which 
are so meaningful to the ‘establishment.’  Rhetoric, as we usually 
understand it, seems to flee the scene, leaving in its place coercion, threat, 
and intimidation. (73-74)   
 

In the conclusion, I will return to the problem of people perceiving oppositional rhetoric 

as coercive or hateful and what such perceptions mean for the often called for national 

conversation on race, one which so often falls short of its promise.   The closed fist of 

coercion is once again opposed to the open hand of rhetoric.  But, as discussed in Chapter 

One, rhetoricians Jane Mansbridge and Richard Marback insist that rhetoric and coercion 

do partake of each other.   

Angela Davis not only faces these difficulties regarding white audiences, she also 

writes her narrative as a political prisoner, accused of far more serious crimes than 
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disturbing the peace or disorderly conduct, charges most often leveled against southern 

protestors.  While people (and children) like Anne Moody were arrested and kept in very 

uncomfortable makeshift outdoor jails along with the typical county ones, northern 

militants were locked in maximum security prisons with long sentences, and they were 

denied bail as they awaited complicated trials in northern jails.  Because of their potential 

for spreading African-American liberation ideas, they were often kept isolated from the 

general population during parts or all of their trials, which themselves generated 

considerable publicity.  While Davis was not so unlucky, some women prisoners were 

also housed in men’s prisons because they were perceived to be so dangerous.  Davis, 

more than any other woman this dissertation discusses, became notorious to many and a 

cause celebre for others, both in the U.S. and internationally.   

 Despite the differing situations among Davis, Bates, and Moody, Davis uses 

similar rhetorical tactics as those earlier authors do, invoking the injustice of slavery and 

its aftermath along with white on African American violence.  What has changed, 

however, is that now it is every aspect of the government and institutional racism, not 

merely white southern politicians and segregationists, with an often unresponsive federal 

government rounding out a distant third, that are responsible for oppression.  As I have 

shown, Bates’ and Moody’s rhetorical task was difficult enough—both authors ended up 

despairing the possibility for change in the face of white intransigence while they at the 

same time tried to break segregationist links.  Davis needed to break the links among 

many white northerners between African Americans and criminality.  She rather tries to 

show that the government and northern police forces are criminal in their dealings with 

African-American communities.  This statement is not meant to suggest that southern 
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police had not killed activists; indeed they had.  However, the violence in the urban North 

increased by several degrees:  is it any wonder that the rhetoric in response to it became 

more forceful as the coercion, violence, and murder exerted against it increased 

exponentially? As I argued in the previous chapter, something like Black Power was a 

natural outgrowth of the civil rights movement:  once legislative gains were made, protest 

had to take new forms.    

 James Baldwin, another African-American jeremiah in his 1960s essays, 

characterizes the rhetorical situation Black Power created in the following way in “An 

Open Letter to My Sister, Angela Y. Davis”:   

The secret is out:  we are men!  But the blunt, open articulation of this 
secret has frightened the nation to death.  I wish I could say, ‘to life,’ but 
that is much to demand of a disparate collection of displaced people still 
cowering in their wagon trains and singing ‘Onward Christian Soldiers.’ 
The nation, if America is a nation, is not in the least prepared for this day.  
It is a day which the Americans never expected or desired to see, however 
piously they may declare their belief in progress and democracy.  Those 
words, now, on American lips, have become a kind of universal obscenity:  
for this most unhappy people, strong believers in arithmetic, never 
expected to be confronted with the algebra of their history. (15) 
    

I argue that Baldwin’s pronouncements should guide the way we read Davis’ text in 

particular and Black Power texts in general.  The passage recalls those issues I raised in 

the introduction, with warped linkages among democracy, patriotism, and segregation.  In 

the North, as the more recent Howard Beach incident demonstrates, segregationist 

impulses are linked to a justification of violence, a deplorable prior restraint.   

In this chapter, I contextualize Angela Davis’ text by building on the work of the 

previous chapter concerning the criminalization of African-American political militance 

in the white public’s mind, and, more importantly in this case, in the criminal justice 
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system.  Regarding the nature of political trials, Reginald Major, an African-American 

journalist who covered Davis’ trial, writes that repression intensified  

when the thrust of black politics shifted to specifically seeking effective 
political power.  When the shift began to show results the political 
repression machine had to be cranked up and put into motion.  The main 
determinant of the political trial is the defendant.  If the defendant is a 
political person whose views are sharply at variance with what is 
considered politically orthodox, if all or part of the case against him 
involves evidence drawn from observing his political activities, then in all 
probability you are dealing with a political trial.  (3)   
 

He writes that the “modern political trial is a substitute for, and a precursor of, politically 

motivated violence that would control and repress those who would change the system” 

(11).  Since much of the evidence against Davis had to do with her political views, Major 

deems her trial a political one, one intended to suppress dissent.  As this chapter will 

show, those trials and the prison system also entailed significant violence. 

In providing this historical context, I recount events surrounding Davis’ firing 

from UCLA by the Board of Regents and its renewal in the context of Davis’ work on 

behalf of the Soledad Brothers.  I also examine the Marin County shootout which left 

Judge Harold Haley, Jonathan Jackson, James McClain, and William Christmas dead and 

three others wounded.  It was this incident that led to Davis’ indictment on kidnapping, 

capital murder, and conspiracy charges in 1970 because some of the guns used were 

registered in her name; I then move to the text itself, briefly analyzing key moments in 

Davis’ childhood and later education, but spending more time on her career as an activist 

and her subsequent imprisonment.      

Angela Davis was a controversial figure in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and 

she continues to be for some people.  She made David Horowitz’s list of “One Hundred 

and One [most dangerous] Professors.”  Communication studies scholar Henry Giroux 
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describes The Professors, which was largely written by assistants, as “an appalling mix of 

falsehoods, lies, misrepresentations, and unsubstantiated anecdotes” (25).52  Nonetheless, 

its attacks on professors for their political beliefs outside of the classroom and the 

material they teach and even their departments have had material effects.  Spurred by 

Horowitz along with other like-minded figures, several state legislatures have entertained 

so-called academic bills of rights which are intended to protect conservative students 

from hearing different viewpoints, but which claim to be intended to restore balance to 

academia.  Horowitz’s attacks on Davis are based on her previous membership in the CP 

USA and her activism against the Iraq War (115-119).  In addition, he claims that she has 

“never really made a scholarly contribution or written a serious academic work” (119).  

He assumes Davis’ criminality in spite of the fact that she was acquitted of all charges, 

alleging jury impropriety; he fails to mention that the jury was all-white.  Elsewhere he 

condemns historian Manning Marable for inquiry into those responsible for Malcolm X’s 

death precisely because two Nation of Islam members were convicted of the 

assassination.  He writes, “since the obvious culprit is politically unacceptable to 

Professor Marable, the facts of the courtroom conviction [. . . ] are ignored” (269).  In 

reality, what Marable is questioning is whether the government may have used agents 

provacateurs in instigating the murders as it did in taking down the BPP, a nuanced 

possibility that escapes Horowitz.  Horowitz certainly can’t deny the existence of 

COINTELPRO; he was a leftist during its heyday.  Whether juries are to be trusted for 

Horowitz apparently depends on whether he likes the verdicts they render.  Acquitting 

Davis is bad; convicting Nation of Islam members is good.   
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Giroux has written further about the effects of efforts like Horowitz’s, their 

provenance in right wing desires to control education following the worst of 

McCarthyism, and the funding available to folks like Horowitz through conservative 

think tanks.  He writes: “the war against liberalism and a substantive democracy was 

primarily a pedagogical and political struggle designed both to win the hearts and minds 

of the general public and to build a power base capable of eliminating those public 

spaces, spheres, and institutions that nourish and sustain what Samuel Huntington would 

later call (in a 1975 study on the ‘governability of democracies’ by the Trilateral 

Commission) an ‘excess of democracy’”  (5).   These efforts intensified in the 1960s and 

1970s in the wake of protest movements. They continue to plague higher education and 

professors today, and Davis’  political beliefs put her professorial job in jeopardy from the 

California Board of Regents at the time of her first academic appointment.             

Angela Davis was exposed to leftist political discourse early in life, as she 

attended an academy run by socialists in her teens in New York City, away from her 

native Birmingham.  She went to college at Brandeis, studied abroad, and earned a 

doctorate from the University of California at San Diego.  She was involved with SNCC 

on the West Coast, and she then joined the Black Panther Political Party, which was 

distinct from the one that Newton and Seale started, the BPP for Self Defense.  Davis 

gained notoriety when she publicly admitted to being a Communist Party USA member.   

She had joined the Che-Lumumba Club of the CP USA in 1968, which was “organized 

by and for Black members of the Party specifically to address the interests and needs of 

the Black liberation struggle” (Perkins 2).  This political involvement led Ronald Reagan, 
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then Governor of California, to pressure the Regents to fire her from her professorial post 

at UCLA, which they eventually did. 

 Davis biographer Regina Nadelson writes that the “real significance of [Davis’] 

membership [is that it was] an organization focused away from the Soviet Union and onto 

the Third World, an organization whose international contacts with revolutionary 

movements in Africa and Latin America fitted in with Angela’s own enthusiasm for 

Cuba, Algeria, and Vietnam” (134).  In the spring of 1969, UCLA’s philosophy 

department offered Davis a job with a teaching release so she could finish her 

dissertation, and she accepted.  That June, the student newspaper ran a brief piece 

indicating that the department had hired a Communist, which ushered in Davis’ life as a 

public figure (138).  The controversy erupted when the San Francisco Examiner 

published this information in July (142).  The Examiner reporter had called Davis to ask 

if she was a party member, and she said yes.  When the administration heard of this 

admission, some members wanted to terminate Davis’ employment.  Some final 

documents regarding Davis’ appointment had not yet been signed, and Davis was visiting 

Cuba that summer and had no idea that the Chancellor’s Office was looking for a reason 

to back out of its employment contract.  The Regents “instructed their lawyer to inform 

the Philosophy Department that while the 1940, 1949, and 1950 resolutions barring 

Communist Party members from teaching had been declared invalid, the Regents meant 

to force a ruling through the courts again” (148). 

 When Davis returned home, she found a letter from the Vice-Chancellor asking 

her if she was a Communist, and she replied in a letter in the affirmative, explaining that 

she felt it necessary to seek “radical solutions to the problems of racial and national 
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minorities in the white capitalist United States” (149).  On September 19, the Regents 

ordered the President to fire her, which he did; however, Edward [Don] Kalish, 

Chairperson of the Department of Philosophy who had offered her the job, asked Davis if 

she would like to teach a class for which he had no professor.  She accepted.  As Bettina 

Aptheker (then a friend of Davis and a graduate student, now a women’s studies scholar) 

explains, “The regents’ action would not take effect immediately.  She had appealed their 

decision and appropriate academic bodies had still to consider her appeal.  A substantial 

movement was gathering strength to assure that a proper decision reversing the regental 

edict would be made”  (2).53  The Regents ended up saying that she could teach, but 

students would not get credit for classes she taught.  A year of complicated legal 

maneuvering ensued, with Davis continuing to teach.  There was also ample media 

coverage, especially in California (Nadelson 151-152).  Governor Reagan, as head of the 

Regents, was especially determined to end her employment; Davis writes that “[the anti-

Communist statute] was pulled out of the closet, and invoked by Ronald Reagan and 

company in order to prevent me from teaching at UCLA” (217).  A TIME magazine 

article (entitled “The Case of Angela the Red”) also noted Reagan’s strategy to “control 

what the Governor regards as a runaway state university, [though] it seems to be 

backfiring. With the Angela Davis case, the regents may have pleased many California 

voters, but they have also handed campus activists an explosive new issue that seems 

destined to haunt the University of California—and the Governor—for some time to 

come.”  The faculty were largely supportive of Davis; it was the general non-academic 

California audience that was not.54   
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Such concerned California voters sent Davis death threats and other hate mail, 

while UCLA received bomb threats.  As she writes in the autobiography, “Threatening 

calls and letters poured into the Philosophy Department and into the offices of the 

Communist Party.  A man broke into the Philosophy Department and physically attacked 

Don Kalish.  [. . .] The campus police had to be placed on alert at all times.  Several times 

they had to check out my car because of bomb threats I had received” (219).  Once Davis 

won an injunction “prohibiting the Regents from firing me for political reasons—the hate 

letters and threats multiplied in number and ferocity [. . .] One afternoon, a Black 

plainclothesman interrupted my class to tell me that serious threats had been received and 

that the campus police had instructed him to guard me until I was ready to go home” 

(220).   Her association with Communism would have strengthened the links between 

African-American radicalism and Communism for many onlookers. 

 The controversy clearly highlighted issues of academic freedom, university 

independence, and racism.  The Regents again fired her in June of 1970, this time on the 

grounds of speeches she had made in support of the Soledad Brothers, whom I will 

discuss in a moment (Nadelson 172).  While it is likely that the University would have 

reappointed her that fall in a similar series of legal moves, in August Davis became a 

fugitive following the Marin County Courthouse kidnapping and killings which I will 

also discuss below.  While Davis languished in prison during her subsequent trial, the 

University did rehire her in January 1972 (175). 

 The Soledad Brothers were accused of murdering a prison guard, and Davis spoke 

in their defense.  One of the Brothers, George Jackson, maintained a correspondence with 

Davis, some of which appears in his book Soledad Brother: The Prison Letters of George 
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Jackson.  On January 13 1970, a fight broke out among white and African-American 

prisoners in the recreation yard of Soledad Prison.  Aptheker writes that “A group of 

white prisoners attacked the Black prisoners.  A fist fight ensued.  Officer Miller [in the 

guard tower] opened fire.  There was no warning shot.  His first three shots hit three 

Black inmates,” two of whom died immediately, and the third a couple of hours later (5).  

One white inmate was wounded in the incident.  African-American prisoners felt that this 

shooting reflected the correctional officers’ racism and that they had been specifically 

targeted in the shooting and other instances of correctional officer brutality.  They further 

felt that white and African-American prisoners had been sent to the yard at the same time 

to provoke a fight as there was a high level of racism within the prison.  Thirty minutes 

after inmates heard that a grand jury did not return an indictment against Miller, “a white 

guard, John V. Mills, was found dying in ‘Y’ wing, a maximum security section of 

Soledad” (5).   

The same grand jury that had exonerated Miller indicted Fleeta Drumgo, John 

Cluchette, and George Jackson for first degree murder in the officer’s death, a capital 

crime.  While Jackson was killed by guards before the trial, allegedly for trying to escape, 

Drumgo and Cluchette were eventually acquitted and released. At the time of his 

indictment, Jackson was serving a variable one year to life sentence for robbery.  

According to Aptheker, Jackson had merely been giving a friend a ride, and upon 

stopping at a convenience store, the friend held it up, unbeknownst to Jackson (7), though 

Jackson did have a substantial juvenile record.  In Jackson’s brief autobiographical 

introduction to Soledad Brother, he writes that he “accepted a deal—I agreed to confess 

and spare the county court costs in return for a light county jail sentence.  I confessed but 
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when time came for sentencing, they tossed me into the penitentiary with one to life” 

(16).  The one to life sentencing arrangement allowed parole boards to continually deny 

parole for those accused of relatively petty crimes, like stealing seventy dollars. 

Following publication of his book, it was widely read in prison and among militant 

African Americans.   Many Black Power supporters viewed the charges against him for 

the prison guard murder as politically motivated to silence Jackson, as his intelligence 

and articulateness had made him a successful leader within the prison, spreading the ideas 

of Black Power.  The supporters of these men called them “the Soledad Brothers, 

political prisoners whose revolutionary beliefs and activism had made them targets of 

jailhouse officials”  (Joseph Waiting 151).  Davis was one of the Soledad Brothers’ most 

outspoken supporters, sponsoring rallies and fundraising efforts for their defense, which 

caused the regents to target her again.            

Angela Davis’ life as a fugitive began on August 7, 1970, when Jonathan Jackson, 

George Jackson’s younger brother, rashly entered a Marin County courtroom with several 

concealed weapons during James McClain’s trial.  McClain was accused of stabbing a 

San Quentin guard.  Jonathan gave guns to three other San Quentin inmates on trial, and 

they proceeded to kidnap the judge and a prosecutor, shuttling them outside to a waiting 

van: “in the ensuing shoot-out prison guards killed Jackson, along with convicts James 

McClain and William Christmas, while one of the escaping inmates fatally shot Judge 

Halsey and wounded the prosecutor” (Joseph Waiting 151).   As literature scholar Margo 

Perkins notes, there was considerable conflict in the testimony of witnesses and in the 

press coverage of the event:  some said that the first shots came from the van, while 

others said that guards began shooting at the van first, which is plausible given San 
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Quentin’s contemporary “no escape” policy. Such a policy meant that “friendly” fire 

casualties were acceptable to ensure other prisoners’ recapture.  One article noted that the 

judge was “fatally wounded immediately after the first two shots” coming from outside 

the van, while one of the guards maintained that “he fired after two guns were allegedly 

aimed at him and one actually discharged” (73-74).    

Many witnesses claimed the seventeen-year-old Jonathan, whose brother had been 

imprisoned for most of the boy’s life, hoped to bargain for his brother’s release using the 

hostages.  Such witnesses “claimed to have heard one of the prisoners demand the release 

of the Soledad Brothers [ . . .] as he fled the courthouse,” and prosecutors used this 

testimony “in an attempt to construct a motive” (Perkins 72).   In Davis’ trial, the 

prosecution would use the fact that Davis and George Jackson had fallen in love over the 

course of their correspondence as the main motivation for Davis’ alleged involvement in 

a conspiracy; they argued it was a crime of passion.  However, as Aptheker discusses, 

Jonathan had another equally plausible motive.  Fred Billingslea, a mentally ill inmate, 

had been beaten to death by guards in the B wing of San Quentin.  Other prisoners were 

also beaten during spring 1970, and Aptheker suggests that Jonathan likely wanted to 

expose conditions there as he had been politicized given his brother’s situation (12-14).  

And Perkins writes that “a letter written to [Davis] by Ruchell Magee [the only inmate to 

survive and Davis’ co-defendant] in the aftermath of the incident indicated that the 

takeover had not been to demand the release of the Soledad Brothers, but rather to gain 

access to a radio station” in order to publicize conditions at San Quentin (72).  While it is 

impossible to know exactly what motivated the younger Jackson, his desire to gain some 

media access is highly plausible, however foolish and dangerous the method he used to 
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attain it was.  The teenager was in regular receipt of letters from his brother describing 

the brutal conditions at the prison.      

Following the Marin County shootout, Davis was charged with “murder, 

kidnapping, and conspiracy as an accessory” to the siege because of the issue of the guns 

(Perkins 1-3).  In 1968, police had raided the apartment of Franklin and Kendra 

Alexander, who were Davis’ close friends and fellow Che Lumumba members, and one 

of the guns they confiscated was registered in Davis’ name (Davis 6).  Davis and others 

owned these guns because of frequent and potentially violent raids by police; raids like 

that of Hampton’s Chicago apartment discussed in the previous chapter weighed heavily 

on militants’ minds.  Although it is not exactly clear how Jonathan Jackson came to 

possess this and another gun, but Davis had been heavily involved with the Soledad 

Brothers’ defense and thus with the entire Jackson family as well as those of the other 

two prisoners who would visit her apartment.  Defense witnesses testified that the house 

where the guns were kept “was easily accessible to a whole number of brothers and 

sisters (385).  Davis’ autobiography suggests that Jonathan often served as her 

bodyguard; Jackson had recommended as much in their correspondence given his 

concern with the number of threats and amount of hate mail she received (268-269).     

Under Section 31 of the California Penal Code, a person suspected of helping to 

plan a crime could be charged with it.  But, as Aptheker points out, “It had seldom been 

invoked” since its enactment in 1872 (21).  When Davis spoke at the opening statement 

of her trial, she said that for the jury to find her guilty,  

There are basically three things which must be proved [. . . ] [T]he 
Prosecutor must prove beyond a reasonable doubt that there was a plan 
which predated the events of August 7.  Secondly, he must prove beyond a 
reasonable doubt that I had foreknowledge of a plan which predated the 
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events of August 7.  Third, he must prove beyond a reasonable doubt that I 
took steps to deliberately promote the execution of that plan. (12, qtd. in 
Major)  
    

These were the conditions that would have to be met to sustain the charges under Section 

31; that there was insufficient evidence for the prosecution to do so will be discussed 

further below.  And the trial itself, as communication studies scholar Vivian Dicks 

argues, “involved both forensic and deliberative controversies” because “the defense 

tacitly advanced the proposition of policy: That the American system should stop 

persecuting political prisoners” (180).  Under the prosecution’s theory of the crime, Davis 

had motive (love of Jackson and a desire for his release), means (ownership of weapons), 

and opportunity (conversations with Jonathan), while all of the prosecution’s evidence 

was circumstantial.   

By October of that year, FBI agents apprehended Davis, and she spent almost the 

next two years fighting the charges against her.  She was eventually acquitted of all 

counts against her, and she wrote the bulk of her autobiography while imprisoned (Davis 

Autobiography 3).  She also compiled another book which includes some of her prison 

letters as well as letters by other prisoners and supporters, If They Come in the Morning. 

Having offered this context, I now turn to this autobiography itself.  In a move similar to 

Daisy Bates’ discussed in chapter two, Davis opens her text in media res, beginning with 

her status as a fugitive; having read about the shootout in the newspaper, she suspects that 

police will look to apprehend her since she guesses that she will be tied to the guns.  She 

describes the fear that accompanies her going into hiding.  She remembers her fears of 

the dark as a child, but then she could never verbalize what the presence she sensed just 

behind her as she ran was.  Now, “with each step, I could feel a presence which I could 
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describe easily.  Images of attack kept flashing into my mind, but they were not 

abstract—they were clear pictures of machine guns breaking out of the darkness, 

surrounding [ . . .] me, unleashing fire” (5).  Throughout the two months she lives as a 

fugitive, moving around the country to avoid detection, she connects her plight with that 

of slaves: “thousands of my ancestors had waited, as I had done, for nightfall to cover 

their steps, had leaned on one true friend to help them, had felt, as I did, the very teeth of 

the dogs at their heels.  It was simple.  I had to be worthy of them” (5-6).   

In doing so, she connects herself with other African Americans who tried to 

escape slavery, those who have gone before her as well as others who are oppressed, 

presenting a unified rhetorical voice that reaches back to the past, when any African 

American could be labeled a fugitive slave.  By invoking their actions, she aligns her 

plight with that of slaves, and as Dicks notes, her defense would eventually argue for “the 

reasonableness of flight by a black woman communist in a racist, anti-communist 

society” (181).   In addition, it asked the all-white jury to imagine “themselves as black.  

[A defense attorney] took them back three hundred years to slave ships, moved slowly 

through the Dred Scott decision, and finally asked the jury to evaluate Davis’ flight from 

authorities against this history and in light of current hostilities between Blacks and 

police” (187).  The defense then linked these issues to contemporary handling of 

prisoners who were shackled together and closely surveilled.  

Davis supporters also invoked slavery in their support of her defense.  James 

Baldwin, speaking of a Newsweek cover on which Angela Davis appears in chains, writes 

“You look exceedingly alone—as alone, say, as the Jewish housewife in the boxcar 
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headed for Dachau, or as any of our ancestors, chained together in the name of Jesus, 

headed for a Christian land” (“Letter” 14).  He opens his letter with  

One might have hoped that, by this hour, the very sight of chains on Black 
flesh, or the very sight of chains, would be so intolerable a sight for the 
American people, and so unbearable a memory, that they would 
themselves spontaneously rise up and strike off the manacles.  But, no, 
they appear to glory in their chains; now, more than ever, they appear to 
measure their safety in chains and corpses. (14) 
   

Here Baldwin indicates clearly that the “we” the American people make up is white:  

their safety, that is white people’s, is measured by the success of African-American 

oppression.  His analysis is similar to Patricia Williams’ and my own of Howard Beach 

that I offered in the previous chapter.  There is a conceptual link between African-

American bondage and white safety; pro-slavery rhetors made similar arguments against 

abolition (Roberts-Miller Fanatical, especially 72-102 ).   

While Davis is a fugitive, she engages in subterfuge to survive.  In New York, 

having fled California, “with the familiar tightness in my stomach, the now habitual knot 

in my throat, I woke up, got dressed, and struggled with my disguise.  Another tedious 

twenty minutes trying to get the eye make-up to look presentable.  More impatient pulls 

at the wig, trying to lessen the discomfort of the tight-fitting elastic” (Davis 12).  This 

elaborate routine exemplifies the pressure African-American activists in the Black Power 

Movement felt under repressive state forces.  Given the number of Panthers and others 

whom police had killed while they ostensibly attempted to bring them into custody, her 

disguise was necessary, and the political nature of her resistance and her past clash with 

Reagan makes her situation different from others accused of crimes.  As she notes, 

California “held the dubious distinction of being one of the most advanced in the country 

when it came to quelling resistance.  California could already claim more than its share of 
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victims.  I could trace the history of my political involvement there by the number of 

funerals I had attended” (73).  As in the South, violence in the North was not only 

encouraged by the state but also committed by it.  The difference was that northern 

activists could be framed as criminals to northern white audiences, while southern ones 

could not as easily, even though they were often charged with disturbing the peace or 

unlawful assembly when they were attacked by whites.  A major difference was that the 

public rhetoric of Black Power no longer tailored itself to white sensibilities, and it itself 

seemed criminal to them.  These audiences easily leapt from not wanting to hear 

something to blaming the speaker for their distress to criminalizing the speaker.  Once 

that happened, African-Americans like Angela Davis had little to lose in “telling it like it 

is,” and as I will discuss below, she uses the autobiography as a space to do it.    

This fall day on which says she awakened with such trepidation was indeed the 

day she was taken into custody.  As she notes, hundreds of “tall, light-skinned Black 

women with large naturals” had already been arrested in her stead, and this time, “only 

the fingerprints would tell them whether they had caught the real one this time.”55  UC 

Davis’ website reports that at a speech there, Davis said that “she is forever meeting 

black women across the country who say they were arrested during the time authorities 

were looking for Davis, with officers saying they mistook the women for Davis” (Jones).  

And Aptheker writes that upon the FBI’s issuance of a warrant for Davis’ arrest, “A 

veritable reign of terror descended upon every Black community in the country.  Young 

women, especially if they happened to be light complected and happened to wear their 

hair in an Afro style, were most vulnerable to the dragnet.  Literally hundreds were 
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detained, searched and questioned” (23).  To be African American and to wear a natural 

hairstyle was to be immediately suspect. 

Arrested in New York, Davis remained jailed at The Tombs, the nickname for one 

of that city’s main jails, and the House of Detention for Women for several months, and 

she was isolated from the general population for part of that period, spending time on the 

psychiatric ward and in isolation before her lawyers could succeed in having her treated 

as anyone else awaiting trial.  In the middle of the night, she was extradited to California, 

and she rightly feared for her safety as there were no media present.  She describes this 

extradition process in the following way:   

New York removed its handcuffs.  California produced theirs and locked them 
around my wrists.  New York turned over documents.  California aimed its 
flashlights on the papers before accepting them with approval.  New York handed 
over my clothes and a gray denim bag of shoes.  California received them, as if by 
accepting my possessions, it was asserting control over my life.  The librarian and 
the receptionist, who had accompanied me this far, stood silently by.  It was as if 
their individual identities were fading away. (Davis Autobiography 70)   

 
The substitution of these agents with the states whom they work for emphasizes the 

state’s power, as does the last sentence.  Davis argues that the system itself erases 

identity.  And this power is of a different kind than that in operation in the South.   

The difference is that in the South, the civil rights movement dramatized issues 

surrounding segregation, and it was able to do so because it existed so starkly, to briefly 

reiterate what I discuss in Chapter Chapter.  This existence was harder to show in the 

North, and there, in places where King ventured such as suburban Chicago, white 

resistance proved to be just as vehement as southern resistance.  In a 1967 article, 

communication studies scholar Franklyn Haiman discusses the three main lines of 

criticism that were arising as a result of such northern campaigns.  People said northern 
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protest could lead to anarchy, that it violated standards of time, place, and manner of 

speech, and that it is “‘persuasion’ by a strategy of power and coercion rather than by 

reason and democratic decision-making” (100-104).  As I argued in Chapter One, such 

criticisms as the latter ignore how coercive the status quo is as well as the tyranny of the 

majority.  As legal scholar (and one-time Clinton nominee for Assistant Attorney General 

of Civil Rights) Lani Guinier reminds us, “in a heterogeneous community, the majority 

may not represent all competing interests.  The majority is likely to be self-interested and 

ignorant or indifferent to the concerns of the minority” (3).  I here argue that the 

aforementioned criticisms about northern tactics, and in King’s campaign the tactics were 

not that much different than those in the South, work to mask growing hostility to the 

movement for African-Amercan liberation in general and reflect the majority’s weariness 

of African-American liberatory efforts.  In 1966 an injunction against King’s marches, 

which were intended to highlight de facto segregation in several all-white Chicago 

neighborhoods, stipulated that “there shall not be more than one such march in Chicago 

per day, that only one neighborhood at a time may be the target, that no more than 500 

persons may march, and that marches shall be confined to daylight times other than the 

rush hours” (Haiman 100).  Haiman goes on to write  

that if the channels for peaceful protest and reform become so clogged that 
they appear to be (and, in fact, may be) inaccessible to some segments of 
the population, then the Jeffersonian doctrine that ‘the tree of liberty must 
be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants’ may 
become more appropriate to the situation than more civilized rules of the 
game. (105)   
 

Then, after criticizing the injunction on several First Amendment grounds, he points out 

something that few recognized in the late 1960s.  When discussing a march through 

Chicago involving some 1000 odd marchers that threatened to turn “into a potential race 
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riot,” he asks, “what has changed this peaceful parade into such a potentially dangerous 

activity that the mere threat to march is perceived as a coercive weapon.  The change has 

been wrought by the hostile audience which, rather than contenting itself to stay at home 

and ignore the demonstrators, chooses to go out on the streets to confront them” (112).  

Northern white hostilities were strong, and in the North, Black Power dissenters were 

targeted by police in multiple ways.  In the autobiography, state power is exercised 

through the northern police and prosecution system, much different from the southern 

county jails that housed activists.  

 To return to the autobiography, a large number of police officers and physical 

restraint accompany this one slight-figured woman on her journey to the airport under 

cover of the night:  “This caravan without beginning and without end was the epitome of 

the insane violence of the state.  It would speed through the city, then abruptly stop.  

Anonymous policemen would jump out of cars, whisper to one another, then some of the 

cars would head in one direction and others would go in the opposite direction” (71). Her 

description here borders on parody; as she describes it, once on the plane a woman police 

officer will not allow Davis to use the bathroom by herself as if she were capable of 

jumping out a window or otherwise escaping while the plane was thousands of feet in the 

air.   

 Davis’ childhood appears in the text right after the fugitive, early jail experience, 

and extradition section.  She grew up in Birmingham, one of the most violent southern 

cities toward African Americans; during her childhood, the city became known as 

Bombingham for the reasons that follow.  In Birmingham in the late forties, her family is 

the first to move into a white neighborhood, and another African-American family soon 



 203 

follows.  A bombing follows this move: “I was in the bathroom washing my white 

shoelaces for Sunday School the next morning when an explosion a hundred times louder 

than the loudest, most frightening thunderclap I had ever heard shook our house.  

Medicine bottles fell off the shelves, shattering all around me,” and “The bombings were 

such a constant response that soon our neighborhood became known as Dynamite Hill” 

(79).  It is in this violent context that the girl first learns of racism’s deadly side, much as 

Daisy Bates and Anne Moody had.    

 Davis goes on to describe a ruse she and her sister cook up to test their theory that 

segregation only pertained to African Americans, not everyone with dark skin tones.  

They were testing segregationist links.  The girls had been to New York and Los Angeles 

and had experiences there free of de jure segregation.  They enter a Jim Crow clothing 

shop speaking French, and Davis’ sister, Fania, speaks to the store clerks in heavily 

accented English, explaining that they are from Martinique and are touring the U.S.  They 

are treated just as any white customer, as “[the clerks’] delight with the exotic was 

enough to completely, if temporarily, dispel their normal disdain for Black people” (86).  

The manager comes out to help them, asking, “now, what can I do for you pretty young 

ladies?” When the girls had had enough fun, they began laughing at the manager, whose 

“foolish face and obsequious grin [was] one eye-blink away from the scorn he would 

have registered as automatically as a trained hamster had he known we were local 

residents” (87).  He asks what is so funny, and Davis tells him that “‘All Black people 

have to do is pretend they come from another country, and you treat us like dignitaries.’”  

This experience teaches Davis that in the South’s mind, segregation and all its links are 
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deeply entwined with African Americans, not phenotypically dark skin tones.  (Several 

other African-American writers, including Malcolm X, relay similar incidents).   

Davis begins to contrast the poverty around her with the relative affluence of her 

family, and this distinction mirrors the contrast she begins to make between  

 
the relative affluence of the white world.  [Her school] was all the shabbier when 
we compared it to the white school nearby.  From the top of the hill we could see 
an elementary school for white children.  Solidly built of red brick, the building 
was surrounded by a deep green lawn.  In our school, we depended on potbellied 
coal stoves in winter, and when it rained outside, it rained inside [. . .] There were 
never enough textbooks to go around, and the ones that were available were old 
and torn, often with the most important pages missing. (90) 

 

Again, we see that these authors’ emphasize the economic differences upholding 

segregation.  As we saw in Chapter Two, Central High was a multi-million dollar modern 

physical plant, and the Little Rock Nine wanted access to its resources for their 

education, not access to white people.  In contrast, whites insisted that African Americans 

wanted integration because they wanted to marry whites; given their segregationist links, 

such imagined desires were also seen as interchangeable with godlessness, impurity, and 

disorder.  These autobiographies clearly present the economic motivations of 

desegregation, something that national figures like King only began to talk about much 

later.56

Once she goes to high school, she realizes that the curriculum there is more 

prescribed by the white School Board then the elementary one in which teachers had 

some freedom to introduce African-American history.  In history she  

  

discovered that the Civil War was the “War for Southern Independence” 
and that Black people much preferred to be slaves than to be free.  After 
all, the books pointed out, the evidence of our ancestors’ cheerful 
acceptance of their plight was the weekly Saturday night singing and 
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dancing sessions.  In elementary school, we had already learned that many 
of the songs had a meaning understood only by them. (100)   

 

Davis makes it clear that her early teachers taught her about the hidden meanings of slave 

communications—the views represented In a 1934 study that included the representation 

of slavery in southern textbooks, noted historian Lawrence Reddick found that “most of 

the authors seek to justify the importation of Negroes as slaves” (228).  Most of the 

authors also insist that it was northern slave traders who benefited from the slave trade, 

implying that slavery was forced on the South (228-230).   These features mirror those of 

antebellum pro-slavery rhetoric.  The author goes on to note that “the pupil would get the 

impression implied by the omissions that the Negroes did nothing, or at the most, very 

little, toward their own freedom.  It is a glaring omission that Frederick Douglass is left 

out absolutely.  Harriet Tubman is mentioned once.  There are no accounts of such 

characters as Sojourner Truth and such publications as Walker’s Appeal” (245-246).  

Davis’ account mirrors these findings and underscores her adult interest in reeducation 

for African Americans. 

 At fourteen, just as Civil Rights Movement activity is heating up in Alabama a 

couple of years after the Montgomery boycotts, she decides to attend high school at the 

Elisabeth Irwin school in New York for her junior and senior years in a program 

sponsored by the American Friends.  While there she learns about socialism and class-

based analysis of oppression.  The sit-ins also start around this time, and “after the 

demand for employment of Black clerks in F.W. Woolworth variety store was 

introduced, every Saturday morning we lugged our picket signs and literature down to the 



 206 

Woolworth’s on Forty-Second Street, set up the line and tried to persuade New Yorkers 

not to patronize the store until it agreed to hire black clerks in the South” (112).   

 When she goes to Brandeis, she feels ambivalent about again being in an almost 

completely white environment.  Unlike in New York, where she retains contact with 

friends and other people of color, at Brandeis “There were no roads leading outside.  Its 

physical and spiritual isolation were mutually reinforcing” (118).  While there she 

befriends several international students and becomes more aware of the international 

dimensions of oppression and colonialism, so she decides to travel to Europe that 

summer.  In Paris, she reads “with horror the racist slogans scratched on walls threatening 

death to the Algerians” (121).  She begins demonstrating on behalf of Algerians:   

One afternoon I attended a demonstration for the Algerian people in the 
square in front of the Sorbonne.  When the flics [cops] broke it up with 
their high-powered water hoses, they were as vicious as the redneck cops 
in Birmingham who met the Freedom Riders with their dogs and hoses.  
The new places, the new experiences I had expected to discover through 
travel turned out to be the same old places, the same old experiences with 
a common message of struggle. (122) 
   

Her education of the international nature of struggle continues as she attends a two-week 

World Festival for Youth and Students in Helsinki, attending “seminars on the struggle in 

Africa, Latin America, Asia, the Middle East” (123).  These experiences she has abroad 

mirror the international viewpoint growing in SNCC in the U.S.; in John Lewis’ speech at 

the 1963 March on Washington, a speech that his elder movement leaders forced him to 

tone down, he referenced liberation movements in various African countries.          

 While Davis studied in Paris during her Junior year at Brandeis, she “saw a 

headline about four girls and a church bombing.  At first I was only vaguely aware of the 

words.  Then it hit me!  It came crashing down all around me.  Birmingham.  16th Street 
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Baptist Church.  The names.  I closed my eyes, squeezing my lids into wrinkles as if I 

could squeeze what I had just read out of my head.  When I opened my eyes again, the 

words were still there, the names traced out in stark black print” (128-129).  Davis or her 

sister had known three of these girls and their families; the names here are not those of 

strangers.  While she is in France, the civil rights movement’s violence comes to visit her, 

and she sees how segregationist links and violence are similar to colonial ones. 

She later analyzes these Birmingham murders once her initial sorrow has begun to 

subside: “When the lives of these four girls were so ruthlessly wiped out, my pain was 

deeply personal.  But when the initial pain and rage had subsided enough for me to think 

a little more clearly, I was struck by the objective significance of these murders.  This act 

was not an aberration.  It was not sparked by a few extremists gone mad.  On the 

contrary, it was logical, inevitable” (130).  Like the bombings she experienced in her 

neighborhood as a child, this bombing arose as the natural result of the white South’s 

struggle to retain white supremacy by any means necessary.  Segregationists saw 

challenges to their concepts as attacks, ones necessitating violence.  Incidences such as 

this one would convince Davis that self-defense was necessary, especially in the North 

since northerners had little empathy for African Americans’ plight there.  African-

American sharecroppers who worked twelve hour days to make a few dollars who 

organized for voter registration were not threatening to northern whites; African 

American unemployed urbanites organizing for better inner-city employment 

opportunities were seen as threatening.  Such southern rural workers were romanticized; 

their urban counterparts were not.  (Some would argue that elite white liberals 
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romanticized Panthers as a matter of fashion as radical chic.  While this may have been 

true to some extent, it says nothing about what most what people thought).   

Davis herself discovers that she had a tendency to engage in such romanticization 

of economic development when she visited Cuba.  Along with fellow militants, she 

traveled to Mexico to secure passage to the country in order to see how the society 

operated.  She worked in coffee and sugar cane fields along with Cubans.  Upon seeing 

the seeming ease with which one Cuban went about the backbreaking work, she remarks, 

“I admired his skill in cutting cane—it was almost like an art, the way he did it.  He 

thanked me for the compliment, but quickly added that his skill was a skill that needed to 

become obsolete” (208).  The man goes on to describe the toll such work takes on 

workers over time; he emphasizes that mechanization of the process must proceed to 

avoid this human cost.  She realizes that “he subtly criticized me for having romanticized 

something which was really nothing more than terribly hard work.  It was then that I 

began to realize the true meaning of underdevelopment: it is nothing to be utopianized.  

Romantacizing the plight of oppressed people is dangerous and misleading” (209).  Her 

comments here reveal how hard it is to avoid romanticizing the oppressed; such 

romanticization is linked to liberal white people’s preference for African-American 

martyrs who seem stoic in the face of oppression.    

Upon graduating from Brandeis, Davis studied philosophy at Frankfurt with 

Theodore Adorno.  While there, she learns of the growing militance of the movement in 

the U.S., writing that “One day in Frankfurt I read about [BPP members’] entrance into 

the California Legislature in Sacramento with their weapons in order to safeguard their 

right (a right given to all whites) to carry them as instruments of self-defense” (144).  In 
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1967, she decides to follow Herbert Marcuse to UC-San Diego to be close to the struggle 

in the U.S.  (144-145).  She first joins a loose coalition of various groups that was led by 

US, and she eventually becomes associated with the Black Panther Political Party 

(BPPP), a distinct organization from Newton’s and Seale’s.57

While Davis becomes more involved in various organizations in L.A., taking on 

some leadership duties, she “was criticized very heavily, especially by male members of 

Karenga’s [US] organization, for doing a ‘man’s job.’ [. . .] I became acquainted very 

early with the widespread presence of an unfortunate syndrome among some Black male 

activists—namely to confuse their political activity with an assertion of their maleness.  

They saw—and some continue to see—Black manhood as something separate from 

Black womanhood” (161).  Many African-American men saw Black Power as a way to 

invigorate African-American manhood, and saw the oppression of African-American 

women as part of the way to do so.  Sociologist Patricia Hill Collins notes that civil rights 

and Black Power “delivered tangible political and economic gains for African-Americans 

(but not for all members within that group)” (202).  Issues of gender become more 

important in Angela Davis’ work; while women in the civil rights movement were 

certainly affected by sexism and paternalism that kept them from leadership roles, many 

women (and children) put their bodies on the line in that effort.  While Anne Moody is 

objectified as a sexual object, there is no indication that she is discouraged from taking 

part in any movement activities because of her gender.  It was after Black Power’s 

ascendance that such masculinist tendencies arose.  Of course, women’s access to 

leadership was limited before then, but that was true everywhere in the U.S.

   

58 
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Davis was also part of a coalition between the BPPP and the BPP, teaching 

political classes to adults.  While the classes grew, police infiltration and intrusion 

increased: “We were having to deal with much more concentrated police harassment.  

Suddenly, in the midst of all this, crisis struck at the Black Panther Party.  Nationally, 

numbers of police agents had been discovered to be infiltrators inside the Party” (193).  

The purges that followed were likely carried out by legitimate party members as well as 

infiltrators, allowing key organizers to be targeted.  The infiltration of dissident groups in 

the 1960s is well-documented; agents even targeted the women’s movement’s 

consciousness raising groups to report on what women were discussing there (Rosen 

241).  

Davis then works on establishing a College for African-American, Latino/a, and 

economically disadvantaged students at UC-San Diego, Lumumba-Zapata College.  

When the administration refuses the group’s proposal, Davis knows they need “more 

rallies, demonstrations, and confrontations.  We knew that in order to be effective we 

needed the support of a significant number of students and faculty.  Our actions, 

therefore, were designed to attract as many of the white students and professors as 

possible,” though some white students were already involved (197).  She argues that 

organizing a large movement is the only way to “force [the administration] to accept our 

demands” (197).  Here Davis acknowledges that what they are doing is coercive, but that 

does not mean that it is not also rhetorical.  Without such coercion, disciplines such as 

those Horowitz so routinely targets would not have come into existence.   

When Davis returns to Los Angeles to begin her teaching position, she once again 

works with the BPP in the context of growing violence and repression of it.  Shortly 
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following the early December 1969 raid on Hampton’s apartment in Chicago, police 

attacked other Panther offices throughout the country, and Los Angeles was no exception.  

As Davis puts it, “Early one morning—toward five A.M.—I received a telephone call 

about an emergency situation at the Panther headquarters on Central Avenue.  The police 

had tried to break into the offices, but the sisters and brothers inside had held them off 

and were still fighting back, guns in hand” (227).  The standoff continued all day, and at 

one point the SWAT team carrying out the attack bombed the office.  Eventually one of 

the panthers threw a white piece of fabric out the window, and “They said they were 

prepared to leave the building, but only if community people and the press could observe 

them coming out.  They realized that if they had not defended themselves from the 

beginning, they might have all been shot down in cold blood.  They had tried to hold out 

until we could gather enough people to witness the aggression” (231).  All eleven had 

been shot or injured in the shootings and bombing, and nine were arrested.  That evening 

and the next day, protests ensued, and the following day’s protest met extreme violence.  

Davis and hundreds of others were beaten with night sticks, and she writes, “This was 

insane.  Clearly, the police had no intention of arresting us.  They only wanted to beat us.  

Even [California state] Senator Dymally hadn’t been immune.  After his futile 

conversation with the chief of police, I learned later, he had been the first to be hit” (235).  

A rally at the court house followed the day after the beating.  As Davis writes, the theme 

of the speeches was genocide (Hampton had been murdered six days earlier): “The 

aggression against the Panthers embodied the racist policy of the U.S. government toward 

Black People.  Carried to its logical conclusion, this policy was a policy of genocide” 
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(238).  Such examples demonstrate the extremity of police suppression of dissent outside 

the South.          

Unlike the similar beating in Selma, this one does not receive mainstream media 

coverage.  In Gene Roberts’ and Hank Klibanoff’s examination of the media and the civil 

rights movement, it is telling that its penultimate chapter is “Selma.”  The final one, 

“Beyond,” recapitulates the common civil rights/Black Power narrative I discussed in the 

Introduction and Chapter One.  After the Voting Rights Act, the civil rights movement 

began to unravel.  Urban African Americans burned their “own communities,” omitting 

the reality that most did not own property in such communities.  The authors never 

mention coverage of pre-Watts urban political activity in urban areas, making it seem as 

though such uprisings occurred within a depoliticized urban vacuum, and they make 

Black Power seem perplexing.  The only northern activism given prominent coverage is 

King’s forays into white Chicago.  Roberts was himself on the race beat in the 1960s; in 

1968, he was the journalist who wrote the Times article claiming that nonviolent methods 

were still working, including the murder of protestors, from which I quoted in Chapter 

Four. 

After the organizing following the siege on the L.A. Panther headquarters, 

subsequent beating, and rally, Davis became involved with the Soledad Brothers’ 

defense.  Describing her attendance at one of their first court appearances, she casts them 

as heroes: “But more powerful than the taste of the outrage [about their shackles] was the 

dominating presence of the Brothers, for the Brothers were beautiful.  Chained and 

shackled, they were standing tall and they were beautiful” (263).  This description stands 

in contrast to that of the judge: “the sudden appearance of a fat, hard-looking uniformed 
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white man started us all.  As he waddled through the door behind the bench, he 

epitomized the fascist atmosphere of this hearing” (263).  Such descriptions are 

emblematic of how both Davis delegitamizes the criminal justice system as it was in the 

1970s.  This characterization continues when she recounts Judge Campbell’s “little racist 

quips for which [he] was already notorious—such as telling the spectators to remember 

that they were not sitting at a barbeque table” (264).  

The Marin County shootout shortly follows such court appearances of the Soledad 

Brothers, so Davis soon returns there facing extradition after the early morning flight 

from New York.  Her California legal team was made up of Howard Moore, an Atlanta 

lawyer who had argued many civil rights cases in the South, as well as Al Brotsky, 

Michael Tigar, a friend who taught at UCLA’s law school, and Dennis Roberts (288-

289).           

 In a paper given at the International Communication Association by 

communications studies scholar Madhavi Murty describes Time’s and Newsweek’s 

coverage of Davis’s trial, and it notes that such coverage focused on Davis’ appearance, 

and thus reiterated the Jezebel trope to white, middle-class Americans.  The author 

writes, “every single reference in Time and Newsweek that report her arrest, her trial and 

her subsequent acquittal against charges of conspiracy to murder and kidnapping 

comment on her physicality” (16).  Significantly, the features focus on her miniskirts, 

hairstyle, and attractiveness.  The author continues to argue that the magazines “present 

Davis as a figure split in two:  her academic credentials link her to a world that is middle 

class and white, while her Afro and the criminal charges she faces link her to a world that 

is black and militant” (17).  An additional piece of this Jezebel trope is the newsweekly’s 



 214 

focus on the prosecution’s theory of motive:  passion for George Jackson.  Murty writes, 

“The question underlining most of the representations of Davis’ arrest and trial in the 

Marin County Civic Center incident asked what was it that drove this rational, brilliant 

and beautiful woman to her tryst with the law?” (18).  The newsweeklies answered this 

question by rehearsing the prosecution’s arguments.  This explanatory tactic depoliticized 

Davis’ actions and made them intelligible to a middle class white audience.  In Davis’ 

case, “defining passion and politics as sex enables the dominant discourse to undermine 

radicalism,  dissent, and protest and enables the hegemonic authority of the state to define 

the nation in specific terms” (20).  The author argues that the magazines did not disparage 

Davis’ leftist politics “as long as she remained an academic, but when she brought her 

radicalism to the public, political sphere, the magazines became wary of her” (21).  I also 

found this to be true in such articles as “Angela the Red” mentioned above, which 

presented Davis’ political opinions in terms of academic freedom and noted the support 

she had from students and fellow faculty members. 

Another strategy the press used was to highlight differences between Davis and 

Ruchell MaGee, her co-defendant, in terms of their levels of education and criminal 

backgrounds.  The New York Times, for example, while commenting on the invidious 

nature of such coverage, still replicates the differences between the candidates using their 

appearances:  

The reporters are now taking Magee more seriously, though there are, no doubt, 
serious contrasts to be drawn. At the hearings, [Davis] walks in briskly, trailing 
her matrons behind her, and turns, very tall and regal, to give spectators the 
clenched-fist salute. She wears bright mini-dresses, and in the soft lights 
reflecting off the hand-rubbed walnut furniture (made by state prison inmates), 
she glows with a tawny, imperious beauty. At her table she sits upright and 
attentive, conferring animatedly with her lawyers, her dignity hardly bruised by 
six months in jail. Magee comes in shackled, walking slowly in a prison gait and 
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escorted on each arm by guards who chain him to his chair, which is chained to 
the floor. Dressed in a formless gray prison jacket, he is short and sullen--the 
blackest man in the court. He hardly has a word for his numerous court-appointed 
lawyers. He sits sprawled in his chair, his head cocked to one side, seemingly 
taking in the proceedings out of the corner of one eye, insisting on his right to 
speak for himself. (Stern) 
  

The “tawny,” beautiful, tall Davis is contrasted with the “short and sullen” Magee, who is 

the “blackest man in the court,” which, I presume, is meant to signal his criminality.  In 

contrast, Davis, wearing “bright mini-dresses,” is not so criminalized even as she gives 

the “clenched-fist salute.”  She wears street clothes, Magee prison garb.  Such passages, 

written even by such relatively sympathetic feature writers as Sol Stern seems to be (he 

was then an editor at Ramparts magazine), still reiterate links among African-American 

males, phenotypical blackness, and criminality.   

Because Magee, as a prisoner at the time of the alleged conspiracy, sought to be 

tried in Federal court, while Davis would be tried in state court, their respective legal 

teams decided to sever the cases to expedite the trials.  The Free Angela Davis 

Committee was careful to issue a statement proclaiming that the trials were both still 

political ones in spite of the severance motion:  “Ruchell will attempt to take [the] battle 

to Federal court, and Angela will attempt to fight the same battle in a state court.  But 

both believe that without a massive, Black-led movement which uses the courtroom as 

only one forum of struggle, this battle will not be won.  And we will win” (314).  Such 

statements as well as the autobiography itself are careful to argue for solidarity among 

African-American militants in spite of differences in strategies and backgrounds, and 

Davis focuses on the repressive nature of the criminal justice system regarding people of 

color to recast it as embodying the actual criminal element.  This emphasis explains why 

the defense theory of a politically motivated prosecution was not only a legal strategy, 
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but also a means to break northern conceptual links about African-American criminality.  

Shortly afterward, George Jackson was shot in the back by guards at San Quentin.  Davis 

uses this occasion to issue an additional statement condemning racist violence in the 

penal system (319). 

At a hearing challenging the Marin County Grand Jury, which had returned an 

indictment of her in eight minutes, Davis asked Judge Keating if he would consider 

impaneling a Panther to serve on the Grand Jury, and he said, “‘They are the blatant 

racists outside Adolph Hitler.’  And he went on to insist that ‘they are advocates of 

hatred, violence, and murder . . . They spew hatred and violence and murder all over’” 

(320).  She claims to be shocked that he would enter such sentiments into the court 

record, but getting such biases publicly noted was precisely her defense’s strategy.  Much 

like southern protestors who sought to expose the violence underwriting segregation, 

nonsouthern political prisoners sought to reveal the biases of law and order officials.  Her 

legal team had conducted a survey of Marin County’s mostly white, wealthy residents as 

to their presumption of Davis’ guilt to argue for a change of venue, and Davis writes that 

the “hysteria whipped up [by the death of Jackson in San Quentin]—designed to turn the 

victims into the criminals—was pervasive.  Public opinion in this wealthy white county 

considered anyone who spoke out on behalf of San Quentin prisoners as guilty as they 

presumed the prisoners to be” (321).  Such statements again work to decouple criminality 

from African Americans by pointing out white presumptions of guilt. 

The legal team succeeded in arguing for a change of venue, but not to San 

Francisco as it first desired, but rather to San Jose a little to the North.  Then, because of 

the Supreme Court decision overturning the death penalty, the legal team was able to 
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argue successfully that bail be granted since the Marin County judge had said that he had 

denied bail only because the charges were capital ones.  Once the all-white jury was 

selected (the prosecution struck the sole African American in the juror pool), the 

prosecution presented its theory that Davis had committed a crime of passion in 

attempted to secure Jackson’s freedom.  In the opening statement, Davis herself 

countered by trying “to show the jury how my activities around the defense of the 

Soledad Brothers were part of a history of involvement in the movement to defend and 

free political prisoners such as Huey Newton, the New York Panther 21, Bobby Seale and 

Ericka Huggins, the Los Angeles Panther 18 and the seven other brothers from Soledad 

Prison also charged with killing a guard” (365).  By doing so, she works to put her 

Soledad activism in larger context of politically-motivated prison reform, and she also 

attempts to connect to women jurors by pointing out the sexist tendencies to paint 

women’s motivations for their behavior as resulting from passions.  (This statement is not 

meant to downplay the power of appeals to pathos, but rather to underscore the sexist 

attribution of motive—she loved him, so she must have done it so she could be with him).   

Her legal team also attempted to expose the racism of prosecution witnesses by 

assailing their ability to correctly identify African-American suspects.  A witness who 

claimed to have seen Davis with Jonathan Jackson at a filling station he owned the day 

before the courtroom attack testified that 20% of his customers were black, all wore 

Afros, and only ten or fewer were as light-skinned as Davis.  In fact, a young African-

American woman on the defense team with a skin tone similar to Davis had visited the 

service station the week before and engaged the man in a lengthy conversation.  When 

the witness was asked if he had seen this woman before, he said no (379-382).  The 
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defense used such tactics to expose the unfamiliarity of white prosecution witnesses with 

African Americans, exposing the de facto segregation outside the South.   

After the defense called its witnesses, offered closing arguments, and rested, the 

jury deliberated for two days.  In the corridor outside the courtroom while waiting to 

enter and hear the verdict, someone started singing “Woke up this morning with my mind 

staid on freedom,” and soon all Davis’ supporters joined in, showing that the protest 

songs of the civil rights movement still had currency in this different venue.  The jury 

returned a verdict of not guilty on all counts.  Davis’ acquittal not only had to do with the 

prosecution’s lack of evidence, but also in part with the support of the National United 

Committee to Free Angela Davis.  Other African-American defendants, like Assata 

Shakur who did not have as much support, would not be so lucky.  Davis is careful to 

urge her supporters to continue to work for the release of others jailed for their political 

beliefs and those kept in prison because of their jailhouse organizing.   

Davis’ autobiography as a whole presents an alternative way of understanding the 

legal system as it affects African Americans, including prisoners’ families.  She relates 

that she understands the rational, emotional, and ethical motivations of someone like 

Jonathan Jackson, given the extreme violence and control he and others have 

experienced.  Before turning to the conclusion, I would like to explain why I included the 

epigraph that I did, and it is to point out that alternative hip-hop artists have continued to 

sample from 1960s and 1970s era radicals like Davis as well as Assata Shakur, for whom 

Common wrote a tribute mixing soul and rap styles.  Such efforts represent a younger 

generation’s incorporation of these figures’ words into contemporary popular culture. 
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While I have not intended this chapter and the previous one as an endorsement of all 

Black Power rhetoric—certainly some of it was excessive and unwise—I have tried to 

show the context from which it arose, and to argue that, as Gwendolyn Pough does, the 

Panthers and Black Power advocates were not merely thugs and criminals who had 

abandoned reasoning.  I have also hoped to show that while there are distinctions to be 

made between civil rights and Black Power, there are also important continuities; the 

latter is not simply the regrettable declension of the former.  Such social change as was 

achieved in the long civil rights movement could only have been through a variety of 

rhetorical tactics, through both images and words.  In the Conclusion, I will discuss a 

controversy which has its roots, in no small part, in Black Power.  
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Conclusion 
 

White children, in the main, and whether they are rich or poor, grow up with a grasp of 
reality so feeble that they can very accurately be described as deluded--about themselves 
and the world they live in. White people have managed to get through their entire 
lifetimes in this euphoric state, but black people have not been so lucky: a black man who 
sees the world the way John Wayne, for example, sees it would not be an eccentric 
patriot, but a raving maniac. 
-----James Baldwin, No Name in the Street, 1972 

During the lifetimes of my parents and grandparents, and for several hundred years 
before them, laws were used to prevent blacks from learning to read, write, own property, 
or vote; blacks were, by constitutional mandate, outlawed from the hopeful, loving 
expectations that come from being treated as a whole, rather than three-fifths of a person.  
When every resource of a nation is put to such destructive ends, it will take more than a 
few generations to mop up the mess. 
 
--Patricia Williams, The Alchemy of Race and Rights, 1991 
  
 

On May 31, 2004, Alberta Martin, a poor southern white woman who had lived 

most of her life in obscurity, died at the age of 97 in Alabama.  Her passing would have 

been unremarkable but for the fact that she was the last living Civil War widow.  (She 

married an 81-year-old veteran at 21 to escape penury as a single mother after her first 

husband left her, which is the reason she could have been the last Confederate widow at 

that late date).  She was made into a highly sentimentalized symbol who, according to 

historian Tony Horwitz, presided over events such as “a demonstration in Montgomery in 

support of keeping the rebel battle flag flying from the state house” (342).  Dr. Kenneth 

Chancey, a member of a Confederate group, discovered her six years before her death 

and made sure she had creature comforts such as air conditioning, which she had never 

before been able to afford to stave off the Alabama heat, and he also helped her secure a 

widow’s pension, still allowed under Alabama law (“Alberta”).   
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Dr. Chancey hosts a website in her honor, and its replication of her memorial 

informs us that “Mrs. Martin spent most of the final years of her life defending the 

Confederate heritage of her people.  She traveled throughout her native South to dedicate 

new monuments and museums and defend old banners” (“Last”).  She became a late-

arriving southern belle among the Confederate set; before their romance with her, she had 

never been aboard a plane or traveled much beyond her birthplace near Florida’s 

panhandle.  Upon her debut at 89 at a Sons of Confederate Veterans conference in 1996, 

approaching a stage framed by a huge Confederate flag, those gathered cheered her 

entrance, and when she began blowing kisses to the crowd, the men were inclined to 

“more intense applause and some were observed weeping, as they no doubt realized the 

special connection this 89-year-old woman had to their own Confederate heritage”59

Martin’s funeral was accompanied by more fanfare than any event in her life, as 

men dressed as Confederate soldiers accompanied her horse-drawn coffin which was 

mantled with a Confederate flag.  A photograph of the procession reveals men scowling 

at the camera in defiance beside the wooden bier as if they really were rebel soldiers.  If 

this photo were not in color and you could not see the modern asphalt and the tell-tale 

yellow lines on the highway, you might think you were looking at a photo from the 19th 

century.  In the eyes of those sympathetic to the cause espoused by this Confederate 

group, the soldier’s widow’s death offered some redemption for the South’s loss; as the 

website is careful to point out, “both the last Confederate Veteran and the last 

Confederate Veteran Widow had outlived their Union counterpart, ending an era,” which 

 

(“Alberta”).   
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contradicts its statements on other pages that the cause is still alive.  Indeed, the very 

existence of this pro-Confederate website suggests that the era is not over.     

I offer this anecdote to illustrate the continued influence of the mythology of the 

Lost Cause that I discussed in the Introduction and this myth’s connection to the 

associated links I have been discussing.  In this conclusion, I offer an analysis of several 

contemporary situations that illustrate these links’ continuing resonance.  Of course, it is 

nothing new to say that the Internet offers groups with opinions that might not be widely 

held a chance to air those views or that the Civil War’s legacy is still present, but such 

examples do remind us that there are large numbers of people who hold vastly different 

interpretations of history and culture and the role race plays in them.  If the job of rhetoric 

is to mediate conflict and thereby avoid violence, the existence of such disparate views 

indeed presents a problem that continues:  there is no consensus about what race and 

rights mean or should mean in the U.S. in 2009.  Even as we have the first African-

American President, that candidate attained that position largely by self-consciously 

avoiding talking about race.  And when race did enter his campaign in the form of the 

Jeremiah Wright controversy, things got ugly for a while.  During the final months of the 

campaign with Sarah Palin on the stump, they got uglier still. 

As I discussed in the Introduction, the triumphant narrative of the civil rights 

movement has caused distortions that persist.  These range from co-optations like ill-

intentioned appropriations of quotations from Martin Luther King, Jr. to argue against 

affirmative action, or more well-intentioned inclusions of African-American history in 

curricula that translate the bittersweet sounds of “We Shall Overcome” in students’ minds 

into the triumphant and self-serving notion that we have overcome.  The juxtaposition of 
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Elizabeth Eckford’s image in a rhetoric textbook with “Letter from Birmingham Jail” and 

“I Have a Dream,” to give one example, misleads students into thinking that King’s well-

argued pieces were sufficient to ameliorate conflict.  

 In addition to contesting rhetoricians’ tendency to favor the triumphant civil rights 

narrative, I hope this dissertation has illustrated that the constricts of civility and some 

white people’s expectations of African-American deference under any circumstances 

hampered agitation for expanded human rights in both the civil rights and Black Power 

movements.  By 1966, nonviolent activists were very vocally tired of being brutalized, 

and, in the words of Stokely Carmichael, were no longer willing to use those words that 

whites wanted to hear.  As Anne Moody realized by 1963 after the Sixteenth Street 

Baptist Church bombing, nonviolence was no longer a useful tactic for demonstrating 

segregationist violence; it had already been put on ample display.     

 I will briefly offer a recap of each of this study’s chapters, and I will allude to 

them throughout this conclusion.  The introduction set out the problems in rhetoric in 

terms of the civil rights movement era, and it defined my key terms as well as the 

complex relationships among them.  Chapter One discussed rhetoric and coercion, 

arguing that argumentation and coercion lie on a continuum, with actual violence at one 

extreme end.  While I deplore violence, my research revealed that it had intentional 

persuasive force, meaning, for example, that white southerners who reacted to the 

movement with violence intended it to persuade protestors to stop.  To rehearse the words 

of one of Emmett Till’s killers, it was intended to “put a few people on notice.”  Chapter 

Two demonstrated that throughout the Little Rock crisis, Daisy Bates and the Little Rock 

Nine tried to break segregationist links while segregationists tried to cement them.  Bates 
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and others were willing to defend themselves and her home from attack.  Chapter Three 

further explored segregationist links through examining Emmett Till’s murder and 

discussing Anne Moody’s autobiography.  Both of these chapters further my argument 

that the nonviolent narrative of the civil rights movement is not entirely accurate; both of 

these autobiographies end with their authors in despair and anger. 

 In Chapter Four, I discuss Black Power, arguing that the limits of civility, having 

been strained throughout the preceding years, were breached during the 1966 Meredith 

March.  Many formerly sympathetic white northern spectators of the movement could no 

longer conscience the direction it was taking; even James Peck, himself a white member 

of CORE and one of the original freedom riders, wrote a letter to the editor of the New 

York Times deploring Black Power.  Its language was perceived as both uncivil and 

threatening; such language was no longer pitched to a white audience.  Chapter Five 

discusses Angela Davis’ autobiography, and I argue that the crippling power of the 

criminal justice system attempted to crush Black Power.  Civil rights fatigue continued to 

deepen, and while Davis was eventually acquitted, there was wide resistance to social 

change.    

 

 In order to illustrate how the segregationist links I have been discussing 

throughout the dissertation continue to resonate today, albeit in somewhat modified 

forms, I would like to discuss the political scene in 2008 and 2009 regarding the tenor of 

the U.S.’s public rhetoric about race.  In March 2008, cable news channels, led by Fox, 

ran endless loops revealing the aptly named Reverend Jeremiah Wright—pastor of 

Barack Obama’s (now former) church in Chicago—making comments that to many white 
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Americans seemed unintelligible.  Referencing Malcolm X about John Kennedy’s 

assassination, Wright had said that 9/11 represented America’s “chickens coming home 

to roost,” and, in the fashion of a jeremiad, stated “God damn America,” causing pundits 

and others to react with alarm.  But merely stating  that U.S. policies may have had some 

part in causing terrorist acts is not tantamount to condoning those acts, just as in 1963, 

Malcolm X’s statement that JFK’s assassination followed from America’s violent nature 

did not indicate an endorsement of either that violence or the assassination.  Saying that 

the emperor has no clothes is no commendation of imperial nudity; it is an observation 

about which arguments can be made.  

In fact, I hear a lot of Malcolm X in Wright, and see Wright as participating in 

what communications scholar Robert Terrill terms “rhetorical invention” (7).  This 

understanding of invention  

is an understanding of rhetorical invention as a process that weds 
interpretation with production.  In this view, rhetoric is understood as a 
public art that finds its foundation in pre-Romantic notions of social 
knowledge rather than in modernist ideas of individual creative autonomy, 
so that invention always involves cultural interpretation.  Producing 
discourse requires the critical analysis of existing discourse. (7-8)   

 

Meaning is created through interpretation and reinterpretation.  Audience and the rhetor 

come together to create meaning, and Wright’s immediate audience was his African-

American congregants on Sunday morning, during what many have called the most 

segregated hour in the U.S. 

          In response to the media frenzy that resulted in the out-of-context sound bites the 

media lifted from Wright’s sermons, Obama addressed mounting criticism of him, taking 

a nuanced position on his relationship with Wright by denouncing his specific remarks 
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but refusing to renounce the pastor as a person.  As many thoughtful critics commented, 

Obama talked to his audience as if they were adults and could make distinctions and 

understand subtlety.  New York Times opinion columnist Frank Rich writes, “what 

impressed me most was not Mr. Obama’s rhetorical elegance or his nuanced view of both 

America’s undeniable racial divide and equally undeniable racial progress. The real 

novelty was to find a politician who didn’t talk down to his audience but instead trusted it 

to listen to complete, paragraph-long thoughts that couldn’t be reduced to sound bites.”  

To reference DuBois’ pronouncement in The Souls of Black Folks, in this speech Obama 

asked Americans of all ethnicities to look honestly at America’s twenty-first century 

problem with the color line. 

 Columnist Tim Wise also takes on the issues the Wright controversy raises.  He 

points out that Wright was speaking the truth to a large extent, no matter how 

inflammatory the frame that enclosed it:  “What Jeremiah Wright knows, and told his 

flock--though make no mistake, they already knew it--is that 9/11 was neither the first, 

nor worst act of terrorism on American soil. The history of this nation for folks of color, 

was for generations, nothing less than an intergenerational hate crime, one in which 9/11s 

were woven into the fabric of everyday life.”  I have shown how such hate crimes have 

played out in the autobiographies under analysis, as well as how testimony to them has 

limited effect in bringing about change, especially as it goes against the grain of what 

white America imagines about itself and its history.  African-American anger seems 

incomprehensible to many precisely because of that ignorance.  

Erin Kaplan takes on such anger in the wake of this controversy in another op-ed 

piece.  In The Baltimore Sun, she writes,  
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But what for us is ever present nonetheless strikes white people as 
outrageous. Nothing makes them more skittish than realizing that there are 
angry black people in their midst - and an angry black man is most 
alarming of all, especially one running for president. Mr. Obama rebuked 
Pastor Wright, in part, because he knew their association was in mortal 
danger of morphing him into just another angry black man a la Nat Turner, 
Malcolm X and Louis Farrakhan (whom Obama detractors have attempted 
to conflate with Mr. Obama). Whatever salient points these men made 
have been entirely eclipsed by the fact that they were just too mad for 
comfort.      

She goes on to write that white people’s anger is most often dismissed as reasoned and 

justified—indeed, we live in an age of vituperation, with angry white men shouting each 

other down on cable news making up the bulk of public “discourse.”   

And the following represents the reaction of many conservatives.   In reponse to 

Obama’s call for a conversation about race in America, Pat Buchanan writes, “Fair 

enough.  But this time, it has to be a two-way conversation.  White America needs to be 

heard from, not just lectured to.  This time the Silent Majority needs to have its 

convictions, grievances and demands heard.  And among them are these:  First, America 

has been the best country on earth for black folks” (“Brief”).   By invoking the “Silent 

Majority,” Buchanan tries to perpetuate the idea that white people are victims who have 

been silenced when they actually have the most access to a bully pulpit.  In The Silent 

Majority, historian Matthew Lassiter explains that this strategy uses allegedly colorblind 

appeals as well as those to meritocracy to advance “narratives of white victimhood and 

suburban heroism” (5). 

Buchanan himself is one of the people who helped devise Nixon’s Silent Majority 

strategy, which also attempted to attract white northerners and southerners who were 

distressed by social change as discussed in Chapter Four.  Buchanan goes on, writing, 

“Second, no people anywhere has done more to lift up blacks than white Americans,” 
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ignoring the mostly African-American participation in the civil rights era.  He lists the 

social programs that conservatives themselves fought against as evidence for this claim, 

failing to point out that they are aimed at all poor people and that affirmative action has 

primarily benefited white women.  And many of these programs have now been gutted.  

Finally, he writes that “We hear the grievances. Where is the gratitude?” (emphasis 

mine).  The “we” he imagines is still as white in 2008 as it was in 1968, and to suggest 

that African Americans should be grateful for this alleged white magnificence is akin to 

saying that African Americans should have been grateful to whites for “allowing” them 

to vote in 1965.  It was a right that should have been granted already; no special 

legislation should have been required in the first place, which, as discussed in the 

Introduction, was exactly Martin Luther King’s point in the “Letter” and “Dream,” 

Malcolm X’s point about the civil rights movement, and in addition is close to Jeremiah 

Wright’s now in his jeremiads.  In this screed Buchanan even brings up the old racist 

canard, claiming that more white women are raped by black men than the other way 

around—this particularly pernicious segregationist link remains.  And while some might 

say that Buchanan is something of a straw man, we should remember that he is a regular 

commentator on MSNBC.   

Elsewhere on MSNBC, Chris Matthews opined that Obama would retain African-

American support (and that of those with college educations) following the Wright 

controversy, while in a conversation with Senator Claire McCaskill (D-MO), he 

wondered whether “regular” people would still support Obama, presumably because 

African Americans and all those with educations are not regular and whites are 

(“Matthews”).  This recent language is slightly different, but the anxiety about African 
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Americans and power are similar to those in the 1960s.  Instead of the linked pairs 

segregation/integration and patriot/Communist, the real American link is associated with 

whiteness, a topos that became even more pronounced during Palin’s subsequent stints 

campaigning throughout select areas of the country as the Republican vice presidential 

nominee.  By this I do not mean to suggest that Matthews himself subscribes to these 

views, but rather that these links that 1960s civil rights protest sought to break remain 

active.  

 So in the Wright controversy we see legal scholar Patricia Williams’ vignette 

about Cain and Abel I presented in Chapter Four as it related to the racially motivated 

murders in Howard Beach, Queens, here on a large national stage.  In this case, it goes 

something like this, with Abel’s minister as Wright, Obama as Abel, and someone like 

Buchanan as Cain.  I know that the following flattens some of the nuances of the 

controversy, but it does serve to illustrate the rhetorical impasse: 

Abel’s minister:  There are still big problems with racism in the United 
States, both at institutional and individual levels.  The United States has 
perpetrated enormous acts of violence and destruction throughout the 
world and should not be surprised when those affected hate it and react 
with violence in return. 
Cain:  Abel’s minister is an anti-American, outrageous reverse racist who 
holds unimaginable views.  Abel’s association with him is terrible, and I 
can neither understand nor conscience it. 
Abel:  I don’t agree with everything my minister said, but here is the 
context that makes his words and anger understandable.  And about this he 
is right: there are still significant problems with racism, and its effects are 
both widespread and material.   
Cain:  Other white people and I have already solved this problem and are 
tired of hearing about it.  When have you ever said thanks for what we 
have let you have? 

 

The conversation cannot continue as long as people remain as blind as Cain—people like 

him will likely never be won over rhetorically.              
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In Obama’s speech given to address the Wright controversy, the then contender 

for the nomination attempted to speak to some of the associated links this dissertation has 

discussed, offering himself as an embodiment of a shared history of both oppression and 

hope.  By first appealing, in Philadelphia, to both the Declaration of Independence and 

slavery, he called for unity, deeming Wright’s comments “not only wrong but divisive, 

divisive at a time when we need unity; racially charged when we need to come together 

to solve a set of monumental problems.”  But once he describes this divisiveness, he goes 

on to quote from his first autobiography to at once contend that the African-American 

experience (and church) is singular and all-encompassing:  “‘Those stories—of survival, 

and freedom, and hope—became our story, my story; the blood that had spilled was our 

blood; the tears our tears; until this black church, on this bright day, seemed once more a 

vessel carrying the story of a people into future generations and into a larger world.  Our 

trials and triumphs became at once unique and universal, black and more than black.”  By 

doing so, Obama was trying to translate his experience of the black church to a larger and 

largely white audience.  

In the middle of Obama’s speech, Obama gets to the heart of the Wright 
 
controversy after acknowledging his own white grandmother’s occasionally  
 
expressed racism: 

 
The fact is that the comments that have been made and the issues that have 
surfaced over the last few weeks reflect the complexities of race in this 
country that we’ve never really worked through – a part of our union that 
we have yet to perfect.  And if we walk away now, if we simply retreat 
into our respective corners, we will never be able to come together and 
solve challenges like health care, or education, or the need to find good 
jobs for every American. 
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These issues are precisely what the civil rights and Black Power movements attempted to 

address; sadly, southern and northern whites’ perceived tarnished honor, ruffled feathers 

about racial etiquette, fears about African-American self-defense along with willful 

ignorance of offensive white violence, opportunistic and fear-mongering politicians, and 

governmental encroachment on civil liberties via COINTELPRO ensured that both 

sputtered and failed.   

 He goes on to say that “We do not need to recite here the history of racial 

injustice in this country.”  Then in his next breath, he says, “But we do need to remind 

ourselves that so many of the disparities that exist in the African-American community 

today can be directly traced to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that 

suffered under the brutal legacy of slavery and Jim Crow.”  He contextualizes Wright’s 

comments, referencing slavery and Jim Crow; he also says that “Legalized 

discrimination—where blacks were prevented, often through violence, from owning 

property, or loans were not granted to African-American business owners, or black 

homeowners could not access FHA mortgages, or blacks were excluded from unions [. . 

.]—meant that black families could not amass any meaningful wealth to bequeath to 

future generations.”  He reminds his audience that these were the circumstances of 

Wright’s coming of age; as I have discussed throughout this dissertation, African 

Americans were not lynched for sexual crimes but rather for succeeding or trying to—

property ownership, the desire for economic success and political and social equality, and 

expressions of dignity were the most common motivations for lynching.   

Obama references this history when he says,  

This is the reality in which Reverend Wright and other African-Americans 
of his generation grew up. They came of age in the late fifties and early 
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sixties, a time when segregation was still the law of the land and 
opportunity was systematically constricted. What’s remarkable is not how 
many failed in the face of discrimination, but rather how many men and 
women overcame the odds; how many were able to make a way out of no 
way for those like me who would come after them. 
 

This middle part of this speech then, is meant to explain African-American anger, 

although Obama stops short of justifying it: “That anger may not get expressed in public, 

in front of white co-workers or white friends.  But it does find voice in the barbershop or 

around the kitchen table [. . .] That anger is not always productive; indeed, all too often it 

distracts attention from solving real problems.”  Obama invites his audience to take a 

glimpse into a world they may have not known existed, places where any white insistence 

on African-American civility need not apply.60

          Philosopher Cornel West addresses African-American anger in Race Matters, 

deeming Malcolm X the “prophet of rage,” and I would argue that Wright is an inheritor 

of that mantle, though he was unwittingly thrust onto a national stage (95).  West argues 

that Malcom X attempted to produce a psychic conversion within his African-American 

audience wherein its members would begin to see themselves through their own eyes, 

casting off what Du Bois famously called double-consciousness.  Such a psychic 

conversion, in Malcolm’s era and before, “could easily result in death.  A proud, self-

affirming black person who truly believed in the capacity of black people to throw off the 

yoke of white racists oppression and control their own destiny usually ended up as one of 

those strange fruit that Southern trees bore, about which the great Billie Holliday 

poignantly sang” (96).  West goes on to describe the limits of Malcolm X’s pre-Hajj 

  When the Wright clips went viral, white 

people gained access to a space to which they were not invited, and many of them, 

feeling entitled to access any space, were upset by what they found.      
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thinking because of it, and the Nation of Islam’s, subscription to a “black supremacy 

doctrine” that copied patterns of white racism, even though the former’s effects are far 

milder when compared with the latter (100).  He contends that Malcolm X’s “notion of 

psychic conversion can be understood and used such that it does not necessarily entail 

black supremacy; it simply rejects black captivity to white supremacist ideology and 

practice” (100).  

         After Obama explains and contextualizes African-American anger like Wright’s, 

alluding to the fact that African Americans may talk differently in different situations, he 

goes on to contextualize what he calls “a similar anger [. . .] within segments of the white 

community,” which has seen shrinking opportunities.  He closes the speech by calling for 

Americans of all ethnicities to see what they have in common, to “come together and say, 

‘Not this time.’  This time we want to talk about the crumbling schools, [. . .] the lines in 

the Emergency Room, [. . .] the shuttered mills, [. . .] the homes for sale.” Much like 

“Letter from Birmingham Jail,” this speech represents an attempt to explain African-

American frustration and anger by highlighting oppression as well as by appealing to its 

audience’s shared hopes.  It works rhetorically by calling for unity, by trying to enact the 

assumed good will of its audience.  Later in the campaign, however, public speech of a 

more pernicious sort was used to reinforce links not much different from segregationist 

ones.   

         During September and October 2008, Sarah Palin took to saying that Obama was 

“palling around with terrorists,” referring to his acquaintanceship with William Ayers, 

once a member of the Weather Underground.  Such statements led to crowd members 

shouting threats like “kill him” (“Politics”).  Instead of linking Obama to Communism as 
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was done to activists during the civil rights movement, the Palin campaign tried to link 

him to terrorism, including by repetitively invoking his middle name.  Such attempts also 

included Palin’s references to certain parts of the country as the “real America” whose 

denizens were “real Americans” (Leibovich).  Congressperson Michelle Bachman, (R-

MN), also famously questioned whether Obama was pro- or anti-American on MSNBC 

(Wheaton).  While such statements were widely mocked by people as various as Rachel 

Maddow and Tina Fey, they were taken seriously by a significant number of people as all 

those attending Palin rallies demonstrate.       

          This phenomenon is not simply ingroup/outgroup scapegoating, whereby one’s 

own attributes are commended while those very same attributes are deplored in others.  It 

even goes beyond the issue of inherent as opposed to external factors.  As Patricia 

Roberts-Miller explains it, “if people view one person hit another, they will describe the 

incident differently depending on the group status of the attacker.  If she is a member of 

the ingroup (or high-status group), the explanation will be in specific terms with external 

attribution of causality: she ‘hit the other person because she was provoked’” (Fanatical 

53).  In contrast, a member of an outgroup would be seen as hitting the other person 

because of some irrational and essential motive such as sheer blood lust: she hit the other 

person because she is bloodthirsty.  Such errors in attribution of motive that people assign 

to those unlike themselves explain the lengths to which Obama went in his speech to 

contextualize Wright’s anger: he was saying, albeit more elegantly, that what appeared to 

many to be Wright’s outrageousness actually had a rationality of its own, a history, 

motives as complex as any white person’s.  I brought in Buchanan’s response to Obama 

because it shows the author’s assumptions about African Americans, his outgroup:  they 
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are ungrateful, pushy; he stops just short of calling them uppity.  (Congressperson Lynn 

Westmoreland, (R-GA), did call the Obamas uppity, which essentially means uncivil, and 

later made the implausible claim that the epitaph was not intended as a racial slur.)  

           So while there has been ingroup/outgroup thinking in play throughout this 

dissertation, there are deeper topoi that have their roots in the Jim Crow and civil rights 

eras.  To recapitulate from the introduction and as I have shown throughout the 

dissertation, there are a series of linked paired terms that the civil rights and Black Power 

movements tried to break: 

segregation   civility      patriotism       order   honor       ratiocination    righteousness    purity 
integration    incivility   communism   disorder    dishonor    coercion     godlessness      
impurity  
     

 When politicians and their audiences questioned Obama’s patriotism and righteousness, 

they brought these terms back into play.  The Wright controversy further demonstrates 

the resistance to African-American anger, a stultifying insistence on civility by some 

white people who see their own outrage as perfectly justified.   

          The harassment of Daisy Bates, the Little Rock Nine, and Anne Moody, the 

murders of Emmett Till in Mississippi, Fred Hampton in Chicago, and Michael Griffith 

in Howard Beach, the incarceration of the eventually acquitted Angela Davis and others, 

along with the countless African-American victims of police brutality and lynching, all 

speak to the coercive power of the racial status quo and the lengths to which 

segregationists and others would go to see segregationist, which, by now, we should 

understand as white supremacist, links be maintained.  It is no wonder that protestors had 

no choice but to engage in some acts of coercion to break these links; in his “Letter,” so 

often praised by rhetoricians, King himself even said it was the goal of protest to force a 



 236 

recalcitrant audience to engage in deliberation.  And by carrying arms in California, the 

Black Panthers were well within their legal rights; whites only gun clubs were very 

common, and some of their members wore white sheets.  At every turn, those in power 

attempted to prevent even the possibility for deliberation using every means necessary, 

whether billy clubs, bullets, or prison cells, while prominent white southerners and then 

northerners would spend much rhetorical energy to maintain white supremacist links.  As 

Kenneth Burke would put it, such rhetorical acts “owe their convincingness much more 

to trivial repetition and dull daily reinforcement than to exceptional rhetorical skill” (26).  

Given this reinforcement, civil rights activists had to respond in a manner that would 

ensure that they would at least have attention paid to them by the larger white society.  

Such dull daily reinforcement was also the case during the controversies of the recent 

election cycle.  There are still those who clamor on about Obama’s alleged ineligibility to 

be Commander in Chief, contesting his status as a natural born citizen.      

          It is disheartening that these links once again emerged recently and that they 

resulted in at least threats of violence, but the ridicule with which such links were met 

also provides some hope.  It is my hope that this study will serve as an invitation for 

rhetoricians to revise their thinking about the narrative of the civil rights era, to consider 

further how coercion played a role in it on all sides, and to think about the deadly yet 

persuasive role violence played both in the rural South and the urban North.  The rhetoric 

of well-known leaders like Malcolm X and King deserves further examination along 

these lines, and I have tried to make gestures throughout in this direction.  The rhetoric of 

lesser known actors like Daisy Bates, Anne Moody, and Angela Davis deserves even 
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more scrutiny because it can teach us much about the concerns and strategies of those 

who struggled for human rights on the margins of the civil rights narrative. 
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1 For more on the implications of the “argument is war” metaphor, see George Lakoff and Mark Johnson. 
2 To their credit, some of the rhetorics I reviewed at least include the letter by the eight clergymen to which 
King was responding, but they do not tell students about the larger and largely hostile rhetorical context in 
which he and other protestors were enmeshed. See Audiences and Intentions, Conversations: Readings for 
Writing, and Current Issues and Enduring Questions.      
3 I am claiming no expertise here, but am speaking from the subject position of a new assistant writing 
program administrator.  The kind of conflict I have in mind is that between those two authors as 
represented in Crosstalk.   
4 It’s important to note that the April 2 election of Albert Boutwell as Mayor over rabid segregationist Bull 
Connor was seen by some as a reason to delay protests.  The local paper proclaimed “New Day Dawns in 
Birmingham,” though some protestors were arrested at sit-ins that day (Garrow 237).  And on April 8, 
Connor, who was still chief of police, set loose police dogs on a small group of marchers  (239).  It is also 
important to note that while Boutwell was considered a moderate, he still referred to Martin Luther King as 
Martin Luther Coon publicly during a press conference (“No Easy Walk, 1961 – 1963”). 
5 For examples of this tendency in rhetorical studies in particular, see Celeste Condit and John Lucaites.  
An example of a popular book of this nature can be found in theologian James H. Cone’s Martin & 
Malcolm & America:  A Dream or a Nightmare, though it is important to note that this latter work 
complicates the stark distinction between the two figures. 
6 CORE was founded in 1942 as the secular branch of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, and CORE was 
headed by James Farmer and Bayard Rustin (Pfeffer 60-62).  In 1964 its members were still nominally 
committed to nonviolence, though the commitment of many to it was wavering.   
7 Goldwater tended to explain his opposition to civil rights legislation in terms of a concern for states’ 
rights and freedom of association, saying that he “believe[d] deeply in integration” (McGirr 184). 
8 For more on racially motivated violence in the post-WWI period, see Chip Berlet and Matthew Lyons, 
Right Wing Populism in America (85 – 103).  
9 Away Down South offers a thorough treatment of the development of Southern thought from the 
antebellum myth of the Cavalier, on to the development of the idea of the New South following 
Reconstruction, and all the way through modern arguments over the Confederate flag. 
10 Away Down South offers a thorough treatment of the development of Southern thought from the 
antebellum myth of the Cavalier, on to the development of the idea of the New South following 
Reconstruction, and all the way through modern arguments over the Confederate flag. 
11  While a detailed discussion African Americans’ political activity in the 40s and 50s is beyond the scope 
of this dissertation, see Peniel Joseph’s “Introduction” to The Black Power Movement:  Rethinking the Civil 
Rights – Black Power Era.  
12 For more about Bilbo and his rather unusual New Deal liberalism as compared to other southern 
politicians as well as how it waned in the 1940s, see Chester Morgan’s Redneck Liberal. What emerges 
from Morgan’s portrait is that Bilbo was more complex than his contemporary critics gave him credit for, 
aligning himself with FDR’s New Deal in as much as it would help his poor white constituency in the 
1930s even while he bitterly opposed anti-lynching and other measures he characterized as infringements 
upon states’ rights.  
13 Blight calls this book “widely popular” (111). 
14 Bilbo makes other conceptual links as well along with that between African-American sexual predation 
and social destruction and between segregation and progress.  In an historical chapter intended to explain 
alleged white superiority, “Race and Civilization,” he argues that ancient Egypt, India, Phoenicia, Carthage, 
Greece, and Rome were inhabited by white people who, because of their whiteness, ensured the greatness 
of their civilizations or empires.  These collections of diverse people, in his eyes, inevitably crumbled once 
their allegedly white civilizations were overrun by “foreign blood,” which mixed with that of the natives 
through intermarriage (11-22).  He relies on two sources for his historical claims, which were written in 
1903 and 1908, respectively, forty some years before his book. In addition, he gives credit for finding both 
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of these sources to Earnest Cox and his book White America (1937), published by a house of the same 
name and having a similar rabidly pro-segregation theme as Bilbo’s text.  Cox wrote the introduction to 
Bilbo’s text—Duke University has Cox’s papers, and its description of the papers’ provenance calls Cox a 
“racial separatist, real estate agent, and military agent” (“Guide”).  Bilbo also may have borrowed the 
“Mongrelization” part of his title from another of Cox’s books, The South’s Part in Mongrelizing the 
Nation (1926).  Cox himself was involved with a movement in Virginia in the 1920s to pass a law 
preventing miscegenation, which succeeded in 1924 with the “Racial Integrity Act” (Moten 6).  (It was this 
statute in particular along with others like it that the Supreme Court overturned in Loving v. Virginia 
[1967], which outlawed anti-miscegenation laws.  Interracial marriages were still illegal in seventeen states 
in 1967.)  So Bilbo’s sources from the 1900s most likely also had a similar segregationist and white-
supremacist rationale.   
15 Historian Barbara Ransby emphasizes that Baker encouraged the students to maintain a group- rather 
than leader- centered model of leadership.  Such a leadership model would remain with SNCC.     
16 For more on argumentum ad baculum, see philosopher Robert Kimball. 
17 This metaphor originally comes from Cicero. 
18 In Monroe, North Carolina, Williams successfully organized armed groups to protect the African-
American community from armed Klan motorcades who invaded it nightly.  He describes these groups as 
“not having been infected by turn-the-other-cheekism,” and his efforts eventually led to the banning of such 
motorcades in Monroe (111). 
19 See, for example, the habitual co-optation of Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech by political 
conservatives in an effort to support anti-Affirmative Action positions.  The phrase they usually deploy is 
“I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by 
the color of their skin but by the content of their character.”  They use this phrase to argue that only 
achievement should be used in, say, college admissions.  The out-of-context use of this phrase is similar to 
the strategy people use when they are about to make a racist comment, but preface it by saying that they 
have many friends who are not white as if that somehow makes such comments acceptable or 
understandable.  
20  In Meridian, Alice Walker’s novel about the civil rights movement, Lynne, a young white civil rights 
worker from the North, exemplifies some aspects of the attitude I speak of here:  “To Lynne, the black 
people of the South were art.  This she begged forgiveness for and tried to hide, but it was no use.  To her 
eyes, used to Northern suburbs where every house looked sterile and identical before it was completely 
built, where even the flowers were uniform and their nicknames were already in dictionaries; [ . . .] to her, 
nestled in a big chair made of white oak strips, under a quilt called The Turkey Walk, from Attapulsa, 
Georgia, in a little wooden Mississippi sharecropper bungalow that had never known paint, the South—and 
the black people living there—was art” (136).  This novel as a whole depicts the rhetorical process my 
project describes.   
21 For more on King’s less well-known late-career advocacy of economic matters, see Branch Canaan’s.  
Laurie Green has also written about King’s involvement with the Sanitation Workers’ Strike in Memphis 
before his assassination. 
22 I will again turn to Meridian for an example of the turn from nonviolence on the part of former civil 
rights workers.  The main character, Meridian, is with a group in New York, and has participated in 
countless demonstrations:  “This group might or might not do something revolutionary.  It was after all a 
group of students, of intellectuals, converted to a belief in violence only after witnessing the extreme 
violence, against black dissidents, of the federal government and police” (15).  The narrator characterizes 
the 1960s as “a decade marked by death.  Violent and inevitable.  Funerals became engraved on the brain, 
intensifying the ephemeral nature of life.  For many in the South it was a decade reminiscent of earlier 
times, when oak trees sighed over their burdens in the wind” (20). 
23 Sasha Torres argues that the needs of the news media in the 1960s, increasingly broadcasting to a 
national audience rather than to local affiliates, dovetailed with the needs of the civil rights movement.  The 
news media needed to project a unified national stance on racial politics, and they found it hard to portray 
white resistance sympathetically, in part because reporters and photojournalists were themselves the targets 
of white violence.  The civil rights movement, on the other hand, depended on the media to portray 
protestors sympathetically and their tormentors negatively:  “During the civil rights years, the alliance 
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between news workers and the movement produced a particular set of coded identifications linking 
disparate televisual information texts:  television asked its viewers, black and white, to identify with 
nonviolent black protest and against the violent representatives of the southern state”  (11). 
24 I am reminded of a student of mine in the last class I taught about social movements in the 1960s.  When 
we got to the section on the Black Power movement and discussed white fears of African-American men 
bearing arms for the purposes of self-defense, one young woman said that these fears were completely 
understandable, as “black men with guns are scary.”  Note that we had just spent several class periods 
watching footage of white men, armed to the teeth, beating unarmed and peaceful African-American and 
some white protestors senseless.  I asked the class to consider that from an African American’s point of 
view, armed white people would be terrifying, especially during the 1960s, and reminded them of recent 
and well-known cases of white police officers shooting people of color for no reason, both in Austin, TX 
where I was then teaching and nationally.  It was hard for many of the students, most of whom were white, 
to look at things from this other point of view.  I have also experienced this blind spot regarding African 
Americans’ right to defend themselves in other classes in which we read The Autobiography of Malcolm X.    
25 I certainly do not intend to claim that the struggle was strictly relegated to the South before 1966;  clearly 
figures like Malcolm X, while offering a different vision of social change than the southern civil rights 
movement, advocated social change.  Following Malcolm X's departure from the Nation of Islam and 
subsequent pilgrimage to Mecca in 1964, the leader turned his attention increasingly to politics (Haley 367-
389).   Martin Luther King, Jr. also at least partially turned his attention away from the South in the latter 
1960s, especially after the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964 and the Voting Rights Act in 1965, 
organizing marches in Cicero, Illinois and a Poor People's Campaign in Washington, D.C.  (Branch  ). 
26 I will discuss this distinction further in my treatment of Moody's Coming of Age in Mississippi.  For more 
about the topic and the tensions it caused in the movement, see opposing views in John Lewis’s and 
Stokely Carmichael's (Kwame Ture) autobiographies, as well as Taylor Branch's trilogy about Martin 
Luther King, Jr.  John Lewis advocated nonviolence as a philosophy, while Carmichael thought of it chiefly 
as a tactic of necessity, one that had outlived its usefulness by 1966.     
27 See Mark Bando for more about this division. 
28 The Kennedy papers at the John F. Kennedy Library and Museum have to a large extent been digitized.  
The “Integrating Ole Miss” section of the website includes many relevant documents, and it includes tape 
recorded conversations between Barnett and both Robert and John F. Kennedy.  See 
<http://www.jfklibrary.org/meredith/> for more.  
29 The theme of the outside agitator comes up constantly among segregationists.  Alice Walker offers a 
good definition of outside agitators: “The town of Chicokema did indeed own a tank.  It had been bought 
during the sixties when the townspeople who were white felt under attack from ‘outside agitators’—those 
members of the black community who thought equal rights for all should extend to blacks” (2). 
30 Several reporters from the African-American press were actually viciously beaten.   Mobsters beat Alex 
Wilson, of the Memphis-based Tri-State Defender, with a brick (The Chicago Defender’s publisher was its 
parent, and it is still owned by the company that owns the Chicago paper) (Bates 92; “Our History”).  
31 These men have long since died, but spurred by recent documentaries as well as pressure from Till’s 
family and civil rights groups, the Justice Department, the FBI, and local officials have speculated that 
other people were almost certainly involved with the murder.  And indeed on May ten 2004, the Associated 
Press reported that the Justice Department was reopening its investigation of the boy’s murder, though a 
grand jury refused to return an indictment early this year (Dewan “After”).   
32 I do not intend to belabor West’s point too much here.  Of course there were other factors involved in 
causing the civil rights movement, and I am certain West agrees, but I also do not mean to minimize the 
importance of Till’s death.  The images surrounding it indeed had great symbolic importance in initiating 
action.  
33  Indeed, murders from the Civil Rights Movement period still haunt the nation.  Cases against white 
defendants accused of murdering civil rights leaders and participants have recently been reopened, and in 
some cases, successfully prosecuted.  Such cases include the 1994 conviction of Byron de la Beckwith for 
the 1963 murder of NAACP leader Medgar Evers in Mississippi and the 2000 and 2002 convictions of co-
conspirators in the 1963 Birmingham church bombing that killed four African-American Sunday school 
girls (Dewan “Revisiting”). 
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34 Historian Charles Payne discusses that while racially motivated violence was still common in Mississippi 
in 1955, both its effectiveness and frequency were shrinking slightly: “The decimation of the [NAACP] 
leadership is misleading, obscuring the fact that the return on racist violence was actually diminishing [. . .] 
Two shootings were required to accomplish what a word from the sheriff would have gotten done in an 
earlier day” (40).  He goes on to say that economic reprisals for civil rights activity were becoming more 
common (41).  See also John Dittmer’s Local People.   
35 With this statement I do not mean to diminish the struggle for human rights that the civil rights 
movement was as a struggle for mere survival.  I rather hope to complicate the narrative of the civil rights 
movement as a natural, progressive step forward in the history of the U.S.  I am claiming that there was 
nothing natural about it:  while it is true that Jim Crow stood in stark contrast to the nation’s ideals as 
expressed in the “Declaration of Independence” or whatever other founding document one might point to, 
those very ideals were formulated while slavery gripped the nation’s politics.  I find it hard to believe that 
ideas conceived under one system of oppression would necessarily give rise to the rhetorical means to 
overthrow another closely related system of oppression later. 
36 Laurie Green discusses the “rural-urban matrix” in From the Grassroots to the Supreme Court.  Memphis 
emerged as an urban hub for the movement, with activists from the Regional Council of Negro Leadership 
(RCNL) fanning into the Delta:  “When the RCNL was viciously targeted by the white Citizens’ Council 
launched in the Delta in reaction to Brown, its members became key supporters of the hard-pressed 
activists” (270). 
37 See, for example, Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters and Clayborne Carson, In Struggle. 
38 Private African-American colleges were independent of white support, so they became centers of 
movement activity;  I believe they were at least as important as the more well-recognized African-
American churches because of their role in organizing African-American students, the movement’s shock 
troops. 
39 Clayborne Carson notes that SNCC made little progress in the Delta in 1962 and 1963, in part because of 
the violence there, but also because of economic reprisals dealt out by white employers and landlords, 
tantamount to violence although through starvation and penury.  “Although the tenacity of SNCC workers 
in Mississippi became legendary,” many African Americans there blamed the group’s presence for 
increasing violence (79).  This tendency exemplifies the multi-pronged rhetorical problem facing 
movement participants—in the Delta, more acceptance came when civil rights workers distributed donated 
northern goods among the African Americans there. 
40 It is interesting that while this photograph is quite dramatic, depicting Meredith trying to move forward 
while screaming and writhing in pain, it is not nearly as iconic as images of the Edmund Pettus Bridge 
bloodletting or the image of Elizabeth Eckford.  Perhaps its relative absence from the popular storehouse of 
movement images is further indication of the “civil rights fatigue” I discuss further in this chapter.  
41 For a detailed discussion of the ways King invoked themes of Black Power without using the phrase, see 
Robert Scott, “Black Power Bends Martin Luther King.” 
42 Hamilton co-wrote a book with Stokely Carmichael, Black Power: The Politics of Liberation in America. 
43 McGirr writes that Anaheim saw the first chapter of the KKK in Orange County, “started by a Baptist 
minister in a men’s Bible class in 1923, [which] mushroomed to the point that Klan supporters won local 
government positions in Anaheim, Fullerton, Brea, and La Habra” (32). 
44 This respondent’s words echo those of James Sokol’s southern respondent which heads the title of his 
book: “there goes my everything.” 
45 Some of the white respondents’ comments remind me of President Obama’s appearance on the eve of the 
Pennsylvania primary on The Daily Show.  Jon Stewart asked the nominee whether, if he were elected, he 
would enslave white people.  Stewart was clearly spoofing that attitude, but that it was still funny indicates 
that such attitudes still exist. 
46 Nunley’s article discusses hush harbor rhetoric, a term I will explain in my conclusion.    
47 It is important to note that there were rare exceptions.  During Senate subcommittee meetings on urban 
unrest, Nicholas Katzenbach, with the Justice Department in the Kennedy administration and Attorney 
General in Johnson’s, testified that “’disease and despair, joblessness and hopelessness, rat-infested 
housing and long impacted cynicism’ were behind the riots, rather than conspiracies led by Communists or 
Black Power militants (Joseph 156). 
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48 While Stewart rightly claims that the word “Negro” has all but disappeared in public discourse, one 
might be surprised at the number of students who use it in their papers, especially if they are reading 
historical documents that use the term.  I was shocked by this usage, and have yet to figure out why—
perhaps their parents and grandparents still use the term.    
49 See also M. Dawson, “A Black Counterpublic.” 
50 It is outside the scope of this chapter to give a thorough accounting of the BPP.  Some recent works about 
it include Paul Alkebulan’s Survival Pending Revolution and Jane Rhodes’ Framing the Black Panthers.   
51 The fact that the driver was the son of a police officer was another site of controversy in the incident. 
52 I made Horowitz’s more extensive online list because of my course The Rhetoric of the 1960s.  On his 
website, the author, or more likely, one of his lackeys, wrote,  

The first section of this course largely centers on the radical black power movement and 
groups like the Black Panther Party. The second section focuses on “activism among 
white students,” primarily the radical student organization Students for a Democratic 
Society (SDS). Assignments for this section require students to read a number of 
proclamations from radical student groups -- including "The Port Huron Statement," the 
founding manifesto of SDS -- but, evidently, nothing that is even remotely critical of such 
organizations or their political platforms, or their political activities. The final section of 
the course, presented under the theme “From NOW to Radical Feminism,” is a survey of 
feminist politics and activism. While this course affects to be a course in rhetoric, it is 
actually a course to inculcate a radical’s view of the Sixties. The instructor is not a 
historian and has no professional expertise for teaching such course (sic) which in any 
case is entirely one-sided and is an indoctrination in radical politics. 

One wonders in what way a class about social change could avoid the topic of rhetoric and how rhetoric 
could not also be concerned with history.  In any case, there is no way he could know any of these things, 
since he never attended a class, nor did he, to my knowledge, ever look at my course packet, the only text 
for the course except for a rhetoric and a writing manual.  Had he consulted the course packet, or even 
honestly represented the syllabus available on the course website, he would have seen that the first unit in 
fact focused on the civil rights movement with a few days spent on Black Power, while an examination of 
the course packet would have revealed material by segregationists, Nixon, Reagan, as well as interviews 
with those Forgotten Americans whom Nixon targeted.  I also included myriad points of view from the 
women’s movement: Betty Friedan and Jo Freeman, for example, did not argue for the same kinds of 
changes.  I should add, however, that the quoted statement now appears on a different page of Horowitz’s 
website than the one with my syllabus on it, and this statement can be found here: 
http://www.discoverthenetworks.org/Articles/oftindstu.html.  The old link now lists several syllabi 
including mine, which now, apparently, speaks for its nefarious self: 
http://www.discoverthenetworks.org/Articles/UT-Austin.htm#_Syllabus_for_the_8. 
53 Aptheker, who now like Davis also works for UC Santa Cruz, has also made Horowitz’s list in The 
Professors.  
54 One of the most striking examples of how the split among academics and the general public about not 
only African-American radicalism, but also white (and other) student activism can be found in novelist 
James Michener’s Kent State—What Happened and Why.  One Ohio housewife said in an interview, “Live 
ammunition!  Well, really, what did they expect, spitballs!  How much warning is needed indeed.  Hooray!  
I shout for God and Country, recourse to justice under the law, fifes, drums, martial music, parades, ice 
cream cones—America, support it or leave it” (588).  Another Ravenna, Ohio resident said, “If the National 
Guard is forced to face these situations without loaded guns, the silent majority has lost everything.  The 
National Guard made only one mistake—they should have fired sooner and longer” (emphasis mine).  The 
so-called silent majority that Nixon had targeted reveal their segregationist links, and in this case these 
links also apply to dissident white students.  This statement is not meant to excuse the bad and foolish 
behavior of some of the Kent State students—it is never a good idea to throw rocks at people with guns.     
55 Davis herself has written about the extent to which a natural African-American hairstyle has been 
attached to her.  Upon meeting the brother of a participant in a county jail theatre project in San Francisco, 
she found that the man hadn’t heard of her, but eventually figured out who she was when he exclaimed, 
“’Oh [. . .] Angela Davis—the Afro’” (Davis “Afro” 37).  In fact, she had been named by the New York 
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Times Magazine “as one of the fifty most influential (read: hairstyle) trendsetters over the last century” in 
1993. 
56 See Laurie Green’s book, Battling the Plantation Mentality, for more on the economic aspect of the 
southern movement in Memphis.   
57 It’s important to note that in early 1969, the BPP and US had a violent falling out when US members shot 
John Huggins and Bunchy Carter.  See Austin and Joseph (Waiting) for more. 
58 See Belinda Robnett’s How Long? How Long? for a discussion of a variety of forms of women’s 
leadership that developed in tandem with men’s more traditional leadership roles during the civil rights 
movement. 
59 This part of the website’s prose is attributed to Matthew Linton Chancey, undoubtedly a relative of Dr. 
Chancey.   
60 Vorris Nunley terms such spaces “hush harbors,” hidden spaces “where [African-Americans] can come 
in from the wilderness, untie their tongues, speak the unspoken, and sing their own songs.”  Such spaces 
include “churches, [. . .] barbershops, and kitchens” (223).  He proposes that space be added to the 
rhetorical triangle: audience, text, rhetor.   
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