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About the book



From the cardinal Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court ruling that desegregated U.S. public education to the demonstrations, marches, and violence of the civil rights movement, A History of the American Civil Rights Movement Through Newspaper Coverage: The Race Agenda, Volume 1 traces the crusade for justice through the lens of major newspaper coverage to reveal the combating sectional press attitudes of the era. The book details attempts, blatant and subtle, to frame the major events of the movement in themes that have resonated from before, during, and since the Civil War. States’ rights versus constitutional guarantees of freedom and equality, nullification versus federal authority, and regional social and cultural mores that buttressed the prejudices and political arguments of segregation and desegregation across the nation are some of the issues covered. This analysis of the press coverage of events and issues of that tumultuous period of U.S. history—by newspapers in the North, South, Midwest, and West—exposes perspectives and press routines that remain ingrained and thus relevant today, when journalistic treatment of political debate, ranging from traditional newspapers and broadcast platforms to those of cable, social media, and the Internet, continues to set an often volatile and oppositional political agenda.


ADVANCE PRAISE FOR THE FIRST VOLUME OF

A History of the American Civil Rights

Movement Through Newspaper Coverage

“A valuable, important, and searching analysis of press coverage and commentary during the civil rights years in America.”

—Gene Roberts, co-author of The Race Beat: The Press, the Civil Rights Struggle, and the Awakening of a Nation

“‘Words do matter,’ Steve Hallock declares, and the words in this powerful volume recapture the tense moments of the civil rights era through the newspapers of the day. The lessons learned here apply to our own troubled time.”

—Jonathan Bean, Professor of History at Southern Illinois University, author of Race and Liberty in America: The Essential Reader, and an advisory member of the U.S. Civil Rights Commission

“Steve Hallock offers an in-depth treatment of the national press coverage of the civil rights movement and how it shaped our understanding of the world and the people in it. This book is a sobering and powerful account—a must-read. And, in a moment where Americans find themselves drowning in a sea of non-stop media coverage and facing a president who declares, without any hint of irony, that the media is ‘an enemy of the state,’ it is critical that we understand the importance of news coverage in framing how we see the world and its problems and how it helps set the agenda for what we must do next.”

—Eddie Glaude, Chair of the Center for African American Studies and the William S. Tod Professor of Religion and African American Studies at Princeton University and author of Democracy in Black: How Race Still Enslaves the American Soul

“A History of the American Civil Rights Movement Through Newspaper Coverage: The Race Agenda, Volume 1 picks up where The Race Beat stopped. It is an excellent addition to the literature of media coverage of civil rights, providing depth and breadth to the question: what did the press report and when did they report it?”

—Kathleen Wickham, Professor of Journalism at the University of Mississippi and author of We Believed We Were Immortal: Twelve Reporters Who Covered the 1962 Integration Crisis at Ole Miss

“Scholars and journalists have produced books, articles, and documentaries about certain aspects of the civil rights movement, but, until now, only Gene Roberts’s and Hank Klibanoff’s The Race Beat: The Press, the Civil Rights Struggle, and the Awakening of a Nation offered a comprehensive analysis of how media coverage shaped public perceptions throughout the modern civil rights movement. Steve Hallock extends their study, both through selection of sources and emphasis on regional influences on coverage. Skillfully employing textual analysis, Hallock’s work gives us a greater understanding of how regional loyalties and racial motives shaped the coverage of the modern civil rights movement. Hallock shows how media outlets framed events in the movement and used that framing to set agendas in response to these events. This book is a must-read for anyone interested in the media’s role in driving agendas and shaping public opinions during the modern civil rights movement.”

—Darryl Mace, Associate Professor and Chair in the Department of History and Political Science at Cabrini College and author of In Remembrance of Emmett Till: Regional Stories and Media Responses to the Black Freedom Struggle
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Preface



Back in the sixties, we rapped, to use the vernacular of the time, about vibes, auras, astrological signs—mystical jargon, conversation we labeled as heavy, cosmic, sometimes meaningful. Peter, Paul and Mary had a hit song, “The Great Mandela,” about the notion of fate, or coincidence, or what-goes-around-comes-around. This particular tune arises in this sentence because as I type this preface to my book about the civil rights movement of the sixties, my computer has randomly and coincidentally selected from my songs library Billie Holiday’s rendition of Abel Meeropol’s “Strange Fruit,” a dirge to the lynchings of the Jim Crow era—the fruit being the dead bodies of African-Americans hanging from trees. Nostalgia of the sixties—the Beatles, Stones, Joni and Dylan, free love, tooling the mountain highways in muraled VW vans, Jimi and Janis, body paint, mind-altering drugs—has become a popular and commercial pastime: Ah, what a strange trip it’s been, we of that era like to muse. And so much fun.

But nostalgia has this habit of coloring the past through rose-tinted granny spectacles, especially considering those who experienced the most brutal, ugly part of that decade—the lynchings, the beatings, the snarling dogs, the high-pressure fire hoses, the police clubs, the jammed jail cells, the promises of justice that were lies, the lofty language of law-and-order that was 1984 doublespeak for the white man’s law to keep the black man in order—the fear and courage of living a black life. The sixties were ugly times for those who marched in 100-degree humidity ← xi | xii → down asphalt highways under a glaring sun toward an elusive goal, equality, that remained always just beyond the horizon.

I remember the news reports of those marches and riots, the flickering black-and-white television images in our west-side Denver house, the screen beaming footage of cops shoving and clubbing what we then called Negroes—“colored,” in my lower-middle-class neighborhood where an African-American company emptied our trash barrels in our alley each week. It was like watching events in another country, the goings-on in this Southern nation of America. Wise, white, male television reporters objectively reported the vicious battles taking place on the campuses and streets of Alabama and Mississippi as their cameramen captured the bloody scenery accompanying the monologues.

As I conducted the research for this book—hours in Northern and Southern and Western libraries scanning microfilm images of newspapers that were the primary purveyors of information then—I traveled my own youth. It was an era without live, on-the-scene reports—the footage was filmed with video cameras and the film then sent to labs for development and editing for the nightly news programs. Newspaper and wire dispatches were dictated over expensive, long-distance land lines. No Internet. No cell phones—no phones at all, in many of these poor, Southern ghettos. The daily newspaper provided the tidings of the day, which were discussed, not in chat rooms or on Facebook, but in taverns, barbershops, cafes, beauty salons, as the television networks followed the newspapers’ cues. The media’s race agenda then was one reported on and set by print journalists and editors.

Poring over these microfilm images of those newspapers, I was struck by how much was going on then, and how the world was changing. Competing for front-page news space were stories of space exploration, the Cold War, McCarthyism and communism, war in Vietnam and anti-war war protests in the streets and on college campuses. Be-ins and love-ins. Looking at these old news pages, I relived my high school and college days, when I developed my passion for journalism; glancing at the ads for the nightclubs and movies of the era, the fashions and hairdos, the baseball races—Cardinals and Yankees, forever, it seems—and college football powerhouses—Nebraska, Alabama—I remembered many things I thought I’d forgotten. Reading the headlines about the marriages and divorces—Happy and Nelson Rockefeller, John and Yoko—and the music and arts festivals: Woodstock!—I remembered, as so many kin and children and friends must still remember.

And all the while, the civil-rights activists plodded through this happy nostalgia of ours, relentlessly demanding the right to sit in a diner for a cup of coffee, to bathe in a public swimming pool, to ride a public bus—and yes, to be properly ← xii | xiii → educated and have the right to walk into a voting booth and to safely stroll a neighborhood sidewalk on a summer evening.

So, while this book is the story of an era that many of us shared and remember fondly, it is, more importantly, a revisitation of a dark and stormy niche of American history, significant for the lessons it teaches us about what, today, seems like a replay of the same old arguments and passions on our national and cultural landscape as pundit debates and legal battles are fought yet again over voting rights, educational and work opportunity, criminal justice, economic and class inequality. As Sonny and Cher sang back then, the beat goes on.

The political landscape, though, has changed significantly over the past half century. The civil rights drama of the era covered by the research for this book and its next volume—the late 1950s through the 1960s—played out in a political system in which conservative, segregationist Democrats in the South split with their Northern party colleagues. Those conservative Democrats are now Republicans in a South swimming in political red, but the Grand Old Party, like the Democratic Party then, is split between moderates and alt-right, Tea Party Republicans. Yet questions of race and opportunity have not changed, raising the suggestion, posed by Santayana, that we are doomed to repeat the refrains of that dark past.

That proposition drove my interest in this research and this particular history. But Santayana’s inference had a condition attached to it—that learning about the past might help us avoid repeating it. With signs of repetition abundant today—police beating and shooting African-American citizens giving rise to the Black Lives Matter movement, the U.S. Supreme Court partially nullifying the Voting Rights Act, voter-suppression across the South and parts of the North, the rise of white supremacy in the wake of and as a reaction to the election of this nation’s first African-American president—I wanted to first learn about the intricacies of the civil rights movement of my youth and, second, as a journalist and now a teacher of journalism, to analyze the role that the press played in covering the movement. Through my research, I discovered not only how some of the nation’s newspapers reported the movement; it also scrutinized the process of how the press helped shape it. I hope this writing project may play some small role in the learning process—to perhaps help deter a replay of past abuses and to combat the racist attitudes based in ignorance and inherited abhorrent cultural norms.

I want to thank Point Park University, particularly Provost John Pearson for his support and belief in this project, my editors Kathryn Harrison and David Copeland for their enthusiasm and counsel—with a special shout-out to Point Park University Library staffers Melanie Kirchartz, Margie Stampahar, Dev Albarelli, Brenton Wilson, Robert Stancampiano, Lauren Irvin, Phill Harrity, and Director ← xiii | xiv → Liz Evans for their assistance in obtaining the research data I needed for this book. They, and the librarians at public libraries I visited across and up and down the nation, represent the best of the valuable access to archives and research sources found in private and public libraries. And finally, my wife, Joanne, encouraged me along the way and put up with extended absences while I traveled the South, West and North and worked on this book in my university office, primarily on weekends and early-morning hours so as not to detract from my university responsibilities. Any errors, faults or omissions in this book are mine alone.
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Foreword



For those of us who became adults in the 1950s and the 1960s, the civil rights era remains a memorable and troubling time. I never saw nor was involved in the brutal ugliness of the period, which included snarling police dogs, water cannons, beatings and shootings of blacks on marches and bus rides, killings, and riots in cities, all of which I read about in newspapers and magazines and watched on television. But I still remember vividly various personal incidents with racial connotations that I experienced; they are like small slides of old snapshots that are quick-flashed from an internal projector in my brain onto a screen in my mind. They never fade away.

My oldest memory is from the early 1950s in Dallas, Texas, when I was about ten years old. I got on a city bus and noticed a black line, about an inch wide, that was painted on the roof about two-thirds of the way back. I asked my mother what it was, and she explained that blacks had to be behind it—in other words, at the back of the bus—or they would be thrown off. I recall thinking that was strange, but I sensed that I should not ask her any more about it. Then, in 1959, I entered Baylor University, the country’s largest Southern Baptist institution, and was surprised to learn that there were no black students. The only blacks allowed to take classes were ministers, who could only go to religion classes at night, but they did not count toward a degree. Meanwhile, I had classmates who were Asians and Spanish-Americans (the term at the time for Latinos); somehow they were ← xv | xvi → acceptable and blacks were not. That quickly changed in the mid-1960s, however, when Southwest Conference universities decided they needed blacks if they were going to compete successfully in football on a national basis.

From 1964 to 1966, I was a sportswriter on the Charlottesville (Virginia) Progress. Previously I had a similar job for sixteen months on the Big Spring (Texas) Herald, which was in another former Confederate state, and I do not recall any racial issues surfacing, but that was not the case in Virginia. One day I laid out the sports section and used an Associated Press photograph of three blacks celebrating after a big win in the NCAA basketball tournament. The publisher called me into his office and informed me politely but firmly that he wanted no more pictures of blacks unless they were taken during a game. Meanwhile, while I worked there, the women’s page editor was fired because she ran a story on a local black woman, who was widely known and loved in the black community, along with a large photo of her. She was immediately fired because that was viewed as too much publicity on a black person. And then there was the racial viewpoint of a white woman, who rented me a bedroom in her house because she did not want to live alone following the death of her husband. She belonged to a local country club, where she liked to play golf, and was incensed that it might admit its first black member. She told me that she could never be on a course when a black was playing at the same time, even if he was on a hole on the other side of the course and she could not see him. But she had no problem with black caddies. That amazed me.

From 1966 to 1967, I was a sportswriter on the Atlanta Journal. It was the only time that I have ever lived in the deep South, and I was unprepared for the invisible fog of racism that hung over the city and was far worse than in Virginia. While I saw no racism creep into the paper (other than the fact that every person in the sports department was white), I was stunned to see the reaction of readers when a story appeared about it. Baseball’s Milwaukee Braves, which had some outstanding black players including Hank Aaron, who broke Babe Ruth’s home run record in 1974, moved to Atlanta for the 1966 season. The paper had a sportswriter ask the Braves’ players how the blacks and whites got along; the answer was that they had no problems playing together as a team, but when they left the stadium, the blacks and whites went their separate ways and did not get together again until the next game. All of us in the sports department read the story before it appeared in the paper and thought it was fine, but an immediate and unexpected tsunami of complaints was hurled at the paper by white readers. They claimed it was not like that in Atlanta—instead, they said the two races constantly did things together. I knew that was wrong from what I saw every day, and it helped reinforce my feeling about the city’s extreme racism. ← xvi | xvii →

Then, in December 1970, I traveled as the sports information director with the University of Louisville’s basketball team to a game at the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa. On the day after we arrived, a white sportswriter from the Louisville Courier-Journal and I took a cab to eat lunch. The white driver immediately told us that another driver had had problems with several black Louisville players the night before and said angrily, “If those niggers get in my cab and cause trouble, I will take care of them!” And he reached under his seat and pulled out a pistol. We did not say anything, much less admit that we were with the Louisville team, and were pleased to get out of the cab when it reached the restaurant.

Such memories are indicative of the racial climate in the South during the civil rights era and are useful in helping those born in the 1970s and afterward to better appreciate the period. Dark though that time was, I feel fortunate to have experienced it in a small way because it reinforced in my mind the ridiculousness of considering blacks second-class citizens because of the color of their skin. That view played a part later when I became one of the leading historians of the black press. My first book dealt with how the black press was critical of black inequalities during World War II, which resulted in some of those at the highest levels of the government considering an indictment of the press under the Espionage Act for hurting the war effort. When the book was published, my editor told me that she was astonished that I had been so non-biased given the racial nature of the subject. I still consider that one of the highest compliments that I have ever received, and my success at being fair was partially due to what I had experienced from the early 1950s until the early 1970s.

To truly understand the civil rights era, however, it is necessary to look at the press coverage of that period. The broadcast videos of the hatred and the violence, and the photographs of it in magazines and newspapers, were striking and sobering. You found yourself asking, “How can this happen in America? How did it come to this?”

But it was the newspapers that provided the most extensive and exhaustive coverage. Grinding on day after day, sometimes in highly dangerous situations, the reporters did their jobs admirably in an explosive atmosphere that mesmerized readers. Standing as a memorial to their work is the 2007 Pulitzer Prize winner for history, The Race Beat: The Press, the Civil Rights Struggle, and the Awakening of a Nation, by Gene Roberts and Hank Klibanoff. Relying on what reporters and historians had written about the civil rights era, and incorporating a large number of interviews, they discussed how the press covered that time period and the struggles it faced, some of which were extraordinary. For anyone wanting to understand the press coverage, this highly interesting book is essential. And because it was written by two former reporters, one of whom had covered the civil rights era, it opens up the intriguing world of newspaper reporting to those who have never experienced ← xvii | xviii → it and helps them understand the decisions that were made and the actions that were taken before the stories appeared in print.

Now, Steve Hallock, in the first of what will be two volumes, has significantly extended the scope of their study by doing the most thorough examination to date of what newspapers wrote about the civil rights struggle. And not just what appeared in large northern papers, such as The New York Times, and in their southern counterparts. Making his book particularly noteworthy is that it closely analyzes civil rights stories in papers in every region of the country. This results in interesting comparisons, and it makes the point that this was a national story with important national ramifications.

The book also is valuable because of what it says about the press fifty to sixty years ago and today. Newspapers, magazines, and broadcast outlets in both time periods have operated with ethical codes that have determined their conduct and what they print and air. Bias, much of the time subtle, has always been present in news stories, but most of the mainstream press has been aware of it and tried to keep it to a minimum. Contrast that with today’s social media revolution, which was not around in the civil rights era and which a number of people today primarily use for learning the news. The digital age has spawned a multitude of amateur journalists and publishers, who have no ethical codes governing what they write or say beyond maybe the realization that it is illegal to commit libel or slander. And as for bias, they frequently tell listeners what they think, as if someone would care, and routinely mix their “news” with personal beliefs and gossip. Some people have called this bloviating. The bottom line is that the mainstream press is responsible for breaking the news in periods of national importance, whether it was the civil rights era or the divisive presidential campaign of Donald Trump and his first year in office. While the mainstream press occasionally makes errors, which are almost never deserving of the derisive and sneering term “fake news,” it keeps plugging along doggedly despite the efforts of demagogues to stop it. If it did not do this, Americans would be largely uninformed, and democracy as we know it might very well disappear.

So, enjoy Hallock’s book and enjoy what it tells you about the civil rights era and the importance of a free press. You may not like what the mainstream press prints and broadcasts or says in editorials, but thank God that we have it.


Patrick S. Washburn

Athens, Ohio



Patrick S. Washburn is Professor Emeritus at the E. W. Scripps School of Journalism at Ohio University and author of A Question of Sedition: The Federal Government’s Investigation of the Black Press during World War II (Oxford, 1986) and The African American Newspaper: Voice of Freedom (Northwestern University Press 2006).
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Introduction



James Kilpatrick’s warning to the U.S. Supreme Court chief justice and the U.S. attorney general was dire.

“Two things may be said today to the Earl Warrens and Herbert Brownells of this world, and to all their associates in high places,” wrote Kilpatrick, editor of The Richmond News Leader and a future nationally syndicated conservative columnist and CBS television’s “60 Minutes” pundit, in a September, 1957 editorial published after angry white mobs greeted African-American students attempting to integrate a public school in Little Rock, Arkansas, addressed to Chief Justice Warren and Attorney General Brownell. Both men were integral to President Dwight Eisenhower’s decision to use federal force to integrate the public schools in Little Rock that month, and to other policies considered anathema to the pro-segregationist movement in the American South during that era.

“The first is said in no sense of pleasure at prophecy fulfilled,” the editorial continued. “It is this: We told you so.

“And the second is said as no threat of specific ugliness ahead. It is this: The violence of September, 1957, is only the beginning.”

The event referenced specifically by the editorial was the September 9, 1957 dynamiting of an integrated public school in Nashville; but the primary larger target of the editorial was the U.S. Supreme Court’s May, 1954 public school desegregation ruling, Brown v. Board of Education—a ruling promulgated by the Warren Court and enforced by Brownell and Eisenhower. ← 1 | 2 →

“Mr. Warren, Mr. Brownell, the Northern liberals of House and Senate, have not understood these things,” the editorial argued in an eloquent, lengthy diatribe that proclaimed a manifesto of the South and segregationists’ intent to serve notice to the rest of the nation that the South would not willingly comply with federal mandates designed to bring Negroes, as African-Americans were then called, into the American mainstream.


From the very beginning, they have failed to comprehend the elemental forces that underlie race relations in the American South. The sober warnings of decent men—men who have lived their lives below the Potomac—they brushed aside as not worth hearing. The remonstrances of able lawyers, seeking to explain the reasons that underlie State control of domestic affairs, they dismissed as empty words.



Sounding themes reminiscent of the debates preceding the Civil War, the editorial continued:


Heedless of consequences, deaf to argument, blind to law, they pushed forward with a plan that could mean to the South nothing less than social revolution. Mr. Nehru would be pleased. Ceylon could be impressed. The Eighteenth District of New York, East Harlem, might be contained. Or give them, if you like, credit for sincerity at least equal to their ignorance: Let it be assumed that Mr. Warren, in his heart, regarded segregation as dead wrong, and that it seemed to him truly more important to follow conscience than to obey his Constitution.



Thus, in one editorial, this newspaper revisited long-argued themes, such as states’ rights and nullification, common in the once raging national argument over slavery while also advancing legalistic precepts, such as deviance from constitutional mandates and the spirit of the document in deference to popular mood and personal beliefs, that continue to spice discussion of court rulings and judicial confirmation hearings today.

The editorial, in its concluding remarks, called the bombing in Nashville in 1957, “the faintest rumbles of far-off thunder,” and it warned of a looming “storm … barely gathering. Injunctions, mandates, decrees, sweet homilies from the fifteenth green—these are paper screens to turn a hurricane. The stability of our institutions, it has been said, rests upon fidelity to law. When the Supreme Court in May of 1954 snatched away our law, our institutions shuddered. Now they fall.

“We gaze upon the chaos wrought by willful men, and we ask, dear God, to what end, to what good end?”1

The New York Times, in its editorial response to that same school desegregation ruling, also referenced historical themes in taking up the constitutional argument. The editorialist cited a principle of equality ← 2 | 3 →


inherent in the Declaration of Independence and never entirely forgotten, even in the days of human slavery.

This nation is often criticized for its treatment of racial minorities, and particularly of the Negro. There have been grounds for this criticism. Little by little, however, in the folk customs and in such decisions as the one rendered yesterday, we move toward a more perfect democracy. When some hostile propagandist rises in Moscow or Peiping to accuse us of being a class society we can if we wish recite the words of yesterday’s opinion. The highest court in the land, the guardian of our national conscience, has reaffirmed its faith—and the undying American faith—in the equality of all men and all children before the law.2



Same subject; two viewpoints diametrically opposed. And here is the thematic dynamic of this book and its ensuing next volume, which offer an exploration of the history of the civil rights movement in the United States through an analysis of American press coverage—newspapers, the dominant journalistic medium of the era—of events and subjects beginning with the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, referenced above, and ending with another court ruling aimed at desegregating public schools, the 1971 decision that a school bus is a legal and legitimate vehicle to bring about fair and equal access to public education.

Echoes of History

The historical references cited in the above editorials are an apt window into this republic’s national debate over the themes of states’ rights and of state nullification of federal legislation and edict, the germ of which is found in the writings of John C. Calhoun, a Yale-educated South Carolinian who served in the House of Representatives, in presidential cabinets as war secretary and secretary of state, as a U.S. senator and member of the House of Representatives representing South Carolina, and as vice president under John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson. He was the foremost spokesman in defense of slavery on grounds that included two primary arguments: states’ rights, and that slavery was advantageous not only to the agrarian economy of the South but also benefitted the slaves. All these elements surfaced in the pre-Civil War newspaper editorials arguing for and against slavery, but the source of this river of commentary can be found in Calhoun’s “Selection from a Disquisition on Government,” published after his death, that posited his doctrine of interposition, or nullification.


The necessary consequence of taking the sense of the community by the concurrent majority is, as has been explained, to give to each interest or portion of the community ← 3 | 4 → a negative on the others. It is this mutual negative among its various conflicting interests, which invests each with the power of protecting itself;—and places the right and safety of each, where only they can be securely placed, under its own guardianship. Without this there can be no systematic, peaceful, or effective resistance to the natural tendency of each to come into conflict with the others: and without this there can be no constitution. It is this negative power,—the power of preventing or arresting the action of the government,—be it called by what term it may,—veto, interposition, nullification, check, or balance of power,—which, in fact, forms the constitution. They are all but different names for the negative power. In all its forms, and under all its names, it results from the concurrent majority. Without this there can be no negative and, without a negative, no constitution. The assertion is true in reference to all constitutional governments, be their forms what they may. It is, indeed, the negative which makes the constitution,—and the positive which makes the government. The one is the power of acting,—and the other the power of preventing or arresting action. The two, combined, make constitutional governments.3



It became common practice for the newspapers of the North and the South to take editorial shots at each other during the years leading up to the Civil War over issues that included nullification, states’ rights, and the economic and cultural/social impacts of slavery. The Boston Atlas in a May 1849 editorial adopted the “yes, but …” format of debate by agreeing with the South regarding its natural advantages enabling it to lead the North in “facilities for manufacturing, especially in the manufacture of cotton.” Having several agricultural and manufacturing advantages, the editorial argued, “what is to hinder the South from outstripping the North in the manufacture of cotton? Nothing but the very thing which our South Carolina friend [undoubtedly a reference to Calhoun] is so anxious to preserve and perpetuate, slavery.”4

To which the Augusta (Georgia) Sentinel responded that same month:

“The holders of slaves owe it to themselves to demonstrate, in a large way, that cotton can be picked, carded, spun and woven, as well as grown at the South. Nothing short of this will stop the ceaseless reproaches and unjust imputations cast upon the relation of master and servant, as it exists in this quarter of the Union. It is the duty of all cotton planters to take hold of this great question of manufacturing and mechanical industry in good earnest.” Further: “We must show by visible results that slavery is not incompatible with improvements of the soil: is not inimical to common schools and a high standard of general intelligence; and is not hostile to the most successful manufacturing, mechanical and commercial industry. We can influence and control public opinion on all these points if we will only set ourselves properly and steadily at work to attain the objects indicated.” The editorial concluded by invoking the ordination of slavery by a higher power, along with its obvious economic benefits. “Because God has given us much, it will ← 4 | 5 → not do to say in practice that we need do nothing for ourselves. Our abundant means for labor, our great advantages of climate, soil, and waterpower, demand the most skillful use, the most profitable employment.”5

The New York Plaindealer took aim at Calhoun’s argument on the blessings of slavery in an 1837 editorial by invoking the senator’s claim “that slavery is not an evil, but ‘a good, a great good.’” Stating that Calhoun spoke of the “free laborers of the Northern States … in the most contemptuous terms as serfs and vassals, far beneath the negro bondmen of the South in moral degradation,” the editorialist harshly disparaged Calhoun’s stance on slavery,


for we do hold from the bottom of our soul that slavery is an evil, a deep, detestable, damnable evil; an evil in all its aspects; an evil to the blacks and a greater evil to the whites; an evil, moral, social, and political; an evil which shows itself in the languishing condition of agriculture at the South, in its paralyzed commerce, and in the prostration of the mechanical arts; an evil that stares you in the face from uncultivated fields, and howls in your ears through the tangled recesses of the Southern swamps and morasses.6



Five years before the Civil War, Southern newspapers intensified the argument on behalf of the economic benefits of slavery, often in grandiose terms, as the Richmond Dispatch did in a May, 1856 editorial claiming that the “whole commerce of the world turns upon the product of slave labor. What would commerce be without cotton, sugar, tobacco, rice, and naval stores? All these are the product of slave labor. It is a settled fact that free labor cannot produce them in sufficient quantities to supply the demands of mankind. It has been said that one free laborer is equal to five slaves. If this be so, why has not free labor been employed in the production of the above staples? It has been attempted, and in every case in which it has been introduced has failed.”7

The New York Tribune, though, dismissed Southern arguments regarding the economic benefits of slavery—particularly the popular Southern claim that foreign exports were a useful gauge by which to measure a nation’s wealth and power—as “dismal fallacy” because it is a specious argument to claim economic benefit on what, essentially, is a one-crop, or one-product, economy. The South, argued the editorial, “raises cotton, but she can neither eat nor spin it, and hence it goes abroad to buy what she wants to eat and to wear.

“But this is not all. A country where industry is not diversified, but where production is confined to one or two, or a very few staples, is constantly in a precarious condition. A failure of its chief crop for a single year spreads bankruptcy and famine. A threatened war fills it with dismay; an actual one with ruin. The country of large exports in proportion to its production is thus the weakest of countries rather than the strongest.”8 ← 5 | 6 →

Such editorial differences will be seen in this book’s analysis of newspaper articles and commentary during the civil rights era. Substitute topics such as education or voting rights for the subject of slavery, and the reader will discern in the pages of this book a remarkable similarity to the pre-Civil War press discourse in editorial differences and arguments. A discussion of how, and why, this variance in press coverage becomes necessary at this point. While it might be tempting to use the allegory of the three blind men who reach different conclusions of what constitutes an elephant upon touching different parts of its body (it is a snake, said the blind man who felt its trunk; it’s a tree said the blind man who felt its leg; it’s a wall said the blind man who touched the side of its body), a myriad of factors comprise the explanation for different viewpoints on single events, utterances, decisions or issues. Beyond the obvious fact that most of the sources of these different viewpoints—media pundits, reporters and editors, social and cultural peers, educators and opinion-shapers—are not blind, numerous dynamics formulate beliefs, information and opinion and, thus, forge a perceived reality.

Theoretical Components

The newspaper debates cited above are an important element in this discussion for at least a couple of reasons. One is the role of the press—primarily newspapers, in the current analysis—and of the media at large, not only as keepers of the official historical record, but also as its molder and, importantly here, as a reflector of popular cultural, social and political opinion. The media—be they newspapers and their dominant role in much of the history of the civil rights movement, or the more modern platform of electronic and Internet distribution of information that often enjoys a less structured format—are a key component of the nation’s culture and society, disseminating, rationalizing and maintaining its ideology, norms, beliefs and behaviors. A vital role of the media is as defenders—media scholars and analysts invoke the term “watchdog”—of an ideology and its culture.

For example, generations of families used to employing slave labor, whose children socialized with slave children, whose propertied families tended to the housing, welfare and medical needs of slave families, came to accept these relationships as normal. Over generations, slavery became part of their culture; thus, media arguments defending slavery and its economic and social benefits helped buttress, or “guard,” that culture and its beliefs. As journalism and communication scholars Dr. Kim Bissell and Dr. Scott Parrott suggest in a recent monograph on the role of the media in the development of social bias and prejudice, it has been noted throughout history that “acceptance of a bias against a specific ethnic/racial ← 6 | 7 → group was embraced by the majority because it was what was known and very few counterarguments were presented. Those who were the target of the bias or the negative attitudes might not have shared this dominant belief about racism, but the attitude was one that pervaded culture and society on a broader level and thus represented a way of thinking.” Bias, the authors continue, “reflects a combination of implicit and explicit attitudes. One might continue to hold negative implicit associations without knowing it, but that individual would be hesitant or more willing, to express bias based on input from the dominant cultural ideology. While ideological bias is again difficult to quantify and operationalize, we would argue that it is a relevant factor of influence in the development of bias.” The authors note that numerous studies


have documented the importance of media portrayals in the development of a belief system about gender, race, class and age. The influence of the media may be particularly strong when an individual has little or no contact with a stigmatized group. With no individual experience, social feedback, or ideological guidance, an individual may rely more heavily on the media for information about another person, group, or issue. Furthermore, if an individual spends a substantial amount of time with media content that offers limited perspectives, he or she could be inclined to adopt the belief system presented via the media. While this line of thinking is the basis upon which cultivation theory was developed, we would argue that some of the main premises of this theory still hold true today.9



Besides the cultivation theory aspect of the authors’ observations, the phenomenon also speaks to the pictures-in-the-mind theory expounded by Walter Lippmann in his seminal Public Opinion, in which he put forth a scenario of folks who get their news and information—as most of us do—secondarily, from the reporting of others; it is information that becomes their reality. A popular expression of this phenomenon would be the utterance that “I read it in the paper.” Or, “I saw it on television, and pictures don’t lie.” This constructed reality, what Lippmann termed “pictures in our heads,” is accepted as fact-based reality, especially when it comes from authoritative sources as depicted in the media.

American sociologist C. Wright Mills built upon Lippmann’s theory some years later, writing that “very little of what we think we know of the social realities of the world have we found out first-hand.” Most of the “‘pictures in our head,’” he observed, “we have gained from these media—even to the point where we often do not really believe what we see before us until we read about it in the paper or hear about it on the radio. The media not only give us information; they guide our very experiences. Our standards of credulity, or standards of reality, tend to be set by the media rather than by our own fragmentary experience.”10 ← 7 | 8 →

Those “standards of reality” sometimes include inaccurate information that, argue Bissell and Parrott, “frequently appears in television programs, newspapers, magazines, novels, and other media outlets. For example, the media frequently portray people with mental illness as violent, dangerous, unstable, unpredictable, and socially undesirable. Stereotypes based on race/ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age, and other social categories are also prevalent in American television, newspapers, magazines, movies, and other forms of media content.”11

In the case of newspapers and other news media, the process of gathering or producing this content includes, as sociologist Mark Fishman has observed, “journalists’ routine methods for producing news—that is, the very process of ‘newsgathering.’” This process, Fishman explained, “constructs an image of reality. In this view, news is neither a reflection nor a distortion of reality because either of these characteristics implies that news can record what is ‘out there’” (italics by Fishman).12

In these routines of newsgathering we find the primary methods of determining not only what is news, through a process identified by media scholars as gatekeeping, but also how that news is presented—its context, or its spin, to use more modern, political terminology—defined by media scholars as framing. In the process of gatekeeping, a person or group of people, choosing from numerous available subjects, determine(s) what content will be presented on any given day by deciding what stories are to be assigned and what stories, available from in-house reporters or writers or from out-of-house sources such as syndicates and wire services, will be placed in the newspaper or magazine pages, broadcast on air, or posted on Internet and web sites.

Framing determines the information’s context and colors its meaning through such factors as display, or presentation. For example, where a story is placed in a newspaper is a key determination of its importance or significance to the gatekeepers. Page one, or the lead position in broadcast or Internet outlets, is reserved for stories that the media owners or content managers have determined are most important on any given day, or week or month in the case of magazines. Even on page one of a newspaper, or in a story’s ranking in broadcast play or Internet postings, framing plays a role by the determination of what stories go at the top of the page, or on the cover, or at the top of the site or opening of a newscast. Similarly, a story or information that is buried—relegated to a page deep inside the publication, or to the tail end of a broadcast, or on a lower rung of an Internet or web page content ladder—has been deemed less important or relevant.

Another important component of framing is the language used in telling the story. Nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs—each of these pieces of a written or verbal narrative flavors the meaning, or nuance, of a report. The use of language lends ← 8 | 9 → context and connotation to narratives. For example, the words “freedom fighter” carry different connotations than the words “radical terrorist.” But either descriptor can be used to characterize a man or woman intending to bomb a facility.

One of the more important theoretical components of this book will be agenda-setting, a concept developed by Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw in a 1972 paper published in The Public Opinion Quarterly whereby, in their selection and presentation of news, “editors, newsroom staff, and broadcasters play an important part in shaping political reality. Readers learn not only about a given issue, but also how much importance to attach to that issue from the amount of information in a news story and its position.”13 Thus it is a process of media focusing attention on an issue or event, fostering its importance in the public arena of opinion and discussion using strategies that include story placement, volume of space allocated to a story, number of related stories published with the primary reportage, and repetition of stories. Agenda-setting is a deliberate, planned method of determining significance of issues or subjects in the course of newsgathering or, in several instances found in this book, newsmaking. The term “newsmaking” is used purposefully, because the agenda-setting processes of this book take in more than media decision-making; they include the extra-media setting of public-forum agendas by elected and appointed government and public officials designed to focus media attention on a subject or event, such as Alabama Governor George Wallace’s standing in the doorway of the University of Alabama to obstruct entry of African-American students, or they are set by event participants, such as pre-planned demonstration marches or sit-ins intended to generate media attention. Some agendas, such as Supreme Court rulings, are set by outside forces—much like earthquakes and hurricanes—beyond the control of the media or public officials. The agenda-setting routine is almost a chicken-or-egg proposition in our attempts to discover what came first. For example, it is clear that Martin Luther King, Jr. was participating in setting political and social agendas in planning protests and marches that he knew would provoke a response, frequently violent, from authority figures such as police and elected officials striving to preserve the segregated status quo—and from those working in its opposition. Newspapers and television journalists covering these events were not so much setting an agenda as participating in a theatrical production set in motion by other directors; they were setting a journalistic agenda, though, by deciding which of these stories to use or to omit, and where and how to publish them. But we will see other instances in this book of newspapers, such as The New York Times, hiring and assigning reporters specifically to set an agenda—to cover what journalism professor Gene Roberts and working journalist Hank Klibanoff termed “The Race Beat” in titling their groundbreaking 2007 book on newspaper coverage of the civil rights movement. ← 9 | 10 →

Indeed, the process of determining how to cover the movement, following what Times management and ownership decided was failed coverage of the Little Rock, Arkansas public school integration battle of 1957, was a lengthy and deliberative one, as described in a 2007 analysis of the book by The Nation, that puts forth a textbook case of a deliberate, thoughtful agenda-setting decision that is presented at some length here to offer a clear demonstration of how the agenda-setting process works not only at the Times but at other newspapers as well.

Sensing a long-term developing story on the race issue in the South,


The Times, anticipating conflict between returning black and white World War II veterans, set up its first Southern bureau in 1947, in Chattanooga. Its chief was Virginia-born Johnny Popham. Popham, who refused to fly, insisted the South was “strictly a grassroots region and must be covered and reported as such; it can’t be done from railroad depots and airports; you just don’t get the flavor that way.” Far from rushing to the story, Popham dawdled. “As long as the South moved at a slow pace,” Roberts and Klibanoff observe, “Popham and the Times were fine.” It was only when the South exploded that the Times realized that Popham’s method of “driving everywhere from Chattanooga, then writing around the edges of the race matter,” had led the paper astray.

The turning point was Little Rock. After Popham led his editors to believe that Central High’s desegregation in September 1957 would proceed in peace and quiet, the Times sent only its education editor, Benjamin Fine, to record the event. But the historic armed showdown there dominated international headlines for the next two weeks. … Fine was overwhelmed. He was also drawn awkwardly into the spotlight when he couldn’t bear to stand by while a mob threatened the black student Elizabeth Eckford. Seeking to shelter Eckford, Fine got on the wrong end of the camera, raising hackles about his objectivity.

Hit by “the wrenching realization that they had blown the coverage of Little Rock,” Times editors called Fine back to New York and sent Pulitzer winner Homer Bigart to accompany the federal troops who occupied Central later that year. In the spring of 1958, the paper also replaced Popham with Claude Sitton, the Georgia-born adventurer who’d spent the early 1950s working at United Press and hanging out in Greenwich Village. Released back into his native land after landing a job with the Times, Sitton became an inspiration and model for the new breed of investigative reporters. “Sitton’s byline would be atop the stories that landed on the desks of three presidents,” Roberts and Klibanoff write. “His phone number would be carried protectively in the wallets of civil rights workers who saw him, and the power of his byline, as their best hope for survival.”

The Times’ new efforts helped save its reputation but provoked the fury of white Southern editors, who felt robbed of their authority to interpret the region. While a few Southern papers, notably Little Rock’s Arkansas Gazette, “became their region’s conscience,” most Southern editors restrained their coverage, whether out of inertia, fear of inflaming violent racist rabble-rousers or a conservative desire to conceal precisely what black activists wanted to expose. Consequently, the “pack” of Southern ← 10 | 11 → papers “never got hold of the whole story in front of them,” and some “served as adjunct investigative bodies for” local police.

Even with Sitton—and other bloodhounds like David Halberstam, Harrison Salisbury, John Herbers and Roy Reed—the Times was late to report on the sit-ins of 1960, which surprised older civil rights leaders as well as newsmen. The paper also missed the dramatic attacks on the Freedom Riders of 1961 in Alabama; Times lawyers had ordered Sitton to stay out of the state, since state officials were suing the paper for allegedly libelous statements in an advertisement for Martin Luther King’s defense fund. But generally black activists used the Times and its competitors to make their voices heard and to raise the movement’s profile. Sitton was sympathetic to his sources: He “felt more comfortable on the civil rights side, where there was an openness with the press that didn’t exist among the segregationists, who were defensive under the scrutiny of the national news scope.”14



The mention in this analysis of the effect of Times coverage on newspapers of the South raises one other pertinent point about agenda-setting of and by the press, particularly national newspapers such as The New York Times and, in that era, other publications that aspired to national prominence such as the Los Angeles Times, The Washington Post and The Chicago Tribune. As this author has noted elsewhere, newspapers of the late twentieth century played a prominent role in setting the news agenda for the nation, and for television journalists, with The New York Times leading the way. As U.S. News & World reported in 1998, the Times, “even in today’s media-soaked age,” played an immense role deciding what was and was not important news to the nation. “‘The front page of The New York Times is still the benchmark,’ says Paul Friedman, executive producer of ABC’s World News Tonight. ‘Lots of (media) people who are insecure about their own news judgment … go crazy if they see it in The New York Times.’” Similarly, larger-circulation, dominant newspapers in states have played a leadership role in agenda-setting for their smaller, lower-circulation brethren throughout a state or region.15

Indeed, Swedish Nobel-laureate economist Gunnar Myrdal, in his study of American attitudes regarding race in An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy, published a decade before Brown v. Board of Education, “had a clear understanding of the Negro press’s role in fostering positive discontent,” wrote Roberts and Klibanoff of Myrdal’s findings. He saw, they wrote,


the essential leadership role that Southern moderate and liberal white editors were playing by speaking out against institutionalized race discrimination, yet he was aware of the anguish they felt as the pressure to conform intensified. There was also the segregationist press in the South that dehumanized Negroes in print and suppressed the biggest story in their midst. And he came to see the northern press—and the national press, such as it was—as the best hope for force-feeding the rest of the ← 11 | 12 → nation a diet so loaded with stories about the cruelty of racism that it would have to rise up in protest. …

The future of race relations, Myrdal believed, rested largely in the hands of the American press.16



A crucial element of agenda-setting is the use of editorials and editorial pages—or punditry, in broadcast and Internet platforms—in which media owners and content managers offer opinions and commentary on the information presented, in allegedly more objective, non-biased fashion, elsewhere in the pages or information segments. Here, in the opinion section, is where the media organization’s power structure makes clear not only what the owners and managers consider to be the most important information of the day—selecting just three to five topics, for example, on which to offer analysis, explanation and opinion, of the hundreds or thousands of topics available to the gatekeepers during any given information cycle—but also how and why it is important and suggesting or even demanding, in some cases, what should be done by society’s elite and power-brokers to deal with the problems or dilemmas that are the commentaries’ topics.

Harry S. Ashmore, then-executive editor of the Arkansas Gazette, discussed the importance of newspaper commentary and editorials, in an agenda-setting context, in the 1954 study, The Negro and the Schools, a book commissioned by the Ford Foundation and published just days before the Brown v. Board of Education decision. As Roberts and Klibanoff observed regarding where Southerners would obtain information about the race issue, Ashmore


knew they would rely on the single most important source of information at the time, their local newspaper, but that didn’t give him any great comfort. … he saw the significant distinction between what editors put on their editorial and opinion pages—which most readers understood as personal commentary—and what they put on their news pages. Ashmore had serious concerns about the cast and content of the front page and news pages, about the ingredients that went into the daily feeding of the public curiosity. For the most part, they treated Negro communities as a creepy corner of the world not worthy of their readers’ time.17



But Myrdal also recognized that agenda-setting was a role undertaken not only by the press—or by government and elected officials, for that matter—but by those affected by government policies and newspaper coverage. “Myrdal reached the conclusion that would be uncannily prescient. Even before he got to the fiftieth page of his tome, he wrote, ‘To get publicity is of the highest strategic importance to the Negro people [italics by the authors].’”18

Finally, it is important to consider information that has been omitted. In this scenario, the gatekeepers and/or content managers have determined that the ← 12 | 13 → information is, if not less important, not worthwhile or justifiable at all—or, in the case of the editorial page, unworthy of notice or discussion. Thus, subtraction of information from the daily, weekly or monthly menu of stories or opinion by itself carries significant meaning and a perceived intent of deliberately ignoring, or snubbing, material for social, political, or ideological reasons—and to diminish the availability of often-important information from the public.

One other theoretical factor to be considered in this book’s analysis is the factors that influence how and why the gatekeepers manage information and set national, regional and local agendas to be considered by their audiences, their sources, and by the social elites who wield societal power. In their 1996 book Mediating the Message: Theories of Influences on Mass Media Content, media and communication scholars Pamela J. Shoemaker and Stephen D. Reese identified five spheres of influence behind media content decisions. Ranging from the least powerful to the strongest, they are: the individual level, the media routines level, the organizational level, the extramedia level, and the ideological level.19

The least powerful, individual level, includes the gatekeepers at the point that information first reaches the media organization—at a newspaper, these would be the reporters who cover governmental meetings and news events such as press conferences, and who make individual decisions about what information should be in a story, how the story is organized, what language is used, what sources of information will be cited (i.e., documents, government officials), and they make recommendations to their supervisors about what information should be pursued—what stories need to be covered and what stories can be ignored or put off. Also at this level would be the desk editors who initially receive the stories, who peruse the daily inflow of press releases and wire stories, and who make decisions and recommendations about what stories should be pursued, how they should be framed, and where they should be placed (i.e., on the front page, in an inside section, on the back pages).

The second sphere of influence is the media routines level. Routines include content organization through beats, or specialty areas of coverage, such as government, education, business or political beats, sports coverage, feature stories, and so on. This level also would include, as does the individual level, what sort of sources to employ (i.e., official, authoritative sources, such as government or agency officials, designated spokespeople, seen as most knowledgeable or credible and therefore the most frequently used sources; documents or other written, published, posted or broadcast information; personal observation, such as attendance at meetings, events, or press conferences), and use of anonymous or unnamed sources (i.e., whistleblowers, knowledgeable insiders who will provide information for background or for publication without attribution and thus viewed by the audience members and by news organization management as less credible). ← 13 | 14 →

The organizational level is the third most powerful sphere, defining how information is processed and placed up the company hierarchical ladder. The owner, or publisher, represents the most powerful agent at this level, overseeing executive and managing editors, department editors, program managers in broadcast, each making decisions not only about what information is pursued and how it is sought but also whether certain subjects or events will be covered at all.

The next sphere of power that influences media content decisions is the extramedia level—influences beyond the organization that play significant roles in determining informational content. This would include government and agency officials, who set their own agendas through meetings, policy decisions, and pronouncements (including, as we have seen in modern contexts, social media tweets and Internet web pages); judicial officials and events such as trials; corporate decisions; advertisers, who historically have wielded considerable power over media content, particularly at smaller news outlets at the community and local level; natural forces responsible for tragedies such as droughts, earthquakes, fires, storms, airplane crashes and environmental crises; the media marketplace, in which competition among news and information companies—the seeking of news scoops and the efforts of in-depth investigative and enterprise reporting that raises new or previously unexplored topics—shapes content decisions; and the citizenry or participants, who set agendas through such events as protest marches and demonstrations. This latter sphere—social agitation through marches and protests—was largely responsible for sparking local and national news organization agendas during the civil rights movement of the 1960s and early 1970s, which is the subject of this book and its ensuing volume.

Finally, the ideological level is the most powerful because of its role in establishing and maintaining a society’s culture. This sphere, in the United States, would include the capitalist economic system, and the democratic form of government that stresses participation, opportunity and equality—forces behind the laws and norms that maintain the nation’s cultural beliefs, norms and practices. The arguments and battles over such issues as segregation, voter and citizen participation and other areas of constitutional governance, are waged in the ideological realm.

All of these influences came into play in press coverage of the civil rights movement and will be evident; many of them have already been invoked in this introduction’s discussions of editorial feuds and news coverage routines, for example, such as editors at The New York Times making determinations about how to cover the emerging race story in the South.

Careful attention will be paid in this book’s analysis to these influences and the resulting gatekeeping, framing and agenda-setting functions, with particular focus on the editorials and commentary, because this is where a newspaper’s agenda and ← 14 | 15 → political/social philosophy—and thus the perceived, or constructed, reality it offers its trusting readers—is most apparent.

Method

While scholars and journalists have produced a plethora of books, articles and documentaries about certain aspects of the civil rights movement, such as biographies of participants in the struggle or examinations of specific events that include civil rights marches in Selma and Montgomery, Alabama, other than Roberts’ and Klibanoff’s book, little book-length analysis has been published focusing on press coverage of the movement. This is somewhat surprising, considering the national importance and impact of the civil rights movement. Analysis of press coverage, particularly newspapers—the dominant media platform of most of this era—is important in understanding the dynamics of the civil rights activism because of the theoretical implications discussed above. The press, through gatekeeping, framing and agenda-setting—all influenced by factors ranging from individual reporters’ decisions to ownership influence that sometimes resulted in omission of information and/or commentary and a segregationist ideology at war with constitutional guarantees of equality of participatory democratic practices—constructed a reality that in turn influenced the decisions, policies, opinions and beliefs of a national and regional citizenry.

In a 1975 dissertation for the Manship School of Communication at Louisiana State University, Craig Flournoy analyzed newspaper coverage of the Emmett Till murder and the Montgomery bus boycott. He found that “black-oriented publications produced the most accomplished journalistic coverage by providing a greater range of sources, broader context, more depth and a clear statement of the central problem.” He concluded that “mainstream news organizations largely ignored blacks or presented them as criminals”—a situation that changed during the Till and bus boycott coverage, in which publications that included Life and Look magazines and The New York Times offered new frames that presented African-Americans “as the innocent victims of deadly racial hatred and later as nonviolent protestors.”20

Roberts’ and Klibanoff’s book analyzed newspaper coverage by the African-American and Anglo press, primarily of the South, but included extensive analysis of The New York Times, recognized by professional newspapers and scholars as the newspaper of record and a national agenda-setter of that time and subsequently. Their exhaustive book, focusing on events ranging from the Till murder to the Selma and Montgomery marches, influenced this author in his focus and organization of this book. ← 15 | 16 →

As discussed above, U.S. Supreme Court decisions regarding education bookend the beginning and ending of the newspaper analysis of these two volumes. The analysis begins with the court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education ruling desegregating public schools. Not only was this a landmark legal ruling, overturning the previous, prevailing “separate but equal” doctrine established by the court’s 1896 ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson, it also finally focused national attention on the race story. Certainly, other civil rights decisions, events and issues had emerged prior to Brown v. Board of Education, going back to President Abraham Lincoln’s January 1, 1863 proclamation that all slaves in so-called rebel states be freed. These would include ratification of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments guaranteeing equal rights and voting rights for African-Americans, the Civil Rights Law of 1875, the 1896 Plessy ruling referenced above, the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1927 ruling overturning a Texas law barring African-Americans from voting in Democratic primary elections, the Supreme Court’s 1938 ruling upholding the separate but equal doctrine at the university of Missouri Law School, the Supreme Court’s 1940 decision overturning conviction of a Southern African-American because African-Americans had been barred from the jury, President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s establishment of the Federal Fair Employment Practices Commission designed to eliminate discriminatory practices in industry, President Harry S Truman’s Committee on Civil Rights 1947 call for an end to all segregation practices, Truman’s 1948 executive order banning discrimination in the armed forces, and the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1950 decision ordering an Oklahoma law school to cease segregation in classrooms and other facilities.

One other event, Jackie Robinson’s smashing of the color barrier in baseball in 1947, sparked a national debate on the race and segregation issues—but as with so many other stories involving Americans of color, the mainstream press took little notice of this historically significant event. The African-American press, though, played it as a major story.21

So there had been and long and steady progression of court decisions and government actions eroding segregationist policies and practices; the school desegregation ruling, though, changed the agenda and, as Flournoy noted, combined with the Till and Montgomery narratives, altered the framing of the race and segregation narrative for some newspapers—though certainly not all, as this book will reveal.

This book and Volume II follow a chronological organization, primarily because this is a logical approach of a study of historical occurrences and subjects in which a common thread of racial events and themes wove a larger tapestry, but also because chronological consideration enables the reader, and the author, to observe if trends or attitudes changed over time. This chronological analysis will analyze press treatment of events that include, in order, the Brown v. Board of Education decision; the Emmett Till murder; the Rosa Parks Montgomery bus incident that ← 16 | 17 → sparked that city’s bus boycott; the Little Rock, Arkansas school desegregation crisis; the diner sit-ins ignited by the first one at a Woolworth’s department store in Greensboro; the Freedom riders’ saga; James Meredith’s effort to enter the University of Mississippi; the Birmingham, Alabama Project C demonstrations; Alabama Governor George Wallace’s grandstanding attempt to prevent the integration of the University of Alabama; the murder of civil rights activist Medgar Evers; the 1963 March on Washington; (Volume II) the bombing of a Birmingham church that killed four African-American girls; President Lyndon Johnson’s push for the Civil Rights Bill of 1964; the murders of three civil rights volunteer workers in Mississippi that same year; the 1965 marches and demonstrations in Selma and Montgomery, Alabama; President Johnson’s signing of the Voting Rights Act of 1965; the Los Angeles and Chicago race riots in the summer of 1965; the U.S. Supreme Court’s1967 ruling establishing the right of interracial couples to marry; the Detroit race riots of that same year; the appointment by President Johnson of Thurgood Marshall as the first African-American on the U.S. Supreme Court; the 1968 assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr.; and the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1971 ruling ordering busing of public school students to help achieve school desegregation.

The author did not want to replicate the sampling of the Roberts and Klibanoff book, including its analysis of the African-American press, but wanted to build upon it to take in a more national sampling—an analysis focusing on key large-market newspapers along with some major presses of the South. To that end, newspapers were selected for analysis in three regions of the nation. Southern newspapers selected were The Birmingham News in Alabama, because this is where much of the civil-rights drama occurred; The Clarion Ledger in Jackson, Mississippi, another dominant stage for the movement; The News-Leader in Richmond, Virginia, edited by one of the South’s more erudite segregationist journalists but which was somewhat of an anomaly in that it did not publish a Sunday edition; The News and Courier in Charleston, South Carolina, a city that had served as port for a large portion of the South’s slave trade, and The Houston Chronicle in Texas, selected as a possibly independent and therefore more objective Southern voice that, aside from the diner sit-in movement, was largely unaffected by the civil rights activism. In the North and Midwest, the author selected The New York Times, The Pittsburgh Press, The Chicago Tribune—cities where the nation’s pre-eminent African-American presses published—and The Detroit Free Press. Western newspapers chosen for analysis were the Los Angeles Times, The Denver Post, and The Seattle Times—each a primary news source in its region. The sampling was not random, but rather was deliberative, with selection based partially on the author’s preliminary research of books and articles dealing with press coverage of civil-rights era events and issues, with an eye toward offering a sampling of national press coverage that, while not ← 17 | 18 → definitive or statistically significant, is intended to be representative. Content analysis is the primary research method, but not in the strict scholarly sense of developing coding sheets and seeking out certain words or phrases, which would be too limiting. Rather, the analysis took in overall coverage of events, beginning with their onset and continuing through their completion, such as the March on Washington, for example. This sort of analyses for the most part entailed more comprehensive investigation because of the planning leading up to the event, and its aftermath. Spontaneous events, such as the Emmett Till lynching, were more limited in range and thus generally less detailed and extensive in reportage. Attention was paid to volume and placement of stories, and to tone and word selection, rather than to pre-selected key words. Language and tone are pivotal in this analysis; for example, a person participating in a protest might be identified by several different nouns or adjectives with negative or positive connotations, such as terrorist versus freedom-fighter, or, in the case of the specific events analyzed in this book, an example would be descriptions of those protestors who boarded buses to ride into Southern states that segregated their buses and bus facilities: “freedom-rider” versus “invader” or “outside agitator.” Because the bulk of this book comprises excerpts of articles and commentaries, it relies almost exclusively on primary sources, with little dependence on secondary sources; hence, there will be no bibliography at the back of this book. Thus, this analysis is more qualitative than quantitative—and, as the expanse of the issues and regions analyzed suggests, with apologies and thanks to Roberts and Klibanoff, is intended as complementary research to the existing literature.
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CHAPTER ONE



The Brown Decision

Separate Not Equal



‘All God’s Chillun’

The Southern newspaper editors saw it coming.

One day before the unanimous U.S. Supreme Court’s May 17, 1954 ruling in Brown v. Board of Education, The Birmingham News in Alabama placed on its front page a New York-based Associated Press story that the newspaper deemed, in a subhead above the main headline, an “Important research report.” The story detailed the findings of an in-depth study of, as the main headline suggested, “‘The Negro And The Schools.’” The study, commissioned by the Ford Foundation, found that if “Negroes and whites were immediately reshuffled throughout the South’s school system, ‘the same general deficiencies in physical facilities, teacher training, curricula and the like would exist.’”

In other words, the looming court decision likely wouldn’t bring much change in public education, at least in the South.

Of some significance to the editors at The Birmingham News—the second deck of the main headline trumpeted that “a Southern writer seeks the facts”—was that one of their own, Harry S. Ashmore, executive editor of The Arkansas Gazette, had authored the study, which was based on “research by some 50 educators, sociologists and economists.”

“In such a reshuffling of white and Negro students in the South, says the study, ‘abstract justice might be achieved, in that the deficit would fall evenly upon ← 20 | 21 → members of both races,’” the newspaper reported, “‘but the over-all standard of public education would not be materially improved.’” But while the so-called educational “deficit” might be equal to the two races, the study revealed a troubling finding of inequality when it came to public education in the South. The region, the study found, “‘is only now reaching the point where there are enough classrooms for education. There has been general discrimination against Negroes, it is true, but it could have been corrected only by pouring additional money into the total system or by lowering the standards of white schools.’

“‘If at any point in the past discrimination had been wiped out by total integration the effect would have been that some Negroes would have gone to better schools and some whites to worse—but no appreciable economies would have resulted to make additional funds available for improvement of the total system.’”1

Advance copies of Ashmore’s study had been sent to the U.S. Supreme Court. Whether it had any effect on the thinking of the court justices, they handed down their unanimous decision within twenty-four hours of the book’s publication. “The Ashmore book hardly made a ripple before the newest judge on the high court, Chief Justice Ear Warren, began reading the decision,” wrote Gene Roberts and Hank Klibanoff in their 2007 book, The Race Beat: The Press, the Civil Rights Struggle, and the Awakening of a Nation. “In keeping with Warren’s goal of producing an opinion that would be ‘short, readable by the lay public, non-rhetorical, unemotional and, above all, non-accusatory,’ the decision was neither long nor notably eloquent. It had no rousing passages that could be put to stirring John Philip Sousa oompahs. It provided no remedy, and it delayed until the following fall arguments about fashioning a timetable for the only obvious remedy: desegregation. But the decision shattered Plessy.”2

“Shatter” is the apt verb for what the Brown ruling did to Plessy and its driving “separate but equal” maxim in the realm of public education (the ruling did not apply to private schools). The New York Times’ May 18 front-page story, datelined Washington May 17, reporting the court decision on Brown v. Board of Education—“The Supreme Court unanimously outlawed today racial segregation in public schools” was the story’s terse lead—invoked Plessy high in its story, in the fourth paragraph, noting that the court’s ruling “set aside the ‘separate but equal’ doctrine laid down by the Supreme Court in 1896.

“‘In the field of public education,’ Chief Justice Warren said, ‘the doctrine of “separate but equal” has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.’”

Noting that Warren invoked the primary question behind the ruling, the newspaper observed that he answered it himself: “‘We come then to the question presented: Does segregation of children in public schools solely on the basis of race, even though physical facilities and other “tangible” factors may be equal, ← 21 | 22 → deprive the children of the minority groups of equal educational opportunities? We believe that it does.’” The court cited the Fourteenth Amendment in the ruling, concluding that school segregation “deprived Negroes of ‘the equal protection of the laws guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment.’”3

A second, major question regarding the decision centered not so much on the legalities at issue but on practicalities. How would the South react? John N. Popham, the Times reporter covering the race story in the South, answered that question in a companion front-page story. “The South’s reaction to the Supreme Court’s decision outlawing racial segregation in public schools appeared to be tempered considerably today,” Popham reported. This was because the court granted time for the states affected by the ruling to implement desegregation policies. The time lag, he wrote, “seemed to be the major factor in that reaction. Southern leaders of both races in political, educational and community service fields expressed comment that covered a wide range. Some spoke bitter words that verged on defiance. Others ranged from sharp disagreement to predictions of peaceful and successful adjustment in accord with the ruling.”4

Meanwhile, a third front-page story offered political feedback, observing that “Congress as a whole grappled with the profound political implications of the Supreme Court’s anti-segregation ruling. It became clear at once—and by both parties was accepted as inevitable—that the court’s action would figure importantly in the coming Congressional election campaigns.” But, the story added, regional political reactions were apparent. “The Republicans and the non-Southern Democrats on the whole maintained silence. The Southerners, all angry or sorrowing in one degree or another, were quickly articulate and split among themselves into at least three factions.” These were open defiance, seeking legislative redress to “check” the court, and a moderate view of grudging acceptance.5

On its inside pages, the newspaper offered a full text of the court decision, on page fifteen, capsule reactions of government officials from Southern states offering a range of the three stances summarized by Popham above, along with brief stories reporting such reaction as the ruling receiving applause at a meeting of Rotarians in Savannah, Georgia, and positive reaction from American Federation of Labor President George Meany. Elsewhere inside, the newspaper offered contextual and explanatory journalism—all produced on deadline. On page fourteen, staff writer James Reston offered a think piece observing that the court relied more on “hearts and minds” than on constitutional law. “‘To separate them (Negro children) from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race’ Chief Justice Earl Warren said for the court, ‘generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone,’” Reston wrote. “The court’s opinion read more like an ← 22 | 23 → expert paper on sociology than a Supreme Court opinion. It sustained the argument of experts in education, sociology, psychology, psychiatry and anthropology in the Gebhart case, namely, that even with equal school buildings, segregated black children received a substantially inferior education.”6

The Times offered a full page of in-depth contextual pieces on page eighteen. One traced the history of segregation and race issues, beginning with an 1849 Supreme Court case “involving segregation in the public schools … about fourteen years before the Emancipation Proclamation that released Negroes from slavery was issued.”7 Another story explored the financial effects on the states affected by the decision. “It will cost the seventeen Southern States many millions of dollars to adjust from a dual to a single system of public education,” the newspaper reported. “The question of what to do with two sets of buildings, two sets of teachers and a duplication of administrative and supervisory personnel will call for considerable adjustment under a Supreme Court order making segregation illegal.”8

A third story analyzed the major legal issues of the case. “A wide range of arguments was advanced by each side. Only two major premises were involved,” according to this explanation. “Lawyers for the Negroes, who filed the cases with the high court, contended that segregation, in any form, was unconstitutional. The Fourteenth Amendment, they asserted, was intended ‘to proscribe all forms of state-imposed racial distinctions’ and give complete equality to the colored race. The basic argument of the states, spearheaded by South Carolina, was that laws providing for separate schools were constitutional under the police powers of the states.” School segregation, the story noted, “was not expressly proscribed by the Fourteenth Amendment, they contended, hence it came within the powers reserved by the states. If equal facilities were provided for children of the two races, they asserted, constitutional requirements were fulfilled.”9

Another story reported that four states—Kansas, Arizona, New Mexico and Wyoming—had laws on the books “permitting segregation on a local option basis. In these states, the communities themselves usually have decided whether to maintain separate schools or permit Negro and white children to go to the same classrooms. For the most part, segregation has been abolished. This may be partly due to the fact that there are relatively few Negroes in contrast to the total population of each of the four states.”10

Finally, the newspaper published, on the same page, an analysis of the decision’s effect on Washington, D.C., for which the court issued a separate opinion and where the public school system was “well prepared to make the transition to integrated schooling. Hobart A. Corning, Superintendent of Schools, who already had formulated principles and procedures of an integration plan, said today this work would go right on until the court decided the ‘how’ and ‘when’ of merging the schools.”11 ← 23 | 24 →

In its expansive Sunday commentary section May 23, the newspaper offered analyses by Popham, reporting from Chattanooga, Tennessee, and correspondent Luthur A. Huston, writing from Washington, D. C. Popham observed that the “great problem confronting the South is how to attain conformity with the spirit and intent of the historic ruling,”12 while Huston focused his commentary on Chief Justice Earl Warren as a “‘take charge guy’—the kind of leader who, on a baseball club, inspires teamwork among the other players.”13

In its initial editorial on the subject, first referenced in the introductory chapter of this book, the newspaper borrowed from the realm of theatrical drama in a constitutional frame in support of the court ruling.


What the court is saying, in its formal but not complicated style, is a part of what Eugene O’Neill said in a play called “All God’s Chillun Got Wings.” It is true, of course, that the court is not talking of that sort of “equality” which produces interracial marriage. It is not talking of a social system at all. It is talking of a system of human rights which is foreshadowed in the second paragraph of the Declaration of Independence, which stated “that all men are created equal.” Mr. Jefferson and the others who were responsible for the Declaration did not intend to say that all men are equally intelligent, equally good or equal in height or weight. They meant to say that men were, and ought to be, equal before the law. If men are equal, then children are equal too. There is an even greater necessity in the case of children, whose opportunities to advance themselves and to be useful to the community may be lost if they do not have the right to be educated.



The editorial argued that it could not be denied that the “mingling of the races in the schools of the seventeen states which have required segregation and the three states which have permitted it will create problems.” But, the newspaper urged, in a Southern folkways, or cultural, frame, a sociological and attitudinal shift would be necessary. “The folkways in Southern communities will have to be adapted to new conditions if white and Negro children, together with white and Negro teachers, are to enjoy not only equal facilities but the same facilities in the same schools.”14 This, clearly, was an opinion squarely in favor of the decision. This newspaper’s owners and gatekeepers, through coverage offering analysis, historical precedent and progression, political and economic repercussions, with extensive front-page gateways to inside analysis and context, positively affirmed, with an exclamatory editorial favoring the ruling, this historic ruling. A second editorial, published about a week after the court decision, expressed satisfaction in a foreign-image frame that the story of the decision had been broadcast over the Voice of America, “in thirty-four languages, to all who would or could listen. This was one of the proudest messages the Voice has ever been permitted to deliver. It carried no threat to any country or to any Government. It said that ← 24 | 25 → democracy is a part of our basic law and that it is growing among us in extent and quality. For this decision will not merely ease the burdens of a single racial minority. We are all of us a little stronger and more confident because of it. The future in this field will not be easy. But out of the struggle for righteousness comes the lasting glory of nations.”15

Other Northern newspapers followed a similar, if less extensive and thorough, route.

The Pittsburgh Press announced the ruling with a large banner headline across its May 17 front page, but the lead story was from a wire service rather than by a staff reporter. The United Press International dispatch offered a succinct lead similar to that of The New York Times, but added the context of history: “The Supreme Court outlawed racial barriers in education today with a unanimous and historic ruling that segregation in public schools is unconstitutional.” And the story introduced the overturning of the Plessy “separate but equal” concept sooner—in the third paragraph—while the fourth paragraph lent the story greater cultural and historic significance higher in the story: “The momentous decision came in a 12-page opinion which will rank in sociological significance with Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation which freed the slaves.”16

The Press published a companion front page story, also by the UPI, providing a glimpse into the Southern states’ possible reactions—a more severe response than that suggested in the Times coverage. It also was considerably less extensive than the state-by-state reaction snapshots published by the Times.

“The Supreme Court decision outlawing segregation in the nation’s schools will cause the most radical upheaval in the South since Reconstruction days,” the wire service reported. “Abolition of the public school system well may come in a few states, and is a possibility in others. Several states planned immediate special legislative session to decide a course of action.” Also, the UPI conducted a survey of Southern school districts to report that the “future of thousands of Negro teachers was left in doubt.” The survey “brought opinions from practically all that Negro teachers would not be allowed to teach non-segregated classes.” In Georgia, the wire service account reported on a possible plan that would enable Southern states to circumvent the court decision because of its omission of private schools from the desegregation edict. The state legislature there had “approved a standby plan to abolish the school system and reinstate it under supervision of ‘private’ operators. The state proposes then to pay a subsidy, so much per child, for education.”17

The Pittsburgh daily, which no longer exists, was an afternoon newspaper, enabling it to publish the decision on the same day it was handed down by the court—an advantage not available to The New York Times, which published in the morning and thus had to wait until the next day, May 18, to announce the news. ← 25 | 26 → But the later publication also lent the New York newspaper the luxury of an extra day to put together a more thorough and comprehensive gathering of information, as noted above.

Given another day, though, the Press, which was part of the Scripps-Howard newspaper chain and its wealth of reporting resources, as opposed to the independent Times, offered little additional context. It did publish a follow-up story the next day on efforts by some Southern political leaders to resist the court ruling. Again, the source of the story was the United Press International. “Die hard Dixie segregationists pledged today to oppose to the bitter end the Supreme Court’s historic decision outlawing segregation in the public schools,” the wire service reported. “Gov. Herman Talmadge of Georgia, among the foremost opponents of mixing the races, pledged flatly that no classrooms in the state would have race barriers removed so long as he is in office. He hinted he is ready to back up the promise with troops if necessary.”

That promise proved to be an ominous warning, as future events in the Southern education landscape would reveal. Meanwhile, the United Press reported, the South did have the benefit of time. “No enforcement machinery to back up the Supreme Court decisions, nor any entry of Negroes into white classrooms of the South may be expected for at least a year. The court has scheduled further arguments for next fall on several vital issues, including the question of the length of a transition period.”18

Editorially, the Press called the “historic” decision “just and wise,” a ruling that will in time “be so recognized, in our opinion, even by those who are now troubled and shocked.” While the decision by itself “does not automatically bring to an end the long struggle of American Negroes for equality of opportunity,” the editorial board argued within a constitutional frame, “it does mark the beginning of the end.” The editorial veered into the realms of emotion and logic in appealing to a higher sense of humanity and understanding, while sounding themes and subjects—the Civil War, slavery—that would play throughout the looming civil rights struggles to come over the next couple of decades. “No court, however high, can rule out prejudice from a man’s heart, any more than it can rule out the color of a man’s skin,” the board surmised. “Given good will among all Americans, a little less than a century ago, the issue of slavery could have been settled by judicial and legislative processes. But lack of understanding and tolerance forced our nation into a fratricidal war, the scars of which are not yet completely healed.”19

The Chicago Daily Tribune—the predecessor to The Chicago Tribune—also a morning publication, published a front-page story on May 18 produced by its own Chicago Tribune Press Service, datelined Washington May 17. Its lead was similar in style and length to others discussed here: “The Supreme Court of the United ← 26 | 27 → States today ruled unanimously that racial segregation in the public schools of the United States is unconstitutional.” The second paragraph of the “historic” decision cited the equal protection constitutional provision, along with the “lack of equal education opportunities.” The story also reported high in the narrative that the decision did not end segregation immediately, setting further hearings in the fall “to decide how and when to end the practice.” The story cited the Plessy-overturned precedent in its fourth paragraph: “Today’s ruling reversed the segregation doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ school facilities established by the Supreme Court 57 years ago. The opinion handed down today asserted this doctrine has no place in the public-education system of this country.”20 The story was accompanied by an Associated Press Wirephoto, on the jump page, depicting Atlanta, Georgia high school students listening to news of the decision on the school radio. The newspaper also published a map and the full text of the court decision on inside pages.

Five days after the ruling, the Tribune published an Associated Press story on an inside page reporting that a school board in Sheridan, Arkansas had voted to desegregate, deciding “to integrate Negro and white pupils in the upper six grades of its school system next fall. It is probably the first southern school district to take such action since the United States Supreme Court ruled out racial segregation in public schools Monday. The vote of the five member board was unanimous. Twenty-one pupils are effected [sic].”21 The next day, though, the newspaper reported that the same school board had reneged. “The Sheridan school board, which yesterday became the first in the south to vote to integrate Negroes into its schools since Monday’s United States Supreme court ruling, today became the first to rescind such an action.”22 No reason for the reversal was reported.

On May 24, a local pastor penned a story for the Tribune lauding the court ruling. The story, buried deep inside the newspaper, reported that the ruling “has been received with great satisfaction by leaders of Negro higher education in the south, who believe education will be advanced for all races.” The writer offered a unique reverse-segregation angle in the next paragraph, observing that “lengthy legal processes will be needed before white students may be admitted to southern Negro colleges. Constitutions of several southern states permit segregation; in others the segregation is legislative. … Most of the Negro colleges are chartered for the education of Negroes only but there are exceptions, such as Talladega, which is chartered ‘to the education of youth.’” The pastor wrote that the local United Negro College fund would be instituting changes at once, “but may have to await legislative or constitutional changes in southern states. This may require years. W. J. Stebler, Chicago area chairman of the United Negro College funds, said that 31 of the 32 colleges associated with the fund will welcome opportunity ← 27 | 28 → to open doors to all qualified students without restriction. … Stebler said there was a demand on the part of white students to attend the Negro colleges. He cited the widely esteemed veterinary department at Tuskegee institute, and the nationally known music departments in many of the schools, particularly Xavier and Dillard colleges in New Orleans.”23

In its first editorial on the subject, the Tribune noted that the decision “will make no difference at all, for segregation by law in the public schools is largely, tho not wholly, a southern phenomenon.
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