
 

ABSTRACT 
 

JOHNSON, CHRISTINE RENEE GOULD. Celebrating a National Myth: Memory of The Civil 
Rights Movement in Textbooks, Juvenile Biography, and Museums. (Under the direction of Dr. 
Katherine Mellen Charron). 
 
 The Civil Rights Movement (CRM) is commemorated at movement anniversaries, during 

Black History Month, and every Martin Luther King Jr. Day. However, some historians argue 

these public versions do not tell a full story of the CRM, over-simplifying it and portraying it as 

a story of inevitable progress. Relying on a “mythic” version of this critical event in the nation’s 

history, the mainstream narrative has little explanatory power. This makes it easier for some to 

dismiss ongoing struggles for racial equality and more difficult for future generations to learn 

from movement’s successes and failures.  

This thesis examines other kinds of CRM history that inform the public. Many learn about 

the movement as youth through educational mediums like high school textbooks and children’s 

literature, and people of all ages encounter it in museums. I ask what version of CRM history 

each of these present, inquiring how interpretations have evolved over time and the degree to 

which they reflect changes in scholarship. Spanning a total of fifty-four years, this study finds 

surprisingly little change in textbook narratives beyond token additions that nod to some 

advancements in the historiography. Juvenile biographies of CRM luminaries published in recent 

decades present a deeper history, often with a longer chronology, but relay an overly optimistic 

outlook about what the movement accomplished. Civil rights museums in the South vary in their 

depictions, with the strongest interpretations appearing in the most recently opened or renovated.   

Overall, this thesis contends that while significant improvements exist in some areas, much work 

remains when it comes to advancing a CRM narrative that will truly serve the nation’s citizens. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In October of 1983, Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina attempted a filibuster of a bill 

to create a federal holiday in honor of Martin Luther King, Jr. saying the “very name itself 

remains a source of tension, a deeply troubling symbol of divided society.” He then proceeded to 

accuse King of intentionally disturbing the peace of the state by provoking governmental 

overreaction and of spreading Communist views.1 Members from both sides of the aisle 

condemned his speech, and Congress passed the bill and sent it to the President. In November, as 

President Ronald Reagan signed the bill surrounded King’s family, civil rights leaders, and 

Congressmen, he declared that King had, “awakened something strong and true, a sense that true 

justice must be colorblind.” Speaking of the African American community and civil rights, 

Reagan added, “Their destiny is tied up with our destiny, and their freedom is inextricably bound 

to our freedom; we cannot walk alone.” 2 Yet by using “their” and “our” he implied that black 

people were somehow other, not fully American. Even while claiming to stand for racial 

equality, by his words, Reagan betrayed this assertion. 

As a Goldwater Republican, Reagan had spoken out against the Civil Rights Act of 1964 

and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and strengthened his conservative credentials while serving 

as the Governor of California from 1967-1975. He began his 1980 campaign for president by 

delivering a states’ rights speech in Neshoba County, Mississippi—site of the1964 murders of 

three civil rights workers, James Chaney, Michael Schwerner, and Andrew Goodman—and 

called the 1964 act “bad legislation” and the 1965 legislation “a humiliation of the South.” By 

the time he became president, Reagan had adopted a public position that championed civil rights 

 
1 Helen Dewar, “Helms Stalls King’s Day In Senate,” Washington Post, October 4, 1983. 
2 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks on Signing the Bill Making the Birthday of Martin Luther King, Jr. a National 
Holiday,” Nov. 2, 1983, in Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, 1983, (Washington: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1985), 1529.  
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for individuals, but opposed governmental attempts to redress historic injustice and systemic 

racism through such tools as affirmative action. In 1982, he signed the bill renewing the 1965 

Voting Rights Act, but also sought to limit its scope. A master of the politics of racial symbolism 

by 1983, Reagan could claim Dr. King’s memory for all Americans, though his policies did 

nothing to further King’s goals, and actually undermined civil rights gains.3 

Politicians regularly invoke Martin Luther King Jr., as the most popular and well-known 

leader of the Civil Rights Movement (CRM), but this has not always been the case. In 1966, a 

few years before his assassination, the majority of Americans disapproved of Dr. King, in part 

due to his public opposition to the Vietnam War. Yet by mid-1980s, the nation would begin to 

celebrate a federal holiday in his honor.4 Clearly, something had happened to improve King’s 

reputation. The answer partially lies in the ways that civil rights opponents had appropriated and 

deployed memory to simplify both the movement’s complicated reality and King’s legacy. On 

the first celebration of Martin Luther King Jr. Day in 1986, for example, Jesse Jackson “accused 

Mr. Reagan of hypocrisy, saying he honored the man but failed to put into force his philosophy.” 

Conservative Republican Representative of Georgia Newt Gingrich countered, “It’s a little 

unwise of Jesse Jackson to try to become the referee of who can and cannot share in that 

dream…No one can claim Dr. King. He transcends all of us.”5  

Despite some politicians’ bigoted stance against King, their memory of the man 

contained elements of a truth that others refused to acknowledge. King and the movement he 

 
3 See Ronald Story and Bruce Laurie, The Rise of Conservatism in America, 1945-2000: A Brief History With 
Documents (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin's, 2008), esp. Introduction; Manning Marable, Race, Reform, and 
Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction in Black America (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 1991), esp. 178-
203; and Robert Pear, “Reagan Backs Voting Rights Act but Wants to Ease Requirements,” New York Times, 
November 7, 1981, A1.  
4 Jeffrey M. Jones, “Americans Divided on Whether King's Dream Has Been Realized,” Gallup, August 26, 2011, 
accessed on March 11, 2021, https://news.gallup.com/poll/149201/americans-divided-whether-king-dream-
realized.aspx. 
5 Robin Toner, “Saving a Dissenter from His Legend,” New York Times, January 20, 1986, A24. 
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represented had disrupted society and caused quite a bit of tension. What had disappeared from 

public view was how King’s radicalism evolved over time. Referencing the first Martin Luther 

King Jr. Day in 1986, Julian Bond, civil rights veteran and a Georgia State Senator, said the 

celebration “seems to focus almost entirely on Martin Luther King the dreamer, and not on 

Martin King the antiwar activist, on Martin King the challenger of the economic order.”6 

According to Bond, the Dr. King lauded by politicians and the American public remained non-

controversial. 

As the years have passed, the CRM has become a regular subject of remembrance and 

commemoration in the United States. It emerges in celebrations of an annual federal holiday in 

King’s honor, during black history month, and more recently during fiftieth anniversaries of 

major movement events. As anthropologist Michel-Rolf Troillot reminds us, however, when a 

nation commemorates an event, it fixes it in time. This, in turn, shapes what becomes part of the 

story and what does not. In essence, the act of memorializing or honoring always involves a form 

of silencing.7 The national, publicly sanctioned version of the movement often mutes and distorts 

that which would not reflect best on the nation, and leaders telling the story mold it to fit it into a 

frame that best suits their purposes.  

 

 When scholars began writing about the CRM in the late 1960s and 1970s, they took a 

top-down view. Using traditional sources found in government archives and the papers of 

prominent civil rights organizations, they focused on male leaders and national events, framing 

the struggle as a political movement and offering legal remedies as proof of its success. By the 

 
6 Toner, “Saving a Dissenter from His Legend.” 
7 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), 
116. 
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late 1970s and 1980s, historians had begun to draw attention to local communities and grassroots 

organizations that fought for specific needs instead of under the direction of centralized 

leadership. To signal this shift, historian Clayborne Carson suggested that the term “black 

freedom struggle” better expressed a movement that emanated from black communities. The 

next generation of CRM history sought to explain underlying structures affecting the movement, 

and focused variously on African American agency, the struggle for economic justice, and the 

Cold War. Despite their different approaches, all scholars shared the same timeline. The 

movement began either with the 1954 Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education or 

the 1955 Montgomery Bus Boycott, and ended with the 1965 Voting Rights Act or the 1968 

assassination of Dr. King.8 By the new millennium, a fourth wave of scholarship re-envisioned 

the CRM with regard to its origins, centering women activists, challenging the dichotomy 

between civil rights and Black Power, and considering movements outside the South.9 

Since the early 2000s, historians have responded to a call from Jacquelyn Dowd Hall for 

a more robust narrative than that found in America's collective memory. In her paradigm-shifting 

2005 essay, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” Hall critiqued 

the dominant narrative shaping everything from media coverage to what young people learn in 

school. It consists of a handful of iconic protests that include: the 1955 Montgomery Bus 

Boycott, the 1960 sit-ins, the 1961 Freedom Rides, and the Birmingham and Selma campaigns of 

1963 and 1965, respectively. In this version, according to Hall, the movement reached its zenith 

with the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, after which it experienced 

a sudden decline, and ended by the late 1960s. Yet as she observes, such mainstream tales 

 
8 Steven Lawson, “Freedom Then, Freedom Now,” American Historical Review 96, no. 2 (April 1991): 456-457. 
9 Sundiata Keita Cha-Jua and Clarence Lang, “The ‘Long Movement’ as Vampire: Temporal and Spatial Fallacies in 
Recent Black Freedom Studies,” The Journal of African American History 92, no. 2 (Spring 2007): 265-288. 
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actually contain the movement’s radicalism and cast it as a simple morality tale of American 

“progress” and American exceptionalism. They also situate the Black Power Movement of the 

1960s and 1970s as the antithesis of the CRM. Instead, Hall promotes a longer chronological 

view that begins with the “civil rights unionism” forged by the Old Left and labor movements of 

the late 1930s. She also contends that World War II presented new opportunities for activists, 

which the Cold War later dampened, and that we expand the movement’s geographic focus 

outside of the South, where civil rights efforts remained just as highly contested. Finally, rather 

than decline, she argues that the movement spun off into numerous other directions rather than 

collapsing.10 

According to Hall, the popular narrative requires such correction because of the way 

politicians of the New Right, from the 1970s onward, increasingly coopted the movement to 

serve their own agendas. In so doing, they portray themselves as the true heirs of the movement 

and deploy its legacy to roll back civil rights advances in practice. For example, members of the 

New Right typically depict Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s 1963 “I Have a Dream” speech as a call 

for “colorblindness” and assert this was the “real” goal of the movement. While the removal of 

any race-based inequity in society represents a worthy aim, conservatives in practice have relied 

on “colorblindness” to undermine affirmative action and perpetuate political, economic, and 

social inequality. Then they dismiss racism as problem of the past, and blame any racial 

disparities on the failings of black individuals rather than biased institutions and systemic 

racism.11 

 
10 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” The Journal of 
American History 91, no. 4 (March 2005): 1233-1263. 
11 Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” 1237. For an opposing viewpoint, see 
Cha-Jua and Lang, “The ‘Long Movement’ as Vampire.” 
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As the years have passed, many broader debates about the CRM and its legacies have 

come to center not on the history itself, but on memory, which carries high stakes. Where Hall 

details conservatives’ use of the CRM, others also utilize it. Politicians, actors, writers, activists, 

and even corporations routinely reify the movement, telling the story in ways that suit their 

interpretations and their goals. Yet these versions typically fall short when it comes to historical 

accuracy.12 Too often, they embrace a view that geographers Owen Dwyer and Derek Alderman 

describe as a “Won Cause” perspective. Inverting white southerners’ successful remaking of 

Civil War memory into a “Lost Cause” at the turn of the twentieth century, a “Won Cause” 

narrative proves equally problematic. This version depends on a condensed timeline, spanning 

the years between Brown v. Board of Education and the assassination of Dr. King, and portrays 

the sole goal as the integration of the South. Even its name hints at its shortcomings and the idea 

that the CRM represented a sweeping success that happened naturally and inevitably. With the 

battle “won,” the nation can move on as if it has overcome its past racial sins. This leaves the 

American public and future generations with no explanation for endemic, racially-based 

injustices.13 

Jeanne Theoharis’s A More Beautiful and Terrible History: The Uses and Misuses of 

Civil Rights History explores the wide gap between the “histories we get” and the “histories we 

need.” In the spirit of Hall, Theoharis outlines the primary problems with the portrayal of the 

CRM and the silences and distortions of the mainstream narrative, which she deems a “national 

fable.” Her coverage of popular stories of the movement, such as the Montgomery Bus Boycott, 

portrays events in a different light based on the rich academic scholarship now available, 

 
12 Renee C. Romano and Leigh Raiford, eds., The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory (Athens: University 
of Georgia Press, 2006), xii-xiv. 
13 Owen J. Dwyer and Derek H. Alderman, Civil Rights Memorials and the Geography of Memory (Chicago: Center 
for American Places at Columbia College Chicago, 2008). 
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particularly with regard to the role that women and young people played. Theorharis also calls 

for a more expansive movement geography that includes the North and West, which, in turn, 

destabilizes a shortened chronology. Throughout, she emphasizes the nation’s difficulty in 

understanding the movement’s true legacy when its citizens lack a view of its complexities.14 

  

Inspired by new research into the memory of the movement, this thesis examines other 

kinds of history that inform the public. As the scholarship has shifted and changed the 

interpretation over the decades, neither political speech and memorial events nor the media and 

popular culture exclusively contribute to the public’s perception of the movement. Many people 

first gain exposure to CRM history as children through educational mediums like textbooks and 

children’s literature. Museums represent sites where many more Americans encounter this 

history. Examining each of these vehicles individually, as well as comparatively, this thesis asks: 

What version of CRM history do they tell and do they reflect changes in the scholarship? How 

have interpretations in textbooks, books for children, and civil rights museums evolved over 

time? To what degree do they hew to the mainstream narrative or depart from it? What new 

insights might readers or site visitors gain? Conversely, what national myths do they reinforce, 

either intentionally or unintentionally, and by what means? 

While textbooks, children’s literature, and museums do not retell the exact same story, 

they do have many qualities in common. Contemporary audiences, for example, can more easily 

recognize that gender dynamics played a role with the movement. The historic record documents 

women’s wide participation in the movement, from working as behind the scenes organizers to 

taking on leadership positions. Despite this, at the time deeply ingrained gender norms and 

 
14 Jeanne Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History: The Uses and Misuses of Civil Rights History (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2018). 
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assumptions concealed the level of their involvement.15 Within educational materials and 

museums, the inclusion of women reflects the influence of women’s and gender studies in the 

wider field. Women come into focus from the 1990s onward. Additionally, the media often 

portrayed Black Power as the “evil twin” of the movement, while early waves of CRM 

scholarship treated it as a completely separate movement.16 Textbooks, children’s literature, and 

museums often replicate this, separating Black Power from the mainstream CRM or not 

including it at all, though a few have challenged this in small ways. Chronologically speaking, 

textbooks, biographies of movement luminaries for young audiences, and civil rights museums 

tend to replicate the traditional Montgomery-to-Memphis chronological trajectory—one that 

focuses on the major events that comprise the national myth. Tonally, they share a similar 

tendency to cast the CRM as an unqualified success, making it easier to celebrate as a story of 

American progress.17 

The first chapter, “The Civil Rights Movement as Seen through Textbooks,” examines 

the coverage of the CRM across forty years of United States history textbooks. Using eight high 

school and survey-level college textbooks, I investigate how their narratives have changed over 

time. In some areas—like the inclusion of women—the textbooks incorporate trends from 

academic scholarship. However, in many ways, their overarching story of the CRM retains much 

of the characteristics of the earliest historiography: short, southern, and focused on Dr. King and 

the federal government. Though they may reference more local activists or events of national 

 
15 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 155. 
16 Cha-Jua and Lang, “The ‘Long Movement’ as Vampire,” 270; and Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and 
the Political Uses of the Past,” 1254. 
17 Glen T. Eskew, “The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the New Ideology of Tolerance,” in The Civil Rights 
Movement in American Memory, eds. Renee C. Romano and Leigh Raiford (Athens, GA: University of Georgia 
Press, 2006), 52-53; and Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” 1235. 
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importance, they also overwhelmingly position Black Power as a definitive break or proof of the 

movement’s decline. 

Chapter Two, “Recent Juvenile Biography on the Black Freedom Struggle,” considers 

five recent biographies of CRM leaders written for juvenile readers, grades three to eight. All 

written in the past decade and half, most offer a fairly thorough and factual account. In 

particular, I contend that they provide age-appropriate context and background to assist children 

in understanding the movement’s events, the risks activists assumed, and the significance of 

what they and CRM accomplished. Yet, focusing on one individual’s life as a proxy for the 

movement poses its own challenges, allowing readers to follow one person across the 

constructed timelines historians use, but excluding information about events or trends beyond 

that individual’s horizons. Additionally, they too often follow a simple “Won Cause” narrative, 

which renders the movement an inevitable and unparalleled American success story.  

The third chapter, “Narratives in Civil Rights Museums,” evaluates six civil rights 

museums across the South. Based on my own site visits and observations, I argue that these 

institutions, both private and state-supported, also frequently adhere to the traditional narrative of 

the movement, with some incorporating newer scholarship. Moreover, even as they narrate 

national events, they endeavor to educate guests about local details relative to their particular 

site. Content-wise, the museums focus on the South within the classic timeframe of the CRM, 

avoiding Black Power and emphasizing the successful goals of ending segregation and ensuring 

voting rights. Many also pivot to human rights as an epilogue to the CRM within the United 

States. If understandable, given that many movement activists also framed their actions within a 

human rights context and that the CRM did irrevocably change the nation, emphasizing global 
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human rights as the next stage of the freedom struggle can bolster visitors’ sense of American 

exceptionalism. 

The mainstream narrative and myth-making involving the CRM does a grave injustice to 

our collective history, to the movement’s participants, and to current and future generations. I 

maintain that how we teach the story matters, and has implications for our future. When we limit 

the movement’s timeline to a few years, for example, we reinforce a false message that it 

required little effort. When we limit the movement to the South, we ignore the national character 

of racial discrimination. When we praise the federal government for righting racial injustices, 

without also acknowledging such changes did not happen without considerable effort on the part 

of individuals, we tell students that the government always fights on the side of justice, instead of 

responding to pressure from citizens. We also create a credibility gap for minorities who still 

experience discrimination, and we potentially dissuade young people from political activism or, 

at the very least, leave them with little comprehension of how movements for change actually 

work. If the problems remain in the past, and the government will quickly address any small ones 

that linger, who will take up the call and the responsibility to fight for justice? When we teach 

that the goals of the CRM only included integration and voting rights, and that it did accomplish 

these goals, we ignore the movement’s expansiveness and the reality that it addressed welfare 

rights, economic justice, and criminal justice, all of which persist as problems in the nation 

today. Telling a full and honest history of the CRM can make us uncomfortable, as it raises parts 

of America’s ugly racial past and acknowledges that many of the problems remain unsolved, but 

it is necessary. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Civil Rights Movement as Seen through Textbooks 

 While governmental declarations, annual observances, monuments, museums, and 

movies tell the tale of the Civil Rights Movement (CRM), history classes do as well. Excluding 

Presidents, students listed Martin Luther King Jr. and Rosa Parks as the first and second most 

famous Americans in Sam Wineburg and Chauncey Monte-Sano’s survey of American heroes, 

conducted from 2004 to 2005, and every February schools across the nation prepare Black 

History Month programs.1 Though encouraging in many ways, without critical analysis, this 

information gives a false sense of racial progress in the United States. So, while the history that 

students learn in school today differs substantially from earlier lessons that barely mentioned 

African Americans, the coverage remains far from complete.  

 The CRM as related in textbooks serves as a story of progress and the success of 

American democracy that relies on a most familiar and limited tale. Coverage of the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott, for example, echoes the tropes of the “dreamy hero,” Dr. King, and 

“quiet heroine,” Parks, described by historian Jeanne Theoharis.2 Such oversimplified 

perspectives make a nice bedtime story: the “good guys” stopped the racist “bad guys” and now 

things have improved. Yet, such CRM myth-making bears no resemblance to either the past or 

the present.  

This chapter examines eight high school and survey-level college textbooks published 

from 1963 to 2003 for their treatment of the CRM. Organized topically and thematically, my 

 
1 Sam Wineburg and Chauncey Monte-Sano, “‘Famous Americans’: The Changing Pantheon of American Heroes," 
The Journal of American History 94, no. 4 (March 2008): 1190. 
2 Jeanne Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History: The Uses and Misuses of Civil Rights History (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2018), xxiii. 
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analysis compares the various iterations of the movement in textbooks over time. Though current 

teachers may use additional resources, the textbook continues to guide the structure of American 

history classes. In fact, despite copious scholarship and online teaching resources, the story that 

teachers repeat retains the fundamentals of those textbooks they read as students.  

In the past several decades, educational materials, specifically textbooks, have acted as a 

primary vehicle for relaying the “national fable” of the CRM, and its relationship to Black 

Power, to the American public. A closer look at the treatment of the CRM in textbooks published 

from 1963 to 2003 does reveal change over time. Textbooks add material as Congress passes 

legislation, or as current events and trends slip into the past. For example, a telling adjustment 

shows the replacement of the term “Negro” with “black.” While none of the textbooks offer any 

explanation for this, those from the 1960s and 1970s use the term “Negro,” while the texts from 

1980s onward contain the terms black or African-American. This reflects, in a small but 

discernible way, the impact of Black Power on the wider culture, as well as the shift toward the 

hyphenated “African-American” that became popular, with Jesse Jackson’s support, after the late 

1980s.3 Nonetheless, changing terminology may not signify as much as with regard to structural 

inequalities that persist. As civil rights strategist Bayard Rustin maintained in 1971, “The 

problems confronting Negroes are formidable, and they will not be solved by altering a name… 

We should not be fooled by names or appearances. The real problems lie beneath the surface.”4  

Other major historical developments, such as the women's liberation movement, change 

the composition of the heroes of the movement in textbooks. In fact, The National Experience, 

written by prominent historians and published in 1963, does not mention a single woman by 

 
3 "Negro, Black and African-American," New York Times, December 22, 1988. 
4 Bayard Rustin, "Blacks? African-Americans?" New York Times, Feb 01, 1989. Excerpted from an article Rustin 
wrote in 1971 as president of the A. Philip Randolph Institute. 
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name in the entire section on the CRM. By the time Joyce Appleby’s The American Vision 

appeared in 2003, movement leaders included Rosa Parks, Jo Ann Robinson, Ella Baker, and 

Fannie Lou Hamer.5 This provides just one sample of how incorporating additional information 

and new views, particularly when they reflect the scholarship, can lead to improvement.  

Despite adjustments made across the forty years of this study, the treatment of the CRM 

in textbooks has more in common with past interpretations than one might expect. All contain 

the movement well within the traditional CRM chronology. Constrained within this short 

timeline, the textbooks do not explore the CRM, or its legacies, beyond the late 1960s; while 

they mention work still to be done to achieve all of the movement’s goals, it appears an 

afterthought. The textbooks stay simplistic in their treatment of Dr. King and overly positive 

with Presidential and the federal commitment to civil rights. Moreover, when they cover Black 

Power, they separate it from the mainstream civil rights groups and figures.6 

Though not addressing the CRM specifically, other individuals have previously observed 

American history textbooks’ deficiencies and they have served as the target of criticism in 

additional works. In 1979, journalist Frances FitzGerald pointed out the defects of history 

textbooks in America Revised: History Schoolbooks in the Twentieth Century. She critiqued 

them as boring, inaccurate, and serving to close students off from thinking about their futures. 

While some of her criticism still ring true today, FitzGerald places too much of the blame on 

 
5 John Blum, Bruce Catton, Edmund Morgan, Arthur Schlesinger, Kenneth Stampp, and C. Vann Woodward, The 
National Experience: A History of the United States (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World Inc., 1963); Joyce, 
Appleby, The American Vision (New York: Glencoe McGraw-Hill, 2003). 
6 Appleby, The American Vision, 884; Paul S. Boyer, Boyer's The American Nation (Austin: Holt, Rinehart, and 
Winston, 1998), 848; Alan Brinkley, American History: A Survey (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 2002), 873; Richard N. 
Current, T. Harry William, and Frank Freidel, Essentials of American History (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 
1976), 356; Gerald A. Danzer, The Americans (Evanston, IL: McDougal Littell/Houghton Mifflin, 1998), 872; 
Charles Sellers, Henry May, and Neil R. McMillen, A Synopsis of American History (Chicago: Rand McNally 
College Publishing Company, 1974), 442. 
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textbook publishers and engages in some problematic polemics, such as her complaints about 

including Crispus Attucks, but cutting coverage of Columbus. In 1995, sociologist James W. 

Loewen published Lies My Teacher Told Me: Everything Your American History Textbook Got 

Wrong, and later updated it in 2007. While the book only briefly mentions the CRM, its primary 

argument holds the key for understanding that the type of history presented matters. Among 

Loewen’s most pointed criticisms of history textbooks is the idea that, “The stories that history 

textbooks tell are predictable; every problem has already been solved or is about to be 

solved…They leave out anything that might reflect badly upon our national character...They 

portray the past as a simple-minded morality play…The optimistic approach prevents an 

understanding of failure other than blaming the victim.”7 

Aside from the FitzGerald and Loewen’s critical analysis of the problems that textbooks 

create, by the early twenty-first century a number of historians had published articles and books 

exploring the workings of memory in history as it pertained to the CRM. Jacquelyn Dowd Hall’s 

essay “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past” served as a clarion 

call to “make civil rights harder. Harder to celebrate as a natural progression of American values. 

Harder to cast as a satisfying morality tale. Most of all, harder to simplify, appropriate, and 

contain.”8 One of the ways to make history “harder” includes addressing the ways that the 

traditional narrative continues to dominate the memory of the CRM in public school textbooks. 

The concept of the incompatibility of civil or polite behavior with racism and white 

supremacy elucidated by Jesse N. Curtis in “Remembering Racial Progress, Forgetting White 

Resistance: The Death of Mississippi Senator John C. Stennis and the Consolidation of the 

 
7 James W. Loewen, Lies My Teacher Told Me: Everything Your American History Textbook Got Wrong (New 
York: Touchstone, 2007), 5-6. 
8 Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” 1235. 
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Colorblind Consensus,” applies to textbook portrayals as well. Their handling of figures like 

Birmingham Sheriff Eugene “Bull” Connor or Alabama Governor George Wallace, versus the 

telling silence with regard to the part played by President Eisenhower in containing civil rights or 

the lukewarm support President Kennedy offered, mislead students into thinking that doing 

nothing overtly racist, or making limited concessions toward social justice, differs drastically 

from hate speech and physical violence. In fact, such silence may mean unspoken support and 

acceptance of small acts of token inclusion.9 

Historian Jeanne Theoharis has reminded us of the gap that still exists between the 

“histories we get” and the “histories we need.”10 Much like popular and governmental 

recollections of the movement, textbooks continue to perpetuate silences and distortions. They 

rarely quote from primary sources, let alone reflect on the memories of participants.11 Thus, what 

history high school students learn in textbooks does not differ greatly from narratives generated 

by a mostly white media at the time. This fails to account for how collective memory develops 

based on the versions of the story told, and the role of education in this process. Moreover, by 

largely focusing on the CRM’s most iconic moments, textbook authors mute multiple stories 

they might use to explore nuance and human frailty.  

The textbooks selected for this analysis range across forty years to provide the widest 

possible picture. The earliest, The National Experience, published in 1963, gives the reader a 

sense of what historians believed the most vital parts of this movement would be, even before 

 
9 Jesse N. Curtis, “Remembering Racial Progress, Forgetting White Resistance: The Death of Mississippi Senator 
John C. Stennis and the Consolidation of the Colorblind Consensus,” History & Memory 29, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 
2017): 134-160. For portrayals of Connor and Wallace versus Eisenhower and Kennedy see Brinkley, American 
History, 836-838; Danzer, The Americans, 865-9. 
10 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, xxii-xxv. 
11 For examples, see, Blum et. al., The National Experience; Current, Essentials of American History; Sellers, A 
Synopsis of American History; and Arthur S. Link, and William A. Link, The Twentieth Century: An American 
History (Arlington Heights, IL: Harlan Davidson Inc., 1983). 
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many important events of the mid- and late-1960s had occurred, while those published at the turn 

of the millennium show the effect of time and selective additional scholarship on historians’ 

perceptions of the CRM. All of the textbooks envision young adult audiences, and from earliest 

to most recent the texts’ reading levels are of a similar complexity; that is, straightforward and 

fairly simple. Over time, they use more graphics, pictures, and informational sidebars to break up 

long blocks of texts. Despite looking visually different, these later textbooks essentially reiterate 

the same information found in early textbooks. While we would expect some delay between the 

publication of professional scholarship and its incorporation into textbooks, it remains surprising 

that these more recent texts, authored by historians and prominent scholars, do not draw more on 

the rich scholarship developing around them. My analysis explores the textbooks’ treatment of 

the movement’s origins, geography and trajectory, the inclusion of women, the government’s 

involvement, and the portrayal of Martin Luther King Jr. and Black Power. 

 

Origins of the Movement and Early Activities 

If Jacqueline Dowd Hall criticizes a pat chronology of the mainstream national story of 

the CRM, beginning with the Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision, 

forty years of textbook interpretations largely justify her complaint. Several texts introduce a 

slightly longer history of Civil Rights than Hall proposes, but not by much. The National 

Experience (1963), the oldest of textbooks surveyed, briefly mentions, “the struggle to assure 

Negroes of their full rights as American citizens had resumed, after a long quiescence, during the 

New Deal and had gathered momentum during and after the Second World War,” and credits 

President Truman for pursuing early civil rights initiatives. This makes sense in that the 

movement was still unfolding in 1963 and many would have identified Truman’s actions on the 
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issue as a significant beginning. Both Synopsis of American History (1974) and Essentials of 

American History (1976) fail to mention Truman. Instead, they begin the story, not with the 

executive branch, but with the judicial branch in 1954. Similar to The National Experience two 

decades prior, Arthur S. Link and William A. Link’s The Twentieth Century (1983) mentions 

President Truman, before moving on to the NAACP and Brown v. Board.12 

By the 1990s, textbook authors had begun to provide a view of the deeper context from 

which the movement emerged. Gerald Danzer’s The Americans (1998) discusses the Great 

Migration and World War II, stating “World War II set the stage for the Civil Rights Movement” 

by creating new job opportunities, including military service, and that “during the war, civil 

rights organizations actively campaigned for African American voting rights and challenge[d] 

Jim Crow laws.” Meanwhile, Paul Boyer’s The American Nation (1998) retains older habits by 

locating the start of the CRM with Brown. Alan Brinkley’s American History (2002) also opens 

with this episode, though later returns to World War II to explain why the movement arose, but 

only in the sense that black American developed a “broader view of the world, and of their place 

in it.” Appleby’s The American Vision (2003) echoes Danzer’s 1998 version, referencing the 

Great Migration, World War II, and early court decisions.13  

Thus, three of the eight textbooks, dating from 1963 to 2003, begin the CRM with the 

Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education ruling. Five briefly mention the history of civil 

rights before it, but the coverage primarily consists of prior court victories by the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the influence of World War 

 
12 Blum et. al., The National Experience, 777; Current, et. al., Essentials of American History, 344; Sellers, et. al., A 
Synopsis of American History, 418; Link, and Link, The Twentieth Century, 266. 
13 Danzer, The Americans, 857; Boyer, Boyer's The American Nation,822; Brinkley, American History, 821; 
Appleby, The American Vision, 868. 
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II. While many of the textbooks cover the background of Jim Crow and segregation, or mention 

the significance of World War II, none imply that the movement related to the labor or leftist 

movements of the interwar years. Hall describes this as “civil rights unionism,” characterized by 

“a national movement with a vital southern wing.” She also declares, “civil rights unionism was 

not just a precursor of the modern civil rights movement. It was its decisive first phase.”14 

Whether or not one agrees with Hall’s analysis, these textbooks, replicating the narrative set by 

media coverage, and guided by the movement’s efforts to distance itself from Communism 

during the Cold War, do not substantively address the deeper roots of the movement. This 

exclusion effectively leaves out the full significance of earlier struggles, and the absence of the 

labor connection feeds into the portrayal of CRM goals as solely concerned with legal redress, 

instead of encompassing economic concerns as well. 

 

Geography and Trajectory of the Movement 

Of the eight textbooks surveyed, none significantly challenge the traditional location of 

the movement as southern and the direction it took as it evolved. A few mention the North as 

they discuss the background of the movement and contextualize it in relation to the South. For 

example, Danzer writes that as African Americans migrated north they “discovered that racial 

prejudice and segregation patterns existed there as well,” and says “states throughout the nation, 

but especially in the South, passed what were known as Jim Crow laws.”15 Appleby offers this 

description, “Jim Crow laws were common throughout the South, but segregation existed in 

other states as well” and describes the Congress of Racial Equality’s (CORE) early use of sit-ins 

 
14 Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” 1245. 
15 Danzer, The Americans, 857. 
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to desegregate restaurants in the North.16 The other six do not describe any northern roots of the 

movement or relate any of its stories to northern cities, like what happened when New York and 

Boston tried to apply the Brown decision. Though the exact composition of each has slight 

variations, all authors relate the primary stories of the southern movement only, including 

southern massive resistance to Brown v. Board, and iconic moments like the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott (1955-1956), the Little Rock Nine in Arkansas (1957), the Sit-ins (1960), the Freedom 

Rides (1961), the Birmingham campaign (1963), the March on Washington for Jobs and 

Freedom (1963), and the Selma campaign (1965). A Synopsis of American History describes the 

CRM of the early 1960s as a “still nonviolent movement of Southern Negroes, now strongly 

supported by...white sympathizers from the North.”17 Statements such as this obscure the facts. 

African Americans in the North protested segregation in housing and schools, and fought against 

discriminatory employment practices before, during and after the early 1960s, while white 

northerners dismissed their concerns and deflected blame for poor conditions on African 

Americans.18 In addition, the inclusion of the word “still” lays the groundwork for excluding 

from the CRM southern-based groups associated with Black Power that did not necessarily 

identify with Dr. King’s strategic non-violent techniques. 

Aside from the oldest text, published before many of the events of the movement had yet 

to occur, the others describe the direction of the movement as “turning” or “moving” north in the 

mid-1960s, though Link and Link’s 1983 text does not mention the North at all.19 Danzer writes, 

“New leaders emerged as the Civil Rights Movement turned its attention to the North, where 

 
16 Appleby, The American Vision, 867. 
17 Sellers et. al., A Synopsis of American History, 433. 
18 Martha Biondi, “How New York Changes the Story of The Civil Rights Movement,” Afro-Americans in New York 
Life and History 31, no. 2 (July 2007) 15-31; and Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 32. 
19 Sellers et. al., A Synopsis of American History, 441; Link, and Link, The Twentieth Century, 299. 
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African-Americans faced not legal racism but deeply entrenched and oppressive racial prejudice 

nonetheless.”20 Brinkley comments, “By the mid-1960s, therefore, the issue of race was moving 

out of the South and into the rest of the nation.”21 The most recent, Appleby’s 2003 textbook, 

replaces the description of moving to the North with one describing the urbanization of African 

Americans, but it still fits the general trend by linking such migration to big cities of the North 

and West with the unrest of the mid-to-late 1960s.22 In this way, the authors reaffirm the 

mainstream narrative’s distinction between a “good” southern civil rights movement and a “bad” 

one, usually tied to Black Power, elsewhere. Boyer’s 1998 text includes the heading “Fire in the 

Streets” and describes urban unrest briefly before ending with Dr. King’s death. The next section 

heading, a mere four paragraphs later, describes “Others Inspired by the Movement,” and 

suggests the movement lost its moral clarity when it left the South, and ended with riots and 

death.23  

While the classic phase of the CRM undeniably has strong southern roots, textbooks that 

locate the movement exclusively in the South, then depict it moving to the North where it 

abruptly falls apart, do not help students develop a deeper understanding. Historians like Hall 

describe this as a “trope of the South as the nation's ‘opposite other,’ an image that southernizes 

racism and shields from scrutiny both the economic dimensions of southern white supremacy 

and the institutionalized patterns of exploitation, segregation, and discrimination in other regions 

of the country—patterns that survived the civil rights movement.”24 If only two of the eight 

textbooks even mention patterns of discrimination outside the South, and the South, as described 

 
20 Danzer, The Americans, 871. 
21 Brinkley, American History, 839. 
22 Appleby, The American Vision, 882. 
23 Boyer, The American Nation, 850. 
24 Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,”1239. 
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in the textbooks, successfully ends legal discrimination, no wonder silence on institutionalized 

discrimination largely continues today. 

 

Organizing and Perseverance 

Much like the nation’s mythic CRM, in which people joined the movement after hearing 

an inspirational speech or simply from feeling “tired” of living daily with white supremacy and 

segregation, textbooks give no indication of the long hours of work, and even long decades of 

preparation, it took to make the movement happen. As Theoharis explains, “perhaps the most 

depoliticizing aspect of the national fable is the way that it removes the organizing from the 

struggle. It makes it seem like the movement happens naturally, taking the power and the 

difficulty, the messiness and the magnificence out of it.”25 Theoharis uses the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott as her case study to explain the perseverance the movement required. By comparison, 

the early textbooks do not explain any of the planning or work required to maintain the boycott 

for a year, nor any actors in it aside from Dr. King. The reason may be that white men not 

familiar with African American women’s political styles wrote them.  

As Theoharis and others have shown, black women played leading roles in the bus 

boycott in terms of both organizing and sustaining it.26 The authors of The National Experience 

write, “The Negroes of Montgomery, Alabama...boycotted the city’s segregated bus system,” 

 
25 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 187. 
26 See Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, esp. Ch. 9; Danielle L. McGuire, At the Dark End of the 
Street: Black Women, Rape, and Resistance—A New History of the Civil Rights Movement from Rosa Parks to the 
Rise of Black Power (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010), esp. Ch. 1-3; and Jo Ann Gibson Robinson and David J. 
Garrow, The Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It: The Memoir of Jo Ann Gibson Robinson 
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1987). 
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and desegregated it within a year.27 A Synopsis of American History dedicates one sentence to the 

topic, “Negroes of Montgomery, Alabama under the leadership of Martin Luther King, 

Jr….achieved the desegregation of the bus system by determined boycott.”28 While the recent 

textbooks include information on the organizing of carpools and walking distances, they do not 

give a true sense of either the planning required at the community level or the yearlong struggle 

to maintain it in the face of white resistance.29 The only account that mentions the local response 

to the boycott is Boyer’s 1998 text, which describes white racists’ and vigilantes’ attacks on 

activists and Parks’ losing her job.30 

 The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) is renowned for its organizing 

among the grassroots, particularly in the Deep South. Because the historiography of the CRM 

began with a top-down perspective that centered the federal government and King, the texts from 

the 1970s and 1980s do not cover the work that SNCC did in Mississippi during Freedom 

Summer, nor the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) that emerged from it and 

represented a determined grassroots challenge to established state and federal politics.31 Of the 

four most recent works surveyed, Brinkley and Boyer only mention SNCC in passing while 

Appleby and Danzer provide a fuller account.32 Both do a good job introducing activists like 

Robert (Bob) Moses and Fannie Lou Hamer, and outlining the basic campaign, but neither takes 

time to explain why voter registration remained difficult for African Americans.33 Nevertheless, 

 
27 Blum, et.al., The National Experience, 778. 
28 Sellers, et.al., A Synopsis of American History, 418. 
29 Appleby, The American Vision, 870; Brinkley, American History, 822; Danzer, The Americans, 861. 
30 Boyer, The American Nation, 823. 
31 See Steven Lawson, “Freedom Then, Freedom Now,” American Historical Review 96, no. 2 (April 1991): 456-
471.  
32 Appleby, The American Vision, 874; Boyer, The American Nation, 847; Brinkley, American History, 836; Danzer, 
The Americans, 868-869. 
33 Appleby, The American Vision, 874; Danzer, The Americans, 868-869. 
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these two represent the best portrayal of the behind-the-scenes work the movement required, 

while Brinkley describes it in this way: “this great and largely spontaneous social movement 

emerged, in short, out of an unpredictable combination of broad social changes and specific local 

grievances.”34  

Collectively, these textbooks promote a profound misunderstanding of the tedious, and 

often dangerous, planning that direct action and protests required, and the sacrifices that activists 

made while striving to achieve justice. If “spontaneous” and “broad social change” can end 

segregation, enfranchise African Americans and end racial discrimination, then who needs 

activism today? Ignoring the perseverance of CRM activists not only does them a disservice, it 

also sends a false message to young people: that the changes of CRM came from some nameless 

force of justice, not the continuous and determined labor of motivated individuals and 

communities. 

 

Women of the Movement 

The four earliest textbooks do not name women at all, not even Rosa Parks. Though the 

fact that the books from the 1960s through the early 1980s omit women leaders may reflect the 

changes in historical sensibility after the women’s movement, their inclusion remains patchy in 

the textbooks from the 1990s and 2000s as well. For example, Boyer and Brinkley do not cover 

Rosa Parks in great depth, though Boyer has a small biography that mentions her education and 

post-boycott work for Michigan Congressman John Conyers.35 Both describe her as a civil rights 

 
34 Brinkley, American History, 823 [emphasis added]. 
35 Boyer, The American Nation, 823.  
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leader, but offer no insight into how she led, what she fought for as an activist, or why.36 

Brinkley describes Rosa Parks as an active civil rights leader, but rolls out the familiar “her feet 

were tired” to explain why she did not give up her seat on the bus in December 1955.37 In 

Danzer, Parks receives a small biography that describes her history of civil rights activism 

including joining the NAACP, and attending Highlander Folk School—a radical, integrated adult 

education center in Tennessee, while Appleby contains no reference to either her early or her 

ongoing activism.38 Not a single one indicates that other black women, including high school 

students Mary Louise Smith and Claudette Colvin, had previously refused to give up their seats 

on buses in 1955, or experienced arrest because of it.39 

Brinkley’s 2002 textbook names only three women in the CRM section, including Parks. 

He describes the “remarkable Ella Baker, one of the great grassroots leaders of the movement,” 

then briefly states, “Under the leadership of Fannie Lou Hamer and others, the MFDP challenged 

the regular party’s right to its seats at the Democratic National Convention” in the summer of 

1964.40 Boyer’s textbook coverage of women quotes Elizabeth Eckford on her experience 

integrating Central High in Little Rock, Arkansas, and Diane Nash on her experience with the 

Freedom Rides, but features no other women leaders in the main body of the text.41 While it is 

good to include quotations from women, relegating them to sidebars contributes their 

marginalization in the story of the CRM rather than emphasizing their centrality to its success. 

 
36 Boyer, The American Nation, 823; Brinkley, American History, 822 
37 Brinkley, American History, 822. 
38 Appleby, The American Vision, 869. See also, McGuire, At the Dark End of the Street, esp. Ch. 1.  
39 McGuire, At the Dark End of the Street, 69-76. 
40 Boyer, The American Nation, 836 and 838. 
41 Boyer, The American Nation, 824, 845. 
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To Danzer’s and Appleby’s credit, women appear more in their texts, though considering 

the lack of coverage in the other books, this accomplishment may not amount to much. Danzer’s 

CRM section opens with a feature on Jo Ann Robinson, a professor at a local college, but 

portrays Rosa Parks’ arrest for refusing to get up as a singular event, “on December 1st 1955, 

Robinson and other members of the [Women’s Political] council learned that the police had 

arrested an African-American woman for refusing to give up her seat on a bus.”42 In reality, 

suffering abuse and mistreatment from white male bus drivers, as well as sexual violence from 

white men, motivated black women of all classes in Montgomery, from the professional to those 

who worked as domestics in white people’s homes.43 Both Appleby and Danzer attribute boycott 

leadership to Jo Ann Robinson and E. D. Nixon, head of the local chapter of the NAACP, rather 

than King exclusively.44 Both also dedicate several sentences to Ella Baker’s leadership in the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and her role in helping students found 

SNCC, and to Fannie Lou Hamer’s background and leadership in the MFDP.45 

The treatment of the role of women in the movement in textbooks reflects the general 

trend in the national fable to push women to the sidelines. Those from the first decades of this 

study maintain the “great man” view of history. Their authors call no women by their names, or 

allow them any role, despite the fact that they participated widely in the movement. Those from 

the later decades of the study may include women, but the coverage still merits Theoharis’s 

critique as a “two dimensional” one that serves to “neuter them for a new generation of freedom 

fighters.” In addition, by pulling a few names out of CRM history to accommodate ideas of 

 
42 Danzer, The Americans, 856. 
43 McGuire, At the Dark End of the Street, 69-82. 
44 Appleby, The American Vision, 869; Danzer, The Americans, 860. 
45 Appleby, The American Vision, 875; 
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gender equality, we “miss the collective power of women’s organizing and strategic action.”46 

Such truncated inclusion amounts to tokenism.  

 

Government’s Role 

As one might expect, the textbooks do not flatter white southern state and local leaders 

with their descriptions. Referring to events in Arkansas, Danzer states, “Caught in a tight 

reelection race, Governor Orval Faubus jumped on the segregationist bandwagon.” Others 

characterize him in less colorful terms, but clarify that he refused to stop the white mob 

preventing desegregation at Central High.47 Additional characters include Mississippi’s “strident 

segregationist” Governor Ross Barnett refusing to let James Meredith register for classes; 

“brutal” Sheriff Bull Connor arresting the protesters in Birmingham; a begrudging Governor 

George Wallace forced to follow a court order desegregating the University of Alabama; and 

Sheriff Jim Clark’s notorious response to demonstrators in Selma, Alabama. One puts it this 

way: “Sheriff Jim Clark reacted as violently as Bull Connor in Birmingham, and his men brutally 

attacked civil rights demonstrators.”48 Chronicling only the most familiar and well-known white 

supremacist officials ignores the pervasiveness of the violence perpetrated by law enforcement, 

and accepted by white political leaders and citizens, in local communities across the South. 

Moreover, much of this violence remained especially underreported in rural areas that the 

national media never visited.  

 
46 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 155. 
47 Danzer, The Americans, 859; Brinkley, American History, 821. 
48 Brinkley, American History, 836-838; Danzer, The Americans, 865-866, 869. 
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Federal leaders, particularly those outside of the South, fare much better in the textbooks. 

Though none describe Eisenhower as a supporter of civil rights—usually offering a quotation 

where he expresses reservations about integration by court order—they still show him sending 

the Arkansas National Guard and paratroopers to Little Rock to defend the Constitution.49 The 

Kennedys get the lion's share of the credit for enabling civil rights. In these versions, Attorney 

General Robert F. Kennedy “vigorously” endorses voter rights and resolves the Freedom Rides 

crisis. President John F. Kennedy gives the Freedom Riders direct support by sending 400 U.S. 

marshals to protect them. Kennedy also used federal troops to protect James Meredith as he 

enrolled and attended the all-white University of Mississippi in 1962, and to force Governor 

George Wallace to honor a court order desegregating the University of Alabama in 1963.50 Other 

authors provide a more lukewarm description. Link and Link write, “Kennedy, heretofore, had 

shown no great zeal for bold new civil rights legislation,” while Brinkley states, “John Kennedy 

had long been vaguely sympathetic to the cause of racial justice, but he was hardly a committed 

crusader.”51 Departing from vague platitudes for individual African Americans, these last white 

male authors provide slightly more stringent critiques when writing about white men. 

Lyndon B. Johnson receives the remainder of the credit, though textbook authors usually 

credit him as following up on Kennedy’s plans rather than acting on his own initiative.52 After 

the Kennedy assassination, one writes, “his successor, President Lyndon B. Johnson, pledged to 

carry on Kennedy’s work by winning the passage of the civil rights bill.”53 Danzer casts 

 
49 Blum, et. al., The National Experience, 777; Danzer, The Americans, 859; Link, and Link, The Twentieth Century, 
266. 
50 Appleby, The American Vision, 876; Blum, et. al., The National Experience, 787; Brinkley, American History, 
836, Current, et. al., Essentials of American History, 352; Danzer, The Americans, 685-6; and Sellers, et. al., A 
Synopsis of American History, 432. 
51 Link, and Link, The Twentieth Century, 287; and Brinkley, American History, 836. 
52 Current, et. al., Essentials of American History, 532; Sellers et. al., A Synopsis of American History, 432. 
53 Danzer, The Americans, 868. 



28 

President Johnson as one of the few white leaders who understood the need for economic 

opportunity, housing, jobs, and education, and frames his War on Poverty program this way. 

Danzer also acknowledges that funding the Vietnam War siphoned off money needed for the 

War on Poverty; none of the other textbooks mentions this fact.54  

Predictably, perhaps, given their timeline of the movement, Richard Nixon plays a 

relatively small role in the textbook coverage of the CRM, though two of the seven published 

after Nixon’s presidency mention him as an opponent of forced busing. Another characterizes 

him as a proponent of the Philadelphia Plan, an affirmative action program, and yet another adds 

a few words to the effect that he tried to slow down integration.55 Interestingly, the three that 

include Nixon are those published in the years directly after his presidency. Sellers et. al., in their 

1974 textbook, state, “ironically, however, the administration's performance in the area of civil 

rights was stronger than either the president or his critics cared to admit.”56 The four most recent 

textbooks fail to cover Nixon in the sections about CRM at all. It appears that by the late 1990s, 

the story of the CRM had an official end date of 1968. This represents a problematic decision, as 

the struggle for equality continued under the Nixon administration and beyond. By failing to 

address Nixon’s mixed record on civil rights fully, we prune the movement and preclude 

discussion of the ways that politicians can both promote and harm the cause. 

The portrayal of southern white leaders in less than flattering terms aligns with Hall’s 

idea of the South as “opposite other” previously mentioned. These staunch segregationists made 

for the most visible “bad guys” in the news coverage at the time, and they retain that same role in 

 
54 Danzer, The Americans, 872. 
55 Current, et. al., Essentials of American History, 377; Sellers, et. al., A Synopsis of American History, 455; Link, 
and Link, The Essentials of American History, 314-5. 
56 Sellers, et. al., 455. 
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textbooks. In a similar vein, most textbooks authors follow past media coverage to end their 

coverage of political leaders’ support of the CRM in the late 1960s. Meanwhile, the descriptions 

of presidents range from reluctant or halfhearted to vigorous supporters for the cause. Despite the 

occasional lackluster description of a president’s response to civil rights, none indicate that any 

federal leaders actively sought to prevent or limit civil rights progress—that they approved of 

wiretapping Dr. King and the MFDP, for example. As James Loewen writes in Lies My Teacher 

Told Me, “By taking the government's side, textbooks encourage students to conclude that 

criticism is incompatible with citizenship. And presenting government actions in a vacuum, 

rather an as responses to...civil rights organization, textbooks mystify the creative tension 

between people and their leaders.” He concludes by saying, “all this encourages students to 

throw up their hands in the belief that the government determines everything anyway, and why 

bother, especially if its actions are usually so benign?”57 

 

Portrayal of Dr. King 

The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., features in all eight of the textbooks surveyed, 

though to varying degrees. Collectively, they describe King’s influences as Jesus, Henry David 

Thoreau, and Gandhi, and focus on his background as a pastor, including his oratorical skill, 

nonviolent practices, and his winning the 1964 Nobel Peace Prize.58 The earliest, The National 

Experience, features a short, but positive description of the Montgomery Bus Boycott. “Under 

the inspiration of a young minister, Dr. Martin Luther King,” the authors write before continuing 

by crediting the “restraint and nobility of Negro leadership on the King model, held out the best 

 
57 Loewen, Lies My Teacher Told Me, 243. 
58 Appleby, The American Vision, 870; Brinkley, American History, 822; Danzer, The Americans, 862. 
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prospect for an eventual resolution to a profound and tragic problem.”59 To be fair, this 1963 

interpretation would have appeared daring to most Americans and highly contentious to all who 

oversaw textbook adoptions in segregated southern school districts.  

Chronologically the next books also describe King briefly, though favorably, as “an 

eloquent young minister” and one “who gained national and international fame as an advocate of 

passive resistance.”60 In the 1990s and 2000s Dr. King remained a figure of intense focus. 

Brinkley describes him as a “powerful orator and gifted leader.”61 He rises almost to sainthood in 

another Brinkley quote that characterizes King as “the most influential and most widely admired 

black leader in the country.”62 Danzer and Appleby include quotations from Dr. King as well.63 

While inspirational, these shore up a particular memory of King and his legacy in that they do 

not give a sense of his more radical views or how they evolved over time. The selections include 

a speech about justice during the Montgomery Boycott, a segment of the “Letter from the 

Birmingham Jail” about the difficulty of waiting for change, and the “I Have a Dream” speech 

about his hope that his children would be judged by character rather than skin color.64 It is worth 

noting that conservatives in the New Right have deployed this same quote in their calls for 

“colorblindness.”  

The other textbooks do not include the words of Dr. King within the main text, though 

Boyer has an excerpt of King’s “I Have a Dream” speech in an appendix.65 Only two mention 

King’s work in the North. Danzer dedicates one sentence to King in Chicago by noting that after 

 
59 Blum, et. al., The National Experience, 778. 
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the 1966 Meredith March against Fear, King left the South to spread his message of non-violence 

to northern cities. The text then picks up King’s story two years later as he plans the Poor 

People's Campaign, and ends with his assassination.66 Brinkley dedicates a paragraph to King's 

work in Chicago, and though he describes a “weak agreement” to end housing discrimination, he 

does not offer any explanation for city officials’ techniques of avoidance.67 Only one textbook 

portrays a controversial King. Danzer’s The Americans states, “In a fiery anti-war speech in 

1967, Doctor Martin Luther King Jr. declared, ‘the Great Society has been shot down on the 

battlefields of Vietnam.’ ”68 Yet Danzer does not link this to King’s broader critique, in the same 

speech, of the “triple evils” of racism, poverty, and militarism as the chief problems American 

citizens had to confront.  

Though Brinkley’s description of King as the most admired black leader of the country 

perhaps represents the most overblown of statement of his popularity by the end of his life, the 

other textbooks also retain an entirely favorable tone of Dr. King. This flies in the face of known 

information about the public's reception of King in the years before his death. Gallup conducted 

several polls about Dr. King. In 1966, one revealed that only 33 percent of Americans had a 

positive view of him, while 66 percent had a negative opinion. In Gallup’s poll from 2011, King 

had a favorable rating among 94 percent of Americans.69 It appears that the textbooks describe 

King’s current popularity, rather than his historical unpopularity. Repercussions of this portrayal 

include stripping King of his more radical views on economic inequality and the structural nature 

of racism in America, as well as hiding the deeply entrenched resistance to any challenges to 

 
66 Danzer, The Americans, 875. 
67 Brinkley, American History, 839. 
68 Danzer, The Americans, 872. 
69 Jeffrey M. Jones, “Americans Divided on Whether King's Dream Has Been Realized,” Gallup, August 26, 2011. 
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white supremacy that his work revealed. Modern day Americans never realize that most white 

people actively disliked King and what he fought for in his own time. 

 

Black Power & Malcolm X 

The six textbooks that include Black Power share a common placement of it in relation to 

the mainstream CRM, all locating it at the very end and in the context of the urban rebellions that 

erupted from the mid-1960s through the rest of the decade. Sellers et. al. place their discussion of 

Black Power squarely in the midst of the uprisings; Current et. al., mention it at the beginning of 

a section that includes the urban unrest and King’s assassination; Boyer and Brinkley, add it right 

before the rebellions and end of the CRM; Danzer, raises Black Power after the riots and before a 

reflection on the legacy of the CRM; and Appleby discusses it after the upheavals and before 

King’s assassination, which “ends” her coverage of the CRM.70 The various descriptions of 

Black Power indicate that it could hold different meaning for different people, including 

economic and political power, or even contain an element of separatism. However, in all but the 

1963 and 1974 textbooks, the chronological placement of Black Power reinforces a view of it as 

the CRM’s “opposite other.”  

Malcolm X features prominently in the sections about Black Power. Danzer’s section 

about Malcolm X rests below the heading “New Leaders Voice Discontent,” though he was an 

active leader of the Nation of Islam (NOI) from the early 1950s until his break with it in 1964.71 

Appleby and Boyer cover Malcolm X’s early life, association with the NOI and his eventual 

 
70 Appleby, The American Vision, 884; Boyer, The American Nation, 848; Brinkley, American History, 873; 
Current, et. al., Essentials of American History, 356; Danzer, The Americans, 872; Sellers, et. al., A Synopsis of 
American History, 442. 
71 Danzer, The Americans, 873. 
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abandonment of it as well.72 Brinkley describes Malcolm X as a former drug addict and pimp, 

and does not address his split from the NOI, though also credits him as an intelligent orator who 

did not support violence per se, but insisted that blacks had the right to self-defense.73 In fact, 

Malcolm X’s activism and visibility as a national leader overlapped with the classic phase of the 

CRM. Moreover, members of the NOI assassinated him in 1965. His placement in textbook 

accounts, however, situates Malcolm X in relation to the Black Power movement. This serves to 

isolate Black Power elements from the mainstream CRM story, thus limiting that movement to a 

more easily defined, and palpable, interpretation that some recent scholars have come to deplore. 

Even when the descriptions of Malcolm X remain fair or measured, the placement of his story in 

in close proximity to urban rebellions and King’s assassination guides the reader to associate 

Black Power with chaos, violence, loss, and the end of an era. 

Though textbook coverage does not conflate Black Power with violence, it typically 

mentions that violence could be associated with its affiliated groups, like the Black Panther 

Party, and that Black Power caused a schism within civil rights groups as well as frightened 

white people. Brinkley’s treatment of the topic outlines its social and political impacts, and the 

rupture it caused within the CRM as groups, like SNCC and CORE, embraced it.74 The most 

iconic Black Power organization, the Panthers, receive the longest description in Danzer’s 1998 

text. Though he takes an even-handed approach overall—mentioning the Panthers’ grassroots 

activities such as establishing free daycares and breakfast programs—Danzer downplays the role 

of law enforcement in sowing discord among members and leading to the Party’s downfall. As 

 
72 Appleby, The American Vision, 885; Boyer, The American Nation, 849. 
73 Brinkley, American History, 841. 
74 Brinkley, American History, 840. 
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the text puts it, “several shootouts occurred between the Panthers and the police, and the FBI 

conducted investigation (sometimes using illegal tactics) of the organization.”75 

In the broadest sense, the textbooks under consideration do not engage seriously with 

Black Power’s ideological or political concerns. Portraying this movement as overwhelmingly 

separatist and prone to violence, they fail to account for how both its spokesmen and Dr. King 

interpreted it at the time. For example, both Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton, authors 

of the 1967 work Black Power, and King, writing the same year, agreed that African Americans 

needed to unify among themselves before entering coalitions with white allies.76 Nor do 

textbooks address gender within the Black Power movement, reproducing a masculinist version 

similar to mainstream CRM narratives. In reality, women held leadership positions, ran 

community programs aimed at black liberation while still dealing with misogyny within both 

civil rights and Black Power organizations.77 

 

Civil Rights Legacy 

  The textbooks end their coverage of the CRM in one of two ways. Authors like Boyer, 

Brinkley, and Appleby either stop abruptly with the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 

1968, or they add a section after King’s assassination that reflects on the movement’s legacy. 

Link and Link write in a separate section on “Afro-Americans” this sentence: “During the 1950s 

and 1960s, blacks fought for and won the civil rights which had been denied them during the 

 
75 Danzer, The Americans, 875. 
76 Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton, Black Power: The Politics of Liberation in America (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1992); and Martin Luther King Jr., Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community? (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2010). 
77 Rhonda Y. Williams, “Black Women and Black Power,” OAH Magazine of History 22, no. 3 (July 2008), 22-26. 
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early 20th century. They thus earned the right to vote, the right to equal housing, and the right to 

equal economic opportunity. Most important, the federal government established 

instrumentalities to guarantee that these rights would not be abridged in the future.”78 Danzer 

concludes with a positive statement that the movement ended de jure segregation, and that the 

ensuing legal changes guaranteed civil rights.79 His section closes with, “Yet as the 1960s turn to 

the 1970s, the challenges for the movement changed. The issues it confronted—housing and job 

discrimination, educational inequality, poverty, and racism—involved the difficult task of 

changing people's attitudes and behavior.”80 Then he adds, “In many respects, Dr. King's dream 

has been realized—yet much remains to be done.”81 Appleby marks the death of King as the end 

of an era, and agrees with Danzer, “Although many problems remain to be resolved, the 

achievements of the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s dramatically improved life for 

African-Americans, creating new opportunities where none had existed before.”82  

While not entirely inaccurate, these conclusions fall short in a number of ways. The 

movement did accomplish many amazing goals, but the textbook version of its victories 

maintains a falsely positive message. Current inequalities gain a small acknowledgement through 

comments about work still unfinished, but no details or explanation appear as to what that work 

entails, or even what kind of inequalities linger. Listing federal legislation passed to ensure rights 

fails to take into account that the movement’s goals did not just include desegregation or voter 

registration, but wider structural transformations pertaining to criminal justice and economic 

inequality. Nor does it clarify that federal court decisions since the era’s heyday have eroded 
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some very important protections those laws sought to guarantee. Such incomplete narratives 

reduce the scope of the movement's goals and distort the unfortunate fact that it did not 

accomplish all that it set out to do. As Julian Bond joked, the movement’s narrative became, 

“Rosa sat down, Martin stood up, and then the white folks saw the light and saved the day.”83 

 

 While reviewing textbook coverage of the CRM offers insight into how the memory of 

the CRM retains the same basic structure, yet occasionally adds more detail to reflect 

multicultural trends in society, and thereby support the central historical mission of debating 

change and continuity over time, this study also reveals an uneasy truth about the state of 

contemporary public education. Of the four most recent textbooks surveyed, which students and 

teachers in our cash-strapped schools still use today, two—penned by Brinkley and Boyer—

reflect a more conservative story while two others, Danzer and Appleby, do not. The College 

Board, teacher forums, and the publishers recommend Brinkley’s American History, which takes 

a more traditional approach, for Advanced Placement (AP) United States history.84 Designed for 

advanced students, it includes a higher reading level and fewer special features and pictures. 

Brinkley focuses primarily on government actors, and does not give much attention to grassroots 

African American activists in the CRM. Danzer and Appleby’s textbooks do follow the 

traditional story in many ways, such as how they depict the movement’s classic phase and its 

fracturing as it turned to the North. Yet of all the textbooks surveyed, these two authors adopt a 

more nuanced version of it. Both go into greater depth on the roots of racial inequality, and they 

 
83 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 21. 
84 “Getting to the Know AP U.S. History Course,” AP United States History 
Course Audit, College Board, accessed on September 10, 2020, https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/courses/ap-united-
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grant the activists of the movement more agency instead of Presidents, Congress, and the 

Supreme Court. They present a more diverse cast of characters, including women and young 

people.  

Most significantly, the divergent coverage of the CRM between contemporary books 

used in AP level and regular level courses raises questions about the type of CRM history taught 

to different students in the same school. Knowing the history of racially-based tracking of 

students into college versus vocational careers in this country, as well as the racial and economic 

demographics of AP US history classes, this disparity begs two essential questions.85 First, what 

does it mean that non-AP US textbooks present a more truncated, and arguably conservative, 

version of the CRM to both the white students and students of color who predominate in these 

classes? Second, why do advanced, college-bound white students still not receive a fuller civil 

rights history? Though the answer to that question lies beyond the scope of this work, it remains 

a frustrating reality today. 

A close study of textbook coverage of the CRM over forty years reveals some positive 

change over time, but not as much as expected. The version all students learn in high school, 

remains incredibly positive about what it achieved, while still ignoring its longer chronology, its 

geographic distinctiveness and its national scope, and, most importantly, the hard work done by 

ordinary African American men and women who joined it. The federal government still appears 

as a main actor and the main hero of the CRM, though more African American leaders have 

agency in more recent works. Additionally, the textbooks implicitly portray the “right” and 

“wrong” ways to conduct activism, by effusively praising King and disparaging Black Power and 
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Malcolm X. To borrow from Danzer’s The Americans, “much remains to be done” on the front 

of textbook portrayals of the CRM. This work should not just add more material to the textbooks 

as token acts of inclusion or accommodation, but substantially change the composition of the 

story to integrate the more complicated reality of the CRM. When students truly grapple with the 

complex and ongoing legacy of the movement, it better prepares them to lead us in our collective 

future. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Recent Juvenile Biography on the Black Freedom Struggle 

In the realm of children’s literature, the Civil Rights Movement (CRM) has generated 

more books than any other historical topic except the Holocaust and World War II.1 This 

indication of the continued importance of the CRM also emerges through educational standards. 

As early as first grade, for instance, students learn why the United States celebrates a federal 

holiday for Martin Luther King Jr. Taken together, such attention reflects an ongoing interest in 

teaching children about this extraordinary era in the nation’s history. Obviously, children’s 

historical civil rights literature, though clearly popular, does not need to meet the same research 

standards as scholarly monographs or academic journals. Even well-intended authors may 

include ahistorical information, display a clear bias, or omit important information as they 

translate movement complexities for a young readership. Nevertheless, if schools, teachers and 

parents use these as informative texts, they need a way to gauge what story and what history the 

books tell.2 

Academics who have reviewed children’s literature, textbooks, or educational materials 

on the CRM, conclude that they overwhelmingly reinforce the dominant narrative celebrated in 

popular memory and expressed in commemorating events, political rhetoric, and mainstream 

media. Yet, some of the new historical scholarship that creates a fuller and more multifaceted 

treatment of the movement has also filtered into the materials created for children in the last few 

 
1 John H. Bickford, “Assessing and Addressing Historical Misrepresentations within Children's Literature about the 
Civil Rights Movement,” The History Teacher 48, no. 4 (August 2015), 695. 
2 “North Carolina Essential Standards First Grade Social Studies,” North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 
accessed on February 8, 2019, http://www.dpi.state.nc.us/docs/curriculum/socialstudies/scos/k-2.pdf; and  
 “English Language Arts Standards: Introduction: Key Design Consideration,” Common Core State Standards 
Initiative, accessed on February 8, 2019, http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/introduction/key-design-
consideration.  
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years.3 This, in turn, promises to educate young people more fully and inspire any who would 

seek to take up the torch in the fight for freedom and justice themselves.  

This chapter investigates how children’s books portray leading figures in the black 

freedom struggle, asking what background information they provide, what types of topics within 

the movement they include or exclude, and on what note they end. I examine five recent 

biographies of movement luminaries: Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, Coretta Scott King, 

Rosa Parks, and Fannie Lou Hamer, all of which have a target audience ranging from third to 

eighth grade.4 Investigating their treatment of Jim Crow and the CRM’s chronology, as well as 

themes of violence, gender, Black Power, and internationalism, I argue that recent juvenile 

biography presents a more comprehensive and accurate interpretation of the CRM. They do 

especially well in terms of defining segregation, relating the prevalence of violence activists 

endured, and the costs of activism, while also incorporating a global outlook. At the same time, 

the genre of biography lends itself to an almost exclusive focus on one person’s dedicated effort 

to make change, which can limit the story chronologically and leave readers with some 

understandable gaps in knowledge about the scope of the movement and its direction after the 

subject has played their part. When it comes to addressing gender dynamics and including Black 

Power, the coverage remains partial. Moreover, the selected biographies in this study typically 

conclude with a “Won Cause” perspective, portraying the movement as having achieved its 

 
3 Herbert Kohl, “The Politics of Children’s Literature: The Story of Rosa Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott,” 
Journal of Education 173, no. 1 (January 1991): 35− 50; Eric Groce, M. E. Bellows, Greg McClure, Elizabeth 
Daigle, Tina Heafner, and Brandon Fox, “Is Rosa Still Tired?: Revisiting Kohl's Myths in Contemporary Picture 
Books,” American Educational History Journal 41, no. 1 (January 2014), 411-429; and Bickford, “Assessing and 
Addressing Historical Misrepresentations within Children's Literature about the Civil Rights Movement.” 
4 This study used a carefully selected sample to examine the version of the Civil Rights Movement that popular 
literature depicts. Factors included easy availability in both the public library and local bookstores, as well high 
ranking on online booksellers’ websites. All of the texts appear in the same section of the library, the juvenile 
biography section. While nonfiction, the literature includes both narrative and poetic forms, and all contain pictures 
or art. 
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primary goal of desegregating the South and as producing sweeping certain change. This 

indicates that the authors of such CRM books still have room for improvement. Only sharing the 

positive aspects of the struggle does not suffice. The difficult stories must appear to provide 

children with a holistic view of what it takes to create and sustain justice in the world. 

The most far-reaching change in the historical scholarship involves the influence of the 

long civil rights paradigm, initially outlined by Jacquelyn Dowd Hall in 2005, and has appeared 

in multiple works by historians in the years since Hall’s essay. Not surprisingly, perhaps, 

biography has emerged as one genre that substantiates her claims because individuals live their 

lives across the timelines historians use to delineate eras. For example, Cornelius Bynum’s book 

on A. Philip Randolph illuminates Randolph’s work in labor movements of the 1920s and 1930s, 

fulfilling two primary objectives of Hall’s call to extend the timeline of the movement and 

connect it to labor unionism. Other authors have studied figures that played pivotal roles in the 

CRM, but do not typically receive attention in the national narrative. Examples include Barbara 

Ransby’s biography of Ella Baker and Katherine Mellen Charron’s work on Septima Clark. Still 

others have chosen to revisit well-known characters with a new eye, as in the early chapters of 

Danielle McGuire’s At the Dark End of the Street and Jeanne Theoharis’s full-length biography 

of Rosa Parks. Where McGuire outlines Parks’s activism in the decades leading up to the 1955 

Montgomery Bus Boycott, and posits that the latter marked a culmination rather than a 

beginning, Theoharis explores Parks’s early activism, political philosophy, and the work she 

continued to do long after she sat down on the bus.5  

 
5 Cornelius L. Bynum, A. Philip Randolph and the Struggle for Civil Rights (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
2011); Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Vision (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2003); Katherine Mellen Charron, Freedom's Teacher: The Life of Septima 
Clark (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009); Danielle L. McGuire, At the Dark End of the Street: 
Black Women, Rape, and Resistance—A New History of the Civil Rights Movement from Rosa Parks to the Rise of 
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Though the development of an extended movement chronology, along with attention to 

its internal dynamics and legacies did not emerge in civil rights historiography until the early 

2000s, as far back as 1991, educator Herbert Kohl investigated the ways children’s picture books 

about Rosa Parks perpetuated myths about the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Since then, several 

other history educators have revisited the topic and found similar problems. Those range from 

the failure to explain segregation adequately to the persistent threats of violence, and thereby 

obscure both the monumental tasks and risks that activists assumed. Educational scholars have 

also identified a tendency to downplay economic and political aspects of the struggle; to eclipse 

the full-range of organizations involved as well as the role of the grassroots; and to locate the 

narrative in a national, rather than a global, context.6  

Kohl’s pioneering1991 article, “The Politics of Children’s Literature: The Story of Rosa 

Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott,” raises the question of significance in how we present 

such material to young readers. Asking why it matters if these texts say Rosa Parks stayed seated 

because of tiredness, he argues that the story conveyed in picture books about Parks actually 

propagates dangerous myths. Collectively, these render a “carefully planned movement for social 

change into a spontaneous outburst based upon frustration and anger.”7 Kohl’s concern lies not 

just in misrepresenting history, but with the wider implications this has for children, especially 

children of color. According to Kohl, the story of a tired Rosa Parks who decided she would not 

get up, and a young Dr. King who led the boycott, glorifies a few heroes at the expense of 

marginalizing the hard work, planning, and organizing of Montgomery’s black community. 

 
Black Power (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010), esp. Ch. 1-3; and Jeanne Theoharis, The Rebellious Life of Mrs. 
Rosa Parks (Boston: Beacon Press, 2015). 
6 Kohl, “The Politics of Children’s Literature;” Groce et al., “Is Rosa Still Tired?;” and Bickford, “Assessing and 
Addressing Historical Misrepresentations within Children's Literature about the Civil Rights Movement.” 
7 Kohl, “The Politics of Children’s Literature,” 36. 
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Worse, the picture book story ends with a proud declaration that after the boycott, black and 

white citizens of Montgomery could ride on the buses together. Based on such a limited portrayal 

of the movement’s goals, Kohl questions whether teachers’ inability or unwillingness to discuss 

current racial issues contributes to the continued prevalence of this type of sanitized history.8 

Since Kohl, several history educators have returned to treatments of the Rosa Parks in 

juvenile literature. In 2014, Eric Groce, M. E. Bellows, Greg McClure, Elizabeth Daigle, Tina 

Heafner, and Brandon Fox published “Is Rosa Still Tired: Revisiting Kohl’s Myths in 

Contemporary Picture Books.” Their methodology set a useful precedent for further research. 

The authors selected eleven picture books appearing between 2003 and 2010 that addressed Rosa 

Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott. They intentionally chose books published at least a 

decade after Kohl’s initial article to allow for the reality that writers and publishers had time to 

respond to his critique. Yet these authors conclude that treatments of Parks had not significantly 

improved in quality. Namely, they find that none addressed Parks’ prolonged activism. Nor did 

any adequately explain segregation and the involvement of the larger community in organizing 

and participating in the boycott.9 

While Kohl and those who followed provide insightful analysis and convincing 

conclusions in their studies, they still retain a narrow focus. On one hand, choosing to examine 

only one figure and one event, Rosa Parks’s involvement in the Montgomery Bus Boycott, 

allows for a more detailed analysis. On the other hand, such studies continue to overlook other 

important figures and events of the CRM. John H. Bickford III attempts to correct this with his 

2015 publication of “Assessing and Addressing Historical Misrepresentations within Children's 
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9 Groce et al., “Is Rosa Still Tired?” 
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Literature about the Civil Rights Movement.” Bickford selected a random sample of twenty 

children’s books on the CRM that appeared between 1989 and 2010 to analyze, and also 

developed a helpful set of terms, characters, and ideas that other researchers might use. He 

concludes his analysis in much the same vein as his predecessors, calling for more in-depth 

coverage of the daily oppressions and humiliations of Jim Crow, as well as the violence that 

permeated African American life in the South, and situating local stories in broader national and 

international contexts.10 

Educators assessing children’s CRM literature have demonstrated that they do not 

explore the complex realities of the movement, often downplaying or omitting difficult topics 

and reifying the traditional narrative. Yet a closer look at the popular genre of juvenile biography 

indicates that their critiques need reassessment. While the biographies repeat some of the 

problems found in previous studies, in other areas the genre can serve to fill in gaps in CRM 

histories and make the movement more personal to young readers. The five books under 

consideration here, written for upper elementary to middle school aged children, come in 

different varieties, but have a few things in common. Three are short chapter books written in 

prose with a few pictures or photographs to break up the text and give young readers a quick 

visual. Two others combine poetry or verse with original artwork that draws the eye and 

comprise a source of the story itself. Despite this, library catalogues all consider them as juvenile 

non-fiction. 

Originally published in 2008 and revised most recently in 2018, Bonnie Bader’s Who 

Was Martin Luther King, Jr.? spends one hundred pages answering just that question. From a 

 
10 Bickford, “Assessing and Addressing Historical Misrepresentations within Children's Literature about the Civil 
Rights Movement,” 699-708. Bickford’s useful analytical tool, a Content Analysis Instrument appears in the 
appendix.  
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New York Times best-selling series, it contains short chapters, large text, and simple line 

drawings. It introduces King’s childhood growing up in the Jim Crow South by relating several 

early of his experiences of segregation and prejudice; his admiration of Henry David Thoreau 

and Mahatma Gandhi for their non-violent civil disobedience; his meeting and marrying Coretta 

Scott; and his decision to take a job as a minister in Alabama. In this way, the book establishes 

the factors that influenced King’s personal development before the Montgomery Bus Boycott 

thrust him into the national spotlight.11 

The rest of Who Was Martin Luther King Jr.? highlights important CRM events, 

including the 1955 Montgomery Bus Boycott; the 1957 founding of the Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference (SCLC); the 1960 sit-ins and 1961 Freedom Rides; the campaign in 

Birmingham, the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, and the bombing of Sixteenth 

Street Baptist Church in 1963; and the Civil Rights Act of 1964. A quick mention of King’s 

receiving the Nobel Peace Prize that same year precedes the 1965 march from Selma to 

Montgomery, Alabama, and the Voting Rights Act, and his work in Chicago in 1966. Bader 

briefly mentions King’s assassination before describing how his “dream” continued through the 

work of Coretta Scott King and the couple’s children, and in the 1980 the creation of the King 

national holiday and the Martin Luther King Jr. National Historical Site.12 

 Malcolm X: A Revolutionary Voice, published in 2008 by Beatrice Gormley, offers a 

detailed biography of his life. The main text runs 119 pages, a bit longer than that the Who Was 

series, and contains substantially more detail as it uses a smaller font size. In order to give 

 
11 “Who Was Martin Luther King, Jr.? by Bonnie Bader,” Scholastic, accessed on February 17, 2021, 
https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/books/who-was-martin-luther-king-jr--by-bonnie-bader/; and Bonnie Bader, 
Who Was Martin Luther King, Jr.? (New York: Penguin Random House, 2008), 2-11, 14, 16-20, 25, 72, 82, and 86. 
12 Bader, Who Was Martin Luther King, Jr.?, 42, 50, 53, 63, 65-67, 70-71, and 96-98. 
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context for Malcolm’s life, it has twenty special features about specific organizations and events 

in which he or his family participated, and includes photographs to draw young people’s 

attention. The book explores Malcolm’s childhood and family struggles with geographical details 

that call attention to the impact of structural racism, such as his father’s background in the Jim 

Crow South as well as their poverty in the North. Depicting Malcolm’s early years, Gormley 

addresses his family’s experiences with unemployment, mental health, education, foster care, 

and the justice system to offer a window into national CRM issues, despite the fact the North is 

often portrayed as more progressive than the South. 

The remainder of Gormley’s biography covers Malcolm’s conversion to the Nation of 

Islam (NOI), popularity as a speaker, and family life. It describes the last years of his life, his 

critique of the CRM’s goal of integration, his public appearances in the media, and his eventual 

break with the NOI in 1964. The last section describes Malcolm’s pilgrimage to Mecca with 

stops in Egypt and Ghana, his change of heart about working with white people and other civil 

rights groups, and his 1965 assassination.13 

Coretta Scott, published in 2009 and written by Black Arts Movement poet and 

playwright Ntozake Shange with illustrations by Kadir Nelson, approaches biography through 

poetry. Shange begins with a brief background of Scott’s early experiences with racism and 

marriage to King before poetically invoking many of the main events of the traditional CRM: the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott, sit-ins, marches, and the March on Washington for Jobs and 

Freedom. This unusual biography concludes by noting an unnamed haunting tragedy, a “fervor 

for the coming vote and equality” and quoting the freedom song, “Ain't Gonna Let Nobody Turn 

 
13 Beatrice Gormley, Malcolm X: A Revolutionary Voice (New York: Sterling Publishing Co, 2008), 1-42, 98-107, 
and 110-116. 
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Me Around.” Following the poetic verses, she also includes a more traditional biography of 

Coretta Scott King. 

Given its creative format, Shange’s biography represents an outlier in this study. Nelson’s 

illustrations give wonderful detailed portraits of activists marching and gathering, which may 

engage children’s interest and spark their imaginations to picture the events vividly rather than 

relying on plain text or black and white photos. The poetry of the text conveys a distinct feeling 

of hope and stirs admiration while also adding a different sense of orality should an adult read it 

aloud to a child. As a tool for teaching about the movement, or even about Coretta Scott King, 

however, the book does not contain enough factual information. Unless a young reader has 

considerable prior knowledge about the CRM, they will not understand the significance of its 

message or images. It would not be surprising if an adult reader had questions about some of the 

more vague references, though with a general knowledge of the time, they may piece together 

what “things nature never intended a child to see haunted them” could mean.14 Without 

contextualization, many of the pictures and verses may leave readers in the dark.  

Yona Zeldis McDonough’s Who Was Rosa Parks? belongs to the same best-selling Who 

Was series as Bader’s biography of Martin Luther King Jr. Its 102 pages of text and simple line 

drawings comprise the main body of the work. In direct contrast with the books examined by 

Kohl and Groce et al., this biography presents a more complex Rosa Parks. Because of the 

question posed by its title, it delves more substantially into Parks’s early life and covers the Jim 

Crow South, Parks’s family, early education, and marriage, before focusing on her activism. The 

book describes her work as secretary of Montgomery chapter of the National Association for the 

 
14 Ntozake Shange, Coretta Scott (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2009), 4-6, and 13-25; the quote appears on 
21. 
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Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and her attendance at a civil rights workshop at 

Highlander Folk School in Tennessee, and then examines the refusal to give up her seat on the 

bus. Only two of the nine chapters cover what made Parks famous and the subsequent 

community-wide boycott; it also has a chapter that describes her life and work after the boycott. 

As a result, young readers get a much fuller portrait of this woman.15 

Published in 2015, Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou Hamer: Spirit of the Civil Rights 

Movement written by Carole Boston Weatherford and beautifully illustrated by Ekua Holmes, 

uses verse written in the first person, featuring direct quotes from Hamer in italic font. Holmes 

fills each page with wonderful collages directly related to the story in the text, with six based on 

photographs of Hamer. Weatherford explores Hamer’s life and background as a sharecropper in 

Mississippi and relies on poetry to describe her attempts to register to vote and involvement with 

the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), especially her singing and speaking. 

She also features Hamer’s leadership in the Mississippi Democratic Freedom Party (MDFP), 

formed by activists to challenge the seating of the all-white delegation at the Democratic 

National Convention in 1964. The book then explores Hamer’s continued grassroots work in her 

native Sunflower County, including registering people to vote and her role in establishing 

Freedom Farm, an agricultural cooperative that addressed hunger and promoted rural African 

American self-reliance.16 

  

 
15 Yona Zeldis McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, (New York: Penguin Random House, 2010) 37-41, and 52-55, 
57, and 71. 
16 Carole Boston Weatherford, Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou Hamer: Spirit of the Civil Rights Movement 
(Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press, 2015). See also, Fannie Lou Hamer, “The Special Plight and Role of Black 
Women” in Let Nobody Turn Us Around: Voices of Resistance, Reform, and Renewal: An African American 
Anthology, eds. Manning Marable and Leith Mullings (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 421. 
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Chronology 

Though all of the biographies convey the hard work, perseverance, courage and sacrifice 

of black freedom fighters, most still rely on a shortened CRM chronology. Hall has called for 

telling a “long civil right movement” story that begins with organizing done by leftist and labor 

groups in the 1930s and 1940s and extends into the 1970s. Similarly, Theoharis has urged 

recognition of the reality that alongside the more celebrated goals of ending social and political 

segregation, the CRM encompassed economic and criminal justice, work that remains 

unfinished.17 None of the juvenile biographies mention a labor or left connection in the decades 

prior to the classic phase of the CRM. However, due to the nature of the genre, a longer history 

occasionally emerges in relation to the personal story of the subject. For example, McDonough’s 

work on Parks covers the 1931 Scottsboro case—in which nine black youth stood accused of 

raping two white women on a train—because both she and her husband Raymond joined the 

effort to defend them. It also relies on the experience of Parks’s brother to examine the treatment 

of black soldiers in World War II, which inspired many black Americans to demand fair 

treatment. Meanwhile, Gormley’s book about Malcolm X explains the influence of Marcus 

Garvey’s and black nationalism on his father.18  

Whether one adheres to a “long movement” timeline or a shorter one, young readers need 

an explanation of how and why the CRM emerged, and previous studies criticized CRM 

children’s literature for not adequately explaining slavery or segregation.19 The books selected 

for this study indicate that both authors and publishers have begun to contextualize the 

 
17 Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” 1235; and Theoharis, A More 
Beautiful and Terrible History, 27. 
18 McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 42-44; and Gormley, Malcolm X, 27. 
19 Bickford, "Assessing and Addressing Historical Misrepresentations within Children's Literature about the Civil 
Rights Movement," 701-702. 
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movement and the larger black freedom struggle in relation to the history of both. While youth 

do not necessarily need graphic details of the lengths that white Americans went to in 

maintaining the white supremacy woven into the fabric of national life, complete omission 

creates gaps of understanding. This could lead at best to confusion about why black Americans 

felt the need to protest, or at worst conclusions that segregation was natural.20  

Each of the biographies for juveniles analyzed here give some attention to both topics. 

All at least reference slavery. They spend more space defining the term Jim Crow and giving 

examples of it. Pointing to separate schools and other segregated public facilities, such as water 

fountains—the most common examples in all children’s literature—these works call attention to 

ordinary things in young people’s daily lives, which connects them to the past and invites them 

to imagine what living in a segregated society would entail. Bader includes additional anecdotes 

from King’s childhood: his father’s anger at having to wait in the back of an empty shoe store for 

service, the loss of a friendship of a local white boy when the boy’s father would no longer let 

him play with the young Martin, and King and his teacher standing in the back of a bus on the 

way back from a speech contest.21 

Clarifying who maintained the system of segregation, most of the texts describe 

individuals and groups that oppressed African Americans. The biographies of King, Malcolm X, 

Parks, and Hamer all explain that everyday white southerners, white planters, white bosses, 

white police, white nightriders, and members of the white Citizens’ Councils—a group founded 

in 1955 in response to the Brown v. Board decision—and the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) participated 

 
20 John Bickford and Lauren Hunt, “Common Core, Informational Texts, and the Historical (Mis)representations of 
Native Americans within Trade Books,” The Councilor: A Journal of the Social Studies 75 no. 2 (2014) 1-16. 
21 Bader, Who Was Martin Luther King Jr.?, 10-27. 
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in the project of shoring up white supremacy, both prior to and during the CRM.22 This reveals 

the degree to which both powerful and ordinary white citizens worked together to preserve 

segregation.23  

Youth also need to understand that fighting Jim Crow meant abolishing economic and 

political segregation too. After all, the full title of one of the most famous events of the CRM 

was the “March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.” A portrayal that only focuses on ending 

segregation in public facilities and neglects economic and political goals ignores reality and 

shrinks the scope of the struggle.24 Additional forms of segregation appear to varying degrees in 

each of the texts. The biographies of King, Scott, Parks, and Hamer provide details about the 

struggle to register to vote alongside barriers—such as poll taxes and literacy tests—that black 

southerners faced. Naturally, they also feature the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act.25 The 

biography of Malcolm X references these struggles and contrasts them with his disdain for the 

goal of political and social integration. It also highlights his support for black separatism and 

self-reliance as a solution to such inequality.26 Young readers of Gormley’s work thus gain both 

a strategically and geographically comparative perspective.  

On the economic segregation front, authors of the works on King, Malcolm X, Parks, and 

Hamer have the most detailed descriptions, with Shange’s book merely hinting at poor black 

people picking cotton. McDonough includes anecdotes about Parks sharecropping and picking 

 
22 Bader, Who Was Martin Luther King Jr.?; Gormley, Malcolm X; McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?; and 
Weatherford, Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou Hamer. 
23 For a recent, award-winning work that focuses women, see Elizabeth Gillespie McRae, Mothers of Massive 
Resistance: White Women and the Politics of White Supremacy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018).  
24 Bickford, "Assessing and Addressing Historical Misrepresentations within Children's Literature about the Civil 
Rights Movement," 703. 
25 Bader, Who Was Martin Luther King Jr.? 70-71; Shange, Coretta Scott, 23; McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks? 
36-41, and 89; and Weatherford, Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou Hamer, 14-17, and 31. 
26 Gormley, Malcolm X, 98. 
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cotton, working whatever jobs available, and the arbitrary job firings she experienced as a way to 

describe economic segregation without calling it such. Bader’s Who Was Martin Luther King 

Jr.? covers his attention to economic justice not with the March on Washington for Jobs and 

Freedom, but by detailing the 1965 Watts rebellion and King’s later work in Chicago.27  

Both Gormley and Weatherford, writing about Malcolm X and Hamer, respectively, more 

clearly detail economic segregation though for different reasons. Since social segregation did not 

manifest the same way in young Malcolm’s life in the North—he went to a white school, lived in 

a white foster home, and even had some white girlfriends—the economic dimension is more 

apparent. Gormley details the family's struggle to make ends meet, white people’s refusal to hire 

his parents, and the ill-paying jobs that Malcolm took. Weatherford explicates the hard work and 

unfair treatment of sharecropping, and underscores the reality that while Hamer battled for the 

right to vote and have political representation, she also fought against poverty and hunger in her 

community. Describing her efforts to establish the Freedom Farm in the late 1960s, and make it 

self-sustaining and profitable, shows that the movement continued in other forms even after the 

media’s attention had moved elsewhere.28 Taken together, these works’ treatment of segregation 

offer young readers more sophisticated interpretations of the necessity for the CRM. They also 

provide a geographical diversity that facilitates youth developing a more nuanced understanding 

of the movement than that afforded by mainstream narratives.  

  

 
27 Shange, Coretta Scott, 16; McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks? 11, 22-23, 78, and 85-86; Bader, Who Was Martin 
Luther King Jr.? 76-88. 
28 Gormley, Malcolm X, 98; and Weatherford, Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou Hamer, 14-17, and 31. 



53 

Violence 

Historical biographies and monographs for adult audiences have long portrayed the 

reality that violence and threats of violence held a central role in the story of the black freedom 

struggle for its activists, yet previous studies on children's literature found few mentions of it.29 

We might assume that authors or publishers omitted violence to preserve children’s sensibilities, 

avoid rankling parents, and sell books. At the same time, obscuring the role that violence, or the 

threat of it, played in the movement remains both ahistorical and reduces the serious and 

dangerous decision to fight for true freedom to a complaint about separate and unequal facilities.  

Even so, that trend seems to have changed in more recent publications for children. Four 

of the biographies in this study introduce violence and the threat of it; the other uses vague 

language that implicitly described threats of violence. The works on King, Malcolm X, Parks, 

and Hamer include any number of examples that range from physical to psychological violence: 

crowds throwing items at activists, beatings, police attacking them with fire hoses and dogs, 

death threats, hate mail, bombings, shootings, murders, and assassinations. While this sounds 

like a horror list, the authors do not describe such examples gratuitously. Seeing as how violent 

reactions dominated the white response to activism, including them serves to highlight the 

personal and communal sacrifice required for change. Only Shange’s biography of Scott 

maintains an implicit description in the verse, “Negroes in shacks and cotton fields living in fear 

for their lives.” It then mentions children haunted by things they should have never seen and a 

nameless tragedy.30 We may assume a child reading the poem would recognize the fear that 

 
29 Bickford, "Assessing and Addressing Historical Misrepresentations within Children's Literature about the Civil 
Rights Movement," 699. 
30 Shange, Coretta Scott, 16 and 21. 
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black people felt, but would not know what exactly the people feared or from whom the threat 

came, nor do the illustrations provide any clues. 

Though McDonough’s biography of Parks does not shy away from discussion of racism 

or violence, she uses mild language for each. When introducing what southern black activists 

confronted, McDonough writes, “Many times, Klan members set fire to houses where black 

people lived or churches where they prayed. The police did nothing to stop the attacks.” She 

continues to explain that Parks’s grandfather kept his shotgun near and would sometimes sleep in 

a chair with it in his lap. This portrayal of self-defense both points to a longer tradition in the 

rural South and subverts the popular image of the CRM as one that would never condone the use 

of weapons. McDonough also takes pains to observe that even whites who did not participate in 

Klan activities could be cruel. She relates the story of a planter who hired black children to pick 

cotton for a few cents a day, and how he would whip them if their burned and cracked bare feet 

bled on the cotton.31 The anecdote serves a function in the story as an example of cruelty that 

many African Americans—including children the age of readers—experienced that personalizes 

the history and accentuates the necessity of fighting for justice. However, children at the lower 

end of the recommended age range, like a third grader, may not have the emotional maturity to 

handle this type of detail. Parents may or may not find this level of coverage appropriate. Some 

may support including a point taken from Park’s autobiography; others may find its inclusion 

traumatic.32 This highlights the fraught nature of how much violence to include. The easiest 

solution remains not including it at all. However, if educating young white readers represents one 

goal of these works, a more optimal one requires striking the right balance between shielding all 

 
31 McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 10-11. 
32 McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 106. 
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children from such racialized violence and allowing for a reality that children of color could 

confront in daily life.  

Despite the increase in coverage, the books vary in their attribution of violence to white 

people. Those on King and Parks do not always clarify the actor that instigated the violence, 

though sometimes they specify it was a policeman, or use generic terms like “crowd” or “some 

people.” The other three biographies take a more direct approach, with the works on Hamer and 

Malcolm X naming the perpetrators of violence most explicitly. For example, both Who Was 

Martin Luther King, Jr.? and Malcolm X: A Revolutionary Voice describe the 1963 Birmingham 

church bombing that killed four young women the same age as many of the imagined readers. 

The former states, “A bomb went off in the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. Four black girls lay 

dead.” The latter relates that “[Malcolm] wasn’t surprised when...white racists bombed a black 

church in Birmingham, Alabama. Four girls were killed.”33 More broadly, while these five texts 

do cover violence in the black freedom struggle, they still overwhelmingly mute or disguise its 

source. Perhaps this represents a conscious decision by either the authors or the publishers so as 

to attract white parents interested in introducing their children to this history.  

 

Costs of Activism 

One of the main critiques of the dominant narrative of the CRM insists that it softens the 

hard work and sacrifice required to effect change in the face of such violence. Instead, they offer 

a quick laundry list of protests, speeches, and marches followed by the passage of federal 

legislation that signals victory. Thus, the movement’s accomplishments appear as spontaneous, 

 
33 See Bader, Who Was Martin Luther King, Jr.?, 70; and Gormley, Malcolm X, 92-93. 
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effortless, and inevitable, which trivializes the work done by freedom fighters and weakens the 

link between the past and current struggles against ongoing inequality.34 Yet all biographies 

written for a young audience under consideration here give a sense of the hard work and 

persistence necessary to create change.35 

Indeed, the genre of biography itself helps to promote a longer, and more diverse, view 

because of the sustained treatment on the life and work of one individual. Rather than an 

exclusive focus on the CRM era, biographers relate how an individual spent years of their life 

fighting for change. King’s biography, for example, details the many events and protests he 

participated in as well as the price he paid for it by going to jail and the eventual sacrifice of his 

life for the cause. Gormley’s biography of Malcolm X shares that he did not keep any money 

from the NOI, though he worked overtime on its behalf, while also calculating the costs he paid 

for standing against them when he disagreed, including the bombing of his house and 

assassination. Though Shange’s work on Coretta Scott does not directly address persistence and 

sacrifice, Nelson’s illustrations depict African Americans participating in boycotts, sit-ins, and 

marches all the while singing the lyrics “ain’t gonna let nobody turn me round.”36 Rosa Parks’s 

biography acknowledges that her civil rights activism predated her actions on the bus by at least 

a decade. McDonough covers her work with the NAACP in organizing meetings, recording 

crimes against black people, and registering to vote as well as the personal consequences of 

Parks’s stand. Weatherford’s biography of Fannie Lou Hamer clearly indicates the struggles and 

consequences of her participation in the movement. Readers learn of Hamer’s three efforts to 

register to vote, her arrest and brutal beating in a Winona, Mississippi jail, the multiple times she 

 
34 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, xxiii. 
35 Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” 1235. 
36 Shange, Coretta Scott, 23-26. See also Bader on King; and Gormley on Malcolm X. 
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unsuccessfully ran for political office, and the way she worked tirelessly in her community until 

her early death.37 Seeing the perseverance and sacrifice of these activists both inspires young 

readers, allowing them to imagine how they could create change too, and tempers the idea that 

change on this scale happens easily or overnight. 

Of necessity, biographies of King, Scott and Parks feature the Montgomery Bus Boycott, 

what Theoharis terms an “origin story,” and one of the most misunderstood events in the CRM. 

Oversimplification—Parks sat down and King stood up—erases the hard work and collective 

organizing done by local African Americans and makes “it much more difficult to imagine how 

to construct webs of struggle today.”38 In Coretta Scott the only description of the boycott reads 

“and the Montgomery bus boycott just the beginning of a long journey.”39 If poetic, this offers no 

sense of the longer history, particularly of local black women’s repeated harassment by white 

bus drivers, which compelled so many in Montgomery to participate. As a preacher’s wife, Scott 

King would have heard about this from other women. Shange also positions 1955 as the 

beginning of the entire CRM. A reader may admire the accompanying illustration of proud black 

people walking in the rain past an empty city bus, but if they did not know why people started 

the boycott, or its significance, this falls flat. However, both Who Was biographies add more 

telling details to their descriptions. Covering King, Bader outlines the difficulties that 

participants experienced in having to arrange rides, pay for taxis, and walk long distances as well 

as the arduous effort to organize a carpool. Nor does she ignore the role played by local law 

 
37 McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 35-41, 67, 78-80, 85-86; and Weatherford, Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou 
Hamer 14,16-17, 21-23, 31, and 36. 
38 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 187. 
39 Shange, Coretta Scott, 14. 
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enforcement; readers learn that the police commissioner told taxi companies to charge higher 

fares and that police arrested King on trumped up charges of speeding.40  

McDonough’s telling of Parks’s refusal to move from her seat corrects some of the 

misconceptions in the popular narrative and relies on quotes by her subject. As she writes, 

“Some people thought Rosa did not get up because she was tired or because she was old. Rosa 

said no. Those were not the reasons. ‘I was not tired physically...I was not old...No, the only tired 

I was, was tired of giving in.’”41 In addition, the author shares the story of Claudette Colvin, a 

teenaged black woman who had refused to give up her seat on the bus and faced arrest only 

months earlier. Using Parks’s own words, McDonough explains why Parks became the perfect 

plaintiff for a lawsuit because she had no criminal record and a reputation for hard work: “White 

people couldn’t point to me and say there was anything I had done to deserve such treatment 

except be born black.”42 The author also makes it clear that Parks’s experience with the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott, while successful, also had consequences for her family. She describes 

the hate mail and threatening notes Parks received, and the refusal of employers to hire both her 

and her husband, which led them to move to Detroit.43 Collectively, the juvenile biographies that 

cover the boycott educate children with regard to the deeper complexities, and by extension the 

work of local people whose names remain largely unknown, of this one CRM campaign. In so 

doing, they challenge the myth of the boycott’s spontaneous beginnings as well as inevitable 

change.  

 

 
40 Bader, Who Was Martin Luther King, Jr.?, 27-29. See also McGuire, At the Dark End of the Street, esp. Ch. 2 and 
3.  
41 McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 102. 
42 McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 66. 
43 McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 85-86. 
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Women and Gender 

Women played pivotal roles in organizing and leading the CRM, though at the time 

gender norms and inequality often concealed that reality.44 In recent years, historians have 

increasingly focused on bringing these women’s stories to light and activists themselves have 

published autobiographical accounts of their experiences, thereby broadening our understanding 

of the movement’s gender dynamics.45 Gender issues emerge in small glimpses in several of the 

juvenile biographies. McDonough draws heavily from Parks’s autobiography, published in 1992 

after the women’s liberation movement had produced more open acknowledgement of sexism 

within the CRM. A bit of this influence appears in statements about E.D. Nixon, the head of the 

Montgomery NAACP. McDonough writes, “He believed strongly in the rights of black people. 

But did he care about women’s rights? No. Nixon believed that women should stay in one 

place—the the kitchen. Rosa’s quick answer, ‘What about me?’ made him laugh.” Sexism within 

the CRM surfaces again in the way Who Was Rosa Parks? narrates the March on Washington for 

Jobs and Freedom, where McDonough acknowledges that “Rosa was disappointed that women 

did not have a bigger role at the event.”46  

Both Malcolm X’s and Hamer’s biographies include attention to gender issues and the 

movement. Gormley describes an event in Malcolm X’s youth where he received a sentence of 

ten years for armed robbery, while two white women in his burglary ring only received a few 

months’ probation. This dramatic disparity reflects how gender and race interact in much of 

 
44 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 155. 
45 See, for example, Chana Kai Lee, For Freedom's Sake: The Life of Fannie Lou Hamer (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1999); Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement; Charron, Freedom's Teacher; 
McGuire, At the Dark End of the Street; and Theoharis, The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa Parks. On activist 
autobiographies, see Kathryn L. Nasstrom, “Between Memory and History: Autobiographies of the Civil Rights 
Movement and the Writing of Civil Rights History” Journal of Southern History 74 (May 2008): 325-64. 
46 McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 36-37 and 87-88. 
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American society. That a black man in the mid-twentieth century spent time hanging out and 

dating white women, a major taboo North or South at the time, certainly factored into his longer 

sentence. Additionally, the author uses Malcolm’s sister Ella to express indignity at this “typical 

racial injustice,” even though Ella disapproved of Malcolm’s illegal actions.47 Weatherford 

includes a verse about Hamer learning to respect herself as a black woman from her mother as 

well as her experiences with gendered and racialized violence in the South. One poem in this 

text, “Motherhood,” also explains that a doctor sterilized Hamer without her permission in the 

early 1960s, saying, “A Mississippi law at the time said poor folk had no business making 

babies. That law may have taken my womb, but no one was gonna take my voice.”48 

Acknowledging that women held an important positions in the movement while simultaneously 

experiencing sexism brings much needed historical accuracy to the tale we tell young people of 

all genders, allowing them to see women as leaders and organizers. 

Unfortunately, Coretta Scott King does not receive due credit for her activism before, 

during, and after her marriage, and following her husband’s death. Neither Bader nor Shange 

complicate mainstream narratives that depict Scott King as a helpmate to her husband. As Scott 

King herself said, “I am made to sound like an attachment to a vacuum cleaner. The wife of 

Martin, then the widow of Martin, all of which I was proud to be. But I was never just a wife, nor 

a widow. I was always more than a label.”49 Portraying Scott King as spouse and preserver of her 

husband’s legacy reinforces the “great man” narrative and fails to recognize what this black 

 
47 Gormley, Malcolm X, 40. 
48 Weatherford, Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou Hamer, 5, and 12. 
49 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 156-162. 
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woman’s leadership fully entailed: fighting against poverty and apartheid in South Africa, and 

advocating for welfare, gay rights, and international peace.50  

Excluding or diminishing the role of women in the movement simply recreates the same 

old male-dominated story, preventing young women and girls, especially women and girls of 

color, from seeing women like them as leaders and change-makers. Representation matters. 

Though some of the biographies offer a look at how gender influenced the CRM, more concerted 

efforts to expose young readers to women activists playing roles beyond that of helper can have 

real consequences when it comes to the next generation of leaders. 

 

Global Outlook 

Despite its influence in the work and words of activists themselves, children’s CRM 

literature of the past lacked a global or international outlook. Previously surveyed books did not 

mention the influence of post-colonial struggles in India, where Gandhi’s use of nonviolence 

inspired many in the CRM, and Africa, where Ghana first gained independence in 1957. Yet 

omitting an international element in movement narratives contributes to the myth of American 

exceptionalism, or the idea that the United States has a unique and admirable system of 

government, values, and history that entitles it to lead the world.51 This concept can go hand in 

hand with the “Won Cause” narrative, which places the movement in a grand story of inexorable 

American progress rather than a hard-fought battle by activists and ordinary citizens.  

 
50 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 164. 
51 Bickford, "Assessing and Addressing Historical Misrepresentations within Children's Literature about the Civil 
Rights Movement," 703. 
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All five biographies pass the global test. They describe Gandhi’s influence on the Kings 

and their visit to India as well as Scott King’s anti-apartheid activism; Malcolm X’s experience 

in Mecca and visit to Egypt and Ghana; Hamer’s trip to Guinea and Ghana; and Parks’s meeting 

Nelson Mandela in 1990.52 While these mentions comprise only a small part of each story, their 

presence indicates a shift toward acknowledging a global dimension to the freedom struggle. A 

more international outlook also allows children to see beyond the national story that dominates 

history taught in American schools. This can spark conversation on wider issues of race and 

colonialism, connecting the United States to the rest of the world. 

 

Black Power 

The national myth often portrays Black Power as part of the decline of the CRM. The 

media’s mostly sympathetic focus in the South, with black people protesting violent racism in 

their “Sunday best” shifted to negative coverage of Black Power and black unrest elsewhere in 

the nation. As a result, Black Power becomes separated from the CRM rather than a strand of a 

concurrent and overlapping manifestation of the black freedom struggle that also has southern 

roots.53 

Surprisingly, perhaps, several of the biographies address Black Power, self-defense or 

black nationalism in some form, though not always positively. In Who Was Martin Luther King, 

Jr.?, Bader describes an instance in 1965 when SNCC invited Malcolm X to speak. She uses 

“black pride” to describe Malcolm X’s teachings, perhaps trying to sidestep the term Black 

 
52 Bader, Who Was Martin Luther King, Jr.?, 14-16; Shange, Coretta Scott 11-12; Gormley, Malcolm X, 110-116; 
Weatherford, Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou Hamer, 28; and McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 68-69. 
53 Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” 1234 and 1236; Theoharis, A More 
Beautiful and Terrible History, esp. Ch. 4. 
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Power so as not to offend any readers or their parents. Descriptions of the Watts uprising follows 

this. Bader mentions that though Malcolm X had died, other groups, like the Black Panther Party 

for Self-Defense, “were forming groups to carry on his message of fighting back with violence.” 

Though the author does not mention any positive impacts of black pride groups or individuals, 

she remains sympathetic to the plight of the black community in Watts, site of the first rebellion 

in 1965, saying, “Martin understood people’s frustration” and relating that many people did not 

have decent jobs, housing or access to healthcare. Thus, she at least identifies the root of the 

uprisings as poverty.54 Portraying Black Power as “black pride” and as noticeably separate from 

the mainstream CRM, the biography aligns with King’s messaging of nonviolence even as he 

tried to explain the causes of urban unrest to white America at the time.55 However true to King’s 

vision, this interpretation certainly limits the scope and developing goals of the CRM across the 

nation. 

The concept of self-defense appears in a positive way in Who Was Rosa Parks? Early in 

Parks’s story, the author describes young Rosa sitting by her grandfather’s side as he guards her 

house from the KKK with a shotgun. Later, the author shares an anecdote where Parks’s 

husband, Raymond, holds a meeting to discuss the Scottsboro Boys’ case, writing, “The men 

brought guns. They felt they need to protect themselves; what they were doing was dangerous.”56 

The author also introduces the idea that Parks did not always agree with Dr. King’s nonviolent 

approach and that she admired Malcolm X, relating “Malcolm X encouraged blacks to be strong 

and stand up for themselves. Sometimes that meant fight for themselves.”57 All of this serves to 

 
54 Bader, Who Was Martin Luther King, Jr.?, 76-88. 
55 See Martin Luther King Jr., Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community? (Boston: Beacon Press, 2010).  
56 McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 10, and 32. 
57 McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 93. 
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disrupt the narrative that the CRM only included nonviolent tactics and challenges the portrayal 

of Parks as a worn out, little old lady. 

Weatherford strikes a bold, and unexpected, tone when she begins with the words 

Malcolm X used to introduce Hamer at an event as “the country’s number one freedom fighting 

woman.” One poem expresses Hamer’s reaction to Black Power, “For me, that meant pride and 

equal rights, but for Stokely Carmichael, the new head of SNCC, it meant fighting if need be.” 

The narration goes on to say that it hurt to lose white civil rights workers after SNCC switched to 

an all-black staff.58 Inserting Malcolm X to introduce Fannie Hamer rather than a more 

traditional figure, such as Dr. King, as well as addressing different interpretations of what Black 

Power could mean to individuals dramatically departs from most depictions of Hamer in popular 

civil rights memory. Typically, she represents strength and courage, uses her beautiful singing 

voice to inspire people at mass meetings, and speaks truth to the powerful. Like King, she has 

become encapsulated in a few historic moments and functions as a symbol of poor, but 

determined, rural black women in Mississippi. Blurring the boundaries, Weatherford contests the 

myth of the CRM and Black Power as entirely separate and conflicting movements. 

 

End of the Story 

According to what predominates in public memory, textbooks, and some museums, the 

movement ends in the mid-to-late 1960s, with Dr. King’s assassination in 1968 as the definitive 

temporal marker. Juvenile biographies tend to replicate more than disrupt this sensibility. The 

only hints of struggles beyond the deaths of Malcolm X in 1965 and King in 1968 include a brief 

 
58 Weatherford, Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou Hamer, 1, and 33. 



65 

mention of Parks’s work for Congressman John Conyers in Detroit and a short verse about 

Hamer’s ongoing activism in Sunflower County. Shange offers no indication of Scott King’s 

continued fight for economic justice, international peace, and human rights.59 Such narrative 

strategies reinforce both a CRM narrative that is gendered as male because it “ends” with the 

deaths of prominent male leaders and one that, ironically perhaps, eclipses its expansive global 

vision.  

Meanwhile, these biographies end on an uplifting and positive tone. Though a hallmark 

of children’s literature, such pat conclusions also reflect the typical view of the movement as an 

unparalleled success story. Readers finish with reminders that Americans now remember and 

honor King; Malcolm X’s personal story inspired others; Coretta Scott King kept “singin’ always 

singin’;” and Parks “changed the world with her quiet courage.” After the Congressional Black 

Caucus gave Hamer a life-service award, Weatherford states in Hamer’s voice, “Maybe I had 

won after all.”60 Though the activists who survived the movement received plenty of accolades 

and admiration, they often faced financial difficulties that stemmed from their commitment to the 

cause. Speaking about Septima Clark, who developed a vital citizenship training program, local 

Charleston activist Bill Saunders once declared, “She’s got enough plaques. Let’s show how 

much you love her, but give her some damn money.” Similarly, the lack of employment 

compelled Rosa Parks and her family to move to Detroit, where she found work in Congressman 

Conyers’s office. Fannie Lou Hamer likewise continued to pursue economic justice for herself 

and her community in the South, but never achieved full economic security.61 Children need not 

 
59 McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks?, 85-86; Weatherford, Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou Hamer, 36; and 
Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 165. 
60 See Bader, Who Was Martin Luther King, Jr.?, 100; Gormley, Malcolm X, 119; Shange, Coretta Scott, 25; 
McDonough, Who Was Rosa Parks, 102; Weatherford, Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou Hamer, 36. 
61 See Charron, Freedom's Teacher, 353; Theoharis, The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa Parks, esp. Ch. 5-6; and Lee, 
For Freedom’s Sake, esp. Ch. 8-9. 
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be depressed that the movement did not achieve all of its goals, and that many of its leading 

figures did not get a chance to see their work complete, nor do they need a forced “happily-ever-

after” ending. Rather than attempting to tie up all of the threads of the story so neatly, perhaps 

the young readers might instead be invited to pick up the movement’s unfinished business and 

carry forward the fight for justice. 

 

Literature plays a key role in developing children’s concepts of the past. Since the CRM 

remains a popular subject of children’s literature, books about it have a major impact on 

introducing youth to America’s complicated racial politics while also offering them foundational 

knowledge of the movement itself. Therefore, the version of the black freedom struggle 

portrayed carries high stakes. Past research has revealed that a misleading version of the 

movement, one that replicates the flaws of national narratives identified by scholars, persisted in 

children’s literature from the 1990s and early 2000s. However, those studies did not take more 

recent literature into account. In assessing five popular and accessible books from the past 

decade, it is clear that more recent publications for children and youth have improved 

appreciably in portraying the CRM.  

Reasons for this change can remain hard to pinpoint. In recent years, a number of events 

within the United States may have contributed to renewed interest in the CRM. Americans began 

celebrating fifty-year anniversaries for a number of its most iconic events in the early 2000s. 

2004 marked the fiftieth anniversary of of Brown v. Board of Education, for example. When 

Rosa Parks died at age ninety-two in 2005, she became the first woman and second black person 
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to lie in honor in the rotunda of the U.S. Capitol.62 Her death led to a number of 

commemorations ranging from statues to postage stamps, and inspired new biographies of her 

life. The 2008 election of the first African American president, Barack Obama, certainly may 

have influenced renewed interest in the black freedom struggle because many Americans 

interpreted it as one ultimate outcome of the CRM. Subsequent fiftieth anniversaries, like the 

2013 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom commemoration, featured speeches by 

President Obama. Two years later, he and his family returned to Selma for the fiftieth 

anniversary of that march, where Obama praised the actions of those who made the Voting 

Rights Act possible and portrayed America as a work in progress.63  

While these anniversaries and events can revitalize interest in the movement, they also 

continue the cycle of reworking its narratives in ways that cement certain interpretations at the 

expense of others. They remain celebratory, contributing to the development of a positive 

memory of the movement, which can conceal what the movement did and did not accomplish, 

and its true relevance in our present day. For example, historian Karlyn Forner, in Why the Vote 

Wasn’t Enough for Selma, juxtaposes Obama’s speech at Edmund Pettus Bridge with the reality 

of life in Selma for African Americans in 2015. At the same time the President delivered his 

inspiring message, local black residents continued to confront high poverty, unemployment, a 

lack of decent housing, and gun violence.64 

 
62 Debbi Wilgoren and Theola S. Labbe, "An Overflowing Tribute to an Icon," The Washington Post, November, 1, 
2005, accessed on February 8, 2019, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2005/10/31/AR2005103100370.html.  
63 Van White, “March to Culminated in Speech by President Obama on the Very Spot Where Dr. King Delivered his 
‘I Have a Dream Speech’” Fiftieth Anniversary March on Washington, published August 28, 2013, accessed on 
February 8, 2019, http://50thanniversarymarchonwashington.com/.  
64 Karlyn Forner, Why the Vote Wasn’t Enough for Selma (Durham: Duke University Press, 2017), 249. 
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Despite the shortcomings in some of their interpretations, many authors of juvenile 

biographies integrate the words of their activist subjects and other recent secondary sources from 

historians into their works. This affords a more accurate look at the broader CRM. In defining 

segregation and its different manifestations, relating the prevalence of violence, and 

incorporating a global outlook, children’s literature has improved. Conversely, how well the 

texts considered here handle issues of gender and Black Power varies, and full treatment on these 

topics remains somewhat elusive in several of the biographies. Whether due publishing 

exigencies or authorial preference, a few areas are left completely unaddressed. Literature for 

young audiences tends to adhere to a traditional chronology of the CRM. Moreover, the tone of 

all five biographies investigated here implies that the movement’s primary goals targeted 

abolishing segregation and obtaining the right to vote in the South, and that the work has been 

completed. While the CRM’s achievements are undoubtedly important for young readers to 

learn, a more honest history would also relate the unfinished work. 

Even when authors of children’s literature present leading figures of the black freedom 

struggle in a positive and accurate way, they simply cannot tell the whole story of a movement 

and of multiple people and groups. Instead, they might aspire to what Carole Boston 

Weatherford envisions for her biography of Hamer. As she notes, “I see teachers using my books 

in the classroom to introduce historical figures or historical events to their students so my books 

can be the jumping off point…They can then begin to read maybe longer works, novels, for 

example, chapter books set during the same time or they might do research projects or just social 
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studies.”65 Using the biographies of movement leaders as a hook to introduce youth to the subject 

can stimulate a broader curiosity about both the CRM and American history more broadly.  

In an ideal world, a child reading any of these five works would do so with the assistance 

of an adult to provide context and explanation. Yet that would also require the adult to have 

substantial and accurate background information themselves, which is not guaranteed. When 

authors remain vague about the goals of the CRM, or characterize them only as freedom, the 

vote, and equality, they risk reproducing the “Won Cause” myth that severs the relationship 

between the past and the present. Nor do they provide an explanation for why freedom and 

equality remain so elusive for large swaths of the population in contemporary American society. 

Taking these individual stories and weaving them alongside others that locate them in context of 

the wider movement can help create the full and complex story we need to hear. 

 
65 “A video interview with Carole Boston Weatherford,” Reading Rockets, accessed February 18, 2021, 
https://www.readingrockets.org/books/interviews/weatherford.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Narratives in Civil Rights Museums 

With the passage of time the Civil Rights Movement (CRM) has shifted from current 

events or recent history to a pivotal era of United States history, a subject that has become 

venerable enough to commemorate in permanent and expensive mediums, including museums.1 

CRM memorials and museums have become important places where the public and students of 

many ages access this history, so these kinds of sites deserve a critical look at what version of the 

story they tell. Museums do not just present the facts; curators have to make choices about what 

to include, what to exclude, and how to interpret and reinterpret past events. Upon close 

examination, civil rights museums tend to hew to the traditional narrative of the Movement, 

though in some areas they have integrated a more nuanced or complex storyline reflected in 

recent scholarship. 

This chapter examines six museums that have permanent exhibits commemorating the 

CRM. They include: Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, Birmingham, Alabama; The National 

Voting Rights Museum and Institute, Selma, Alabama; International Civil Rights Center & 

Museum, Greensboro, North Carolina; National Center for Civil and Human Rights, Atlanta, 

Georgia; National Civil Rights Museum, Memphis, Tennessee; Mississippi Civil Rights 

Museum, Jackson, Mississippi. Each tells a story that chronicles a beginning, a cast of 

characters, and an ending. This chapter will investigate that “story” in terms of chronology, 

attention to local people and events, the under-celebrated role of women in the movement, Black 

Power, and how they explain the CRM’s conclusion—either by broadening the scope to consider 

 
1 Owen J. Dwyer and Derek H. Alderman, Civil Rights Memorials and the Geography of Memory (Chicago: Center 
for American Places at Columbia College Chicago, 2008), 27. 



71 

 

human rights globally or positing the 2008 election of Barak Obama as heralding a break from 

the past and a new beginning in American history.  

Historians like Jacquelyn Dowd Hall and Jeanne Theoharis have dubbed the traditional 

CRM narrative a “national fable,” the general shape of which all Americans easily recognize: 

from Brown v. Board of Education through a series of dramatic campaigns ending with the 

Voting Rights Act of 1965 and King’s death in 1968.2 While CRM museums do recreate the 

sweeping national story depicted in the media, they also typically include particular details based 

on the location and history of their site. Age, funding, and the technological sophistication of a 

single museum does not necessarily indicate how much space it dedicates to any given topic. A 

closer look shows several different ways that museums address local history. Predictably, 

perhaps, they fall along a spectrum, with some containing permanent exhibits that need updating 

to bring their narratives in line with more recent historiography and others that would benefit 

from slight adjustments to the current interpretations they present.  

In 2008, geographers Owen J. Dwyer and Derek H. Alderman focused on the physical 

space that CRM memorials and museums occupy, and found the majority located in the South, in 

urban centers, and frequently in black neighborhoods.3 Since that time, a number of newer CRM 

museums have opened to the public. When Dwyer and Alderman wrote their book, they analyzed 

CRM museums in Birmingham and Selma, Alabama and Memphis, Tennessee. Since then, the 

museums in Atlanta, Jackson, and Greensboro have opened and the National Civil Rights 

Museum in Memphis has undergone a major renovation. The six museums under consideration 

 
2 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” The Journal of 
American History 91, no. 4 (Mar. 2005): 1234; Jeanne Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History: The Uses 
and Misuses of Civil Rights History (Boston: Beacon Press, 2018), xiv. 
3 Dwyer and Alderman, Civil Rights Memorials, 71. The authors note that civil rights memorials, as represented by 
street names, are typically located in black neighborhoods.  
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here fit the first two qualities, all located in a southern city with those in Atlanta, Jackson, and 

Greensboro in central business districts, or downtown. The urban settings make sense for both 

the museums and city. For one, they served as sites of major CRM campaigns. As a tourist 

destination, heritage tour stop, or school field trip, a city provides the most logical place to attract 

visitors, providing them access to hotels, restaurants and other entertainment.4 Museums also 

occupy a specific space due to their proximity to a CRM event, described by some as a “sacred 

place.”5 These include the site of the Birmingham Campaign at Kelly Ingram Park, and Sixteenth 

Street Baptist Church; Selma’s Edmund Pettus Bridge, site of Bloody Sunday; the Woolworth’s 

store in Greensboro where the sit-in movement began; and the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, site 

of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination. With so many of the events of the classic phase of 

the CRM organized by activists to draw the nation’s eyes to the most visible racial transgressions 

in the Jim Crow South, which the media then covered exhaustively, when Americans think of the 

CRM, they think of the South. 

In content, though some CRM museums produce exhibits and galleries that contest the 

mainstream narrative, they often replicate it in problematic ways. Many keep an exclusively 

southern focus, despite the reality that many activists came from outside the region and a 

national network always connected southern-based organizations to others around the nation, 

especially when it came to fundraising. They also reinforce a “short” timeframe, one primarily 

concerned with the decade from the mid-1950s to mid-1960s, and most fail to consider how the 

classic civil rights phase of the movement could manifest as expressions of Black Power. Finally, 

they emphasize the movement’s successful goals of ending legal segregation and obtaining 

 
4 Glenn T. Eskew, “From Civil War to Civil Rights: Selling Alabama as Heritage Tourism,” International Journal of 
Hospitality & Tourism Administration 2, no. 3/4 (2001): 201-214. 
5 Dwyer and Alderman, Civil Rights Memorials, 62. 
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voting rights, sometimes by pivoting to a focus on human rights. This reflects what historians 

have alternatively called the “Won Cause” version that also aligns with the national myth of the 

Movement.6 The degree to which a museum adheres to the mainstream narrative certainly has a 

correlation to its age, in addition to the pressures of audience expectation and a likely perennial 

shortage of funds. The focus of each reflects the trends in CRM scholarship prevalent at the time 

of its creation, as well as the interests of the people and groups who founded them.  

The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute (BCRI), first proposed in 1979 by liberal white 

mayor David Vann but not begun until the 1980s under Richard Arrington, the city’s first black 

mayor, opened to the public in 1992.7 It has a brick construction that echoes the architecture of 

black churches, and seeks to inform visitors about the CRM nationally and locally as well as 

serve as an archive and educational resource. The building sits next to Kelly Ingram Park, site of 

the iconic Birmingham Campaign, and Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, site of the tragic 

bombing that killed four young girls on September 15, 1963. BCRI echoes much of the 

mainstream narrative, but with additional attention given to local history and leaders. 

The National Voting Rights Museum and Institute (NVRMI) opened to the public in 

1993 in Selma, Alabama. This small, volunteer-run institution operates in a refitted cotton 

warehouse at the foot of the iconic Edmund Pettus Bridge.8 Unique among CRM museums, the 

NVRMI is not large or high tech. It focuses specifically on voting rights, rather than the entire 

movement, and its creation involved civil rights veterans of Selma, both locally and those who 

 
6 Eskew, “From Civil War to Civil Rights,” 201-14; Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses 
of the Past,” 1234; Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, xiv. 
7 For analysis on the creation of the BCRI see Glen Eskew, “The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the New 
Ideology of Tolerance,” in The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory, eds. Renee C. Romano and Leigh 
Raiford (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2006), 28-66. 
8 Dwyer and Alderman, Civil Rights Memorials, 67. See also: National Voting Rights Institute, http://nvrmi.com/.  
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had worked for organizations like the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) 

and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). It operates as both a museum and an 

institute that acquires, preserves and makes accessible records about the struggle for voting rights 

in America.9 The NVRMI is notable in that it offers solid information and a personal touch, 

including a more grassroots focus. 

Organizers founded the International Civil Rights Center & Museum (ICRCM) in 

downtown Greensboro in 1993, when the Woolworth’s store, the site of the first sit-in to gain 

national attention, closed. What began on February 1 at this Woolworth’s spread rapidly across 

the South in the spring of 1960. Thus, like those in Birmingham, Selma, and Memphis, this site 

occupies “sacred ground” because of its proximity to a major civil rights event.10 Due to 

financial difficulties, this private museum did not open until seventeen years later in 2010.11 

Despite being a newer presence in the CRM museum world, the ICRCM remains exceedingly 

conventional in its portrayal, though the original lunch counter gives the site a local and 

authentic flavor. 

Atlanta’s National Center for Civil and Human Rights (NCCHR), founded in 2007, has a 

large modern building next to the World of Coca Cola and the Georgia Aquarium. It opened to 

the public in 2014. Conceptualized by CRM veterans Joseph Lowery, who led SCLC at one 

point, and his wife Evelyn, it relates a typical mainstream narrative very focused on the work of 

Dr. King. At the same time, it benefits from technological innovation. For example, as they “sit-

 
9 “Mission,” National Voting Rights Institute, accessed on January 4, 2021, http://nvrmi.com/?page_id=45.  
10 Dwyer and Alderman, Civil Rights Memorials, 36-42. 
11 Richard Barron, “At 10 Years, Civil Rights Museum is Proud of Where it is, Believes Expansion is a Must,” 
Greensboro News and Record, Jan 26, 2020, accessed on January 21, 2021, 
https://greensboro.com/news/local_news/at-10-years-civil-rights-museum-is-proud-of-where-it-is-believes-
expansion-is/article_49a157e9-48df-596a-b2c7-f23ec5ed751a.html.  
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in” at a lunch counter, guests can don headphones and listen to insults that SNCC activists would 

have endured, accompanied by the sounds of breaking dishes and sirens and the physical 

sensation of the stool shaking beneath them.12 

Though originally founded in 1991 in the Lorraine Hotel, site of Dr. King’s assassination, 

the National Civil Rights Museum (NCRM) in Memphis, Tennessee underwent a major 

renovation and reopened in 2014.13 Because of the significance of its location, a focus on Dr. 

King should not surprise. Yet though it dedicates a considerable space to King’s work and his 

last days, the NCRM extends its timeline to encompass centuries, not decades, prior to the 

modern CRM. It also expands the scope of its interpretation to topics not normally associated 

with King, such as Black Power.  

The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum (MCRM), the first civil rights museum funded by 

that state, opened in downtown Jackson in December 2017.14 This large, state-of-the-art museum 

shares a lobby with the new Museum of Mississippi History. As the capitol, Jackson saw its 

share of local civil rights campaigns. Moreover, the state itself—especially the rural Delta—

earned a reputation as having the most white resistance and racial violence during the 

movement.15 Rather than repeating the national mainstream narrative, the MCRM offers a more 

capacious portrayal of the movement, including both local history and events, as well as an 

 
12 Bo Emerson, “Rights Center Carries Atlanta Story Forward,” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, Jun 29, 2014, 
accessed on January, 29, 2021, https://proxying.lib.ncsu.edu/index.php/login?url=https://www-proquest-
com.prox.lib.ncsu.edu/newspapers/rights-center-carries-atlanta-story-forward/docview/1541115183/se-
2?accountid=12725.  
13 “Renovation,” National Civil Rights Museum, accessed on December 3, 2020, 
https://www.civilrightsmuseum.org/renovation.  
14 Mississippi Department of Archives and History, Telling Our Stories: Museum of Mississippi History and 
Mississippi Civil Rights Museum (Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 2017), ix. 
15 Clayborne Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1995), esp. Ch. 9. 
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extended timeline that reflects both earlier struggles and continued African American activism 

beyond the mid-1960s. 

 

Chronology 

In order to understand why the CRM happened, visitors need to understand a longer 

history of the African American freedom struggle. Museums would do their guests a disservice if 

they failed to give any explanation of why segregation existed in the first place.16 The CRM 

museums under consideration here vary on coverage of the period before CRM. Some give a 

truncated explanation of the nation’s history of white supremacy, while others take a deeper look 

into slavery, Reconstruction, and life under Jim Crow to provide context. The NCCHR in Atlanta 

on one hand, and the MCRM in Jackson and NCRM in Memphis on the other hand, represent the 

more dramatic differences among the museums, while the others include levels of coverage that 

fall somewhere between these. In Birmingham and Greensboro, for example, tours begin with a 

film presentation that gives some background. The NVRMI in Selma includes a wall with the 

history of the city, and its role in the Civil War, as well as a Reconstruction Gallery which has 

information on that era, the Black Codes, the Civil Rights Amendments to the U.S. Constitution, 

and the Ku Klux Klan (KKK). It also features photographs of the first Reconstruction-era black 

elected officials. The gallery has great background information on how African Americans 

gained and then lost suffrage, but its use of cursive text may render it inaccessible to younger 

visitors or those who do not have much experience with script. Despite uneven coverage of 

 
16 John H. Bickford, "Assessing and Addressing Historical Misrepresentations within Children's Literature about the 
Civil Rights Movement," The History Teacher 48, no. 4 (August 2015), 700. 



77 

 

slavery and Reconstruction, all of the museums present information about de jure segregation in 

the South, with an emphasis on separate public facilities.17 

In Atlanta, the NCCHR begins the story with its permanent exhibit Rolls Down Like 

Water, with a background on legal segregation in the American South in the 1950s. The first 

gallery features video and audio of segregationist leaders, a wall of Jim Crow laws, and 

information about Atlanta’s black communities. Visitors do not see any information about 

slavery, or Reconstruction. Though they can read about Jim Crow legislation, depending on 

guests’ prior knowledge, they may not know why these laws remained in effect for seven 

decades. More problematic than relying on visitors’ background knowledge to fill in the gaps, 

skipping to the mid-twentieth century to begin the story excludes struggles by prior generations 

of African Americans that undergird the CRM and inspired its leaders, including the work of 

those in the first half of the twentieth century.18 Some of these individuals, it bears remembering, 

began their activist careers prior to World War II and continued them in the classic phase of the 

CRM.19 While the material in the first gallery remains engaging and effective—watching video 

footage of segregationist leaders, like Alabama Governor George C. Wallace, freely share their 

racist messages in public evokes feelings of disgust—it does leave visitors adrift without much 

context of the longer freedom struggle.20 

 
17 Reconstruction Gallery, National Voting Rights Museum, Selma, Alabama, June 19, 2019. [Museum hereafter 
cited as NVRMI. Because I visited each facility for one day only, all exhibits cited by title and museum name only 
after the first full citation.] 
18 Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement,” 1245-8. 
19 See, for example, Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Vision 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003); Katherine Mellen Charron, Freedom's Teacher: The Life of 
Septima Clark (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009). 
20 Rolls Down Like Water, National Center for Civil and Human Rights, Atlanta, Georgia, June 18, 2019. [Museum 
hereafter cited as NCCHR] 
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In contrast, Jackson’s MCRM dedicates a full gallery to the centuries prior to the Civil 

War and a second one to life in Mississippi under Jim Crow. Its first gallery, Mississippi 

Freedom Struggle, is arranged as a timeline beginning with the 1619 arrival of the first African 

captives in what would become the United States. Yet it focuses more heavily on 19th century 

Mississippi, and ends with the Civil War. The gallery uses documents and pictures to give 

visitors a crash course on race and slavery in the United States. It frames the Mississippi CRM as 

“a heroic chapter in the centuries-long African American freedom struggle” connecting 

Emancipation to civil rights. This acknowledgement of the deep roots of the black American 

experience helps visitors contextualize the place and significance of the mid-twentieth century 

CRM within it. Though not strictly necessary for understanding the modern CRM, this simple 

gallery informs visitors who may lack prior knowledge about the role slavery played in the 

antebellum South, and more specifically in Mississippi.21 

The second gallery, Mississippi in Black and White, covers Reconstruction and Jim Crow 

with detailed information on black community building and the struggle for survival in the face 

of exploitation and violence. This section balances positive information—about black leaders, 

education, church, and economics—with the negative, such as sharecropping, convict labor, Jim 

Crow laws, and lynching.22 This matters because when the focus remains solely on oppression, 

African Americans appear powerless and history only happens to them. By including examples 

of what black Mississippians accomplished in spite of disfranchisement, violence, and economic, 

social, and psychological subjugation, the MCRM presents them as agents in history. 

 
21 Mississippi Freedom Struggle, Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, Jackson, Mississippi, June 19, 2019 [Museum 
hereafter cited as MCRM]. 
22 Mississippi in Black and White, MCRM.  
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Almost as extensive as Jackson, the first gallery of the NCRM in Memphis, A Culture of 

Resistance: Slavery in America 1619-1861, sets the stage for the rest of its narrative. The circular 

exhibit depicts a map of the transatlantic slave trade etched on the floor with glowing text that 

explains the movement of African captives to various locations. Curators chose to place the 

inscription from the Declaration of Independence at the top of the wall: “We hold these truths to 

be self-evident, that all men are created equal and endowed by their creator with certain 

unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Displaying 

information about West African cultures, a bronze cast of captives showing the tiny space 

allotted to each individual on a slave ship during the Middle Passage, the creation of racial 

slavery, and its economics underscores both the promise of the nation’s founding document and 

the limits the founding fathers would impose in the U.S. Constitution. Yet an interactive wall 

also shows how African Americans resisted enslavement in many ways, with defiance, revolt, 

escape, and community building among them.23 

Visitors then funnel through a narrow gray hallway and emerge in the second exhibit, I, 

too, am America: Combatting Jim Crow 1896-1954. To the left a small text-only timeline 

mentions rights achieved and then lost in the wake of the Civil War and Reconstruction, but no 

dedicated space for Reconstruction exists before the exhibit delves into life under Jim Crow. 

Much like Jackson’s MCRM, the NCRM explores both the setbacks African Americans 

experienced as well as their community building efforts during segregation. In a series of zig-

zagging panels that juxtapose the positive and negative, visitors learn about the importance of the 

black church, the continuation of white exploitation of black labor, black migration from the 

 
23 A Culture of Resistance: Slavery in America 1619-1861, Nation Civil Rights Museum, Memphis, Tennessee, June 
20, 2019 [Museum hereafter cited as NCRM].  
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South, black professionals and higher education, lynching and racial terror, the black press, 

blacks in the military, arts and culture, and black labor organizations.24 

Even when exploring the iconic markers within the traditional narrative, as in the marble 

titled and columned entryway into Separate is Not Equal: Brown v. Board of Education 1954, 

the NCRM integrates a more nuanced story. Celebrating the landmark decision, this section 

acknowledges the difficulties of desegregation, relates the strong white opposition to the decision 

inside and outside of the South, and calls attention to how long it took southern schools to 

comply with the court orders. It also examines the creation of private schools and academies as a 

method white southerners used to avoid compliance completely.25 

All of the museums provide some kind of background information to give visitors a 

deeper understanding of the significance of the CRM. At minimum, they define segregation and 

explain Jim Crow in order to ensure guests comprehend the stakes for movement activists. 

Others choose to start the narrative further back in time by beginning with the Atlantic Slave 

Trade, the institution of slavery in the United States, the Civil War and Reconstruction. 

 

People in the Movement 

More than anything, the CRM story should focus on the people, individuals and groups, 

who made it happen. CRM museums differ on which people or groups they highlight, though 

some common trends emerge. As time has passed and King’s popularity among the general 

 
24 I, too, am America: Combatting Jim Crow 1896-1954, NCRM. 
25 Separate is Not Equal: Brown v. Board of Education 1954, NCRM. On private schools as a strategy among 
“pragmatic segregationists,” who realized they would have to provide the appearance of compliance with Brown, see 
Joseph Crespino, In Search of Another Country: Mississippi and the Conservative Counterrevolution (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2007). 
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populace has risen, he has become synonymous with the CRM in public memory. In some 

museums, giants of the movement, like King, receive more coverage at the expense of other 

activists, though most institutions make a point to include local heroes as well.  

Atlanta’s NCCHR features young people and women in its displays, both groups vital to 

the movement, but the museum focuses more of its effort on King and SCLC, the organization he 

led, and iconic events, such as the Birmingham Campaign, March on Washington, and Selma 

March, in which he participated. For example, in a room that reflects the architecture of the 

Lincoln Memorial, a video stream of the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom plays 

and a wall of information outlines the event’s planning and how it occurred. It also includes 

figures not always mentioned in the mainstream story, such as labor leader A. Philip Randolph, 

who organized the first March on Washington movement during World War II; women like 

Dorothy Height, leader of the National Council of Negro Women who later credited women’s 

exclusion from the planning as a form of consciousness raising for many black women; and 

Bayard Rustin, a strategist aligned with both Randolph and King who is often excluded because 

he was a gay man.26 Yet the massive wall showing video footage of Dr. King speaking and Joan 

Baez singing dominates the exhibit. 

 The NCCHR dedicates very little space to other organizations, such as SNCC, and 

neglects to mention other strains of the black freedom struggle, like Black Power. Perhaps 

visitors might expect this given that Atlanta was King’s home town and home base during the 

late 1950s and 1960s. Yet at its founding SNCC shared office space with SCLC, and then led sit-

in demonstrations in the city on its own.27 Because Atlanta was also SNCC’s headquarters, the 

 
26 Rolls Down Like Water, NCCHR; and Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History 165-168, 170-172. 
27 Carson, In Struggle, 25. 
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NCCHR might have provided its audience with a more complicated portrait of local civil rights 

activism. Instead, it appears that curators believed a King-centric narrative in a city with multiple 

sites that honor King—including his childhood home and the King Center, where he and Coretta 

Scott King are entombed—would be what visitors most wanted. This represents a missed 

opportunity. 

After the March on Washington’s bright white marble exhibit, guests step into a dimly lit 

area that features the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church Bombing, where portraits of the 1963 

bombing victims—Addie Mae Collins, Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, and Cynthia 

Wesley—appear as stained-glass windows. On another dark wall, they see projections of the 

events of Selma’s Bloody Sunday in 1965, which led to the march from Selma-to-Montgomery 

and yielded the Voting Rights Act. The transition from bright to low lighting of this area reflects 

a tendency of the “Won Cause” narrative, which Dwyer and Alderman describe as alternating 

“between moods of elation and tragedy.”28 

Visitors then walk through a small hallway that contains flip-able posters of many 

different movement leaders. Whether by design or accident, this attempt to expand the narrative 

beyond King remains entirely too easy to skip. No one can see more than a few leaders at a time, 

and the hall feels more like a passageway that invites people to move quickly to see the real 

show, the room that covers the assassination of Dr. King. Again, the atmosphere evokes a dark 

and ominous mood. Stacks of vintage televisions show news footage; pictures of the rioting that 

followed hang on the walls; and the carpet has a map of the United States with fires in the 

 
28 Dwyer and Alderman, Civil Rights Memorials, 28. 
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locations where unrest erupted. Visitors then scale a staircase and balcony modeled after the 

Lorraine Motel to face a church pew placed to view footage of King’s funeral.29 

Other King-centric museums can, and do, differ in their interpretations. The site of 

King’s actual assassination, the NCRM in Memphis, retains its status as a site of pilgrimage 

since it holds significant meaning to many people, and remains a popular place for families and 

school trips to visit. King’s presence here becomes immediately evident as everyone approaches 

the museum in sight of room 306, where King stayed, and the balcony holds a wreath and a 

marble plaque that have been in place since shortly after his death. The façade of the hotel, 

including some vintage cars parked in its lot, preserve the look from sixty years ago.  

Yet inside the renovated NCRM, King does not dominate the narrative. He is an 

important presence, but the new interpretation contains information from before his ascendance 

to default CRM leader, as well as other activists and groups who worked alongside him and 

those not usually affiliated with him. For example, visitors encounter a wall titled, “Many Paths 

One Destination,” which outlines different approaches taken by various leaders and 

organizations during the Jim Crow era. These include Booker T. Washington and his public 

accommodationist stance, “Race First” organizations like Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro 

Improvement Association, and the Nation of Islam and Malcom X as well as groups that fought 

for integration and access such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and the National Urban League.30 In 

these ways, the museum’s exhibits balance coverage of the big events and major players of the 

classic phase of the CRM with details that flesh out or complicate the story. 

 
29 Rolls Down Like Water, NCCHR. 
30 I, too, am America: Combatting Jim Crow 1896-1954, NCRM. 
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As they follow the chronological CRM story, visitors to the NCRM learn about the basic 

tenets of Mohandas Gandhi’s use of non-violent direct action in the anti-colonial struggle in 

India after World War II, the student-led sit-ins in 1960, and Malcolm X’s critique of putting 

oneself in danger to achieve integration. Another wall has information about Ella Baker and 

James Lawson’s involvement in helping found SNCC. Guests do not just learn about the SNCC 

Freedom Rides in 1961, but also the CORE activists who unsuccessfully challenged segregation 

on interstate bus travel in the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation. NCRM features the Birmingham 

Campaign, as do all CRM museums, but it also covers the Albany Movement of 1961 and 1962, 

in which young people tried to desegregate Southwest Georgia and the 1963 creation of the 

Congress of Federated Organization (COFO) that brought together all civil rights organizations 

working in Mississippi in the 1960s. Finally, visitors glean more about the importance of 

freedom songs sung by all.31 This Memphis museum thus maintains a sophisticated balance in its 

coverage of King and the movement that made him.  

The NCRM’s For Jobs and Freedom: The March on Washington 1963 exhibit also 

educates its audience about precursors, namely the called-off march organized by Randolph in 

1941, and clearly explains the linked goals of securing civil rights laws and economic justice. It 

questions whether the 1963 March achieved success, pointing out that while it drew the attention 

of the nation, the media’s coverage did not spark a conversation about race; that President 

Kennedy’s civil rights bill did not pass until after his death; and that King’s speech and message 

that day has often been reduced to simplistic quotes. Nor do curators skip straight from 

Washington D.C. in 1963 to Selma in 1965 as other sites, like Atlanta’s NCCHR and 

 
31 Standing up by Sitting Down: Student Sit-ins 1960, We Are Prepared to Die: The Freedom Rides 1961, We Who 
Believe in Freedom: Organizing in Mississippi 1945-1963, Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me ‘Round: The Albany 
Movement 1961-1963, and The Children Shall Lead Them: Birmingham 1963, NCRM. 
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Birmingham’s BCRI, do. Instead, they revisit Mississippi where COFO, locals, and volunteers 

participated in Freedom Summer in 1964, and spotlight SNCC leaders Bob Moses and Fannie 

Lou Hamer, and the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP). Even the Selma Voting 

Rights Campaign coverage adds nuance as it tracks local efforts to register and vote by residents 

of Selma and Dallas County, Alabama prior to the famous march. After guests themselves 

“march” up a ramped hallway with photographic murals of the marchers and mile markers, A 

Triumph For Democracy: The Voting Rights Act of 1965 outlines the gains made by African 

Americans as well as acknowledges that portions of the Voting Rights Act have been repealed 

and minority votes have been diluted, and are still under attack today.32 

At the end of the tour, visitors learn why King had come to the city. The exhibit I Am a 

Man: Memphis Sanitation Strike 1968, uses life-sized mannequins of local garbage workers on 

strike wearing “I Am a Man” signs, while a video projects images onto a garbage truck. They 

learn that King gave a speech in the city that had a “stinging indictment” of capitalism and called 

for a “radical redistribution of power.” The museum’s inclusion of King’s support of the strikers 

and involvement in planning the Poor People’s Campaign, which occurred after his death, 

captures the shift toward economic justice in his last years.33 Visitors then make their way to 

King’s Last Hours, where a theatre plays King’s final “Mountaintop” speech. They can also peer 

through the glass into room 306, reconstructed by the Lorraine Foundation in 1982, before 

exiting the main exhibits. Despite presenting the room as frozen in time just as it would have 

 
32 For Jobs and Freedom: The March on Washington 1963, Is This America: Mississippi Summer Project 1964, 
How Long, Not Long: Selma Voting Rights Campaign 1965, A Triumph For Democracy: The Voting Rights Act of 
1965, NCRM. 
33 I Am a Man: Memphis Sanitation Strike 1968, NCRM; and Martin Luther King Jr., Where Do We Go from Here: 
Chaos or Community? (Boston: Beacon Press, 2010). 
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been in 1968, this occupies a very small section of the museum and represents only a fraction of 

the information it holds. 

Interestingly, Atlanta’s NCCHR and Memphis’s NCRM both opened their doors to the 

public in 2014, the NCCHR for the first time and the NCRM after a major update and 

renovation. In interviews, NCCHR CEO Doug Shipman has commented that the two sites have 

distinct differences. Atlanta’s displays, he concedes, concern both the American civil rights 

movement and similar movements around the globe with a broad perspective that distinguish it 

from Memphis. Specifically, Shipman states, “the Memphis museum was built on the site of the 

old Lorraine Motel, where the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated on April 4, 1968. In 

some sense, the Memphis museum is a memorial, as well as a teaching facility.” Curators in 

Atlanta, he notes, chose to address both historical and more contemporary themes. “The feel is 

different,” Shipman asserts, “A memorial is a sacred space, while ours is future-oriented.”34 The 

first difference becomes immediately evident as Atlanta devotes at least half of its displays to 

human rights, while Memphis only briefly touches on human rights in an auxiliary exhibit. The 

second point that Memphis holds a memorial status remains quite valid.  

Yet Shipman does not tell the whole truth. A closer examination shows that Atlanta’s 

NCCHR does memorialize King. The basement features a collection of his papers on loan from 

Morehouse College, and the thrust of its civil rights story remains tied to King’s trajectory. Only 

the first room of Rolls Down Like Water, about segregation in the South, does not contain King’s 

likeness or information on his actions. The CRM exhibit ends with a pew for viewing footage of 

 
34 Bo Emerson, “Atlanta's National Center for Civil and Human Rights Nears Completion,” McClatchy-Tribune 
Business News, April 3, 2014, accessed on January 29, 2021, 
https://proxying.lib.ncsu.edu/index.php/login?url=https://www-proquest-com.prox.lib.ncsu.edu/wire-feeds/atlantas-
national-center-civil-human-rights-nears/docview/1512030143/se-2?accountid=12725.  
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King’s funeral and an all-white room listing civil rights legal gains, all of which amount to quite 

a memorial experience. Even with its memorial status, the renovated NCRM has also created a 

more expansive and inclusive story of the CRM within the walls of the old hotel.35 

 

Local Struggles 

Museums with a very national or King focus give at least some acknowledgement of 

local conditions, even if that comprises a relatively small section within an exhibit. At Atlanta’s 

NCCHR, a wall titled “A City Too Busy to Hate”—a slogan adopted by a former mayor to 

differentiate the city from others in the South—highlights a few local leaders and significant 

places. However, nothing else in the museum particularly addresses Atlanta or Georgia. 

Likewise, Memphis’ NCRM has an amazing volume of information about civil rights events 

across the South, but not as much about Memphis or Tennessee, aside from the strike by garbage 

workers that brought King to the city. 

Local struggles introduce the narrative at Greensboro’s ICRCM. At the beginning of the 

tour, guests enter a simple theatre where they watch a stilted reenactment portraying the 

“Greensboro Four”—Joseph McNeil, Ezell Blair, Franklin McCain, and David Richmond—

discussing their plans to stage a sit-in.36 When the film ends, the scrim rises to show a recreation 

of the dorm room in which these freshmen from North Carolina A&T met. Visitors leave the 

theatre and walk through a basement with some posters on the wall, then up art deco style stairs, 

original to the building, and down a hall and into a dimly-lit room with the original lunch 

counter. In an otherwise nearly empty room, it takes up a massive amount of space. More videos 

 
35 Rolls Down Like Water, NCCHR; King’s Last Hours, NCRM. 
36 Carson, In Struggle, 9. 
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reenacting the sit-ins play on screens above the counter where mirrors would have hung. This 

section of the museum, being a historical site that museum designers did not alter, does not have 

any panels with additional information. At its exit, an interactive map table allows visitors to see 

other sit-ins, inspired by those in Greensboro, which occurred around the country. While the 

presence of the original lunch counter adds to the sense of “authenticity” visitors might expect, 

the space has an odd quality; it appears dim, still, and empty. Curators made no attempt, for 

example, to re-create store aisles and position the counter spatially in relation to them. As a 

result, this room does not particularly bring the moment to life. Moreover, once visitors leave 

this room, they discover that the rest of the museum tells a national story, with a focus on 

segregation, churches, schools, and a few grand events.37 

Birmingham’s BCRI follows the general shape of the traditional narrative, but with 

extended space dedicated to Birmingham specifically and some state history sprinkled 

throughout. Following an introductory video, the screen lifts to reveal the museum’s first exhibit, 

Barriers, which uses life-sized, colorless mannequins to show Birmingham’s segregated society 

from the 1920s through 1950s. Displays, like the side-by-side black and white classrooms and 

drinking fountains, indicate the racial disparities, while the black church and barber shop remind 

visitors that black residents of Birmingham created their own “city within a city.” Visitors also 

learn about the local economy, such as the dominance of jobs in the iron ore mines and steel 

mills and the location of the black business district of the city. At the BCRI, attention to the local 

context complements the general picture of segregation presented.38 

 
37 Battlegrounds, and Direct Action: The Economics of Protest, ICRCM. 
38 Barriers, BCRI. 
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  In The Movement gallery, visitors see timelines that mark both national and Alabama 

events. Displays in this rather winding and dimly lit area include the Freedom Rides and the fight 

to register and vote. Given its location, the BCRI understandably dedicates a large area, 

“Birmingham: The World is Watching,” to outlining the Birmingham Campaign in the spring of 

1963, and features an empty jail cell and the text of Dr. King’s famous “Letter from Birmingham 

City Jail.” The exhibit uses many of the media’s iconic images showing the protestors, including 

children and young people, marching while police attack with dogs and firefighters spray them 

with hoses. A photo wall showing the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, in August 

1963, interrupts the local story with good news from the national scene, but quickly the visitor 

returns to Birmingham to learn about the September bombing of Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. 

The last area in the gallery covers the Selma March with monochrome life-cast statues visitors 

can walk amongst, presumably to replicate the experience. One wall, “The Struggle Continues,” 

addresses specific grievances the city’s black community had with public safety, employment, 

and justice in the late 1960s. Beyond, visitors can walk through a recreation of the office of 

Birmingham’s first black mayor, Richard Arrington, who won election in 1979.39 

 In its focus on Birmingham’s history The Movement exhibit expresses the city’s attempt 

to confront its ugly past directly. In the 1960s, many regarded Birmingham as the most 

segregated city in the United States. Including Arrington’s office as redemptive gesture seems to 

suggest that the city has moved on and progressed—the most segregated city elected a black 

mayor. In this way, curators seek to acknowledge the city’s racist past, and in doing so repair its 

reputation and potentially attract tourist dollars.40 

 
39 The Movement, BCRI. 
40 Eskew, “The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute,” 28-29. 
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 Twenty-five years separates the opening of the BCRI and the MCRM in Jackson. Unlike 

the former, which sprinkles local history into the traditional narrative, the latter fully integrates 

Mississippi history within the museum. As the preeminent site of SNCC organizing, the 

Magnolia State represented ground zero in terms of both the CRM’s potential opportunities and 

greatest challenges.41 Thus, the sections that deal with national events have specifics for 

Mississippi. For example, A Tremor in the Iceberg, which covers the early 1960s, features the 

activities of young people joining the movement and the titular ‘tremor’ that activist Bob Moses 

once described.42 The gallery includes the Freedom Rides and sit-ins, both part of the national 

story but also part Mississippi’s story. One section in the gallery “Sitting in Mississippi” devotes 

only one paragraph to the Greensboro Four; the rest of the information educates visitors about 

protests in the state that they inspired—like the Biloxi Wade-In, which attempted to desegregate 

a public beach, and the Tougaloo Nine Read-In, aimed at gaining access to the Jackson Public 

Library. The central area of this exhibit houses a recreation of a jail cell and the infamous 

Parchman Penitentiary, where police sent many activists after their arrest. Other features include 

booths with audio of activists telling their stories from organizing around the state, such as in 

McComb or the Delta, as well as a theater that commemorates slain Mississippi activist Medgar 

Evers’s life and work.43 

The state-focused trend continues in the next gallery. I Question America, named after a 

quote by Fannie Lou Hamer at the 1964 Democratic National Convention, covers the organizing 

and activities of 1963 and 1964, as black demands for freedom grew and whites responded with 

 
41 Carson, In Struggle, esp. Ch. 9. 
42 A Tremor in the Iceberg, MCRM. 
43 A Tremor in the Iceberg, MCRM. Ample scholarship on the CRM in Mississippi exists, though two of the earliest 
studies are among the best. See John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi 
(Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1995); and Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The 
Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995). 
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increased violence. The gallery covers the Freedom Vote, Freedom Summer and the Freedom 

Schools that emerged from it, as well as increased KKK activity, the complicity of law 

enforcement in the violence, and the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission, designed to 

uphold white supremacy. It also holds a small theatre which plays a short film about the murders 

of SNCC activists James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner.44 The inclusion of 

such detailed state history in a state-run facility makes sense given Mississippi’s centrality in 

movement memory. As one of the museum planners explains, the MCRM, “offers the state of 

Mississippi an opportunity to reconsider its collective memory that is marred by racism, bigotry, 

and the notion of white supremacy” in order to promote social justice for future generations.45 

Joining the BCRI and MCRM in its attention to the local, Selma’s NVRMI integrates the 

city’s history and grassroots movement participants, displaying plaster casts of the feet of the 

“Foot Soldiers’’ who participated in the Selma March throughout the museum. Where the first 

set of feet appear, the wall explains that though leaders such as Dr. King have become 

synonymous with the CRM, ordinary people comprised its heart and soul. The first room in the 

NVRMI holds vertical displays with portraits for each of the “Courageous Eight,” local civil 

rights leaders, like Amelia Boynton Robinson, whose activism began in the interwar years and 

who then helped residents of Dallas County register to vote and organized and participated in the 

1965 March. Additionally, text and photos on the wall in the Church Gallery inform visitors 

about Selma’s black churches and their role as places to meet and organize protests. Scattered 

through this section a student-produced photojournalism project, “Civil Conversations,” features 

posters about civil rights activists made during the 50th anniversary of the Selma March in 2015. 

 
44 I Question America, MCRM. 
45 Mississippi Department of Archives and History, Telling Our Stories, 101. 
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The museum also offers an extended tour, aptly named Footprints to Freedom, that includes 

visits to historic sites such as the historic Brown Chapel A.M.E Church, which served as the 

local movement’s headquarters, and a walk across the Edmund Pettus Bridge.46  

The museum’s mission focuses on voting rights and the events in Selma that contributed 

to the Voting Rights Act of 1965. However, curators also include considerable amounts of 

general and introductory information about civil rights, nonviolence, and segregation that 

overwhelms the local and grassroots elements in some places. This hampers the NVRMI’s ability 

to tell a coherent narrative about voting rights, Selma, or Dallas County. 

More broadly, the MCRM in Jackson represents the best example of balancing careful 

attention to local history with how it relates to the national CRM story, followed by the NCRM 

in Memphis. The BCRI and NVRMI, though including great attention to local history, 

sometimes fall short, with the BCRI relying too heavily on the trajectory of national story and 

the NVRMI missing a strong narrative that runs throughout the entire museum. On the other end 

of the spectrum, despite occupying an original CRM landmark, the Greensboro’s ICRCM fails to 

relate a local or state story beyond that of the sit-ins. Though grounding the museum in local 

history can offer a valuable way to show how grassroots organizers effected change in their 

communities, CRM museums ideally relay this message by blending attention to local 

movements and activists within larger contexts. 

  

 
46 Main Gallery, Church Gallery, NVRMI, June 19, 2019; and “Tours and Admission,” National Voting Rights 
Museum and Institute, accessed on January 4, 2021, http://nvrmi.com/?page_id=6. See also Karlyn Forner, Why the 
Vote Wasn’t Enough for Selma (Durham: Duke University Press, 2017). 
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Women of the Movement 

According to Theoharis, the “national fable” of the CRM often follows a “great man” 

trajectory, and the overwhelming focus on male leaders like King reveals this. Though women 

appear in tributes to the movement, they remain quiet, gentle, kind, soft-spoken, and helpmates, 

which circumscribes their roles and our understanding of the CRM itself.47 Within public school 

textbooks, women CRM activists did not appear with regularity until the 1990s. This same trend 

appears to hold for museums. Established from the 1990s onward, all of the museums in this 

study include multiple women within their exhibits, but some do a better job showing women’s 

full involvement as leaders, organizers, and participants. 

A few museums, such as Selma’s NVRMI and Greensboro’s ICRCM, place information 

about women in a separate section or display. In a positive sense, they highlight the history of a 

group of people often excluded. On the down side, segregating women activists still excludes 

them from the main storyline. At Selma’s NVRMI, visitors may stop in the Women’s Suffrage 

Gallery, which has pictures and information about women who fought for voting rights in both 

the pre- and post-Reconstruction Eras. While it includes women of all races from different time 

periods of American history, it remains mostly a room full of picture frames; the few segments 

of information about particular women appear on a black and white mural depicting Ida B. 

Wells, Sojourner Truth, and Fannie Lou Hamer. Greensboro’s ICRCM has one display, “Women 

Making Headlines and In the Movement,” featuring Coretta Scott King, Mahalia Jackson and 

Myrlie Evers-Williams in its main gallery about the CRM.48 Featuring only a handful of 

relatively well-known women creates a “great woman” narrative that mirrors the problems of the 

 
47 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 154-155. 
48 Women’s Suffrage Gallery, NVRMI; and “Women Making Headlines and In the Movement,” Direct Action: The 
Economics of Protest, ICRCM. 
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“great man” focus. Simply put, it renders invisible the thousands of grassroots black women in 

communities across the South who made the movement possible. 

Other museums focus on women’s involvement in specific events, such as the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott. At the BCRI in Birmingham, visitors can view a display named the 

“Bedrock of the Boycott” that chronicles activist women in Montgomery, such as Jo Ann 

Robinson, a professor at a local college; Claudette Colvin and Mary Louise Smith, two teenagers 

who refused to relinquish their seats before Rosa Parks; and Aurelia Browder, the lead plaintiff 

in Browder v. Gayle, which ended segregation on the city’s buses. It also features a strange, life-

size, colorless mannequin of Rosa Parks on a bus seat, and highlights the leadership role that 

Martin Luther King Jr. assumed at this time. Still, in its acknowledging others beyond the most 

famous, the BCRI makes local and less well-known women an integral part of the boycott’s 

success.49  

Another museum stands out for its coverage of the boycott. The NCRM in Memphis has 

an exhibit entitled, The Year They Walked: Montgomery Bus Boycott 1955-1956, which 

highlights the role women played in this CRM campaign even as it calls attention to lesser-

known local activists of all genders. It features a city bus with a plaque on the front that explains 

Rosa Parks’s previous activism with the NAACP and training at the Highlander Folk School four 

months prior to her arrest as well as details the events of the day she refused to give up her seat.50 

Visitors can board the bus, where they see a life-sized cast of Parks seated.51 The exhibit 

 
49 The Movement, BCRI. See also, Danielle L. McGuire, At the Dark End of the Street: Black Women, Rape, and 
Resistance—A New History of the Civil Rights Movement from Rosa Parks to the Rise of Black Power (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 2010), esp. Ch. 1-3 that cover the boycott.  
50 See Charron, Freedom’s Teacher, esp. Ch. 6.  
51 “The Year They Walked,” Permanent Exhibits, National Civil Rights Museum, accessed on December 3, 2020, 
https://www.civilrightsmuseum.org/exhibit/the-year-they-walked/.  
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introduction also cites Claudette Colvin and Mary Louise Smith. A timeline listing important 

developments in the course of the 382-day boycott runs along the top of the walls. Visitors learn 

of the role of local leaders, like E. D. Nixon, president of the Montgomery NAACP; the founding 

the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA); the grassroots women who walked; the daily 

work of the movement, like organizing carpools; white retaliation; the mass arrests of boycott 

leaders; Browder v. Gayle, and the founding of SCLC shortly afterward in 1957.52 This level of 

coverage clearly shows the dedication and organizing the boycott required and better integrates 

women into its narrative. Equally important, visitors leave with a clearer understanding of the 

persistence it took to maintain the boycott for over a year.  

 

Black Power 

In the mainstream narrative, the Black Power movement that emerged in the mid-1960s 

too often functions as the CRM’s opposite. Where the southern civil rights struggle represents 

the hope of an integrated and equal society, Black Power represents a descent into racial 

separatism and violence. Very few CRM museums offer in-depth coverage of Black Power. 

Most do not address Black Power at all; if they do, they may only mention black radicals, such as 

Malcolm X, briefly. The absence of the tangled intersections between the CRM and Black Power 

movement suggests that older museums either lack interest or lack funds to update their 

permanent exhibits. However, both the newest museum in Jackson and the most recently 

renovated one in Memphis cover Black Power well. This underscores efforts by more recently 

 
52 The Year They Walked: Montgomery Bus Boycott 1955-1956, NCRM. 
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opened sites to integrate the most up-to-date historiography of the CRM and its relationship to 

Black Power.  

The NCRM in Memphis has a gallery titled Say it Loud: Black Pride: 1968-1975. This 

long exhibit hall positions the often-misunderstood Black Power movement as a continuation of 

the CRM, rather than a radical departure from it. It focuses on political, economic and cultural 

changes in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and explores Black Power and Black Pride in a 

myriad of ways. For example, Say It Loud outlines the creation, goals, and tactics of the 

Louisiana-based Deacons for Defense and Justice, whose members embraced armed self-

defense, as well as the like-minded Black Panther Party, founded in Oakland, California in 1966. 

It also celebrates African and African-American art, literature, music and entertainment, thereby 

reflecting the Afrocentric culture of the Black Power era. Moreover, it details the continued fight 

for fair housing, political representation, economic opportunity and employment that persisted 

into the 1970s. Granted, the lack of attention to Black Power in other CRM museums may reflect 

the fact that they are all located in the South and see their mission as grounded in a regionally-

specific CRM narrative. Even so, that still presumes that the Black Power movement occurred 

somewhere else, despite the fact that both some SNCC activists at the time and some scholars 

since have located its origins in the South.53  

At Jackson’s MCRM, the gallery Black Empowerment explores successes and setbacks 

from 1965 through the mid-1970s. It begins by explaining that toward the end of the 1960s, as 

many national movement leaders left the state and the Vietnam War increasingly drew the 

 
53 Say it Loud: Black Pride: 1968-1975, NCRM. See also, Carmichael and Hamilton, Black Power; Carson, In 
Struggle; Lance Hill, The Deacons for Defense: Armed Resistance and the Civil Rights Movement (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2004); Timothy B. Tyson, Radio Free Dixie: Robert F. Williams and the Roots 
of Black Power (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990); and Hasan Kwame Jeffries, Bloody 
Lowndes: Civil Rights and Black Power in Alabama's Black Belt (New York: New York University Press, 2009). 
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media’s attention, locals continued to carry the torch, though they may have developed distinct 

new goals. African Americans in Mississippi assumed leadership positions in Headstart 

programs that arose as part of the War on Poverty, for example, and began to win local and state 

elections, including to the state legislature.54 This gallery dedicates a considerable amount of 

space to exploring all of the marches that Mississippians participated in: against fear, to register 

to vote, against discrimination in stores, in hiring, and more. It has an interactive touch screen 

table where visitors can explore topics such as “Black Power” and “Equal Opportunity.” As 

guests move further into the gallery, they learn about continued violence activists faced, such as 

the murder of local leader Vernon Dahmer Sr. at the hands of the KKK. The section also features 

exhibits addressing poverty in Mississippi, and the efforts to increase access to healthcare, jobs, 

and education. The MCRM gives a brief description of SNCC’s adoption of the slogan “Black 

Power” during the 1966 March Against Fear and relates that while leaders like Stokely 

Carmichael described it as a political strategy, the media portrayed it as violent. Yet the majority 

of the gallery focuses on the many different ways that black Mississippians asserted their 

power—voting and running for office, and addressing community needs such as health, hunger, 

and education.55 

 

The End of the Movement 

When it comes to “the end” of the story, CRM museums adopt various approaches. Most 

do not address current racial issues past the 1960s, though some pivot to human rights in the 

 
54 Crystal R. Sanders, A Chance for Change: Head Start and Mississippi's Black Freedom Struggle (Chapel Hill: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 2016). 
55 Black Empowerment, MCRM. 
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wider world. In writing about the creation of the BCRI in Birmingham, historian Glenn Eskew 

points out, “to be palatable, a constructive message had to accompany the negative racial history. 

Thus, the storyline of the movement the BCRI resolved into the Whiggish progressivism of the 

American master narrative” celebrating interracial unity, multiculturalism, and universal human 

rights.56 In so doing, they also subtly reinforce American exceptionalism, or the idea that the 

United States is more racially just than any other nation in the world.  

If Birmingham embraces a redemptive narrative, other sites simply end with King’s 

death. Almost all portray the movement’s goals as mostly complete, with just a little bit more 

work to do. Theoharis links this “almost-there” CRM story to presidential candidate Barack 

Obama in 2007, when he said “the civil rights generation got us ninety percent there, and the 

current generation has ten percent to go.” The problem, as she comments, is “just 10 percent—

not fundamental, woven-into-our-institutions racism requiring policy and institutional 

transformation but a remnant of racism.” The post-racial version of American history, which 

many attached to Obama’s 2008 election, and sometimes celebrated by museums, has great 

appeal. It both acknowledges the nation’s founding sin of racial slavery and honors those who 

fought for equality. Yet at the same time, this version also says the United States has mostly 

moved past racism and thus the need for civil disobedience, like that of the CRM generation, 

remains unnecessary.57 

The BCRI in Birmingham and the NCCHR in Atlanta echo the coverage found in 

textbooks: after the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and the death of Dr. King, the focus shifts to other 

rights movements inspired by the CRM. In both museums that means moving away from civil 

 
56 Eskew, “The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute,” 29. 
57 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, xii. 
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rights in the United States to human rights around the world. Human rights does offer a more 

expansive framework for full and equal justice. During the CRM, for example, African 

Americans deployed it by taking issues to the United Nations in hopes that this global governing 

body might provide solutions as the U.S. Congress dragged its feet.58 Many viewed the CRM as 

part of a larger global human rights struggle, seeing connections between the treatment of black 

Americans and practices of colonialism around the world. Activists such as SNCC’s Julian 

Bond, Fannie Lou Hamer, Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King spoke against the Vietnam War 

for these reasons.59 Some CRM museums give attention to human rights to suggest the struggle 

continues at home. Conversely, others rely on it to imply that having overcome its shameful, 

white supremacist past, the nation and its citizens should turn their attention to replicating that 

success elsewhere.  

In its attempt to rehabilitate the city’s racist past, transforming a site of protest into an 

economic asset, Birmingham’s BCRI focused its message on tolerance, integration, and 

multiculturalism, casting the local struggle in an international context.60 The museum keeps a 

very narrow chronology for the CRM, and declares that what happened in Birmingham shows 

that “it is possible to overcome oppression” and that when rights “continue to be denied” we 

should speak up and do our part to create a better world. The BCRI then locates its human rights 

gallery after a mannequin display of the 1965 Selma March. The Front Line: Beyond the Civil 

Rights Movement, presents information on the Mothers of the Plaza De Mayo in Argentina, the 

Anti-Apartheid Movement in South Africa, the Tiananmen Square Protests in China, the 

 
58 Charron, Freedom’s Teacher, esp. Ch. 7.  
59 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 138. 
60 Eskew, “The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute,” 28-30; and Dwyer and Alderman, Civil Rights Memorials, 61-
64. 
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Solidarity Movement in Poland, and humanitarian efforts in Darfur, Sudan.61 Oddly, perhaps, the 

gallery holds one of Birmingham Police Commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor’s armored tanks 

and notes that the black community of Birmingham stood firm in the face of threats and 

violence, like others fighting for justice around the world. With displays like this, the museum 

draws a strong parallel between what happened in Birmingham’s past and global human rights 

efforts in the present, side-stepping ongoing domestic inequalities and contemporary race 

issues.62 This leaves visitors with a pleasant but incomplete picture. 

Though opening in Atlanta a dozen years after the BCRI, the NCCHR provides a similar 

experience. Visitors move from King’s death past a white wall that celebrates legal civil rights 

gains and arrive at Spark of Conviction: Global Human Rights Movement. Bright and modern, 

the exhibit defines human rights and features portraits and photographs of its defenders alongside 

as notorious dictators who violated them. The NCCHR also explores the relationship between 

technology and human rights. For example, it underscores how products used in the U.S. can 

cause human rights abuses in other locations due to unjust labor practices.63 In so doing, the 

museum attempts to have guests connect the mundane details of their daily lives to the negative 

impact they might have across the globe.  

Additionally, because the BCRI and the NCCHR turn directly from the American CRM 

to wider human rights issues, they dismiss later years of the black freedom struggle at home. 

This also allows them to avoid discussing areas in which the movement did not achieve success, 

and more contemporary racial injustices. In this way, both send the message that the movement 

died with King; the nation had pretty much solved all its major problems; and now the newer 

 
61 The Front Line: Beyond the Civil Rights Movement, BCRI. 
62 Eskew, “The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute,” 52. 
63 Spark of Conviction: Global Human Rights Movement, NCCHR. 
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generation must bring the fight to injustice to the rest of the world. King did believe in fighting 

injustice beyond the United States, and the CRM did inspire other rights movements.64 Yet 

refusing to acknowledge the complicated “ending” of the CRM as well as ongoing injustice, 

reduces this history to a simple success story of American progress, rather than a constant 

struggle. Positioning human rights in distant locations as the next great mission seems akin to 

covering up the CRM’s shortcomings and reinforces American exceptionalism.65 

 Along similar lines, two other museums utilize the election of the first African American 

president as the most appropriate epilogue for the CRM. In Selma, the last room of the NVRMI 

contains the Obama Gallery and the Jubilee Gallery. The former, as its name suggests, 

celebrates the 44th President, with photographs and news articles about his election. The latter 

contains photographs of participants in the Annual Bridge Crossing Jubilee. While honoring 

what CRM activists achieved and commemorating it every year matters, such gestures notably 

fail to explain current inequities. The city itself has declined in the ensuing half century due to a 

host of national and local political and economic trends.66 Even if the public desires a comforting 

story, one that keeps the violence of the past at arm’s length, the educational mission of a voting 

rights museum requires a reminder that the ability to vote cannot be taken for granted.  

Greensboro’s ICRCM has “International” as part of its title, so visitors can expect some 

attention to events beyond the United States. It, too, presents an abrupt and vague ending for the 

CRM. Just after visitors have passed through a gallery that covers the major national CRM 

events from 1955 to 1968, they pass by a glass “Wall of Remembrance” that lists people who 

gave their lives for the cause. This highly abridged version of the ultimate cost of movement 

 
64 King, Where Do We Go from Here?, esp. Ch. 6. 
65 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, xi. 
66 Obama Gallery, Jubilee Gallery, NVRMI; and Forner, Why the Vote Wasn’t Enough for Selma. 
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activism offers very little information about civil rights martyrs. Finally, visitors arrive in a small 

room to view A Changed World, which consists of a wall of small portraits and photographs that 

collectively create a composite picture of former President Barack Obama. The pictures depict 

CRM activists as well as global human rights events, such as tearing down the Berlin Wall and 

the Tiananmen Square Protest. The museum leaves several spots empty to suggest the work 

remains unfinished.67 Again, shifting the focus outside of the United States functions implicitly 

to reinforce a sense of the nation’s exceptionalism and to deflect serious engagement with the 

continued effort needed to protect civil rights gains.  

Indeed, museums that use the election of one black man to the highest office in the land 

to represent the “end” of the civil rights story cannot account for either the shortcomings of 

Obama’s presidency or the structural white supremacy that still plagues the nation. As Ta-Nehisi 

Coates has observed, “That a country that once took whiteness as the foundation of citizenship 

would elect a black president is a victory. But to view this victory as racism’s defeat is to forget 

the precise terms on which it was secured, and to ignore the quaking ground beneath Obama’s 

feet.”68 Similarly, Theoharis comments that lifting up Obama allows people to “disregard those 

who insisted that the election of a black president could go hand-in-hand with systemic racial 

inequality.”69 Moreover, as the overwhelming attention to Martin Luther King Jr. demonstrates, a 

focus on one man as representative of a movement success, and as a symbol of the nation’s 

redemption, conceals the complex reality of what the freedom struggle entailed and how activists 

achieved the victories they did.  

 
67 A Changed World, ICRCM. 
68 Ta-Nehisi Coates, “Fear of a Black President,” Atlantic, September 2012, accessed on February 5, 2021, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2012/09/fear-of-a-black-president/309064/.  
69 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 18. 
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 Of all six museums, the MCRM in Jackson gives the most eye-opening account for the 

end of the CRM. It does not rely on the tidy narrative endings embraced by the others, nor does it 

imply that the nation attained its civil rights goals by pointing to human rights elsewhere or in 

the election of a black president. Though its displays mention these, the MCRM’s concluding 

CRM narrative outlines what happened outside of and after Dr. King’s death. This includes a 

necessary epilogue of events after the courts instructed schools to desegregate and after the 

Voting Rights Act became law. Located in the Black Empowerment gallery and aptly entitled 

“Bittersweet Victory,” the final exhibit explains the white response to school desegregation—

from delay to flight from public schools and establishing private segregated academies—and the 

continued intimidation of African American voters in Mississippi as well as white efforts to 

dilute the strength of the black vote.70 In its final gallery, titled Where Do We Go From Here?, 

the museum poses an appropriate question, one that also echoes King in 1967, and offers a space 

for visitors to pause and reflect on what they have learned. The room has mirrors etched with 

inspirational quotes and visitors have the opportunity to enter a message about what they 

represent and take their picture.71  

 

A review of six CRM museums shows that though they may have many features in 

common, they handle the story of the CRM in different ways. Geographically, the South remains 

the primary region of focus, which is appropriate. In general, the more recent establishments, 

most notably the NCRM in Memphis and MCRM in Jackson, challenge the tropes of the 

mainstream narrative most effectively. Chronologically, they provide an earlier background to 

 
70 Black Empowerment, MCRM. 
71 Where Do We Go from Here?, MCRM; and King, Where Do We Go from Here?. 
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the black freedom struggle and the most in-depth post-CRM analysis. While acknowledging 

leaders like Dr. King, many, including the MCRM, Birmingham’s BCRI, and Selma’s NVRMI, 

strive to incorporate local events or portray how national events affected local conditions and 

local people. They also integrate attention to women’s efforts and gender issues within the CRM. 

When it comes to Black Power and “endings” of the movement, too many sites often fall back on 

a traditional “Won Cause” narrative. Perhaps a multi-million dollar renovation, like that in 

Memphis, remains out of reach for most of the other museums. Nevertheless, when possible, 

each of these institutions can update their interpretations to reflect more recent research and 

thereby depict a larger, and infinitely more complex, black freedom struggle. 
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CONCLUSION 

John Lewis, U.S. Congressman for Georgia and Civil Rights Movement (CRM) stalwart, 

died on July 17, 2020. His obituaries in national newspapers sought to capture his legacy in print. 

Describing him variously as an “icon”, “apostle,” “hero,” and “champion of civil rights,” and 

characterizing him as “earnest,” “tenacious,” “single-minded,” “courageous,” and “steadfast,” 

the pieces highlight Lewis’s career as a moral authority, known for his relentless pursuit of 

justice, and called “the conscience of the Congress.”1  

If the public version of the CRM tends to turn movement leaders into saints, such tributes 

to Lewis offer good evidence of one way they become cemented in mainstream consciousness. 

At the same time, the monikers bestowed on Lewis do not seem unfitting. Authors fill his 

obituaries with concrete examples of his lifelong work for justice. They capture his youthful 

activism in the 1960s: leading the Freedom Rides; chairing the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC) and giving a speech at the March in Washington for Jobs and Freedom; and 

leading the first march in Selma across Edmund Pettus Bridge on what became known as Bloody 

Sunday. Small in stature, he had become a towering figure of the CRM by the age of twenty-five. 

Nor do the obituaries neglect Lewis’s tireless efforts to fight for freedom, equality, and human 

rights after the CRM. They describe his career in Congress as defined by a dedication to speak 

up for what is right, even when unpopular, by calling out proposed legislation that would 

discriminate, expressing his nonviolent convictions by voting against the use of military force, 

and supporting the right of every American to healthcare. 

 
1 Katharine Q. Seelye, “John Lewis, Civil Rights Icon and Congressman, Dies at 80,” New York Times, July 19, 
2020, Late Edition; Laurence I. Barrett, “The Faithful 'Saint' of Civil Rights,” Washington Post, July 19, 2020; and 
Joshua Jamerson, “John Lewis, U.S. Congressman and Civil Rights Icon, Dies; Martin Luther King Aide and 
Longtime Lawmaker, a Hero to Many in Congress, was Severely Beaten in 1965 March,” Wall Street Journal, July 
18, 2020.  
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 Because Lewis’s death marks a moment where the CRM reappeared in the national 

consciousness, how the media framed it allows another glimpse into the perennial process of 

remaking CRM memory. Collectively, the articles capture much of the traditional civil rights 

narrative and its iconic moments. They especially reiterate Lewis’s commitment to nonviolence, 

with the New York Times even describing his 1966 ouster from SNCC under the subtitle 

“Overridden by ‘Black Power.” As reporter Katharine Q. Seeyle explains “by the time of the 

urban race riots of the 1960s, particularly in the Watts section of Los Angeles in 1965, many 

Black people had rejected nonviolence in favor of direct confrontation.”2 Lewis absolutely 

deserves praise for his resolute stand for civil rights, but this obituary gives no explanation for 

the structural problems that civil rights alone could not solve. Worse, it implicitly depicts Black 

Power as the CRM’s “opposite other.” Yet, discussing Malcolm X in a 2012 interview, Lewis 

himself noted, “I think Malcolm played a major role in helping to educate, inform and dramatize 

the need for mass movement.”3 

Lewis also sought continually to inspire others and mentor successive generations. In his 

later years, he became well known for encouraging young people in college commencement 

speeches and by publishing a trilogy of autobiographical graphic novels titled March.4 A few 

years before his death, Lewis tweeted, “Do not get lost in a sea of despair. Be hopeful, be 

optimistic. Our struggle is not the struggle of a day, a week, a month, or a year, it is the struggle 

of a lifetime. Never, ever be afraid to make some noise and get in good trouble, necessary 

 
2 Seelye, “John Lewis, Civil Rights Icon and Congressman, Dies at 80.” 
3 Abdul Alkalimat, ed., “John Lewis on El-Hajj MalilEL-Shabazz [sic] (Malcolm X),” h-afro-am Discussion Logs, 
H-Net, posted on September 4, 2012, accessed on March 16, 2021, https://lists.h-net.org/cgi-
bin/logbrowse.pl?trx=vx&list=h-afro-
am&month=1209&week=a&msg=9B1/Fhm4IFjGTlROkR5PYw&user=&pw=.  
4 Jamerson, “John Lewis, U.S. Congressman and Civil Rights Icon, Dies; and Seelye, “John Lewis, Civil Rights 
Icon and Congressman, Dies at 80.” 
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trouble.”5 In the midst of the Black Lives Matter protests in the summer of 2020, many 

Americans celebrated John Lewis by responding to his call to make “good trouble.”  

 

As this thesis has demonstrated, accounts of the CRM found in educational materials and 

museums often reflect a simplistic, and at times outdated, version of the movement. In the most 

basic terms, it asserts that in the mid-1950s, courageous African Americans used nonviolent 

tactics to draw attention to segregation in the South. The federal government responded through 

court rulings and by passing new legislation to address the problems, and now Americans of all 

races can live and work together. This dominant narrative—crafted in part by the media and 

early scholarly work—reappears in modern commemorations and has become a familiar and 

comforting story to most Americans.  

The utilization of the memory of the CRM also casts the movement as part of the wider 

story of American exceptionalism, a tale that praises individual acts of courage—as expressed in 

John Lewis’s obituaries—and the progress of democracy. The story turns leaders of the 

movement into larger-than-life superheroes even when putting them on a pedestal dehumanizes 

them. As much as honoring the successes of the CRM and its activists feels right and good, it 

misrepresents the struggle. Despite ample evidence to the contrary in a large and growing body 

of scholarship, the mythic story still resonates because it acknowledges past injustices, it rightly 

praises people who stood against them, and it reaffirms the importance of CRM as a shared 

history about which all Americans can feel proud.6 

 
5 John Lewis (@repjohnlewis), “Do not get lost in a sea of despair,” Twitter, June 27, 2018, 11:15 a.m., 
https://twitter.com/repjohnlewis/status/1011991303599607808. 
6 Jeanne Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History: The Uses and Misuses of Civil Rights History (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2018), 16-17. 
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Equally crucial, the fairy tale version of the CRM the public receives can be easily 

appropriated. Placing the events in the past and pointing to the movement’s successes allows 

modern-day leaders to close the book on the struggle for racial equality. They can use the 

rhetoric of equality and “colorblindness” to insist that the nation has moved beyond racism. 

Alternatively, others can exploit it to dismiss ongoing fights for racial justice or to insist that 

there is only one correct way to protest. This, in turn, makes it harder for subsequent generations 

to learn from both the successes and the failures of the movement.  

A host of scholars have argued that the CRM began well before the Supreme Court’s 

1954 ruling in Brown v. Board of Education, continued after the mid-1960s, and occurred 

outside of the South. They have shown that the movement involved ordinary people, including 

women and young people; that it required a great deal of planning and persistence; that it came at 

great personal cost to participants; and that it remained highly unpopular with many white 

Americans, not just southerners and some government officials. This movement of many also 

fought for goals beyond desegregation and the right to vote by encompassing economic, 

criminal, and global justice.7  

Textbooks, juvenile biographies, and civil rights museums frequently replicate the 

oversimplified and flattering mainstream narrative, but also indicate some improved prospects 

for telling a better story. The scope of works investigated in this study ranges across fifty-two 

years, from The National Experience U.S. history textbook published in 1963 to the 2015 

publication of Carole Boston Weatherford’s juvenile biography of Fannie Lou Hamer. In the 

 
7 See, for example, Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” 
The Journal of American History 91, no. 4 (Mar. 2005): 1233-1263; Martha Biondi, “How New York Changes the 
Story of The Civil Rights Movement,” Afro-Americans in New York Life and History 31, no. 2 (July 2007) 15-31; 
Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995); and Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History. 
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interim, numerous civil rights museums appeared and now draw visitors to sites across the South, 

with the 2014 opening of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum (MCRM) in Jackson, Mississippi, 

and the renovated National Civil Rights Museum (NCRM) in Memphis, Tennessee representing 

the most recent.  

Surprisingly, perhaps, American history textbooks disappoint most. Over the course of 

four decades, the tale of the CRM in them remains largely undisturbed by revisions in the 

scholarship. All feature a few charismatic black leaders and the federal government as the 

protagonists, often neglecting to highlight the collective nature of the movement, which involved 

participants of all backgrounds. All present a positive portrait of inevitable change and progress, 

even when they reflect on the CRM’s unfinished business. None attempt to extend the CRM’s 

timeline, challenge its geography, or clarify the tenacity of the activists who participated. Finally, 

by separating Black Power from the mainstream CRM and placing it adjacent to stories of 

violence, uprisings and assassinations, textbooks also pass judgement. They suggest this is the 

“wrong” way to create change, and thus constrain the forms future freedom struggles may take. 

More sobering, as required reading in high schools across the nation, they are the most likely to 

have the largest audience.  

Juvenile biographies of CRM leaders published in the past decade reveal a deeper history 

due to their focus on specific individuals, but retain a primarily progressive outlook. They do 

well explaining segregation, revealing the stakes of testing it in how they handle the reality of 

violent backlash, and connecting the struggle in the United States to the wider world. Yet they do 

not always describe fully how gender dynamics played out in the movement, and most fail to 

connect Black Power adequately to the classic phase of the CRM. They also replicate a “Won 

Cause” perspective by portraying the movement as finished and as a story of American progress. 
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Granted, both authors and publishers have to appeal to the widest audience possible to sell 

books, and parents and librarians determine which ones to purchase. Yet a more accurate portrait 

of the CRM in children’s literature could also become the new baseline, and educate youth and 

adults.  

Much like juvenile biographies, civil rights museums depict a CRM history that 

alternatively replicates and complicates the mainstream narrative. The museums concentrate 

their story in the South; with the exception of a few that provide extensive backgrounds on 

slavery and Emancipation or include some detail from the 1970s, they keep the chronology 

centered on explaining segregation and how activists toppled it in 1950s and 1960s. Though Dr. 

King and national events remain important in the museums, many of them ground the struggle in 

local history and participants, and integrate women into the story albeit sometimes only 

marginally. Most tend to neglect Black Power and the majority celebrate the CRM as a “Won 

Cause” before pivoting to global human rights. This allows visitors to leave with a comforting 

sense that the struggle for racial equality is complete. 

There are some notable exceptions that inspire hope that the nation is moving closer to 

“the histories we need.”8 Weatherford’s Voice of Freedom Fannie Lou Hamer: Spirit of the Civil 

Rights Movement provides a richer look into one woman’s courageous life, beyond the confines 

of the dominant narrative. Meanwhile, Gormley’s biography of Malcolm X demonstrates that 

endemic racism, as well as economic and social injustice, was not limited to the South. Museums 

like the MCRM situate local struggles at the heart of the story, and acknowledge that some goals 

remain unfinished; similarly, the NCRM shows that an older site does not have to be limited by 

outdated interpretations. More broadly, textbooks, juvenile biographies and civil rights museums 

 
8 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, xxii. 
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all seek to inform the public about an epic era in American history, which comes with immense 

challenges but equally momentous opportunities.  

 The fact that so many of these textbooks, children’s books, and museums continue to tell 

outdated, incomplete, or misleading versions of the CRM has major implications. The old saying 

holds that the victors write the history. This raises some uncomfortable questions. Who has won 

the right to control the story? Whose agenda does the current narrative serve? If African 

Americans waged a victorious fight for civil rights, why do we not have a more just society in 

the present day? The version this thesis has exposed in textbooks, children’s literature, and 

museums largely replicates that found in the media and repeated by government officials rather 

than the lived experiences of those involved or the meticulous research of scholars. 

In the case of educational mediums, an intricate mix of cultural, political, and economic 

factors are naturally at play.  While it would be ideal for books and museums to tell a complex 

and nuanced version of the movement for honesty’s sake alone, the fact remains that 

economically speaking, the public may not support narratives that make them uncomfortable or 

contradict their pre-existing views. In this way, lackluster CRM history remains a literal product 

of our times. Those concerned with the economics of selling books or tickets to a white public 

that remains averse to discussing race write the history of the movement as noncontroversial so 

that it aligns with a soothing tale of American progress.  

Textbook’s publishers, seeking adoption by school systems that have limited funds for 

purchasing these expensive tomes, attempt to appeal to the broadest base of customers possible. 

In this system, all would be wary of portraying any particular region or state too harshly or 

implying that they did not actually solve or at least improve upon their problems. Otherwise, the 

local decision makers will opt to adopt a different, more flattering text. Especially with 
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textbooks, multiple layers of hesitancy remain to addressing topics pertaining to race beyond 

publishers’ reluctance. School systems that want to avoid controversy, and teachers who may not 

feel qualified to speak on topics of race or supported enough to risk pushback from parents or the 

local community, represent other barriers to telling the full truth about the CRM. Finally, 

political considerations factor into how the textbooks address issues considered part of the 

culture wars of the modern era. A school system that seeks to dodge accusations of being 

politically motivated or pushing a liberal agenda may think it best to adopt a book that makes no 

connections between current inequalities or ongoing protests and unrealized CRM goals, such as 

economic or criminal justice. As teaching material endorsed by a publicly-funded and 

government-supported school system, it makes sense that most textbooks do not promote protest 

tactics other than the nonviolent peaceful demonstrations, lest they be seen as encouraging illegal 

activities or even unpatriotic interpretations. 

Publishers of children’s literature face different, but related, challenges. Of course, 

purchase by school librarians factors into content decisions, and it remains possible that such 

works can function as supplementary material to textbooks. Yet they also market their wares to 

the broader public, specifically targeting parents. In this sense, the genre of biography offers 

room for more expansive interpretations while also narrowing the scope to focus on a single life. 

This explains the preponderance of juvenile biographies centered on the same well-known 

national figures. The upshot is that each presents an entry into the broader history; the downside 

is that a single book might satisfy both parents’ and youths’ sense of curiosity about the CRM.    

Similarly, museums have their own hurdles to surmount. In order to raise initial funding, 

whether from government or private sources, museums have to adopt a purpose and mission that 

leaders, community members, and local businesses will support. Often public commemoration at 
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this scale involves coalitions between groups with different motivations, like a city’s Chamber of 

Commerce on one hand and movement veterans or contemporary activists on the other hand. For 

example, in Birmingham, community leaders sought to revamp the city’s image to attract tourist 

dollars, while others envisioned preserving records from CRM activists and their use by future 

generations.9 These fragile partnerships can shape what topics and themes museums choose to 

include or exclude. In this context, it makes sense that the version of the CRM commemorated in 

museums tends to portray a heroic and complete version of the movement.  

Museums remain fiscally vulnerable. They may seek to avoid potential trouble, whether 

political backlash or financial consequences, by telling a positive, inspirational, King-centric 

story because the public has been conditioned to expect this version of the CRM. Expanding the 

movement to include more controversial organizations and tactics, unrealized goals, or 

ambiguous endings may feel financially fraught as the museums still need to appeal to a wide 

swath of potential patrons, from locals and out-of-state visitors to black heritage tours and school 

field trips.10  

If they have a will to update their interpretations, museums have to obtain more funds 

than they take in to renovate their facilities. Despite this challenge, some have managed to 

integrate change to great acclaim. The NCRM in Memphis underwent a $27.5 million renovation 

in 2013-2014 that integrated a more complex story of the CRM. In raising money, the NCRM 

certainly benefitted from their sacred and nationally-known location. But in addition to soliciting 

considerable financial support, the NCRM also consulted with a twenty-four-member national 

scholar review committee, relying on these professionals for exhibit development and 

 
9 See Eskew, “From Civil War to Civil Rights.” 
10 See Dwyer and Alderman, Civil Rights Memorials, esp. Ch. 3. 
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interpretation.11 Working closely with these scholars ensured that the history presented reflects 

academic research rather than a popular, and potentially mythic, version. More recently, in 

February 2021, the NCCHR in Atlanta received a $17 million grant to add a new wing to the 

center and develop programming that connects the community’s racial history to the present.12 

Such developments show that even seemingly permanent installations can change if potential 

funding can be identified, and if museum administrators and curators can first recognize and then 

make a convincing case for the need to rethink the relationship between the past and the 

contemporary moment.  

No one magical solution exists to fix these issues. However, bringing them to light can 

help. In education, teachers in training must be better equipped to address race because it 

remains a vital aspect of the curriculum in other eras of United States history that they are 

required to address. Examples include European exploration and colonization, the American 

Revolution and founding, westward expansion, slavery, and the Civil War. It would also help 

overextended teachers if they had easier access to brief guides that summarize ongoing 

historiographical developments. This would save them the time and money it takes to locate, vet 

and subscribe to resources for their ongoing education while also completing their many teaching 

responsibilities. Too often, the academic scholarship remains difficult for teachers to use unless 

they have borrowing privileges at a college or university library. Relying on professional 

historians’ work could empower teachers to go beyond the limited scope of the traditional CRM 

 
11 “Renovation,” National Civil Rights Museum, accessed on December 3, 2020, 
https://www.civilrightsmuseum.org/renovation. 
12 “National Center for Civil and Human Rights Receives $17 Million Grant from the Arthur M. Blank Family 
Foundation to Expand Center’s Footprint and Programming,” National Center for Civil and Human Rights, accessed 
on March 31, 2021, https://www.civilandhumanrights.org/ncchr-receives-17million-grant-from-amb-foundation/. 



115 

 

narrative in small but significant ways. It could also enable them to sidestep running afoul of 

state standards or parental expectations.   

The many challenges to teaching the public about this important era in United States 

history should not discourage educators, writers, and historians from the opportunities addressing 

this topic provides. If one of the goals of education involves fostering the development of 

engaged citizens, then the CRM gives rich examples from whom people, young and old, can 

learn. Telling a more honest and nuanced version of the movement’s history may require us to 

discard some of the easy assumptions about the past that Americans feel comfortable embracing. 

The tale does not have to focus solely on triumph, celebrating only the gains, while refusing to 

acknowledge goals that remain unfinished. Nor does it have to be a story of tragedy, whereby we 

ignore the great strides civil rights activists made. We can celebrate the amazing progress this 

generation accomplished while striving to inspire others to continue the work. 

 

This year marks the first Selma Bridge Crossing Jubilee, a commemorative march of 

Bloody Sunday and the struggle for the right to vote, since John Lewis’s death.13 The march will 

honor him and other civil rights luminaries who died in the past year, including Joseph Lowery 

and C.T. Vivian, both leaders in the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and Selma civil 

rights activist Bruce Boynton, son of Amelia Boynton Robinson. A fitting tribute to honor their 

memory might go beyond a celebratory march. Hank Sanders, a former Alabama state senator 

and, alongside his wife Rose, a National Voting Rights Museum founder, has suggested as much. 

Though the annual Bridge Crossing Jubilee lifts up civil rights veterans, Sanders observes, 

 
13 “Mission and History,” Selma Bridge Crossing Jubilee, accessed on March 15, 2021, 
https://www.selmajubilee.com/mission-history. 
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“Those of us who are still living, particularly the young, need to take up the challenge and go 

forward because there is still so much to be done.”14 If the nation truly wants to honor the 

generation who fought for civil rights, telling the truth about the movement would be a good 

start.  

 
14 Associated Press, “Bloody Sunday Memorial Will Pay Homage to Late Civil Rights Giants,” Atlanta-Journal-
Constitution, March 7, 2021, https://www.ajc.com/news/nation-world/bloody-sunday-memorial-will-pay-homage-
to-late-civil-rights-giants/UKTLIBH45NH5JPLSE4HIBDEYKA/. 
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