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6 |  EYES ON THE PRIZE

The documentary series you are about to view is the story of

how ordinary people with extraordinary vision redeemed

democracy in America.  It is a testament to nonviolent passive

resistance and its power to reshape the destiny of a nation and

the world. And it is the chronicle of a people who challenged

one nation’s government to meet its moral obligation to

humanity.

We, the men, women, and children of the civil rights move-

ment, truly believed that if we adhered to the discipline and

philosophy of nonviolence, we could help transform America.

We wanted to realize what I like to call, the Beloved

Community, an all-inclusive, truly interracial democracy based

on simple justice, which respects the dignity and worth of every

human being.  

Central to our philosophical concept of the Beloved

Community was the willingness to believe that every human being has the moral capacity to respect

each other.  We were determined to rise above the internal injuries exacted by discriminatory laws and

the traditions of an unjust society meant to degrade us, and we looked to a higher authority.  We

believed in our own inalienable right to the respect due any human being, and we believed that gov-

ernment has more than a political responsibility, but a moral responsibility to defend the human rights

of all of its citizens.

When we suffered violence and abuse, our concern was not for retaliation.  We sought to redeem

the humanity of our attackers from the jaws of hatred and to accept our suffering in the right spirit.

While nonviolence was, for some, merely a tactic for social change, for many of us it became a way of

life.  We believed that if we, as an American people, as a nation, and as a world community, are to

emerge from our struggles unscarred by hate, we have to learn to understand and forgive those who

have been most hostile and violent toward us.  

We must find a way to live together, to make peace with each other.  And we were willing to put

our bodies on the line, to die if necessary, to make that dream of peaceful reconciliation a reality.

Because of the fortitude and conviction of thousands and millions of ordinary people imbued with a

dream of liberation, this nation witnessed a nonviolent revolution under the rule of law, a revolution

of values, a revolution of ideas.

FOREWORD

REP. JOHN LEWIS
5th Congressional District, Georgia

“If you will protest courageously and
yet with dignity and …. love,  when
the history books are written in
future generations, the historians will
have to pause and say, ‘There lies a
great people, a black people, who
injected new meaning and dignity
into the very veins of civilization.’
This is our challenge and our
responsibility.”

Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Dec. 31, 1955 
Montgomery, Alabama.



Fifty years have passed since the first days of the Montgomery Bus Boycott and the lynching of

Emmett Till. Forty years have passed since that “Bloody Sunday” in Selma, Alabama and the passage

of the Voting Rights Act.  Gone are the legal barriers of segregation, but our freedom as a nation has

not yet been won.  We have come a great distance, but we still have much further to go before we lay

down the burden of race in America. And if we are to fulfill the true destiny of this nation, then that

struggle must continue. In the civil rights movement we used to say that our struggle was not for a

month, a season, or a year. We knew that ours was the struggle of a lifetime and that each generation

had to do its part to build the Beloved Community, a nation at peace with itself.

Consider those two words:  Beloved  and Community.  “Beloved” means not hateful, not violent, not

uncaring, not unkind.  And “Community” means not separated, not polarized, not locked in struggle.

The most pressing challenge in our society today is defined by the methods we use to defend the dig-

nity of humankind. But too often we are focused on accumulating the trappings of a comfortable life. 

The men, women and children you witness in this documentary put aside the comfort of their own

lives to get involved with the problems of others.  They knew that if they wanted a free and just socie-

ty, they could not wait for someone else to create that society.  They knew they had to be the change

that they were seeking.  They knew they had to do their part, to get out there and push and pull to

move this society forward.  

As American citizens and citizens of the world community, we must be maladjusted to the prob-

lems and conditions of today.  We have to find a way to make our voices heard.  We have an obliga-

tion, a mission and a mandate to do our part. We have a mandate from the Spirit of History to follow

in the footsteps of those brave and courageous men and women who fought to make a difference. 

This study guide for Eyes on the Prize reminds us of our legacy and our commitment.  These read-

ings will help you examine the power you have as an individual citizen to make a difference in our soci-

ety, and they will help you examine the tools of democracy that can create lasting change. 

Eyes on the Prize serves as an important reminder to all who view it of the sacrifices one generation

made for the cause of civil rights.  It serves as a reminder to all who view it of the sacrifices we may

have to make again, if we do not value the freedom we have already won.  It serves as a reminder to

all who view it of the sacrifices it takes to answer the call of justice.

Let this study of history inspire you to make some contribution to humanity.  You have a mission

and a mandate from the founders of this nation and all of those who came before who struggled and

died for your freedom.  Go out and win some victory for humanity, and may the Spirit of History and

the spirit of the modern-day civil rights movement be your guide.

REP. JOHN LEWIS, 5TH CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT, GEORGIA
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INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

When I read through the Eyes on the Prize study guide, it evokes emotional memories of my experiences

as a young civil rights worker in Mississippi in the mid-1960’s.

I remember the fear I felt about leaving my comfortable college life in New York and going down

South to become a civil rights worker. I went down to Mississippi to work on the voter registration cam-

paign and to build a Freedom School to provide remedial help to youngsters.  It was shortly after the

three civil rights workers, Goodman, Chaney, and Schwerner, had disappeared and tensions were

high. Resentment was focused on us and there was an underlying threat of violence, but at the same

time, community support was unparalleled. 

I remember staying with an elderly couple who volunteered to have me in their home because they

believed in the cause. The local police retaliated by sitting outside all night with their patrol car high

beams glaring into the couple’s house. This was, of course, terrifying for the volunteers—yet despite

their fear they still wanted to shelter me.

I remember the day I felt I had truly made a contribution.  A young black man with cataracts was

going blind because he was afraid to go into Jackson to the “white” hospital to get his surgery.  I went

with him and together we met this challenge. He came by the Freedom House one day to hug me and

say thanks.  What a privilege for me!

I remember creating a Freedom School from a burned-out building. Members of the community

came to help and together we cleaned up the site, got donations of books—and suddenly I was teach-

ing. I loved it, and have continued to find innovative ways to educate and mentor throughout my

career.

Learning, teaching, and giving back to the community have always been very important in our fam-

ily. Our father, Henry Hampton, Sr., was the first black surgeon to become a Chief Hospital

Administrator in St. Louis, Missouri. After the Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education

in 1954, my parents decided it would be in our best educational interest if my brother, Henry, my sister

Veva, and I were to attend a previously all-white school. Later, in high school  (which I integrated with

a few other students), my classmates elected me class president, but the restaurant where the recep-

tion in my honor was to be held turned me away at the door because of my color.  It was one of many

experiences that strengthened our family’s commitment to civil rights—and to spreading the message

through education.

Although Henry Hampton was widely known and acclaimed as a brilliant filmmaker, he was also

an educator at heart.  Now, with this new study guide written by Facing History and Ourselves, the edu-

cational influence of Eyes on the Prize will be extended through many generations. This thorough and

JUDI HAMPTON
President, Blackside

 



balanced guide will teach young people the history and significance of the civil rights epoch. But

beyond the historical value, the study guide and film series have another purpose:  to provoke discus-

sion about today’s pressing human rights concerns. When Henry first made Eyes, his goal was to spark

a national dialogue. This guide will help to rekindle it.

I would like to thank Margot Stern Strom, Adam Strom, Brooke Harvey and the staff and interns

at Facing History and Ourselves for their excellent work on this study guide. Thanks also to Robert

Lavelle and James Jennings for their careful reading and editorial guidance.  

My deep thanks to Sandra Forman, Project Director and Legal Counsel for the Eyes on the Prize re-

release, who took on the many challenges involved with bringing Eyes back before the public after a

long absence.  She raised funds, managed all aspects of the project, and was the driving force behind

the return of Eyes on the Prize to public television and educational distribution.

Many thanks to the other dedicated and hard-working people on the re-release team, without

whom the return of Eyes would not have been possible. I am also grateful to all the talented people

who worked to create the Eyes on the Prize films and books in the 1980’s and ‘90’s. 

Thanks to the Zimmermans: my sister Veva, David, Tobias and Jacob, and to the memory of our

dear parents, who would expect nothing less than for us to continue to fight for what we believe in.

Since my brother’s death in 1998, it has been my primary goal to preserve his legacy. In particu-

lar, I have struggled to make Eyes on the Prize available to a wide audience.  With the rebroadcast and

this superb study guide to accompany the educational distribution of Eyes, I feel assured that this

monumental series will be a permanent resource for all generations.

Much love and gratitude to my big brother and soul mate, Henry Hampton, for giving me an

opportunity to extend his great gifts to the world.

JUDI HAMPTON

PRESIDENT, BLACKSIDE

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS

AUGUST, 2006
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INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

A black-and-white photograph of Henry Hampton sits perched on a shelf overlooking the table where

the Facing History and Ourselves writing team assembled to create these educational materials to

accompany the film Eyes on the Prize, Henry’s magnificent, truly groundbreaking documentary series

on the history of the civil rights movement in the United States. I knew Henry; he was my friend and

understood Facing History’s mission. We both believed education must help citizens confront contro-

versial and difficult aspects of our history if we are ever to understand the responsibility of living in a

just society. He demanded the highest standards and would have been pleased with the process that

Adam Strom and Brooke Harvey have led for the “Eyes on the Prize” team at Facing History. 

We are grateful for the trust and support of Judi Hampton, President of Blackside, the production

company founded by Henry in 1968, and Sandra Forman, Project Director and Legal Counsel for the

Eyes on the Prize re-release project, and are honored to have spent this collaborative year together.

Facing History’s partnership with Blackside will enable us to deliver workshops for teachers and the

community and continue to offer timely and relevant resources online for students and teachers.

As stacks of books, videos, and computers invaded our writing table, the conversations deep-

ened. The learning community that emerged from this project included Facing History staff who

had assembled from our offices worldwide, both face-to-face and virtually. This team included Dan

Eshet, a historian and writer; photo and archival researcher Jennifer Gray; Dadjie Saintus, who

interned as a researcher; Aliza Landes, who interned as an editor; the editorial team of Phredd

Matthews-Wall, Howard Lurie, Jennifer Jones Clark, Jimmie Jones, Tracy Garrison-Feinberg, Marty

Sleeper, Marc Skvirsky, and myself. We met regularly to read aloud drafts—often many drafts—for

each of the fourteen parts of this series. We searched memoirs, biographies, and histories of the

movement and considered the viewpoints of the advisors Adam had consulted. The comments of

historian and activist Vincent Harding, Robert Lavelle, former head of publishing at Blackside, and

James Jennings, Professor of Urban and Environmental Policy and Planning at Tufts University,

helped us interpret our perspectives and evoked memories of the events depicted in the series.

Congressman John Lewis, our friend who accompanied the staff and board of Facing History and

Ourselves on a trip to the South in 2001 to learn more about the civil rights movement, agreed to

pen the introduction to these materials.  

Together we meditated in a group setting—black and white, young and old—marveling at the beau-

tiful principles of freedom exemplified by the moral dilemmas that faced not only the leaders, but also

the ordinary men, women, and children who, dedicated to nonviolence, struggled to force a nation to

reckon with brutal injustice and to transform itself. Indeed, we were all students. For the younger

MARGOT STERN STROM
President and Executive Director, Facing History and Ourselves

 



among us this was “ancient” history—it happened before they were born. For others of us, we were

rediscovering new meaning for the history we had come of age in. For me the work was personal.

I grew up in Memphis, Tennessee, before the civil rights movement began—at a time when sepa-

rate meant never equal. For it was in Memphis that simple childhood notions of logic and fairness

were shattered. It was there that water fountains for “colored only” didn’t spout water which reflected

the colors of the rainbow as the child might expect but instead, as one learned later, stood as symbols

of the unchallenged dogmas and practices of racism—dogmas that attempted to instill indignity,

shame, and humiliation in some and false pride and authority in others, and practices that reflected

centuries of unchallenged myth and hate. 

I grew up in Memphis at a time when black libraries housed books discarded from the white

library; when there were empty seats in the front of the bus for young white girls on a shopping trip

downtown, while those of darker skin color crowded the back of the bus on their way to work; when

Thursdays were “colored day” at the zoo and a rear entrance led to a colored section in the movie the-

atre balcony—if admission was allowed at all. 

I remember an officer of the law in that Memphis explaining to me that I shouldn’t ride in the front

seat of the family car with a colored man—a man who had worked for my family and with whom I had

ridden in the front since I was very young, but was suddenly suspect now that I was an adolescent. (I felt

his discomfort—part shame, part anger, part humiliation—as the policeman righteously walked away

from the car.) Later I listened when the phone call came from family friends in Mississippi warning my

parents to keep my brother, then a Justice Department lawyer working on voting rights legislation, out

of Mississippi (They, like Judge Cox of the Circuit Court, questioned why a white Southerner and a Jew

would be causing such “trouble.”) Later, I read the letters sent to our home declaring that my brother’s

work for Negroes must be inspired by the Jewish-communist conspiracy and that he would have to be

cremated, for his body, if buried, would contaminate the earth just as fluoridation had done.

All this and more I brought to our writing table. Each of the other team members brought their own

experiences, and the sum of these experiences—and more—can be felt in these educational resources.

At our editing sessions we all found a renewed appreciation for the contribution—the gift—of

“Eyes.” Our appreciation grew as we saw how carefully and honestly Henry and Blackside had pre-

pared their teaching tool—their documentary of history for a new generation of students of all ages

who, in classroom, home, and community settings, will use their work to confront the fundamental

reality that a strong democracy depends on the education of its youth to the meaning and responsi-

bility of freedom. This is the “Prize” Henry left us. Facing History and Ourselves is dedicated to bring-

ing important and challenging history to the teachers who will tap the next generation of moral

philosophers ready to be engaged in the hard work of thinking and acting with head and heart. 

That is the promise we make to Henry and to the future.

MARGOT STERN STROM

PRESIDENT AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

FACING HISTORY AND OURSELVES
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This study guide serves as a classroom companion to the acclaimed Eyes on the Prize film series, the

most comprehensive television documentary ever produced on the American civil rights move-

ment. The series was created and executive produced by Emmy award-winning filmmaker and

historian Henry Hampton, who endeavored to honor the voices and perspectives of those who

shaped the civil rights movement in the United States.1 The guide focuses on the individuals

and groups that over three decades fought to dismantle the laws and customs used to discrimi-

nate against black Americans. Often at great personal risk, these civil rights activists forced

America to face its entrenched culture of racial injustice and extend its promise of equal rights

to all its citizens.

Each episode in the series has a corresponding chapter in the study guide. Each chapter

includes a brief overview of the episode and a series of questions designed to stimulate a discus-

sion on its basic themes. A timeline in each chapter identifies the episode’s key events and dates. 

The documents were selected to reflect themes and events in the episode. A brief introduc-

tion frames the documents, each of which is followed by “connections”—a list of questions that

underline the broader themes within the episodes. These questions are also designed to promote

personal engagement with particular aspects of the events described in the episodes and to

encourage viewers to explore their own perspectives, as well as the national and international con-

text of these developments.   

The readings were selected from memoirs, oral histories, public documents, declarations, and

news stories. In addition to a number of recent reflections and commentaries, many documents

came directly from the interviews and other materials produced for the series.2 Others were

selected from earlier Eyes on the Prize study guides edited by Steve Cohen. 

Most episodes cover two stories. In an effort to update the stories, we elected in some cases to

include materials produced after the series was originally aired. In a few cases, we highlighted

aspects we deemed especially important for contemporary viewers. Sample lesson plans using the

film and the guide are available on the Facing History and Ourselves website:

www.facinghistory.org.

The introduction to the study guide was written by Congressman John Lewis, who, like the

individuals discussed in the series, aspired to compel America to fulfill its promises of equality

and justice for all its citizens. By shattering stereotypes, opening public dialogue, and striving to

empower black citizens politically and economically, Lewis and other activists in the civil rights

movement transformed the attitudes of both black and white Americans and inspired other

USING THE STUDY GUIDE
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groups around the world to explore their ethnic, religious, and cultural heritage.

Over 50 years ago, civil rights movement leaders articulated a vision for social change in

America. Embedded in their vision was the belief that voting is the primary engine for nonviolent

change in a democracy. We hope that the series and the new study guide will inspire a new gen-

eration of students to explore this idea, to become informed citizens, and to aspire to fulfill the

movement’s commitment to a diverse and tolerant democracy. 

In addition to this study guide and to The Voices of Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights

Movement from the 1950s through the 1980s (published by Bantam Books), educators will find the

first series’ companion book quite useful. That book, Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years

1954-1965, by Juan Williams with the Eyes on the Prize Production Team (published by Penguin

Books) is now in its twenty-third printing and has been a resource to countless secondary and

post-secondary students.

1 Blackside, Inc., founded by the late Henry Hampton in 1968, is a production company devoted to raising awareness about America's
social issues and history through documentary films and other educational materials.   
2 Clayborne Carson, David J. Garrow, Gerald Gill, Vincent Harding, and Darlene Clark Hine, The Eyes on the Prize Reader: Documents,
Speeches, and Firsthand Accounts from the Black Freedom Struggle (New York: Penguin Books, 1991); Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer, Voices of
Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 1980s (New York: Bantam Books, 1990).



Episode 2 focuses on the struggle to enforce federal civil rights legislation across the South.
During the first half of the century, the American social system was sharply segregated along color
lines. Enacted into law with such Supreme Court rulings as the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson case (which

sanctioned segregated seating in railroad cars),
this system provided “separate but equal” facilities
and services for blacks and whites. 

In the 1930s, the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
formed a legal team to systematically challenge
segregation in the nation’s courts.* The team,
led first by Charles Houston and later by
Thurgood Marshall, believed the best way to
attack segregation was to contest the central
premise of Plessy v. Ferguson—the idea that sepa-
rate would ever be equal. By the early 1950s, the
NAACP focused on segregation in US public
schools. In a series of rulings know as Brown v.
Board of Education, the US Supreme Court
declared the doctrine of “separate but equal”
unconstitutional. The rulings had widespread
implications; activists saw it as the first step
toward desegregation, but many white
Southerners interpreted it as an infringement on
their states’ rights. The ruling’s implications for
the particularly sensitive issue of children and
education ignited segregationists’ rage and fed
their sense of imminent threat. 

The episode begins in 1956 when Autherine
Lucy, a black woman, enrolled in the all-white
University of Alabama. In response to wide-
spread hostility and mob violence, the universi-
ty board suspended Lucy, ostensibly for her
safety, and then later expelled her for challeng-
ing the decision in court. The struggle for
school desegregation continued in Arkansas. In
1957, the Little Rock Board of Education decid-
ed to comply with the Supreme Court decision

EPISODE 2: 

FIGHTING BACK (1957–1962)

1955

May 31 The Supreme Court issues Brown II proclaiming

that districts must “make a prompt and reason-

able start towards full compliance with our May

17, 1954 ruling.”  

1956

Feb. 3 Autherine Lucy becomes the first black woman to

enroll at the University of Alabama but is soon

suspended “for her safety” 

1957

Jan. 11 Martin Luther King and other religious leaders

form the Southern Christian Leadership

Conference (SCLC) to lead the struggle against

segregation

Sept. 4 In Arkansas, nine black students are prevented

from attending Little Rock Central High School

by a mob of neighborhood whites

Sept. 25 President Dwight D. Eisenhower sends federal

troops to Little Rock to escort the nine black

students into the school and protect them for

the rest of the school year

1958

Sept. 9 President Eisenhower signs into law the Civil

Rights Act of 1957, which gave the federal gov-

ernment some power to enforce equal voting rights

1960

Nov. 8 With a strong black voter base, Democratic

presidential candidate John F. Kennedy defeats

Republican candidate Richard Nixon

1962

Sept. 20 James Meredith, a black man, applies for

admission to the traditionally all white

University of Mississippi, but is met with oppo-

sition by school officials

Sept. 30 President John F. Kennedy sends federal troops

to intervene on behalf of Meredith, forcing the

school administration to allow him to enroll

* Under the leadership of Harvard University scholar W. E. B. DuBois
and the antilynching advocate Ida B. Wells, the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) was established in
1909. The NAACP’s goals include the promotion of equality and jus-
tice in America and the eradication of prejudices among all its citi-
zens. Its charter calls for the protection of the interests and opportuni-
ties of citizens of color and for the promotion of progressive policies
in the fields of education, housing, and employment. For more infor-
mation see “NAACP,” at Britannica.com, http://www.britannica.com/
ebc/article-9372942 (accessed April 18, 2006).
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and admitted nine black students to the prestigious Little Rock Central High School.
Governor Orval E. Faubus, courting the segregationist vote for his reelection campaign,
responded with a blatantly political decision: in defiance of federal laws, he called in the
Arkansas National Guard to stop the “Little Rock Nine” (as the press dubbed the students)
from entering the school. In these actions, the governor adopted extreme segregationist rhet-
oric, and incited a near-riot atmosphere. During the first several days, the black students were
forced into the hands of the mob and only narrowly escaped physical harm. In response to
the crisis, President Dwight D. Eisenhower called in the 101st Airborne Division to ensure the
students’ safety and enforce compliance with the federal ruling. 

The episode ends with the story of James Meredith, who successfully used the courts to fight
for the right to enroll in the University of Mississippi. Despite on-campus riots, Meredith perse-
vered and became the first black student to attend “Ole Miss” (as the university was known). 

The 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court ruling had legally legitimized the “separate but equal”
policy in American public life. The ruling stipulated that blacks and whites could receive separate
services so long as they had equal access to resources. While ostensibly blacks may have been enti-
tled to equivalent resources and opportunities, in actuality the policy preserved “separate and
unequal” racial divisions.  

By the early 1950s, the NAACP had decid-
ed to undermine the “separate but equal”
doctrine through legal challenges to educa-
tional segregation in US public schools, pri-
marily because the gaps between white and
black educational institutions were so glar-
ing. The NAACP legal team argued to the US
Supreme Court that “separate but equal” vio-
lated the Fourteenth Amendment clause,
which states that the freedoms and privileges
of US citizens must be equally protected. In
the Brown v. Board of Education ruling, the US
Supreme Court declared the doctrine of
“separate but equal” unconstitutional on the
grounds that it provided inferior education

EPISODE 2 |  27

KEY QUESTIONS

1. What is the difference between desegregation and integration? What is required for each? 

2. Why was school desegregation so explosive?

3. The NAACP chose to contest segregation in federal courts. What myths did it force people to confront?

What other avenues of protest were open to blacks in America?

4. How can a democracy ensure that it is not undermined by mob rule? 

5. What is the role of the federal government in protecting the freedoms guaranteed to all American 

citizens when the state fails to do so? What role does the US Constitution play in protecting the rights

of American citizens?

Document 1: OVERTURNING SEGREGATION IN THE SUPREME COURT

A mother explaining the Brown v. Board decision on the steps of the Supreme Court.
The ruling declared that the doctrine “separate but equal” was unconstitutional.
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to African-Americans. The landmark decision initiated the process that dismantled the legal segre-
gation of schools in America. 

US Supreme Court

BROWN v. BOARD OF EDUCATION, 347 U.S. 483 (1954)

347 U.S. 483

BROWN ET AL. v. BOARD OF EDUCATION OF TOPEKA ET AL.

APPEAL FROM THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE DISTRICT OF

KANSAS. No. 1.

Segregation of white and Negro children in the public schools of a State solely on the

basis of race, pursuant to state laws permitting or requiring such segregation, denies to

Negro children the equal protection of the laws guaranteed by the Fourteenth

Amendment—even though the physical facilities and other “tangible” factors of white and

Negro schools may be equal. 

(a) The history of the Fourteenth Amendment is inconclusive as to its intended effect on

public education. 

(b) The question presented in these cases must be determined, not on the basis of con-

ditions existing when the Fourteenth Amendment was adopted, but in the light of the

full development of public education and its present place in American life throughout

the Nation. 

(c) Where a State has undertaken to provide an opportunity for an education in its public

schools, such an opportunity is a right which must be made available to all on equal terms. 

(d) Segregation of children in public schools solely on the basis of race deprives children

of the minority group of equal educational opportunities, even though the physical facili-

ties and other “tangible” factors may be equal.

(e) The “separate but equal” doctrine adopted in Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 has no

place in the field of public education. 

[…]

In approaching this problem, we cannot turn the clock back to 1868 when the

Amendment was adopted, or even to 1896 when Plessy v. Ferguson was written. We must

consider public education in the light of its full development and its present place in

American life throughout [347 U.S. 483, 493] the Nation. Only in this way can it be deter-

mined if segregation in public schools deprives these plaintiffs of the equal protection of

the laws.
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Today, education is perhaps the most important function of state and local govern-

ments. Compulsory school attendance laws and the great expenditures for education both

demonstrate our recognition of the importance of education to our democratic society. It

is required in the performance of our most basic public responsibilities, even service in

the armed forces. It is the very foundation of good citizenship. Today it is a principal

instrument in awakening the child to cultural values, in preparing him for later profession-

al training, and in helping him to adjust normally to his environment. In these days, it is

doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he is denied the

opportunity of an education. Such an opportunity, where the state has undertaken to pro-

vide it, is a right which must be made available to all on equal terms. 

We come then to the question presented: Does segregation of children in public schools

solely on the basis of race, even though the physical facilities and other “tangible” factors

may be equal, deprive the children of the minority group of equal educational opportuni-

ties? We believe that it does.

[…]

To separate [black children] from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of

their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may

affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone. […]

We conclude that in the field of public education the doctrine of “separate but equal”

has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal. Therefore, we hold

that the plaintiffs and others similarly situated for whom the actions have been brought

are, by reason of the segregation complained of, deprived of the equal protection of the

laws guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment. This disposition makes unnecessary any

discussion whether such segregation also violates the Due Process Clause of the

Fourteenth Amendment.1

CONNECTIONS

1. The Supreme Court is the highest legal authority in the United States. It hears cases that have wide

constitutional implications. How significant was the Supreme Court’s decision to take up the case of

segregation in schools? 

2. As you read the court’s decision, what words or phrases stand out? How did the court explain its

ruling?

3. Seven years before the Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education, the Mendez family,

Mexican Americans in California, fought public school segregation in the courts. Supported by the

United Latin American Citizens (ULAC) with the help of the NAACP (Thurgood Marshall co-authored

the legal brief), The American Jewish Congress, The Japanese American League and other civil rights

organizations, the Mendezes argued that California’s schools were in violation of the Fourteenth

Amendment. Federal Judge Paul McCormick sided with Mendez in his ruling. He explained:
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“The equal protection of the laws pertaining to the public school system in California is not provided

by furnishing in separate schools the same technical facilities, text books and courses of instruction

to children of Mexican ancestry that are available to the other public school children regardless of

their ancestry. A paramount requisite in the American system of public education is social equality.

It must be open to all children by unified school association regardless of lineage.”2

Compare Judge McCormick’s ruling to the Supreme Court’s ruling Brown v. Board of Education.

What language strikes you?

4. In the Brown decision, how did the Justices write about the role of education in a democracy?

5. Why do you think the court ruled that the doctrine of “separate but equal” had no place in the field

of public education? Why was this decision hard to enforce? 

6. The courts dismantled official segregation, but many American students still attend schools that

have a strong ethnic, religious, or class imbalances. What is the difference between desegregation

and integration? What can be done to further break down cultural and ethnic barriers between stu-

dents? How can institutions and individuals promote dialogue between racial and ethnic groups?

In 1955, Virgil Blossom, the Little Rock, Arkansas school superintendent, announced a plan to inte-
grate the state’s schools gradually, beginning with Little Rock Central High School. The school board
selected nine outstanding black students to be the first to attend the all-white institution. Among the
nine was 15 year-old Elizabeth Eckford. The night before the first day of school, Governor Orval
Faubus delivered an inflammatory speech to incite white segregationists to protest the integration
attempt. Rumors of riots spread across town, but Elizabeth Eckford could not be contacted and
warned. The next morning she arrived by herself, unprotected. Segregationists crowded the streets
leading to Central and surrounded her. Facing taunts, racial epithets, and threats, Eckford only nar-
rowly escaped physical harm. In the excerpt below, she recalled the dreadful day:

I am part of the group that became known as the Little Rock Nine. Prior to the desegre-

gation of Central, there had been one high school for whites, Central High school, and

one high school for blacks, Dunbar. I expected that there may be something more avail-

able to me at Central that was not available at Dunbar; that there might be more courses

I could pursue; that there were more options available. I was not prepared for what actu-

ally happened.

I was more concerned about what I would wear, whether we could finish my dress in time.

[...] What I was wearing, was that okay? Would it look good? The night before when the

governor went on television [September 2] and announced that he had called out the

Arkansas National Guard, I thought he had done this to insure the protection of all the

students. We did not have a telephone. So, inevitably we were not contacted to let us

know that Daisy Bates of NAACP had arranged for some ministers to accompany the stu-

dents in a group. And so it was I that arrived alone.
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On the morning of September 4th,

my mother was doing what she usual-

ly did. My mother was making sure

everybody’s hair looked right and

everybody had lunch money and

notebooks and things. But she did

finally get quiet and we had family

prayer. I remember my father walk-

ing back and forth. My father

worked at night and normally he

would have been asleep at that time,

but he was awake and he was walking

back and forth chomping on a cigar

that wasn’t lit.

I expected I would go to school as I did before on a city bus. So, I walked a few blocks to

the bus stop, got on the bus, and rode to within two blocks of the school. I got off the bus

and I noticed along the street that there were many more cars than usual. And I remem-

ber hearing the murmur of a crowd. But, when I got to the corner where the school was,

I was reassured seeing these solders circling school grounds. And I saw students going to

school. I saw the guards break ranks as students approached the sidewalks so that they

could pass through to get to school.

And I approached the guards at the corner, as I had seen other students do, they closed

ranks. So, I thought maybe I am not supposed to enter at this point. So, I walked further

down the line of guards to where there was another sidewalk and I attempted to pass

through there. But when I stepped up, they crossed rifles. And again I said to myself

maybe I’m supposed to go down to where the main entrance is. So I walked toward the

center of the street and when I got to about the middle and I approached the guard he

directed me across the street into the crowd. It was only then that I realized that they

were barring me so that I wouldn’t go to school.

As I stepped out into the street, the people who had been across the street start surging

forward behind me. So, I headed in the opposite direction to where there was another

bus stop. Safety to me meant getting to the bus stop. I think I sat there for a long time

before the bus came. In the meantime, people were screaming behind me. What I would

have described as a crowd before, to my ears sounded like a mob.3

CONNECTIONS

1. What did Elizabeth Eckford say was her motivation for attending Little Rock Central?
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2. How did she describe her preparations for her first day of school? What did she expect would hap-

pen? Why didn’t things go as she expected?

3. As you study the photo of Elizabeth trying to make her way into the school, what details stand out?

If you were there, what sounds might you have heard? If you were one of the reporters at the scene,

whom would you wanted to interview? What questions might you have asked?

4. How do you explain the mob’s reaction to Elizabeth’s arrival at school? What do you think white pro-

testors were trying to accomplish? 

5. What is a mob? What is the difference between a mob and a crowd? Which term best describes the

people Eckford faced on her first day at school? Have you ever been caught up in a mob? How do

mobs express their power?

6. Hazel Bryan was the young woman shouting at Elizabeth in the photograph. In 1962, five years

later, Bryan apologized to Eckford. Bryan later said:

“I don’t know what triggered it, but one day I just started squalling about how she must have felt. I

felt so bad that I had done this that I called her […] and apologized to her. I told her I was sorry

that I had done that, that I was not thinking for myself […]. I think both of us were crying.”4

What do you think might have prompted Bryan’s apology? How important do you think the apology

was to Eckford? To Bryan?

Orval E. Faubus was elected governor of Arkansas in 1954. He pursued a progressive agenda that
included increased spending on public services and the integration of public transportation. Pressure
from segregationists, however, pushed him to resist federal calls for school integration. In a calculat-
ed appeal to Arkansas’s segregationists, Faubus sent in National Guardsmen to stop the attempts to
desegregate Little Rock Central. Defying federal laws, the governor incited a near-riot atmosphere.
Prompted by the crisis, President Dwight Eisenhower delivered the following speech:

Good evening, my fellow citizens. For a few minutes this evening I should like to speak to

you about the serious situation that has arisen in Little Rock. […] In that city, under the

leadership of demagogic extremists, disorderly mobs have deliberately prevented the carry-

ing out of proper orders from a federal court. Local authorities have not eliminated that

violent opposition and, under the law, I yesterday issued a proclamation calling upon the

mob to disperse. […]

Whenever normal agencies prove inadequate to the task and it becomes necessary for the

executive branch of the federal government to use its powers and authority to uphold fed-

eral courts, the president’s responsibility is inescapable. In accordance with that responsi-

bility, I have today issued an executive order directing the use of troops under federal

authority to aid in the execution of federal law at Little Rock, Arkansas. This became nec-

essary when my proclamation of yesterday was not observed, and the obstruction of justice

still continues. […] 

As you know, the Supreme Court of the United States has decided that separate public
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educational facilities for the races are inherently unequal, and therefore compulsory

school segregation laws are unconstitutional. Our personal opinions about the decision

have no bearing on the matter of enforcement; the responsibility and authority of the

Supreme Court to interpret the Constitution are very clear. Local federal courts were

instructed by the Supreme Court to issue such orders and decrees as might be necessary to

achieve admission to public schools without regard to race and with all deliberate speed. 

During the past several years, many communities in our Southern states have instituted

public school plans for gradual progress in the enrollment and attendance of school chil-

dren of all races in order to bring themselves into compliance with the law of the land.

[…] Here I might say that in a number of communities in Arkansas, integration in the

schools has already started, and without violence of any kind. […]

The very basis of our individual rights and freedoms rests upon the certainty that the pres-

ident and the executive branch of government will support and insure the carrying out of

the decisions of the federal courts, even, when necessary with all the means at the presi-

dent’s command. Unless the president did so, anarchy would result. There would be no

security for any except that which each one of us could provide for himself. The interest

of the nation in the proper fulfillment of the law’s requirements cannot yield to opposi-

tion and demonstrations by some few persons. 

Mob rule cannot be allowed to override the decisions of our courts. […]

A foundation of the American way of life is our national respect for law. […] [I]t would be

difficult to exaggerate the harm that is being done to the prestige and influence, and

indeed to the safety, of our nation and the world. Our enemies are gloating over this inci-

dent and using it everywhere to misrepresent our whole nation. We are portrayed as a vio-

lator of those standards of conduct, which the peoples of the world united to proclaim in

the Charter of the United Nations. There they affirmed faith in fundamental human

rights and in the dignity and worth of the human person, and they did so without distinc-

tion as to race, sex, language or religion. […]5

CONNECTIONS

1. How did President Eisenhower explain his decision to bring federal troops to Little Rock? What argu-

ments did he make? Which arguments resonate with you? 

2. What dangers did the president foresee when mob rule “override[s] the decisions of our courts”?

3. What is the role of the president when states and local officials defy federal law?

4. Many segregationists claimed that the federal government was imposing its will and that they had

rights as well. How do you think President Eisenhower might have responded to that argument? How

might you respond?
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A few weeks after the showdown in Little Rock, NBC News invited several students to a nationally-tele-
vised roundtable discussion. Of these students, Sammy Dean Parker, Kay Bacon, Robin Woods, and
Joseph Fox were white, and Ernest Green and Minniejean Brown were black. The discussion centered on
the constitutional rights of blacks and whites and the impact the Little Rock desegregation had on them. 

MRS. RICKETTS: Do you think it is possible to start working this out on a more sensible

basis than violent demonstration?

SAMMY: No, I don’t because the South has always been against racial mixing and I think

they will fight this thing to the end. […] We fight for our freedom—that’s one thing. And

we don’t have any freedom any more.

ERNEST: Sammy, you said that you don’t have any freedom. I wonder what do you mean

by it—that you don’t have any freedom? You are guaranteed your freedom in the Bill of

Rights and your Constitution. You have the freedom of speech—I noticed that has been

exercised a whole lot in Little Rock. The freedom of petition, the freedom of religion and

the other freedoms are guaranteed to you. As far as freedom, I think that if anybody

should kick about freedoms, it should be us: Because I think we have been given a pretty

bad side on this thing as far as freedom.

SAMMY: Do you call those troops freedom? I don’t. And I also do not call free when you

are being escorted into the school every morning. 

ERNEST: You say why did the troops come here? It is because our government—our state

government—went against the federal law.[...] Our country is set up so that we have forty

eight states and no one state has the ability to overrule our nation’s government. I thought

that was what our country was built around. I mean, that is why we fight. We fought in

World War II together—the fellows that I know died in World War II, they died in the

Korean War. I mean, why should my friends get out there and die for a cause called

“democracy” when I can’t exercise my rights—tell me that.

ROBIN: I agree with Ernest.

JOE: Well, Sammy, I don’t know what freedom has been taken away from you because the

truth there—I know as a senior myself—the troops haven’t kept me from going to my

classes or participating in any school activity. I mean, they’re there just to keep order in

case—I might use the term “hotheads”—get riled up. But I think as long as—if parents

would just stay out of it and let the children of the school at Central High figure it out for

themselves, I think it would be a whole lot better. I think the students are mature enough

to figure it out for themselves.... As far as I’m concerned, I’ll lay the whole blame of this

trouble in Governor Faubus’s lap.
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SAMMY: I think we knew before this ever started that some day we were going to have to

integrate the schools. And I think that our Governor was trying to protect all of us when

he called out the National Guard—and he was trying to prepare us, I think. 

ERNEST: [...] Well, I have to disagree. [...] I know a student that’s over there with us,

Elizabeth, and that young lady, she walked two blocks, I guess—as you all know—and the

mob was behind her. Did the troops break up the mob?

ROBIN: [...] And when Elizabeth had to walk down in front of the school I was there and I

saw that. And may I say, I was very ashamed—I felt like crying—because she was so brave

when she did that. And we just weren’t behaving ourselves just jeering her. I think if we

had had any sort of decency, we wouldn’t have acted that way. But I think if everybody

would just obey the Golden Rule—do unto others as you would have others do unto you—

might be the solution. How would you like to have to [...] walk down the street with every-

body yelling behind you like they yelled behind Elizabeth?

MRS. RICKETTS: Sammy, why do these children not want to go to school with Negroes?

SAMMY: Well, I think it is mostly race mixing.

MRS. RICKETTS: Race mixing? What do you mean? 

SAMMY: Well, marrying each other.

MINNIEJEAN: Hold your hand up. I’m brown, you are white. What’s the difference? We

are all of the same thoughts. You’re thinking about your boy—he’s going to the Navy. I’m

thinking about mine—he’s in the Air Force. We think about the same thing. 

SAMMY: I’ll have to agree with you.

ERNEST: Well, getting back to this intermarriage and all that. I don’t know [where] peo-

ple get all that. Why do I want to go to school? To marry with someone? I mean, school’s

not a marriage bureau. [...] I’m going there for an education. Really, if I’m going there to

socialize, I don’t need to be going to school. I can stand out on the corner and socialize,

as far as that.

MINNIEJEAN: Kay, Joe and Rob, do you know anything about me, or is it just that your

mother has told you about Negroes? 

MRS. RICKETTS: […] Have you ever really made an effort to try to find out what they’re

like?

KAY: Not until today. 
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SAMMY: Not until today.

MRS. RICKETTS: And what do you think about it after today? 

KAY: Well, you know that my parents and a lot of the other students and their parents

think that the Negroes aren’t equal to us. But—I don’t know. It seems like they are, to me.

SAMMY: These people are—we’ll have to admit that.

ERNEST: I think, like we’re doing today, discussing our different views [...] if the people of

Little Rock [...] would get together I believe they would find out a different story—and try

to discuss the thing instead of getting out in the street and kicking people around and

calling names—and all that sort of thing. If [...] people got together it would be smoothed

over.

KAY: I think that if […] our friends had been getting in this discussion today, I think that

maybe some of them—not all of them—in time, they would change their mind. But proba-

bly some of them would change their mind today.

SAMMY: I know now that it isn’t as bad as I thought it was—after we got together and dis-

cussed it.

KAY: We [Sammy and I] both came down here today with our mind set on it [that] we

weren’t going to change our mind that we were fully against integration. But I know now

that we’re going to change our mind.

MRS. RICKETTS: What do your parents say to that?

KAY: I think I’m going to have a long talk with my parents.6

“Integration: Central Students Talk It Out,” New York Times, October 20, 1957 © 1957 by The New York Times Company.  
Reprinted with permission.

CONNECTIONS

1. The roundtable discussion organized by NBC was one of the few opportunities Little Rock Central

High School students had to express their concerns. They discussed issues of equality, states’ rights,

“race mixing,” and the conflict between free speech and free association on the one hand and indi-

vidual rights on the other. None of these issues were discussed at school. How do you think the stu-

dents learned about them? What did the roundtable discussion add to their understanding of these

issues? What did it add to the understanding of those who heard their discussion?

2. How do students get the message that some people deserve more than others? 

3. Whose responsibility was it to prepare the students—black and white—for integration?

4. Suppose a community group, the school, or the students themselves had organized informal conver-

sations like NBC’s roundtable discussion. Who might have benefited? What might the students have

learned from one another? How could teachers educate students about racial, cultural, and other
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differences? How else can individuals and groups bridge the differences that separate them?

Former President Bill Clinton grew up near Little Rock, Arkansas. The crisis surrounding the deseg-
regation of Little Rock Central High School left a deep impression on the11 year-old and perma-
nently impacted the way he thought about race and racism. On September 25, 1997, then President
Clinton spoke at Little Rock Central to mark the 40th anniversary of the integration of the school: 

Forty years ago, a single image first

seared the heart and stirred the con-

science of our nation. So powerful,

most of us who saw it then recall it

still. A 15 year-old girl, wearing a crisp

black and white dress, carrying only a

notebook, surrounded by large crowds

of boys and girls, men and women,

soldiers and police officers. Her head

held high, her eyes fixed straight

ahead. And she is utterly alone.

On September 4, 1957, Elizabeth

Eckford walked through this door for

her first day of school, utterly alone. She

was turned away by people who were afraid of change, instructed by ignorance, hating

what they simply could not understand. […] Elizabeth Eckford, along with her eight

schoolmates, [was] turned away on September 4th, but the Little Rock Nine did not turn

back. Forty years ago today, they climbed these steps, passed through this door and moved

our nation. And for that, we must all thank them.

Today, we honor those who made it possible, their parents first. As Eleanor Roosevelt said

of them, to give your child for a cause is even harder than to give yourself. To honor my

friend Daisy Bates and Wiley Branton and Thurgood Marshall, the NAACP and all who

guided these children.

To honor President Eisenhower, Attorney General Brownell and the men of the 101st

Airborne who enforced the Constitution; to honor every student, every teacher, every

minister, every Little Rock resident, black or white, who offered a word of kindness, a

glance of respect or a hand of friendship; to honor those who gave us the opportunity to

be part of this day, a celebration and rededication.

But most of all, we come to honor the Little Rock Nine. Most of those who just watched

these events unfold can never understand fully the sacrifice they made. Imagine, all of
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you, what it would be like to come to school one day and be shoved against lockers,

tripped down stairways, taunted day after day by your classmates, to go all through school

with no hope of going to a school play or being on a basketball team, or learning in sim-

ple peace. […]

But let me tell you something else that was true about that time. Before Little Rock, for

me and other white children, the struggles of black people, whether we were sympathetic

or hostile to them, were mostly background music in our normal, self-absorbed lives. We

were all, like you, more concerned about our friends and our lives day in and day out.

But then we saw what was happening in our own backyard, and we all had to deal with it.

Where did we stand? What did we believe? How did we want to live? It was Little Rock

that made racial equality a driving obsession in my life. […]

Well, 40 years later we know that we all benefit, all of us, when we learn together, work

together and come together. That is, after all, what it means to be an American. Forty

years later, we know, notwithstanding some cynics, that all our children can learn, and

this school proves it.

Forty years later, we know when the Constitutional rights of our citizens are threatened,

the national government must guarantee them. Talk is fine, but when they are threatened,

you need strong laws, faithfully enforced, and upheld by independent courts.

Forty years later we know there are still more doors to be opened, doors to be opened

wider, doors we have to keep from being shut again now.

Forty years later we know freedom and equality cannot be realized without responsibility

for self, family and the duties of citizenship, or without a commitment to building a com-

munity of shared destiny, and a genuine sense of belonging.

Forty years later, we know the question of race is more complex and more important than

ever, embracing no longer just blacks and whites, or blacks and whites and Hispanics and

Native Americans, but now people from all parts of the earth coming here to redeem the

promise of America.

Forty years later, frankly, we know we are bound to come back where we started. After all

the weary years and silent tears, after all the stony roads and bitter rods, the question of

race is, in the end, still an affair of the heart.

But [...] if these are lessons, what do we have to do? First, we must all reconcile. Then, we

must all face the facts of today, and finally, we must act. [...]

And what are the facts?
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It is a fact, my fellow Americans, that there are still too many places where opportunity for

education and work are not equal, where disintegration of family and neighborhood make

it more difficult. […]

There is still discrimination in America.

There are still people who can’t get over it, who can’t let it go, who can’t go through the

day unless they have somebody else to look down on. And it manifests itself in our streets

and in our neighborhoods, and in the workplace, and in the schools. And it is wrong. And

we have to keep working on it, not just with our voices, but with our laws. And we have to

engage each other in it. [...]

We have to decide...all you young people have to decide, will we stand as a shining exam-

ple or a stunning rebuke to the world of tomorrow? For the alternative to integration is

not isolation or a new Separate but Equal, it is disintegration.

Only the American idea is strong enough to hold us together. We believe—whether our

ancestors came here in slave ships or on the Mayflower, whether they came through the

portals of Ellis Island or on a plane to San Francisco, whether they have been here for

thousands of years—we believe that every individual possesses a spark of possibility. [...]

We must be one America. The Little Rock Nine taught us that. [...]

We have to act. All of us have to act, each of us has to do something, especially our young

people must seek out people who are different from themselves and speak freely and

frankly to discover they share the same dreams.7

CONNECTIONS

1. What did Clinton describe as the lasting legacy of Little Rock for him? For the country?

2. Some people argue it is better to forget difficult episodes in our nation’s history. How do you imag-

ine Clinton would respond to this suggestion? How would you respond?

3. In 1999, each of the Little Rock Nine received the Congressional Gold Medal, Congress’s highest

civilian honor for their “selfless heroism” in 1957. To what extent do such honors make a differ-

ence? Are they merely symbolic? In what ways do they reflect our nation’s values?

4. Who benefits from preaching hate and fear? Who is harmed by it?
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