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Introduction 

 
In the last two decades, it has become standard practice for the nation to 

commemorate civil rights and the corresponding events that helped encourage change in 

the racial fabric of American society during the 1950s and 1960s. Countless 

documentaries, museums, memorials, retrospectives, and films, the observance of a 

national Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday, and the establishment of ethnic studies 

departments have all contributed to the remembrance of civil rights evolving into an 

integral part of our national history.  More recent events such as the election of Barack 

Obama have rekindled fervent debates over the meanings of race in American society and 

interpretations of America‟s racial past. As we attempt to re-envision the United States as 

a multicultural space, we also revise complex and often controversial histories. Houston 

Baker notes that these revisions and the memories they produce fall into one of two 

camps: nostalgic memory and critical memory. Nostalgic memory, argues Baker, “writes 

the revolution as a well-passed aberration” and “actively substitutes allegory for 

history.”
1
 In contrast, critical memory “is the cumulative, collective maintenance of a 

record that draws into relationship significant instants of time passed and the always 

uprooted homelessness of now.”
2
  

Because journalists construct the first draft of history, they also work on the front 

lines of memory creation, contributing both nostalgic and critical memories to the public 

consciousness. As we move farther away in time from the civil rights era, mediated 

representations increasingly substitute for the voices directly involved in that particular 

                                                 
1
 Houston Baker, “Critical Memory and the Black Public Sphere,” Public Culture 4 no. 1 (1994): 3. 

2
 Ibid.  
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historical moment during which notions of race in America were reconfigured. Largely 

through these mediated representations, public memories of the Civil Rights Movement 

have been codified to focus on individual people and events rather than structural factors. 

A focus on individuals presents a narrow, uni-dimensional view of the movement making 

it easier for movement meanings to be reinterpreted, recast, and remembered in 

subsequent decades. By producing “nostalgic memories,” media outlets perpetuate 

phenomena like color-blind racism, anti-affirmative action rhetoric, insistence on 

“cultures of poverty,” stereotypes such as the “welfare queen,” and pushes for 

multiculturalism and post-racialism. This seemingly abstract codification presents very 

concrete societal implications for people of all races and ethnicities, as memories can 

influence politicians, public policy, national discourses, and personal attitudes about race. 

While it is impossible to assess all forms of mediated representations in a single study, it 

is nonetheless important for scholars to examine specific facets of media treatments of 

the civil rights era in the hope of one day painting a fuller picture of the media‟s impact 

on how race functions in American society.  

Therefore, this research explores how two specific marches of the Civil Rights 

Era were covered, memorialized, and remembered in and through the media. Building off 

the large body of work on collective memory and journalists‟ role in shaping that 

memory, I examine the link between newspaper coverage produced immediately 

following the March on Washington in 1963, and all marches, successful or otherwise, 

from Selma to Montgomery in 1965. Furthermore, this analysis situates that initial 

coverage with subsequent narratives penned between the fifth anniversary of the marches 

and the present. Implicit in this discussion will be an attempt to distinguish history, what 
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Pierre Nora defines as “the reconstruction, always problematic and incomplete, of what is 

no longer” from the how the media influences the process of committing historical events 

to memory, as at times, the way history is remembered can have a more powerful 

influence on culture and discourse than the initial events themselves.
3
  My primary 

inquiry is to shed light on the process through which the Selma and Washington marches 

moved from singular events into the fray of American culture writ large.  A broader goal 

of mine is to locate the emergence, if any, of an overarching storyline, or narrative, 

consistent across newspapers that aids in shaping American collective memory of these 

two events, thus advancing the body of work on memory studies.   

Both the March on Washington and Selma to Montgomery marches constitute 

watershed moments within the larger civil rights movement and sought to draw the 

attention of the federal government to racial issues in the United States. Beyond this 

baseline, however, they differ greatly. The March on Washington and Martin Luther 

King‟s “I Have a Dream” speech delivered that day, arguably constitute the most 

universally remembered and referenced moments of the civil rights era. Furthermore, the 

march itself and King‟s speech are continually resurrected in conversations on American 

race relations—most recently when Barack Obama accepted the Democratic nomination 

for president on the 45
 
years to the day after the march occurred. This may largely be due 

to organizer efforts aimed at making the march a national introduction to the goals of the 

movement. Richard Lentz deems the event, along with the entire year of 1963, a time that 

                                                 
3
 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Memoire,” Reflections 26 (1989): 7. 
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“would not be overshadowed as symbolic” in American culture.
4
 The march from Selma 

to Montgomery highlights a darker, yet equally poignant facet of the 1960s struggles 

against inequality. Though it has often been cited as the impetus for passing the 

monumental 1965 Voting Rights Act, Selma is not commemorated or invoked in the 

same way as the March on Washington.  We do not revisit the text of speeches by Hosea 

Williams given in March 1965 or mourn the deaths of Jimmie Lee Jackson, James Earl 

Reeb, and Viola Liuzzo collectively as a nation. Juxtaposition of these two singularly 

significant yet unequally commemorated events has the ability to greatly contribute to the 

study of American collective memories of the civil rights movement.  

                                                 
4
 Richard Lentz, Symbols, the Newsmagazines, and Martin Luther King, (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 

University Press, 1990), 75. 
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Chapter 1- Collective Memory and its Relationship with History 

 
Collective Memory 

 The vast and varied body of literature on memory, and collective (sometimes 

discussed as public or social) memory represents the primary foundation of this research. 

Collective memory tradition begins with Emile Durkheim‟s examination of religious 

rituals as social phenomenon in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life published in 

1912.
5
 In this text, Durkheim asserted the idea of a “close connection between 

mechanisms of collective memory on the one hand, and institutions guaranteeing the 

collective identity in social life, on the other.”
6
 In early societies, Durkheim suggests, 

religious organizations proved the most central of these institutions. He believed religion 

constituted a form of “authority and custom” that strongly linked an individual to a 

society.
7
 Religious rituals, therefore,  “may evoke the past and stand for a group‟s bond 

with history…it is not up to the individual to construct his collective past, for the specific 

identity of a community is necessarily constituted within a complex, normative system.”
8
   

Durkheim‟s student, Maurice Halwbachs, developed Durkheim‟s ideas into the concept 

of collective memory, contending that “group memberships provide the materials for 

memory and the prod for the individual into recalling particular events and into forgetting 

                                                 
5
 Emile Durkhiem, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans. Joseph Ward Swain (New York: The 

Free Press, 1965).  
6
 Werner Gephart, “Memory and the Sacred: The Cult of Anniversaries and Commemorative Rituals in the 

Light of The Elementary Forms,” in On Durkheim’s Elementary Forms of Religious Life eds. N.J. Allen, 
W.S.F. Pickering, W. Watts Miller, (Routledge: London, 1998), 129. 
7
 Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Mark S. Cladis (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2001), xii. 
8
 Gephart, “Memory and the Sacred,” 130. 
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others.”
9
 In his work On Collective Memory, Halbwachs attempts to distinguish 

collective memory from history as “memory is in no way a repository of all past 

experiences,” as the discipline of history strives to be. “Over time,” Hawlbachs contends, 

“memories become generalized [and] require a social context for their 

preservation…Memories in this sense are, as much as the product of the symbols and 

narratives available publicly—and of the social means for storing and transmitting 

them—as they are the possessions of individuals.”
10

 This phenomenon is apparent in 

many studies of American race relations, particularly throughout the complex period of 

the Civil Rights Era. This research seeks to determine how the March on Washington and 

Selma marches “become generalized and require a social context for their preservation,” 

and how newspapers reified and continue to reify “symbols and narratives available 

publicly” for the process of memory making.  

Contemporary work in collective memory studies has been heavily influenced by 

Pierre Nora‟s seven volume analysis of French history entitled, Les Lieux de Memoire, or 

“sites of memory.” The main concepts of Nora‟s writings on French history can be found 

in the collection‟s introduction, "Between History and Memory," translated for the 

journal Representations in 1989. Nora claims that, “we speak so much of memory 

because there is so little of it left,” and that sites of memory exist “because there are no 

longer milieu de memoire, real environments of memory.”
11

  These sites of memory are 

created by a push and pull that “are moments of history torn away from the movement of 

                                                 
9
 Jeffery K Olick, The Politics of Regret: On Collective Memory and Historical Responsibility (New York: 

Routledge Press, 2007), 19. 
10

 Ibid. 
11

 Nora, “Between Memory and History,” 7. 
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history then returned.”
12

  He, in fact, wholly separates the realms of history and memory 

describing memory as remaining “in permanent evolution, open to the dialectic of 

remembering and forgetting, unconscious of its successive deformations, vulnerable to 

manipulation and appropriation susceptible to being long dormant and periodically 

revived. History on the other hand, is the reconstruction, always problematic and 

incomplete, of what is no longer.”
13

 Illuminating the evolution, manipulation, 

appropriation, and periodic revivals of memories about civil rights movement events can 

distinguish how these events were documented in historical research and literature from 

how we continue to remember them. For example, historically speaking, Rosa Parks did 

not spontaneously spark the Montgomery, Alabama bus boycott of 1955-56. Community 

leaders had carefully laid the groundwork months in advance of Parks‟ stand and held off 

until the right moment to execute their plan.
14

 The realm of collective memory, however, 

acknowledges the campaign as spontaneous and wholly influenced by Parks—and it is 

collective memory‟s version of the story that permeates American discourse. In order to 

illustrate similar phenomenon with respect to the March on Washington and Selma to 

Montgomery marches, this research utilizes existing historical accounts of as a 

foundation from which to assess differences between historical renderings and newspaper 

accounts. While newspapers are often referred to as “the first draft of history,” this 

analysis imbues them with the power to create and instill the first collective memories of 

                                                 
12

 Ibid., 12. 
13

 Ibid., 9. 
14

 “A Letter from the Women’s Political Council to the Mayor of Montgomery, Alabama,” in The Eyes on 
the Prize Civil Rights Reader, eds. Carson, et al., (New York: Penguin Books, 1991), 44-45 and 
“Montgomery Bus Boycott,” Veterans of the Civil Rights Movement Website, 
http://www.crmvet.org/tim/timhis55.htm#1955mbb.  
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a given event because as Stuart Hall notes, the media not only reflect, but produce and 

perpetuate cultural narratives.
15

   

Pierre Nora‟s ideas have been adapted by numerous scholars, and across many 

disciplines. Paul Connerton extends Nora‟s assertions by affixing memories to 

“performative” rituals. In How Societies Remember Connerton notes the existence of a 

predefined framework within which the production of memory is contained and that the 

world we know “is an organized body of expectations based on recollection.”
16

 To study 

the social formation of memory he claims “is to study those acts of transfer that make 

remembering in common possible.”
17

  His greatest contribution to the field of collective 

memory studies is perhaps his assertion that memory is reproduced in commemorative 

ceremonies which modern elites have used to “claim continuity with an appropriate 

historic past, organizing ceremonies, parades and mass gatherings, and construction new 

ritual spaces.”
18

 Finally, Connerton connects collective memory with hierarchies of 

power and “legitimation” of historical narratives; “the fact that we no longer believe in 

the great „subjects‟ of history…means not the disappearance of these great master 

narratives, but rather their continuing unconscious effectiveness as ways of thinking 

about and acting in our contemporary situation: their persistence in other words, as 

unconscious collective memories.”
19

  I argue that mass mediated coverage of 

anniversaries is one facet of a commemorative ceremony that can provide the medium 

necessary for “acts of transfer that make remembering in common possible.” Limitations 

                                                 
15

 Stuart Hall, “Race, Culture, and Communications: Looking Backward and Forward at Cultural Studies,” 
Rethinking Marxism 5 no. 1 (1992): 15. 
16

 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 6. 
17

 Ibid., 39. 
18

 Ibid., 51. 
19

 Ibid., 1. 
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of established news routines and journalists‟ perceived necessity of simplifying complex 

narratives for audiences make anniversary coverage a particularly important element to 

consider.  

 Both Ron Eyerman and Arthur Neal utilize the above advice to tie collective 

memory to mass-mediated representations of cultural trauma. Each author also touches 

on the media‟s role in memory production within the context of the civil rights 

movement, as this time in American history indeed proved tumultuous in terms of social 

and political unrest.  In “The Past in the Present: Culture and the Transmission of 

Memory” Eyerman notes that “cultural trauma calls attention to the negotiated 

recollection of events and to the role of representation.”
20

 He also points to the power of 

political elites and mass media “in selecting what will be represented, thus affecting 

[what] will be forgotten as well as remembered.”
21

 He applies this notion to television‟s 

framing of two distinct civil rights narratives, a progressive and a redemptive, that 

“competed for support among American blacks,” producing “a meaning struggle” fueled 

by mass media outlets. Eyerman argues that “the mass media provided the texts and the 

interpretations of and for the dominant white society…It is not by chance that MLK and 

Malcolm X became the exemplary figures they did.”
22

 This example offers an 

opportunity to distinguish between history and memory. The words and actions of Martin 

Luther King and Malcolm X themselves constitute a piece of American history. The text 

of the “I Have a Dream” speech represents a historical text, delivered within a historical 

                                                 
20

 Ron Eyerman, “The Past in the Present: Culture and the Transmission of Memory,” Acta Sociologica 47 
(2004): 160. 
21

 Ibid. 
22

 Ibid., 166. 
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moment. Interpretations of those words and this moment through the lens of the media, 

however, are a faculty of memory. Media outlets facilitate the manipulation of history 

into the product of memory, as who these figures were in the 1960s and what we 

remember them as today has changed over time. Journalists do not write the first page of 

history in fact, they ascribe and disseminate the first memory of a historical event.  

 Neal reinforces the power of media organizations, stating that when mediated 

“whatever events occurred in the past are now immobilized, and those who tell stories 

about them are free to shape them as they wish. The constraints surrounding events as 

they unfolded no longer apply. To the reading and viewing audience, plausibility is more 

important than historical accuracy.”
23

 He goes on to utilize representations of Martin 

Luther King Jr. as an example of this phenomenon; “the personal charisma of King came 

to be associated with a willingness to die for a broader social cause if it becomes 

necessary. On the anniversary of his birth, the news media selectively reproduce his 

speeches, show photographs of civil rights demonstrations and marches, and reflect on 

contemporary issues of social justice.”
24

 Both Eyerman and Neal correctly identify the 

mutability of collective memories once they become engrained in mass mediated culture 

as “seeking both to entertain and to inform, the storytellers reconstruct previous events 

and selectively bring them into focus; the gaps are filled in; the stories are humanized and 

embellished with extraordinary forms of drama.”
25

 Memories of historic events are 

mutable, histories are not.  

 

                                                 
23

 Arthur G. Neal, National Trauma in American Memory (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2005), 209. 
24

 Ibid., 207.  
25

 Ibid., 209. 
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Journalists, News Routines, and the Shaping of Collective Memory 

 In his seminal effort on the ways in which Watergate is recalled in American 

minds, Watergate in American Memory, Michael Schudson advances the premise that 

societal recollections indeed change over time. He denotes “the lifetime” as a central unit 

of collective time because “the most important distinction in recollection of the past is 

between matters within and matters beyond living memory.”
26

  He also sees memory as 

an evolving entity “occasioned by social situations, prompted by cultural artifacts and 

social cues that remind, employed for social purposes, even enacted by cooperative 

activity.”
27

 Schudson engages media accounts of Watergate as a site of these cultural 

artifacts. He places them paramount to memory formation, as catalysts for resurrecting 

memories and as facilitators of shifts in common narratives. As individual memories fade 

he argues that “the cultural reservoir of Watergate stories, then, will eventually more 

adequately map the outlines and suggest the salience of personal understandings of 

Watergate.”
28

 This illustration suggests how memories move from the individual to the 

collective realm. Through accounts of Watergate published in the New York Times, Time, 

Newsweek, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, CBS and NBC news Schudson 

also locates commemorative media chronicles “as a cultural form that legitimately 

demands their attention to something other than the present. In the absence of any 

stronger commemorative form, the media-recognized anniversary keeps alive the 

memory of Watergate.”
29

 As personal memories fade, media outlets become one of 

                                                 
26

 Michael Schudson, Watergate in American Memory: How we Remember, Forget, and Reconstruct the 
Past (New York: Basic Books, 1992), 56. 
27

 Ibid., 51. 
28

 Ibid., 5. 
29

 Ibid., 60. 
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several cultural artifacts able to reconstruct, reinvigorate, and rearticulate collective 

notions of a given historical moment. The ability of media outlets to recognize certain 

anniversaries over others combined with the editorial capacity to dedicate differing 

amounts of coverage to particular anniversaries imparts media organizations substantial 

influence in forming collective memories. With respect to civil rights, mainstream media 

outlets often make conscious choices based on accepted news routines to revive certain 

anniversaries like the March on Washington, while neglecting to cover others like Bloody 

Sunday to the same degree. It is in this ability to determine the extent to which events 

receive coverage that the greatest organizational level connection between media outlets 

and collective memory formation exists. 

  Drawing on the work of Schudson, Barbie Zelizer discusses collective memory as 

adding “a layer through which to consider the past, and ourselves as reflected through 

it.”
30

 This layer of collective consciousness built upon memories helps us “fabricate, 

rearrange, or omit details from the past as we thought we knew it” and “unlike individual 

memory, the power of collective memory can increase with time, taking on new 

complications, nuances, and interests.”
31

 Journalistic representations enable this increase 

due to their reinforcement of a common narrative. In the words of Zelizer “dependence 

on shared frames of reference about the past in effect helps one hold onto one‟s identity 

in ways that are meaningful not only to the individual, but to the collective…This 

dynamic has legitimated certain professional groups, such as journalists and professional 

                                                 
30

 Barbie Zelizer, “Reading the Past Against the Grain: The Shape of Memory Studies,” Critical Studies in 
Mass Communication 12, (1995): 218. 
31

 Ibid., 217. 
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historians.”
32

 “In between one‟s head and the world therefore,” she contends, are “media 

that help us to remember. As these media…have helped organize information at a point 

contemporaneous to the event, so too have they helped organize information at a point 

somewhat distant from the event…Yet how the media help—and hinder—the activity of 

remembering has not been made sufficiently clear” and thus warrants further inquiry.
33

  

 In her landmark work Covering the Body, Zelizer uses the lens of collective 

memory to examine journalistic involvement in the coverage of the John F. Kennedy‟s 

assassination. In this case study Zelizer denotes the press‟s function as both a profession 

and as “an interpretive community that uses narratives and collective memories to keep 

itself together.”
34

 In this particular case, an incredibly fragmented and erratic release of 

details regarding Kennedy‟s condition and assassin combined with the burgeoning 

medium of television‟s demand for timely content allowed journalists to literally insert 

themselves into the narrative, thus legitimating the spotty coverage they provided. 

Through this use of narrative, journalists “address larger issues about their own 

authority” and moreover “while journalists are best able to use the media in order to 

recycle collective codes of knowledge about what makes them an authoritative 

interpretive community often their codes do not mirror their experience of events.”
35

 The 

professionalization of journalism as a field combined with the tendency of journalists to 

reinforce a common narrative further enhances the link between journalists and collective 

memories. If journalists indeed reinforce common narratives as Zelizer surmises, once a 

                                                 
32

 Ibid., 228. 
33

 Ibid., 232. 
34

 Barbie Zelizer, Covering the Body: The Kennedy Assassination, the Media, and the Shaping of American 
Collective Memory (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992), 9. 
35

 Ibid., 199. 
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particular narrative enters the public sphere it will continue to recirculate within that 

space over time. Furthermore, society‟s perception of that narrative will be influenced by 

the position journalists hold as an “authoritative interpretive community.”  

Kevin Barnhurst and Diane Mutz, expand Zelizer‟s theories on journalistic codes 

in “American Journalism and the Decline in Event-Centered Reporting” finding that 

journalism as a whole has become a more interpretive practice in the latter half of the 

twentieth century. A quantitative content analysis of three American newspapers, 

unearthed a move away from reporting centered on the “five W‟s” (who, what, when, 

where, why) to “stories that grew longer, included more analysis, expanded from specific 

locations to broader regions, placed more emphasis on time frames other than the present, 

and named fewer individuals and more groups, officials, and outside sources…For a story 

to qualify as news, journalists now supply a context of social problems, interpretations 

and themes. This trend springs from the workings of the news market and the culture of 

journalism.”
36

 On the whole, these trends surfaced equally in all three newspapers and 

emphasis on interpretation and social issues increased substantially between 1954 and 

1974. The authors also noted journalist‟s reliance on expert sources and a tendency to 

explain “a single event by referring to other time periods. They focused on larger regions 

rather than particular addresses, and they emphasized the how and why rather than the 

event itself.”
37

 This study lends credence to the premise that individual journalists are 

becoming increasingly more interpretive in their production of news content. When these 

                                                 
36

 Kevin G. Barnhurst and Diana Mutz, “American Journalism and the Decline in Event Centered 
Reporting,” Journal of Communication, 47, (1997): 27. 
37

 Ibid., 41. 
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journalists exert greater agency for interpreting meaning, their capacity to construct and 

influence society‟s collective memories grows as well.  

Analysis of news magazines in separate studies by Paul Grainge and Carolyn 

Kitch illustrate further how journalists do indeed utilize certain techniques aimed at 

shaping future memories of historic events. Following his examination of Time 

Magazine’s “Top 100 of the Century” list, Grainge asserted that “in representational 

terms, the Time 100 List constructs the United States through a refractive discourse of 

historical memory. The series scripts the past, and incorporates individuals within a 

framework that, despite its multiform authorship and ranging perspective, configures a 

folklore of capitalism that ideologically centers the United States in modern history and 

memory.”
38

 Carolyn Kitch added the axis of time to Grainge‟s work by assessing “decade 

in review” issues of American news magazines in “Remembering the American Century: 

Media Memory and the Time 100 List.” She notes that: 

 when narrative is used to convey the passage of time as well as the occurrence of 

 events, news is conflated with history: both unfold logically in a single story. The 

 techniques of personalization and theatrical metaphors aid the presentation of 

 news narrative. Journalists represent complex events and issues through the tales 

 of individuals, casting those people in a play to which the leaders hold front-row 

 seats. These plays have reoccurring plots that are rooted in timeless American 

 themes.
39

  

 

Journalists‟ proclivity for representing “complex events and issues through the 

tales of individuals” again speaks to the instrumental role individual journalists and the 

organizations they work for play in the construction of collective memories. Though 

                                                 
38

 Paul Grainge, “Remembering the American Century: Media Memory and the Time 100 List,” 
International Journal of Cultural Studies, 5 (2002): 213. 
39

 Carolyn Kitch, “Twentieth Century Tales: Newsmagazines and American Memory,” Journalism and Mass 
Communication Monographs, 1 (1999): 145. 
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seemingly a benign anecdotal technique, the endorsement of certain individual narratives 

as representative of a larger phenomenon positions accounts supported by journalists as 

more “legitimate” within mainstream society.  When this individual tale moves into the 

realm of “a common narrative” reinforced over time, it displaces other, possibly more 

controversial, representations of the same event, thus leaving media consumers to 

privilege these common narratives over less often cited interpretations. This routine 

becomes problematic because numerous scholars have rendered African Americans and 

other minority groups largely absent from these “reoccurring plots that are rooted in 

timeless American themes.” In The Black Press and White America, one of the few 

comprehensive studies of representations of African Americans in the mainstream media, 

Carolyn Martindale found that though inches of newsprint dedicated to African 

Americans rose throughout the civil rights era and remained elevated into the 1970s, 

newspapers studied printed highly stereotypical pieces about blacks “perhaps leaving out 

equally important items” and neglecting issues primarily of interest to the black 

community.
40

  

Established news routines and journalistic norms often neglect marginalized 

populations and counter narratives—a phenomenon this research argues will emerge in 

news coverage of the Selma to Montgomery marches and the March on Washington. As 

personal memories fade, media outlets become integral in reinforcing collective notions 

of a given historical moment. The capacity of these outlets to recognize certain 

anniversaries over others combined with the editorial capacity to dedicate differing 

amounts of coverage to particular anniversaries imparts media organizations substantial 

                                                 
40

 Carolyn Martindale, The Black Press and White America, (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 79-91. 
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influence in forming collective memories. Moreover, journalists‟ reinforcement of 

common narratives ensures only particular narratives circulate, and that journalists‟ 

position as an authoritative interpretive community lends a legitimacy to their narratives 

that other groups struggle to obtain.  When individual journalists exert greater agency for 

interpreting meaning within their work, their capacity to construct and influence society‟s 

collective memories grows as well.  

 

Memory and African American Culture  

History and Memory in African American Culture is a collection of essays that 

seeks to unearth the function of collective memory with specific regard to African 

American culture. In the work‟s introduction Genevieve Fabre and Robert O‟Meally ask 

“what about the real implications of telling the true story? What does telling the full truth 

about black American history actually signify? Here one is confronted with the paradox 

that even as blacks have been excluded from most written accounts of American history, 

they nonetheless have been indispensible makers and shapers of the American cultural 

and sociopolitical legacy.”
41

 Based largely on the work of Pierre Nora, this collection 

works to apply the concept of lieux de memoire to the historical process of identity 

formation and reformation of black citizens of the United States. 

The first work to reshape the landscape of African Americans in American 

collective memory is arguably W.E.B. Du Bois Black Reconstruction in America. Scholar 

David W. Blight addresses Du Bois‟ work as an integral starting point for the study of 

                                                 
41

 Renee C. Romano, and Leigh Raiford, The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory (Athens: The 
University of Georgia Press, 2006), 4. 
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representations of black Americans. The common narrative that emerged in the years 

directly following the Civil War all but eliminated the triumphs of emancipation from 

white America‟s consciousness. Blight asserts that “Du Bois demonstrated that the real 

tragedy of Reconstruction was not in the history, but in the histories…in textbooks, in 

popular culture, and in the historiography itself, white supremacy in the present remained 

secure as long as historical memories were controlled or suppressed.”
42

 Blight 

reexamines the meanings of Black Reconstruction in an attempt to clarify the work‟s 

influence on subsequent histories and ascertains that Du Bois himself was indeed 

concerned with collective memories because “as a historian, Du Bois was most 

concerned with social, and therefore collective, forms of history.”
43

  

The second essay, “African American Commemorative Celebrations in the 

Nineteenth Century,” traces a calendar of antebellum celebrations in the North from the 

Revolutionary Era through the outbreak of the Civil War. Genevieve Fabre regards this 

period as a unique era when African Americans feasts, in contrast with most rituals that 

affix history, actually “partook in the flux of history, commented on its direction, and 

indicated, in subtle ways, paths to follow… forcing a change and inventing a more viable 

future.”
44

 Like various other collective memory scholars, Fabre weaves the ritual of 

commemorative celebrations into the fabric of collective memory. She claims that 

commemorative celebrations in the nineteenth century have the power to resolve “some 

                                                 
42

 David W Blight, “W.E.B. Du Bois and the Struggle for American Historical Memory,” in History and 
Memory in African American Culture eds. Genevieve Fabre and Robert O’ Meally (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), 65. 
43

 Ibid., 52. 
44

 Genevieve Fabre, “African American Commemorative Celebrations in the Nineteenth Century,” In 
History and Memory in African American Culture, eds. Genevieve Fabre and Robert O’ Meally (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1994), 72. 



 

 19 

of the contradictions created by the distance of history and memory—history as it is lived 

and conceived, history as it is remembered, and history as it is commemorated” but notes 

that “standing as they do between history and memory, arbitrary in their selection, 

commemorations do not always do justice to complexities and uncertainties. They do 

violence by imposing simplification, exaggeration, stylization, or dramatization. Yet they 

lend to history and memory in an organizing principle; they question their habitual 

workings by calling attention to the unnoticed but nonetheless meaningful historical 

realities.”
45

 Fabre‟s qualified view of commemorations provides an essential framework 

from which to move forward in time to the contemporary realm of memory studies, as 

memory formation necessarily excludes in the same fashion that it includes.  

 Susan Willis confronts the muddled realm of intersections of African American 

culture and mass culture as she struggles with the often complicated distinctions between 

dissemination of and appropriation of culture. The relationship between history and 

memory is paramount to this ongoing discussion. She distinguishes three types of culture 

that come into play when exploring the intersection of cultures: folk culture, popular 

culture, and mass culture.  As the focus of this essay is mass culture in particular, Willis 

posits the central question as “whether or not mass culture provides a site for the recovery 

of history and the expression of cultural memories. Put another way, does mass culture 

provide African Americans (or, for that matter, any other disenfranchised group) a means 

for preserving cultural practices and the group‟s history over time as these were once 
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preserved and conveyed in folk culture and oral traditions.”
46

 Though she positions mass 

culture as a place that alienates minority representations because it limits participation 

only to consumption, she does allow that disenfranchised groups can make new meaning 

out of the “debris” of mass culture.
47

 To quote Willis, “the relationship of history and 

memory to African American life cannot be fully addressed today without confronting 

the influence of mass culture.”
48

 This research contends that media outlets comprise an 

intrinsic piece of this mass culture.  

 The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory directly addresses the central 

tenets of this research‟s focus on the Selma marches and March on Washington. Editors 

Renee C. Romano and Leigh Radford tie past civil rights episodes directly to the present, 

and ongoing, struggle for equality denoting that,  

 The struggles over the memory of the civil rights movement are not a diversion 

 from the real political work of fighting for racial equality and equal rights in the 

 United States;  they are key sites of that struggle. The contests over the meanings 

 of the movement must be understood as a crucial part of the continuing fight 

 against racism and inequality…The movement was, and remains, an ongoing 

 process with meanings that remain contested, a fact underscored by the centrality 

 of the memory of the movement in American culture and politics.
49

  

  

Romano and Radford articulate the volume‟s purpose as insisting that representations of 

the past matter—“representations of the past can be mobilized to serve partisan purposes; 

they can be commercialized for the sake of tourism; they can shape a nation‟s sense of 

identity, build hegemony, or serve to shore up the political interests of the state; and they 
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can certainly influence the ways in which people understand the world.”
50

 Eduardo 

Bonilla-Silva‟s notion of “color blind racism” represents one particularly problematic 

manifestation of memory‟s power to influence. Bonilla-Silva denotes a shift in prevailing 

racial ideology following the civil rights era that embodies a new, color-blind way of 

understanding how race functions in the world, or to put it another way, “racism without 

racists.” Memories are by nature are directly linked to prevailing societal conceptions of 

race and to their displacement because public memories constitute one of several “set 

paths for interpreting information” and these paths comprise “a central component of any 

dominant racial ideology.”
51

 Bonilla-Silva suggests that in the post-civil rights era white 

Americans race cloak overtly racist attitudes through four tropes—abstract liberalism, 

naturalization, cultural racism, and minimization of racism—yet maintain inherently 

racist beliefs, thus creating an “impregnable yet elastic wall” barricading “whites from 

the United States‟ racial reality.”
52

 Each trope is rooted in the idea that race no is no 

longer a basis for lingering inequality. What factors allow race to be displaced in this way 

so immediately following a national, race-based struggle over injustice? How might 

collective memorializations of this struggle engender such a disparate reading of race 

only decades after the movement?  To answer these questions, scholars must continually 

probe the varying facets of memory and their relation to the fight for social justice, no 

matter how incomplete any particular analysis may seem in relation to the larger 

discourse. 
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 Owen J. Dwyer probes one facet of this paradox in his examination of Southern 

civil rights memorials. A dozen memorials have been constructed since the early 1990s, a 

number that may very well rise. He argues that these monuments are places where we can 

further the contemporary struggle for civil rights because in their attempts to remember 

the past, they often ironically begin new conversations associated with the multiple 

meanings of the entity being commemorated. Dwyer contends that “for latter day civil 

rights activists, establishing memorials that transcend these boundaries—boundaries 

related to whose history belongs where—provides a litmus test of how far society has 

progressed toward the goal of racial equity and justice.”
53

 Additionally, he defines civil 

memorials as explicitly “anti-racist” spaces that “reflect a turning of the tide away from a 

version of history that underwrote white supremacy toward one the represents its 

downfall. In this sense, civil rights memorials offer a stunning rebuke to centuries of 

American public history.”
54

 When approached in this light, these monuments constitute 

one piece of the larger cultural form dedicated to reshaping and redirecting both the 

physical and mental elements surrounding memories of the civil rights era. 

Renee C. Romano explores the reopening of the Birmingham, Alabama church 

bombing cases in 1977, 2001, and 2002. She sees these events as points of inquiry into 

the construction of civil rights memory that that “may well influence how people 

remember the movement and what they think about race relations in the present.”
55

 The 

revising of these trials and others like them provides an arena where the American public 
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is encouraged to interact with the past. According to Romano, media outlets devoted a 

great deal of coverage to the new trials that reached a larger audience than traditional 

memorials as most Americans will probably never visit a civil rights museum.  Romano 

writes “in contrast, the extensive media coverage of the reopened cases from the civil 

rights era has the potential to bring the movement and its history into people‟s homes and 

everyday lives.”
56

 In her research Romano finds mediated dialogue about the trials 

constructs a particular narrative about the past. This narrative “effectively places racism 

in the past, both literally and symbolically, by focusing on the racial hatred of a few 

individuals outside any larger context of the era in which they lived. The simplistic story 

these trials tell, however, reflects neither the complexity of the historical record nor the 

understanding of the events at the time in which they occurred.”
57

 Three specific themes 

emerge within the confines of this “simplistic” story: white heroes versus individual 

white racists, an absence of a collectively racist society, and perhaps most importantly, 

white heroes, contrasted with black victims. African Americans are allowed no agency, 

even with regard to trials concerning events in their own community.  Anniversaries of 

civil rights events offer a similar opportunity for interaction with the American past and 

often receive similar treatment. This may stem from journalists‟ reliance on accepted 

news routines, utilization of official sources, and pursuit of objectivity, among other 

things. Apparent, however, is the fact that journalists repeatedly neglect to include 

articulations outside of dominant cultural forms.  

                                                 
56

 Ibid., 99. 
57

 Ibid., 121. 



 

 24 

Edward P. Morgan‟s piece from the collected essays of The Civil Rights 

Movement in American Memory directly addresses the above concerns. “The Good the 

Bad and the Forgotten: Media Culture and Public Memory of the Civil Rights 

Movement” amalgamates previously discussed themes with an analysis of news stories 

on civil rights. Morgan explores the evolution in representations of Martin Luther King 

Jr. over time and briefly touches on media accounts of the Selma marches and the March 

on Washington. The study reviewed weekly newsmagazine and newspaper accounts of 

major civil rights anniversaries, concluding that “the public memory that emerges 

elevates some aspects of the struggle to the level of iconic myth, attributes others to 

demonic forces that seem beyond comprehension, and obscures portions of the civil 

rights struggle that challenge hallowed beliefs about American traditions of tolerance and 

equality.”
58

 Moreover, Morgan sees a prevailing trend in media treatments of civil rights 

events that reinforces “the view that there is a national consensus about civil rights 

grounded in ideals about racial tolerance and opportunity.”
59

 Morgan maintains that the 

mass media‟s construction of the past “is governed first and foremost by the imperative 

of maximizing audiences and readers. Their selective memory, then, invariably reflects 

fundamental economic, organizational, and ideological forces within a capitalist 

economy. As such, the media plays a crucial role in creating the foundations of common, 

or near universal, public discourse and public memory within a culture.”
60

 He also 
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addresses mass media‟s neglect of narratives counter to ideologies outside the realm of 

the traditional American value system.  

Morgan concludes by noting that “it‟s hard to tell which characteristic of this 

media culture is more damaging to the critical public discourse about civil rights: the 

exclusion or marginalization of critical voices that address systemic problems or the 

systematic ways in which the form of media culture itself erodes public conversation, 

balkanizes the population in think-alike enclaves, and undermines political action.”
61

 My 

examination takes its cues from Morgan but differs in several meaningful ways. While 

Morgan analyzes “weekly news magazine and some newspaper accounts of major civil 

rights anniversaries,” my work traces two specific events from coverage produced 

immediately following their occurrence into the 21
st
 century in two specific 

publications.
62

 It is hoped that by employing fixed intervals of time between points of 

analysis and working only within one medium this research will be able to define specific 

points in time where collective memories are formed or may shift. Furthermore, by 

utilizing Entman‟s framing research paradigm to conduct a qualitative framing analysis 

this study seeks to unearth specific frames produced by the Milwaukee Journal and the 

Chicago Tribune. These frames provide a baseline from which to assess shifts in 

coverage over time and also constitute a concrete foundation from which studies of other 

civil rights events can build.   

In Symbols, the News Magazines and Martin Luther King, Richard Lentz traces 

coverage of Martin Luther King, Jr. in three newsmagazines, Newsweek, Time, and U.S. 
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News and World Report. He begins his analysis with the Montgomery bus boycott of 

1955 and concludes with the coverage of King‟s assassination in 1968. Throughout this 

period, Newsweek provided progressive coverage of King, Time remained fairly centrist 

in its views, and U.S. News and World Report proved the most conservative. Lentz 

asserts that tone of the stories produced and each magazine‟s opinions of King vacillated 

as the leader‟s actions and opinions did. Outside factors like the Black Power movement 

and the Nation of Islam influenced coverage as well because their positions on racial 

issues allowed King to be portrayed as a conservative voice more in tune with the 

opinions of American society writ large.
63

 For example, King‟s 1963 emergence as a 

“victor” over Police Chief Bull Connor in the fight to desegregate Birmingham provided 

a hero/villain dichotomy where the newsmagazines virtually had to side with King even 

after previous coverage claimed he exploited the situation there to draw national attention 

to the cause.
64

 The event also served as a platform from which to separate rising black 

militancy from the Ghandian non-violence of King.
65

  

As the goals of the civil rights movement expanded beyond the South, 

contextualizing the movement became more difficult for the newsmagazines. In the 

months prior to The March on Washington, the event garnered heavy criticism from the 

magazines, though less so from Newsweek. The mainstream press also expressed 

skepticism, largely based on fears that it would turn violent or present a message counter 

to “American ideals.”
66

 When the March concluded peacefully and without incident, 
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Newsweek and Time “reported the March as a rite of national idealism” saying “America 

dared to do what other societies would not or could not do.”
67

 U.S. News largely ignored 

King‟s role in the March and “when he could not be ignored, took care to strip him of his 

dream, to depict him as an ineffectual leader and, most important, to label him the author 

of more threats.”
68

  

Lentz found that the march from Selma to Montgomery in 1965 followed a 

pattern similar to the narrative emerging after Birmingham. Sheriff Dallas Clark assumed 

the role of Bull Connor, and King once again came away “the victor.” Again, both Time 

and Newsweek “used King as a symbol contraposed to the radical elements” of the civil 

rights movement.
69

 Moreover, by 1965 the federal government, and in many cases 

southern officials, did not grant pugnacious law enforcement tactics the same protection 

as they had two years earlier. This fact combined with the murder of James Earl Reeb, a 

white pastor from Boston, and the violence of Bloody Sunday, forced all of the 

newsmagazines, even the stridently conservative U.S. News, to rethink both  King‟s 

position as a leader and African American‟s ongoing fight for equality. Time and 

Newsweek deemed the struggle in Selma the struggle of America. U.S. News reluctantly 

branded King as a moderate, a stark shift from previous characterizations.
70

 In short, 

Lentz‟s analysis reinforces the notion that the civil rights movement is an exceptionally 

complex tale to narrate, and moreover, for media to cover. Time, Newsweek, and U.S. 

News and World Report struggled to balance actual events with editorial views and 
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reader expectations, at times with seemingly contradictory results. A similar pattern is 

expected to prove true in this research even in the coverage of the anniversaries of the 

marches especially with regard to the hero/villain narrative. 

 The research most closely tied to this project addresses how 25 years of news 

accounts of the 1965 Watts riot and the riots at the 1968 Democratic National Convention 

were framed by the news media. Troubled Pasts: News and the Collective Memory of 

Social Unrest approaches the Watts riots as an “unexpected” occurrence and contrasts 

this experience with the DNC riots, an arena where violence had been brewing for 

months.  In concordance with other collective memory scholars across an array of 

disciplines, Edy turns to mediated representations of past events in order to uncover their 

relationship with the present. In this context, Edy is worth quoting at length: 

In a modern mass society, it is the mass media that are primarily responsible for 

disseminating shared stories to a public that is demographically diverse and 

geographically scattered. The news media have a special responsibility for 

creating and disseminating stories of “real” events, and in their roles as monitors 

of the social world, they not only tell their own stories but report on the cultural 

products and stories created by other individuals and institutions that deal in 

public memory: from the speeches of public officials, to the reminiscences of 

eyewitnesses, to the content of movies and museums.
71

 

 Edy delves deeply into the realm of scholarship on the role and function of both 

journalism and journalists themselves in her study. She relies heavily on Robert Entman‟s 

seminal definition of framing to undergird her archival work maintaining that “while 

scholarship on media and politics offers many useful insights about how events are 

covered as they happen, it says nothing about the impact of time upon the relationships 
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between the major actors as the news of the present becomes the news of the past.”
72

 

Another central argument of Troubled Pasts rests on the notion that “despite their 

professional norm of objectivity, journalists affect the news they report in a number of 

ways. Their own professional practices and routines limit both their perceptions of news 

and their search for information.”
73

 Edy‟s analysis begins with contemporary coverage of 

each riot respectively and traces accounts back 25 years. Her primary sources consist of 

news magazine stories and scattered newspaper articles. My research will restrict analysis 

to a single medium and adhere to set date ranges with the hope of presenting a more 

complete picture of a single entity of record. Moreover, I will trace the scope of coverage 

from the initial event through the present. Though Edy‟s endeavor contributes a great 

deal of insight into both the study of collective memory and journalistic culture, I believe 

her work can be improved upon by reevaluating the medium of analysis and by restricting 

the analysis to a more uniform timeframe.   

The above review of past theorization and inquiry into collective memory studies 

situates my exploration of how two specific marches of the Civil Rights Era have been, 

and continue to be, remembered in and through the media. I contend that the Selma to 

Montgomery marches of 1965 and the March on Washington in 1963 embody two 

definitive instances from which a great deal of insight into the larger landscape of 

American collective memory can be gleaned. Media representations produced both 

directly after these two events unfolded and their subsequent reincarnations hold the key 
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to unearthing these insights.  I turn again to Carolyn Kitch to stress the importance of 

examining journalistic practices as integral to the formation of Les Lieux de Memoire;  

What most people know of history is encoded in stories, which today are told 

 primarily through the media. When they are recycled and refined through 

 summary journalism, and when they are ritualized in the inclusive language of 

 reminiscence, media narratives themselves become part of cultural history…The 

 negotiate the passage of events from news to history, from random occurrences 

 to patterned meaning, and in doing so, they foretell the twenty-first century life 

 as well. How this process occurs in American news  media is a process in which 

 we all, journalists and audiences alike, have a stake.
74

  

 

This is certainly true as American memories of the civil rights struggle of the 1960s 

continue to shape and influence the ongoing struggle against inequality as it continues in 

actuality and in mass mediated representations of that actuality. 
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Method 

 

My primary mode of inquiry will be to examine how two, Midwestern 

newspapers (a choice discussed later in this section) framed their coverage of the March 

on Washington and the Selma to Montgomery marches in the 1960s and on their 

respective anniversaries.  In monitoring this coverage in regular intervals for a pattern in 

the frames journalists present, I hope to shed light on the process through which the 

Selma and Washington marches are perhaps committed to collective, national level 

memory.  

This study investigates the following research questions:  

 

 Do the major frames surrounding each march‟s media coverage differ 

from one another and if so, how? Does the highly orchestrated nature of 

the March on Washington influence the frames produced? Does the 

occurrence of Bloody Sunday, an event violent in nature, shape frames 

created? If the frames diverge based on these differences, does this 

divergence change over time?  

 Are their particular outside events or social forces such as 

commemorations or shifts in the American political terrain that may alter 

or influence the frames presented?  What historical forces might be at 

work during different time periods in American history? Can any shifts in 

these factors be said to contribute to shifts in collective memory of the 

Selma march and the March on Washington?  

 Does the establishment of the Martin Luther King Jr. holiday change how 

these two civil rights marches are remembered in the specific newspapers 

studied? 

 Does any sort of singular, overarching narrative about either or both 

marches emerge that may direct attention to a national level collective 

memory of either or both events?  

 Using the above questions as guides, what light can be shed on the role of 

journalists in shaping, producing, and propagating collective memory with 

respect to the March on Washington and the Selma to Montgomery 

marches?  
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 To answer these questions, a textual analysis performed through a qualitative 

framing analysis in line with Entman‟s notion frames as markers of selection and salience 

was conducted on news coverage of both marches beginning with stories published the 

day after the events occurred. The execution of this qualitative framing analysis falls into 

the category of what Lindloff and Taylor call a “grounded approach” to qualitative 

communication research.
75

 In this approach, theoretical frame work is “grounded in the 

relationships between data and the categories into which they are coded” and “codes and 

categories are mutable until late into the project” because new data “continue to alter the 

scope and terms of his or her analytic framework.”
76

 According to Lindloff and Taylor, 

“what keeps this process under some control is the fact that the analyst is comparing each 

incident to other incidents in order to decide in which categories they belong.
77

” In this 

case, emergent frames comprise the “categories.” 

 Rather than utilize an eastern, southern, or national newspaper that may have had 

direct ties to the March on Washington or the Selma to Montgomery marches I employ 

the content of two Midwestern newspapers, The Chicago Tribune and the Milwaukee 

Journal (later consolidated into the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel), because of their 

geographic location. This choice is relevant to my study because the March on 

Washington and the march from Selma to Montgomery embody two contested events 

within a highly contested movement. In order establish a platform for comparison with 

other regions in future studies, I wish to alleviate any regional underpinnings or biases 
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from this initial component of my research.   Moreover, many previous studies on news 

coverage of the civil rights movement focus primarily on national publications such as 

the New York Times, Washington Post, LA Times, or newsmagazines and none found 

addressed news coverage in Midwestern outlets.
78

 I therefore am also viewing these two 

events through a new lens by working with regional, rather than strictly national 

publications.  The Tribune is known to be a conservative leaning publication, and 

therefore, I have chosen to contrast it with the Journal-Sentinel, a more liberal paper. The 

case for media influence on collective memory formation will be strengthened if 

newspapers with divergent political leanings, and therefore differing coverage, at the 

point of initial analysis produce similar frames at later dates.   

 The majority of Milwaukee Journal content was collected via microfilm and the 

remainder using the ProQuest Newsstand database. The inverse is true for the collection 

of materials from the Chicago Tribune. Tribune coverage produced prior to 1985 came 

from ProQuest Newsstand and post-1985 coverage was gleaned from a combination of 

microfilm and ProQuest Newsstand resources. The analysis follows the initial coverage 

through September 1963 for the March on Washington and through March 1965 for the 

Selma marches. This timeframe allows for editorials, analysis coverage, and 

retrospectives to emerge in each newspaper. Different types of coverage are chronicled in 

a numerical overview and also noted in the discussion of emergent frames.  This study 

then examines coverage of the respective anniversaries in five-year intervals focusing on 
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the months of August and September with regard to the March on Washington and the 

month of March with respect to Selma.
79

  

Inherent in this research project is the assumption that the media, particularly 

newspapers and journalists who produce their content, play an active role in shaping views of 

the public, and thus contribute to the formation of collective memories. Journalists, through 

their reliance on accepted news routines, utilization of official sources, and pursuit of 

objectivity highlight certain narratives, consequently downplaying others. Scheufele and 

Tewksbury explain that for most journalists, framing “is a necessary tool to reduce the 

complexity of an issue, given the constraints of their respective media related to news holes 

and airtime”
80

 As such, framing is most useful in analyzing media content that focuses on 

individual events or topics.  Moreover, Friedland and Mengbai have argued that framing is 

the most appropriate method for comparative news research, as is the nature of this study.
81

 In 

order to illustrate the link between media production and collective memory, I employ 

Entman‟s framing research paradigm which involves the concepts of selection and salience. 

Entman states that “to frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them 

more salient in a communicating text.”
82

   Furthermore, frames can make connections 

between events or issues “so as to promote a particular interpretation, evaluation or 
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solution.”
83

 Substantive frames, as defined by Entman, perform two or more of the following 

tasks: define effects or conditions as problematic, identify causes, convey a moral judgment, 

or endorse remedies or improvements.
84

  Frames thus have the potential to determine 

“whether most people notice or how they understand and remember a problem, as well as 

how they evaluate it and choose to act upon it.”
85

 Though frames are not likely to have a 

universal impact on audiences, past research indicates they do influence large portions of it.
86

 

Because frames call attention to certain aspects of an issue, they direct attention away from 

others. These omissions of “potential problem definitions, explanations, evaluations and 

recommendations may be as critical as the inclusions in guiding the audience.”
87

 

A valuable example of Entman‟s interpretation of framing theory applied to the 

relationship between civil rights era media and social movements is Jane Rhodes‟ text 

Framing the Black Panthers: the Spectacular Rise and Fall of a Black Power Icon.  Rhodes 

traces news coverage of the Panthers in national, local, and African American media outlets 

from the first rumblings of Panther activity through rearticulations of the group‟s identity in 

the 1970s. Narrow, uni-dimensional media frames “told the public little about why the 

organization existed, its appeal to black youth across the nation, or its relationship to the 

nation‟s racial crisis.”
88

 Media representations neglected to address the Panthers within the 

context of the larger demand for civil rights. Instead, the frames defined “the problem as 
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young black males who used inflammatory rhetoric,” identified the cause as “a spirit of 

lawlessness and a hatred of whites,” made the moral judgment that the Panthers constituted a 

“national threat,” and declared a remedy of adoption of  “the more palatable model of protest 

exemplified by the southern civil rights movement.”
89

   In this study, frames will be 

considered substantive if they fulfill two or more of Entman‟s four functions of frames noted 

above and as articulated by Rhodes. It should be noted that the way journalists frame breaking 

news and anniversary coverage can differ. Breaking news is framed in terms of how events 

are unfolding, while content published on anniversaries reflects on the past. This component 

of news routines will certainly factor into this analysis due to the examination of news 

coverage over time. Because the central inquiry of this research is focused on collective 

memory production, substantive frames coined on anniversaries allow the researcher to see 

memory of those events as it was shaped and changed over time. Moreover, anniversary 

framings enable the identification of which elements of the original coverage disappeared, 

which became central components, and when these shifts may have taken place. This 

theoretical framework will shape this research‟s view the coverage of the March on 

Washington and the Selma to Montgomery marches in the following two newspapers 

 

 

Newspaper Histories and Brief Accounts of Race Relations in Chicago and 

Milwaukee 

 

Because I argue that media outlets and the journalists producing their content play 

an extremely active role in shaping collective memory, it is imperative to briefly outline 

the history of each paper. The editorial and structural evolution of each paper influences 
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decisions made about how news routines and journalistic norms function within 

individual news outlets. As personal memories fade, media outlets become integral in 

reinforcing collective notions of a given historical moment largely through the capacity 

of these outlets to exert editorial control over content and to recognize certain 

anniversaries and not others on account of journalistic norms and practices. In order to 

provide adequate historical context for the framing analysis, it is also necessary to touch 

on the nature of race relations in each city during the period studied. 

  

Chicago 

 

The Chicago Tribune’s first edition reached the public on June 10, 1847, over 100 

years before the turbulent unrest of the 1960s.
90

 Though the work of Joseph Medill 

accounted much of the paper‟s early success, it would be over 25 years before he would 

get full editorial control in 1874. Medill conceived the Tribune solely as a mouthpiece for 

his abolitionist political views in a third-floor loft on the corner of LaSalle and Lake 

Streets in downtown Chicago.
91

 The paper supported Lincoln and other Republican 

leadership throughout the Civil War and beyond. The paper persists as a strong regional 

news producer and though the Tribune’s stature has declined in the past several years, the 

paper remains highly active in local, regional, and national politics. The Tribune has had 

an active and outspoken editorial history facilitated by “strong individuals who stamped 

their personalities on the pages of the paper.”
92

 This tradition stems directly from the 
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ideology of its founder, Joseph Medill. Until his death in 1899, Medill Medill steered the 

Tribune toward “a provocative kind of journalism that questioned not only the actions of 

politicians, businessmen, and religious leaders, but also of other publications.”
93

 Various 

family members and acquaintances ran the paper until the death of Medill‟s grandson, 

Robert R. McCormick, in 1955 crafting a conservative tone that would shape the paper 

through the 1960s.  

 As the demand for civil rights escalated across the nation, so did the Tribune’s 

criticism. The paper voiced full support for the Brown v. Board of Education decision and 

similar judicial rulings of the 1950s. By the 1960s, the paper had lost patience with the 

movement, particularly with tactics it saw as disturbing law and order. In 1960, editorials 

harshly condemned the Democratic platform as the most radical ever, and pointed 

specifically to the civil rights aspects of the platform as one impetus for the judgment.
94

 

In three scathing pieces, editorial staff denounced the Kerner Commission Report, 

claiming no sympathy for rioters of any kind—white or black.
95

 On other major issues of 

the era, the paper routinely backed the Republican party‟s stance, though it supported 

Kennedy in international affairs. The paper fully backed Goldwater‟s presidential bid in 

1964 and Nixon‟s in 1968.
96

 Despite these ideological differences, the Tribune sent 

reporters to cover both the March on Washington and the Selma to Montgomery marches. 

On January 1, 1969 with Clayton Kirkpatrick at the helm, the Tribune staff 

initiated an era of fundamental change. Driven by economic necessity and a desire to 
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broaden its audience, the paper removed any hint of editorial comment from the bulk of 

the paper, preferring to confine opinions to the editorial pages for the first time in the 

paper‟s storied history.
97

 Editors even printed a notice to its readership expressly 

outlining the move. Priorities shifted from partisan politics to the civic advancement of 

Chicago and its residents, a changed that garnered recognition from both local and 

national media outlets.
98

 As subsequent publishers took the editorial reins, the timbre of 

opinion pieces became increasingly less supportive of the Republican Party, though 

remained conservative in nature.
99

 By 1974, the net worth of the Tribune Company 

reached $374 million. Throughout the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, the company has focused 

on building a media empire through acquisition of newspapers, radio, and television 

stations at the national level.
100

 The Tribune Co. went public in 1983, but returned to 

private status in 2007.
101

 

Largely at the behest of industrial recruiters, African Americans from the rural 

South flocked to Chicago in the early years of the 20
th

 century. Chicago‟s African 

American population doubled from 55,000 in 1914 to 110,000 in 1920.
 102

  By 1930, this 

figure rose to 233, 903, and to 277,731 by 1940.
103

 By 1960, 22.9 percent of Chicago‟s 

population was African American.
104

  The influx of African Americans into the city 

fueled both spatial and economic tensions, especially in neighborhoods where newly 
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settled blacks now vied with working class immigrants for housing and jobs. In her 

examination of race, space, and riots in the city of Chicago, Janet Abu-Lughod 

characterized the period between 1919 and 1968 as an era of “border wars” resulting in 

“a state of almost constant sniping over turf that occasionally flared up into significant 

battles from suppressed, but never quenched, embers.”
105

 Post-World War II public 

housing initiatives implemented by the Chicago Land Clearance Commission in 1949 

complicated these already strained relations by promising “urban renewal” while actual 

practices leaned more toward “slum clearance.”
106

 Chicago‟s history of turbulent spatial 

organization led Martin Luther King Jr. to select the metropolis for his Northern 

campaign against white resistance to open housing in 1965, making the grief associated 

with his death particularly acute for the city‟s African American residents.
107

 In fact, on 

the night of Martin Luther King Jr.‟s murder, April 4
, 
1968, riots engulfed Chicago 

marking the final “border war” to date.
108

 The intersections of race and space persist at 

the forefront of Chicago‟s racial landscape even today. Minority groups, including 

African Americans still largely reside in the same areas of the city they did in the 1960s 

ensuring that space and the access to resources that particular spaces provide remain 

contested.
109
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Milwaukee 

 

The Milwaukee Journal began its rise to prominence on November 16, 1882, like 

most newspapers of the era, from humble beginnings.
110

  Formally titled the Daily 

Journal during that period, it faced stiff competition. According to author Robert W. 

Wells, the city had an abundance of news outlets in the late-1800s—“Milwaukee was 

already over-supplied with dailies. Somebody was always starting one.”
111

Though 

founded by a local politician, twenty-two days after the Journal opened, Lucius W. 

Neiman, and upstart reporter from the Milwaukee Sentinel, bought a majority stake.
112

 It 

is interesting to note that the Sentinel provided the Journal’s only major competition and 

was the last major daily to survive in Milwaukee other than the Journal. The two papers 

merged in the late 1990s to form the present publication The Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel. 

Heated competition existed between these two rival papers throughout both of their 

storied histories.  

The Journal reigned as the city‟s leading daily by Neiman‟s death in October 

1935. Following his death, Journal management took the unprecedented step of 

instituting employee ownership of the paper. Of the 602 employees eligible to buy shares, 

558 did.
113

 By 1964, employees held an 80 percent of the publication‟s shares.
114

 

Interestingly, the paper published editorials supporting both Dewey and Roosevelt in the 

1944 election because the staff was so split on who to endorse and took anti-McCarthy 
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stance in the early 1950s, a dangerous venture both locally and nationally, as McCarthy 

represented Wisconsin in the Senate.
115

 The Journal came out against the Vietnam War 

in 1963 and maintained that position throughout the duration of the conflict. It also 

provided more sympathetic coverage to the student anti-war movement than did many 

other larger dailies.
116

 

According to Wells, “until the early 1960s, Journal civil rights coverage had been 

considered part of the welfare reporter‟s run. There had been sporadic attempts to report 

what was going on in the black residential area just north of the Journal building, but it 

became increasingly evident that such efforts were inadequate.”
117

 The paper devoted a 

reporter to the civil rights beat full time, drawing suspicion from both blacks and whites. 

The paper hired its first black reporters in 1964. The paper sent one of its first black 

reporters, Edward Blackwell, to Mississippi for a series called “Beyond the Cotton 

Curtain.” Blackwell quickly stopped introducing himself as a reporter, and put forward 

the occupation of “itinerant preacher” when asked.
118

  

The Milwaukee Journal took a fairly progressive stance on racial issues for the 

era. In particular, the paper devoted a fair amount of space to black writers and minority 

opinions on local issues, much to the dismay of many of the paper‟s white subscribers.  

Blackwell, the paper‟s longtime civil rights reporter, penned a column titled “In the Inner 

City” which appeared four times per week. The paper encouraged other black staff 

members to voice their opinions in a Sunday column called “Write On,” and also 
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solicited freelance work from black authors in a series titled “Black Viewpoint.” Though 

insufficient by many standards, the Journal did make a conscious effort to include 

minority, particularly African American, voices beginning in the early 1960s which 

included sending staff members to cover both the March on Washington and the Selma to 

Montgomery marches.
119

 Initially, the Milwaukee Journal emphasized local news simply 

because it could not compete with the newsgathering resources of Milwaukee‟s larger 

papers. As time wore on, however, the Journal adopted a mission of providing timely, 

comprehensive local coverage to the city‟s residents. The push to incorporate frequent 

civil rights coverage into the paper in the 1960s stemmed directly from this objective as 

the paper‟s staff felt it could not adequately serve its mission without focusing on African 

Americans, who by the late 1970s made up one fourth of Milwaukee‟s population.
120

 

 Milwaukee saw its share of civil rights strife in the mid and late-1960s. The 

battles in Milwaukee largely rested on open housing legislation. The Journal firmly 

backed anti-discrimination legislation with regard to housing on its editorial pages. In 

fact, in July of 1967, a race riot engulfed Milwaukee. Rapid action by the city‟s police 

chief and the National Guard minimized the loss of life and property. Though smaller in 

scale than other race riots occurring around the nation during the same period, the riot 

polarized the city to a greater degree than previous events concerning racial matters.
121

 

Official desegregation of Milwaukee schools finally took place in 1976, though the 

Journal had been advocating for the move in its editorials for years prior.  As the time for 

integration approached, the paper dedicated six reporters to the education beat, sent those 
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reporters to area schools to interview students, teachers, and staff, and ran a well-received 

series on the issue.
122

  

Conclusion 

As we move away in time from the civil rights era, mediated representations 

increasingly substitute for the voices directly involved in this historical moment during 

which notions of race in America were reconfigured, thus, rendering it necessary for 

scholars to examine the media‟s impact on how race functions in American society today. 

Building off the large body of work on collective memory and journalists‟ role in shaping 

that memory, I examine how two specific marches of the Civil Rights Era were initially 

covered and subsequently remembered in and through the media with the intent of 

locating the emergence, if any, of an overarching storyline, or narrative, consistent across 

newspapers that aids in shaping American collective memory of these two events, 

therefore advancing the body of work on memory studies.  Implicit in this discussion will 

be an attempt to distinguish history, what Pierre Nora defines as “the reconstruction, 

always problematic and incomplete, of what is no longer” from the how the media 

influences the process of committing historical events to memory, as at times, the way 

history is remembered can have a more powerful influence on culture and discourse than 

the initial events themselves.
123
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Chapter 2: The March on Washington 
 

Forty-five years to the day after Martin Luther King, Jr. proclaimed his vision of 

“the Dream” on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, Barack Hussein Obama accepted the 

Democratic Party nomination for the 44
th

 President of the United States. Several short 

months later, Obama became the first African American president in our nation‟s history, 

leading some to pronounce King‟s “Dream” of forty-five years prior “fulfilled” and 

others to usher in a new era of “post racialism.”
124

 What prompted Americans to so 

immediately link King and Obama, and Obama with “the Dream?” What memories of 

Martin Luther King, Jr. did Obama‟s lyrical cadence and promises of change wrestle 

from the recesses of American minds?  For many who cast a vote in Obama‟s favor, 

King‟s speech and the vision of a desegregated society it produced stem only from 

mediated representations of that sweltering day in August, 1963. This chapter examines 

the warehouse created by the Milwaukee Journal and the Chicago Tribune with respect to 

the March on Washington. By presenting a history of the march and assessing media 

representations of different eras in light of that history, this chapter examined the press as 

a potential site of collective memory formation and traces the ways those memories may 

have changed over time. First I examine frames produced in the context of the 1963 

march between August 1, 1963 and September 15, 1963. I then assess frames articulated 

in anniversary coverage every five years between 1963 and 2008, paying particular 

attention to rearticulations of the March on Washington‟s significance to American 

culture and race relations.  
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Precursors to the March on Washington 

The March on Washington finds its origins in the Bonus March of 1932 and the 

March on Washington Movement of the early 1940s. In early May, 1932, several hundred 

World War I veterans set out from Oregon en route to Washington, D.C. to protest slow 

disbursement of government benefits promised to American soldiers.
125

 Upon arrival in 

the capital, their number had grown substantially. The veterans established a “tent city” 

that, in June, 1932 boasted 40,000 inhabitants.
126

 On June 28 of that year, American 

Armed Forces led by General Douglas MacArthur forcefully evicted the vets, sending 

them home with only minor concessions from the federal government.
127

 The event 

“evolved into an ideologically explosive national political issue, melding with pressing 

Depression-era questions about the American political economy and the proper role of 

the federal government in the maintenance of its citizens,” and contributed to the passage 

of the G.I. Bill in 1944.
128

 Though the Bonus March did not have an immediate impact on 

legislation as intended it helped establish precedent for the act of marching on the 

nation‟s capital.  

The notion of marching on Washington in the name of equality for African 

Americans and the dedication of A. Philip Randolph to that cause did not begin with the 

1963 march. As head of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, Randolph sought to 

eradicate “the legacy of slavery” in South as well as the North primarily through a fight 

against “moral inequality and discrimination in the workplace” and “second-class 
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citizenship.”
129

 Randolph and the Brotherhood worked to develop organized labor unions 

independent of the larger, white dominated labor movement. The group partially 

achieved this goal in 1937 when the Pullman Company honored the Brotherhood‟s 

request for an amended contract and recognition of the union.
130

 This marked the first 

time an American corporation “negotiated a contract with a union of black workers.
131

 

Several years later, Randolph launched the March on Washington Movement (MOWM), 

a campaign deeply integral to the success and organization of the 1963 March on 

Washington.
132

 The MOWM aimed to “address directly the problem of high 

unemployment among black workers while defense plants discriminated with signs 

advertising, „Help Wanted, White.‟”
133

 Though supporters of the MOWM never 

demonstrated in the streets of the nation‟s capital, the mere threat of such a large scale 

event exacted Executive Order No. 8802 from President Franklin D. Roosevelt on June 

25, 1941.
134

 Order 8802 banned hiring discrimination based on race in defense plants that 

held federal contracts bolstering the MOWM platform of eliminating Jim Crow from the 

armed services and in all facets of American life.
135

  The MOWM itself began to falter in 

1942 and formally dissolved in 1946, but its spirit and tactics carried through to the Civil 

Rights Movement of the mid-20
th

 century and beyond.
136
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By the time the 1963 March on Washington was planned, civil rights movement 

participants had already fought against school segregation, segregation of public and 

private facilities, and brutal backlash from members of the Ku Klux Klan and White 

Citizens‟ Councils. Beginning with the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954, 

years of “separate but equal” policy across the South began to slowly erode. An early 

victory for the Freedom Movement came with the success of the year-long Montgomery, 

Alabama bus boycott of 1955 and 1956. The boycott brought an end to city policy 

directing blacks to sit in the back of the bus and give up their seats for whites.
137

 National 

media attention combined with Dwight D. Eisenhower‟s decision to utilize federal troops 

amid the 1957 desegregation of Little Rock High School, aided in bringing civil rights 

battles to the minds of Northern audiences.
138

 Sit-ins and Freedom Rides increased 

student and youth participation in the movement during the early 1960s and won victories 

in individual locales and establishments. In April 1963, however, civil rights activists 

took on “the most segregated city in America.” A city-wide desegregation campaign in 

Birmingham, Alabama marked the last major event of the movement before the March on 

Washington. Public Safety Commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor and his police force, 

many of whom were active in the KKK and White Citizens‟ Councils, bitterly and 

brutally contested African American demands for equal use of city and private facilities. 

Again, media coverage “made Americans more profoundly aware of the obstacles and 

opposition facing Southern black freedom struggle than any events from proceeding 
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years.”
139

  The victory in Birmingham provided a springboard for the ambitious task of 

staging a march on Washington.    

 Despite the previous decade of direct action across the nation, the March on 

Washington arguably remains the most universally remembered moment of the civil 

rights movement in America. This is especially compelling in light of the hesitancy of 

government officials and media outlets to endorse the march even throughout the 

morning it occurred.  According to Lucy Barber, “The pervasiveness of this march in 

popular memory emerged from the conscious effort by organizers and government 

officials to ensure that the demonstration would be acceptable to the general public.”
140

 

The March‟s organizers decided early to put aside immediate political goals in favor of 

mass appeal. This ultimately meant making hefty compromises, especially with the 

Kennedy administration, focusing on number of participants over content, and ensuring 

“that observers, especially the media, would consider it worthy political action.”
141

  

In December 1962, A. Phillip Randolph and Bayard Rustin came together to plan 

a march on Washington with employment as its central focus—an important and often 

forgotten link to both the Bonus March and the March on Washington Movement. During 

the same period, Martin Luther King Jr. also saw an opportunity to march on the nation‟s 

capital. His motivations focused, however, on the passage of civil rights legislation.
142

 

Randolph, Rustin, and King knew the support of NAACP President Roy Wilkins and 

other civil rights leaders would be essential to transforming their plans into reality, 

                                                 
139

 Ibid., 137. 
140

 Lucy G. Barber, Marching on Washington: The Forging of an American Political Tradition (University of 
California Press: Los Angeles, 2002), 141-142. 
141

 Ibid., 143. 
142

 Ibid., 144. 



 

 50 

largely because backing from the federal government required the type of credibility and 

planning only a coalition of civil rights groups could provide.
143

 Rustin and Randolph 

identified the seven most important African American leaders, and thus necessary allies, 

at the time: Roy Wilkins of the NAACP, Martin Luther King of SCLC, Whitney Young 

from the National Urban League, James Farmer of CORE, Charles McDew of SNCC, 

Dorothy Height from the National Council of Negro Women and Rosa L. Gragg of the 

Association of Colored Women‟s Clubs. Randolph mailed letters asking for support to all 

of them in March 1963, but the initial response proved lukewarm.
144

 This lukewarm 

sentiment remained until early June 1963 when Rustin and Randolph officially paired 

their efforts with King‟s. President Kennedy sent a civil rights bill to Congress that 

month, creating a greater impetus for the march to occur in the near future.
145

  In late 

June, after a meeting between African American leaders and President Kennedy, Wilkins 

pledged his support. Shortly after, the National Urban League, SNCC, and CORE signed 

on as well, forming the “Big Six” as the group came to be known.
146

 The newly formed 

alliance announced their plans to the press on July 2, and adopted the official name of 

“March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.”
147

  Their platform called for a strong civil 

rights bill and a massive works program.  During the annual NAACP convention held 

July 4-6 in Chicago, the march received overwhelming support.  

President Kennedy, initially hesitant to back the effort, voiced his support for the 

march in a July 19 press conference, highlighting the organizers‟ cooperation with his 
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administration and local authorities. Kennedy understood the national and international 

implications of the March and therefore, “the administration tried to make the march an 

expression of American values, not a symbol of the flaws in the country.”
148

 In fact, 

much like during the World War II era when the March on Washington Movement 

participants juxtaposed American racism with racism in Hitler‟s Germany bringing an 

international component to the African American struggle for equality, concern over 

worldwide opinion prompted a number of moves by the U.S. government prior to the 

March on Washington as well. These included the United States Information Agency 

(USIA) arranging for Bayard Rustin to address a group of foreign correspondents, a 

USIA filmmaker to receive permission to film the events for distribution to U.S. 

Embassies, the Voice of America to broadcast reports in 36 languages, for the concerted 

effort to keep marchers away from the Capitol and the White House and near the Mall 

and Lincoln Memorial.
149

 Kennedy‟s main goal revolved around keeping the 

demonstration in line with accepted national ideals of that period such as peaceful redress 

of grievances and the promise of “liberty and justice for all.” In doing so, he aimed to 

quiet the members of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, the Congress of 

Racial Equality and other more “radical” aspects of the movement and the voices who 

spoke on their behalf. In order to gain the President‟s support, march organizers largely 

respected this wish.  Accusations of Communist activity within the movement itself and 

in the planning of the march plagued organizers as well. Southern politicians, namely 

Governor Orval Fabus of Arkansas and Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina 
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often, and vocally, claimed that Communists were behind the civil rights movement. The 

absence of these radical elements may contribute to mainstream media and popular 

culture fascinations with the March on Washington because the march fits within the 

archetype of peaceful American protest, underscoring the potential remembrance of this 

event in favor of other, less “acceptable” civil rights action.    

Based on his past experience in orchestrating large demonstrations, including 

marches against segregation and marches against the use of the atomic bomb in Britain, 

Bayard Rustin assumed the role of chief organizer. Volunteers sold buttons, handed out 

flyers, placed ads in newspapers, and employed radio and television to promote the event. 

Behind this promotion existed a conscious push for the march to involve all races, ages, 

and faiths, only in so far as political stances and values remained cogent with the spirit of 

the march, however. The organizers provided all signage associated with the march—no 

homemade signs were allowed. Barber asserts “these decisions to reject certain groups 

and control the messages at the march illustrated how the pressure of creating a large, 

acceptable march came at the expense of allowing participants to express their particular 

political views.”
 150

 As Edward Morgan notes mass media tend toward framing news 

events “in system-reinforcing ways” therefore often displacing counter narratives.
151

 In 

order to ensure a robust amount of media coverage, organizers catered to what they felt 

the media would favorably cover.  This purposeful cleansing of politically unacceptable 

elements greatly contributed to why media outlets of the day championed the March on 
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Washington as successful, and why so many years later, it still stands out as a watershed 

moment within the larger civil rights movement.  

In early August, the Big Six solidified the goal of crossing racial and religious 

boundaries by adding four more members: Walter Reuther of the United Auto Workers, 

Rev. Eugene Carson Blake of the Commission on Race Relations of the National Council 

of Churches, Rabbi Joachim Prinz of the American Jewish Congress, and Matthew 

Ahmann of the National Catholic Council for Interracial Justice.
152

 The absence of 

women in the Big Six and on the dais the day of August 28 drew and continues to draw 

heavy criticism from historians and others within the intellectual community. The 

absence of women in public view the day of the march, and thus in the media spotlight, 

obscures their contribution to the March on Washington, and can therefore minimizes or 

render invisible their presence from public memories of the event. 

Despite careful orchestration in the period leading up to the March, the 

Washington Post reported that the city teemed with the feeling that “the Vandals were 

coming again to sack Rome.”
153

 This is a noteworthy deviation from the “carnival 

atmosphere” described by news outlets in the days after the march. A large segment of 

the news media, and American society, expected violence to occur—the amicable timbre 

of the event was indeed a surprising outcome. By mid-morning on August 28, the day of 

the march, “busses were passing through the Baltimore Harbor Tunnel at a rate of 100 an 

hour.”
154

 From across the nation they came, an eighty-two year old man, Jay Hardo, 

biked from Dayton, Ohio; Ledger Smith roller-skated from Chicago; David Parker and 
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friends drove from Los Angeles in a “battered old Ford;” twelve youths from the 

Brooklyn branch of CORE trekked to D.C. on foot; and thousands of others came by bus, 

train, or plane.
155

 Between 8 am and noon, “21 special trains and 16 regular trains 

unloaded their passengers into Union Station. Nearly 4,000 passengers arrived on one 

(train) from Chicago.” Newark, Philly and Baltimore came too, 25,000 strong.
156

 John 

Marshall Kilimanjaro remembered climbing a small hill at a rest stop and “as we got to 

the top of the mound, the sun was slowly rising, and as we looked out, all we saw were 

busses, coming from the north, east, west, and south. And we knew it was our people.”
157

   

By 7 am on August 28, 1000 people gathered at the Washington Monument, By 

9:00am the crowd grew to 40,000 and by 11:00am over 100,000 people stood at the 

ready.  The crowd would surpass 250,000 by days‟ end. “Many moods competed, but two 

dominated,” said Doris Saunders, author of The Day they Marched, “a mood of quiet 

anger, and a mood of buoyant exuberance. There was also a feeling of power and a 

certain surprise, as though the people had discovered suddenly who they were and what 

they had.”
158

 The March began at 11:20am, ten minutes ahead of schedule. The mass of 

demonstrators stretched almost a mile east of the reflecting pool at the Lincoln 

Monument.
159

 Music and poetry readings could be heard but speeches comprised the bulk 

of the affair. Randolph began the speeches saying, “this was the beginning, not the end 

and that „wave after wave‟ would come back to Washington if immediate changes were 
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not made in American life.”
160

 Eugene Carson Blake, head of the Presbyterian Church, 

Rabbi Joachim Prinz, Mahalia Jackson, John Lewis, Benjamin E. Mays, and finally 

Martin Luther King, Jr., “etching the blueprints of a dream,” followed Randolph.
161

 The 

speeches largely consisted of direct calls for the passage of a civil rights bill and 

reminded the crowd why they had come to Washington. To conclude, Rustin and 

Randolph recited a pledge in which each marcher promised to continue the fight for civil 

rights after the day‟s activities had ended and read the ten following demands:  

1. Comprehensive and effective civil rights legislation from the present Congress 

 — without compromise or filibuster — to guarantee all Americans: access to all 

 public  accommodations, decent housing, adequate and integrated education, the 

 right to vote 

2. Withholding of Federal funds from all programs in which discrimination exists. 

3. Desegregation of all school districts in 1963. 

4. Enforcement of the Fourteenth Amendment — reducing Congressional 

 representation  of states where citizens are disfranchised. 

5. A new Executive Order banning discrimination in all housing supported by 

 federal funds. 

6. Authority for the Attorney General to institute injunctive suits when any 

 Constitutional  right is violated. 

7. A massive federal program to train and place all unemployed workers — Negro 

 and white — on meaningful and dignified jobs at decent wages. 

8. A national minimum wage act that will give all Americans a decent standard of 

 living.   

9. A broadened Fair Labor Standards Act to include all areas of employment 

 which are presently excluded. 
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10. A federal Fair Employment Practices Act barring discrimination by federal, 

 state, and municipal governments, and by employers, contractors, employment 

 agencies, and trade unions.
162

 

  

It is essential to note that all ten demands revolve around improved equality for every 

American and address some form of action by the federal government. Furthermore, the 

final four demands directly address federal economic policy, as jobs were a central tenet 

of the march‟s purpose. As my analysis moves from a retelling of the March on 

Washington history to an examination of media coverage of the event, the economic 

aspect and A. Philip Randolph and other players who championed it become a crucial 

component to keep in mind as do the voices of rights leaders other than Martin Luther 

King, Jr.   

Initial Coverage Analysis: August-September 1963 

Table 1: Total number of March on Washington Images and Articles: August 1 through September 15, 

1963 

 

 

 Milwaukee Journal Chicago Tribune 

 (n=86) (n=97) 

   

Front Page 7   (8.0%) 10   (10.0%) 

Images 21   (24.0%) 13   (13.4%) 

Editorial Pieces 5   (5.8%) 14   (14.4%) 

Letters to the Editor 0   (0.0%) 9   (9.2%) 

Wire 

Service/Syndication 34    (39.5%) 24   (27.9%) 

 
n= Total number of articles and images published.  

Total number of paragraphs published: Milwaukee Journal=659, Chicago Tribune=585. 
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The subsequent analysis seeks to establish which facets of this history amass 

media coverage and which do not. Following Entman‟s notion of framing, the presence 

of certain frames signifies the displacement of others. The following analysis suggests 

that the Milwaukee Journal and the Chicago Tribune did indeed latch on to some 

narratives provided by the march organizers while largely neglecting others.  A numerical 

overview of coverage the March on Washington highlights a distribution of content that 

one would expect to see from two newspapers adhering to contemporary journalistic 

norms (see Table #1). The Milwaukee Journal produced 86 articles or images about the 

March on Washington, while the Chicago Tribune published 97. This translated to 659 

paragraphs of text in the Journal and 585 paragraphs of text in the Tribune. Of the 86 

articles appearing in the Journal, 34 were produced by a source outside of the paper and 

five were editorial in nature. The Journal also ran 21 images. The Tribune ran slightly 

fewer, 24, stories from external sources and also ran slightly fewer, 13, images. 

Interestingly, the Tribune ran 14 editorial pieces on the March, including nine letters 

from readers, three times the number found in the Journal. This decision may stem from 

the Tribune’s strong conservative stance during the period, or possibly from a desire to 

appeal to a more conservative readership than the Journal. Though each newspaper sent 

reporters to cover the event, nearly 40 percent of Journal content and 27 percent of 

Tribune content came from wire services or syndicated material. 
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Qualitative Framing Analysis 

Lead up to the March: Law and Order Must Prevail 

The primary frame found in analysis of the initial coverage of the March on 

Washington centers on the maintenance of “Law and Order.” This frame exists both in 

the days leading up to the March and after its peaceful completion.  This finding is 

consistent with other literature and the general mentality of the era, namely Todd Gitlin‟s 

assertion that other social movements of the era such as the youth and anti-war 

movements embodied a virulent threat to the status quo of law and order.
163

  Journal and 

Tribune staff asserted the following functions of this frame as defined by Entman:  1.) 

Potentially violent actions of protesters as were deemed problematic. 2.) A moral 

judgment that law and order must prevail was made. Prior to the march, these two media 

outlets claimed the only remedy to be the cancellation of all march activities. Following 

the event‟s peaceful completion, the moral judgment shifted.  Coverage connoted that the 

March on Washington only constituted a “success” because no violence occurred. The 

primary concern presented in articles of both the Milwaukee Journal and the Chicago 

Tribune surrounded the potential eruption of violence. The headline of a Chicago Tribune 

article printed the morning of the march summed up the general timbre: “Rights marchers 

invade capital today; Police on alert; liquor sales banned.”
164

 This frame emerged in early 

August. An Associated Press story that ran in the Milwaukee Journal on August 7 

discussed A. Phillip Randolph‟s role highlighting the fact that no violence occurred in the 
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previous three marches he led. The article quotes Randolph as saying “We have no 

lunatic fringe in this movement. Consequently we expect the march to be orderly. We are 

as opposed to violence as is the President.”
165

  Throughout the month articles quoted 

various civil rights leaders, namely Randolph and Rustin, who promised an orderly affair.  

The editorial “Changed Plans for Civil Rights „March‟ Are Wise” published in the 

Milwaukee Journal on August 15 laid out organizers‟ blueprint for the march, noting that 

tight control comprised one of the few positive aspects of the event in editors‟ eyes. The 

piece chided the original idea of marchers surrounding the capitol, and claimed it better 

to have a “peaceful” demonstration.
166

 The article also discussed at-large threats, namely 

Black Muslims, Communists and segregationists that “would love nothing more than to 

create incidents which could flare into serious rioting” and called for “great self-control 

on the part of those attending the assembly to enemies of civil rights from causing 

trouble.” 
167

 If emotions failed to be “kept in check” it warned, Congress would not be 

receptive to the civil rights agenda. A similar editorial ran in the Chicago Tribune on 

August 28, the day of the March on Washington, comprising the paper‟s first editorial on 

the event. The piece juxtaposed the march with a looming railroad strike, outlined Le 

Bon‟s definition of “the crowd,” and commented on potential effects of large, 

impassioned gatherings.
168

 It charged the march‟s organizers of possessing this 
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knowledge yet insisting “in carrying forward this combustible affair” and questioned “the 

purpose of tempting chance.”
 169

  Even if the March on Washington did turn out to be 

non-violent the editorial declared, the organizers had not shown any “conspicuous 

restraint or wisdom” during their planning.
170

 The piece concludes “all that can be done is 

to hope for the best” and that “only a rediscovery of reason will shield the nation from the 

consequences.”
171

  

Concern did not end with the organizers and marchers themselves, but extended 

to the potential audience of the march as well. Comprising the only content directly 

addressing the role of the media, the column “Coverage of Rights March Has Its Pitfalls” 

questioned the ramifications of large-scale, live television coverage and foresaw both a 

logistical and editorial challenge and opined “What is the news?” the cameras will be 

covering. “In a sense,” the author asserted, “the camera creates news with what it chooses 

to report. Excitement, the picaresque, folly, and exhibitionism are all news when flashed 

on the TV screen.”
172

 The article then cites Chicago “cameramen” who noted that “some 

local demonstrations took on extravagant dimensions when the participants found 

themselves within camera range.”
173

 The final sentence instructed camera operators to 

use “common sense,” “balanced judgment,” and “good will” when filming scenes of the 

march. It is eminently clear that in the weeks preceding the March on Washington the 

content published in these two media outlets can be called skeptical at best, and at times 

directly opposed even the best laid plans. A sense of the power of the media to shape 
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events and viewer opinions also appeared, calling for media professionals to use 

“common sense” in their choices underscoring the perceived power held by both 

journalists and the media outlets themselves.  

After the March: Surprised Relief 

 Fear, skepticism, and concern for order turned to praise with the peaceful 

sundown of August 28, 1963. The central frame of the reports remained “law and order,” 

however, as in the Chicago Tribune and the Milwaukee Journal’s eyes the march 

achieved success only through its orderliness.  The Milwaukee Journal’s front-page 

account of the march headlined “175,000 March in Capital in Plea for Jobs, Freedom; all 

orderly, Leaders See Lawmakers,” described the throng as “polite” and “evidently 

content on proving false some advance predictions that there might be disorder.”
174

 The 

preparations in place, such as snippets about banning liquor sales and the relocation of 

350 inmates to assure room for marchers in the jails, played prominently in the piece. The 

collection of articles artfully juxtaposed “law and order” with the “festival mood,” the 

“ideal weather” gracing Washington that afternoon, the crowd‟s soft singing, the mix of 

people, black, white, and Jewish among others, that walked together, the early start of the 

march, and contents of both police and marcher lunches.
175

 It presented the affair as a 

march to end racial discrimination, but interestingly did not mention or quote any of the 

day‟s speeches encouraging this end on the front page or address the economic 

imperatives denoted by march organizers. This indicates that initially, the speeches 

themselves, and Martin Luther King‟s speech in particular, did not take center stage on 
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the first day‟s coverage as they did in later recaps and assessments and the wholly 

economic aspects garnered little attention. 

 The Chicago Tribune’s next-day coverage of the march echoed that of the 

Milwaukee Journal. The principal story underscored law and order in its headline, 

“200,000 Roar Plea for Negro Opportunity in Rights March on Washington; No 

Incidents.”  The article quickly asserted the “remarkable feature” of the March hinged on 

the lack of incidents. The piece categorized the marchers as an “orderly throng” and 

asserted that fears of violence “quickly dissipated” over the course of the afternoon.
 176

 

Despite the “inflammatory” nature of the oratory, the author noted, none of the presumed 

melee ever materialized and even declared the heavy police presence unnecessary.
177

 

Like its Milwaukee Journal counterpart, the article highlighted the “carnival atmosphere” 

present in Washington that afternoon, an atmosphere akin to a “church picnic.”
178

  The 

behavior of the marchers proved so far from what earlier articles speculated that only the 

“acid” and “assailing” nature of the day‟s oratory received any censure. The Chicago 

Tribune story pointed to King as the premier orator and printed several quotes from his “I 

Have a Dream” speech. The story also referenced remarks by A. Phillip Randolph, John 

Lewis, Bayard Rustin, Roy Wilkins, and James Farmer.
179

  

Editorial commentary produced in both newspapers paralleled the news coverage. 

An “Interpretive Report” from Milwaukee Journal‟s Washington Bureau touted the 
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historical significance of the event, but simultaneously honed in on the “law and order” 

frame found in the news coverage, saying of the march: “It was peaceful. It was orderly. 

It was so poignant, so dramatic, that it will never be forgotten.”
180

 The cornerstone of this 

poignancy stemmed the crowd “peacefully” standing up for what they “believe is due to 

them.”
181

 Only this “peacefulness” led the piece to refer to the march as “democracy at 

work.”
182

 A short, but telling editorial from the Chicago Tribune reinforced this notion 

with its opening graph “The civil rights march in Washington yesterday came off without 

incident. The demonstration showed evidence of careful planning and discipline.”
183

 

Therefore, the “planners and participants can consider their job well done.”
184

 The two 

paragraph editorial closed by calling the demonstration a “parade” that is “well out of the 

way” and declared “there will be general satisfaction that it was attended by no 

disorder.”
185

  

The notion of discipline also surfaced in the Milwaukee Journal’s principal 

editorial, “The American Way,” though in a more laudatory fashion than its counterpart 

in the Tribune.  The lede states “A quarter million Negroes have just taught other 

Americans their finest lesson in the whole meaning of the First Amendment…„right of 

the people peacefully to assemble and petition the government for redress of 

grievances.‟”
186

 The editorial points to the self-discipline of the marchers as the catalyst 

for this lesson. The piece quickly ushered the march participants and their cause into the 
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annals of American citizenship saying “the followers who thronged the capital are good 

Americans now, wanting only to be whole Americans.”
187

 This editorial encapsulates the 

heart of the “law and order” frame. Only by utilizing the approved mechanisms of 

American democracy and the American legacy of peaceful redress of grievances, could 

African Americans and their allies been perceived as “good Americans” deserving “to be 

whole Americans.” Because the March on Washington succeeded in establishing civil 

rights leaders as willing to work within this paradigm, the journalists of the Milwaukee 

Journal and the Chicago Tribune considered the event a “success.” 

The Dream Conceived: Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Speech Draws Notice 

Several other noteworthy themes also emerged early responses to the March on 

Washington. Namely, Martin Luther King‟s “I Have a Dream” speech immediately emerged 

as the centerpiece of day‟s oratory. Both newspapers only reprinted portions of the “Dream” 

speech‟s text in their August 29 recounts, no others.
188

  King did not receive more attention 

than other rights leaders in coverage tracked through September 15, 1963, however, he does 

emerge as the central figure of March on Washington anniversary coverage. Secondly, the 

Milwaukee Journal conveyed a sense that the March constituted a monumental event within 

the civil rights movement—an event with the potential to alter the course of American race 

relations forever. This sentiment surfaced in numerous articles, columns, and editorials 

including “March on Washington Had Deep Motivations,” a column that opened by saying 

“when our grandchildren get ready to write social psychology textbooks, they may cite the 
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recent March on Washington as one of the most fascinating episodes in history of „collective 

behavior.”
 189

 The Tribune published little noting the significance of the March both prior to 

or after its peaceful close, instead opting to present reactions of anti-movement Southern 

politicians like Strom Thurmond and George Wallace.
190

 “Views Differ on Effect of Rights 

March” surmised that supporters contended the march would influence America and its 

history, and opponents brushed off any long term effect, quoting A. Philip Randolph and 

Strom Thurmond when juxtaposing these extremes.
191

 It is likely this contrast stems from 

differences in each paper‟s editorial and publishing philosophies outlined in chapter 1, but 

constitutes a meaningful trend nonetheless because who journalists cite as sources provides 

meaningful insight into how coverage is framed especially in light of the adherence to balance 

as a journalistic norm.
192

  

A Model for the Ages 

News and editorial coverage of the March on Washington from August and 

September of 1963 perpetuated the importance of “law and order” in the days leading up 

to the march and following its conclusion. For both the Milwaukee Journal and the 

Chicago Tribune, a contained March on Washington marked the only acceptable March 

on Washington. When the event ended without incident, it became an example of model, 
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American, peaceful protest to be remembered throughout the ages. The “law and order” 

frame served all of the four tasks of frames identified by Entman in his framing research 

paradigm.
 193

  The frame defines violent outbreaks, should they have occurred, the day of 

the march as problematic. It identifies those involved with the civil rights movement as 

the potential instigators of violence, and afterword as the reason violence did not occur. 

The frame conveys a moral judgment that any violent outbreak would be a very negative 

thing for Americans and American society, and therefore, the only suitable remedy 

conveyed is that violent outbreaks cannot occur and speakers with radical view cannot 

present their ideas at the podium. Had the presumed violence actually occurred on the 

afternoon of August 28, “The Dream” may have been framed as “The Nightmare.”  

The Anniversaries: 1968-2008 

Table 2: Comparison of March on Washington Coverage: 1968-2008 

 Milwaukee Journal Chicago Tribune 

 (n=89) (n=94) 

   

Front Page  14   15.70%) 11   (11.7%) 

Images 16   (18.0%) 29   (30.9%) 

Editorial Pieces 28   (31.5%) 30   (32.0%) 

Letters to the Editor 3   (3.4%) 1   (1.1%) 

Wire 
Service/Syndication 41   (46.1%) 19   (20.1%) 

 
n= Total number of articles and images published.  

Total number of paragraphs published: Milwaukee Journal=1005, Chicago Tribune=938. 

 

The most prominent feature of the March on Washington invoked in anniversary 

coverage revolves around Martin Luther King, Jr. and his now timeless “I Have A 

Dream” speech. Images of King at the podium that hot, August day with other rights 
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leaders and the text of his speech appear somewhere in news coverage of every 

anniversary studied. Attached to these icons are expressions of the aim for a “colorblind” 

society and debates about how, or even if, America will ever achieve that goal. The 

following analysis highlights these representations but also draws attention to what 

becomes displaced when media outlets focus primarily on “the Dream.” By tracing the 

dominant frames produced by the media and aligning them with scholarly assessments of 

journalistic routines and norms, my work seeks to understand why certain renderings of 

the March on Washington move into the realm of public memory while others do not.  

The analysis of anniversary coverage outlined in the successive sections investigates 

whether the “law and order” frame present in 1963 media accounts persisted during 

different eras of American history. The emergence of wholly disparate readings of the 

March on Washington from those put forth in 1963 will suggest and illuminate potential 

shifts in American collective memory.  

Numerical analysis of March on Washington anniversary coverage in these two 

news helps to guide and focus the qualitative analysis (see Table 2).  Combined, the 

Milwaukee Journal and the Chicago Tribune printed 180 articles and images about the 

March on Washington anniversaries—89 in the Journal and 94 in the Tribune. The 

Journal dedicated 1005 paragraphs to March on Washington anniversary while The 

Tribune printed slightly fewer, 938. The Milwaukee Journal relied more heavily on 

content produced outside the paper than did the Tribune. Nearly half, 46.1 percent, of the 

Journal’s reports and images came from the Associated Press, United Press International, 

the New York Times, the Washington Post, or other syndicates.  (See Table 2.) The most 

interesting finding of the numerical analysis centers on the editorials, op-eds, and 
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syndicated columns employed by these two media outlets. Editorial content accounted for 

one third of all pieces published about the March on Washington anniversaries with 

similar ratios appearing in both newspapers. (See Table 2.) This means that each 

newspaper utilized the anniversary of the March on Washington as a platform for 

opinions about the march to resurface, and to possibly be rearticulated. 

 

Figure 1: Comparison of March on Washington Anniversary Coverage, Five Year Interval Breakdown: 

1968-2008 

 

March coverage was also tracked year by year, in five year intervals between 

1968 and 2008. Graph 1 breaks down the number of articles and/or images published on 

anniversaries of the March on Washington by newspaper and year. The fifth and fifteenth 

anniversaries received little coverage in the Journal and none in the Chicago Tribune. 

The largest spike in coverage comes on the 20
th

 anniversary, and is largely due to the 

staging of a second march commemorating the original, which generated a crowd of 

about 200,000 people. A second such commemorative march occurred in 1993, though it 

failed to draw as much attention as the 1983 commemoration. Another spike in coverage 
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occurs in 2008 due to Barack Obama‟s acceptance of the Democratic Party nomination 

for president on August 28, 2008—the 45
th

 anniversary of the initial March on 

Washington.  The establishment of Martin Luther King Jr. Day holiday, first observed 

nationally on January 20, 1986, appears not to have a significant impact on news 

coverage of or editorial commentary on the March on Washington anniversaries in the 

Chicago Tribune and the Milwaukee Journal.  

 

Qualitative Framing Analysis 

This study‟s qualitative framing analysis of the March on Washington 

anniversaries seeks to unearth potential shifts in the nature of news and editorial coverage 

over time that may influence how Americans remember the event itself. Editorials and 

columns constitute the bulk of each paper‟s content during years when a commemoration 

event of some kind did not occur. Hard news coverage clusters around groups involved in 

commemorations, details of preparation, aims of the commemorations, and their ultimate 

influences. Three frames emerged in this period: 1.) “assessment of the Dream;” 2.) 

“personal interactions with the Dream;” 3.) “the unmatchable influence of the 1963 

march.” It is clear from the three emergent frames that Martin Luther King, Jr.‟s “I Have 

a Dream” speech takes center stage in anniversary coverage, displacing other speakers 

and performers whose presence was equal to King‟s in 1963 reports.  

“Assessing the Achievement of the Dream” 

               The most prominent frame found in anniversary coverage of the March 

on Washington is assessment of how close America has come to achieving Martin Luther 

King‟s dream of an America free of racial inequality. Specific interpretations of what 
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King‟s dream actually meant in his speech fluctuated. Often interpretations were 

provided with little support from the speech itself. This frame is primarily seen in 

columns and editorial coverage, though during years where a commemorative march took 

place, the frame also appears in some news coverage. The designated remedy for 

achieving King‟s Dream consistently revolves around a continued fight for racial justice. 

The remaining functions of this frame significantly shift over time, marking the only 

place in this analysis where functions shift within a single frame. During the 1970s, 

economic disparities are deemed problematic, but a moral judgment denotes the large 

gains of the civil rights movement as providing an extremely positive contribution to 

American society writ large. By the 1980s, a critical deviation occurs. Throughout this 

period and the 1990s, individual actions of the economically disadvantaged were 

considered problematic, and a moral judgment that individual and cultural deficiencies of 

the “underclasses” actually precipitated lingering inequality dominated.   This is a 

striking and paradoxical about-face from the optimism of the 1970s. This phenomenon 

can partially be explained through Eduardo Bonilla-Silva‟s understanding of “colorblind 

racism” which suggests that through the utilization of four framing devices (abstract 

liberalism, naturalization, cultural racism, and minimization of racism) an “impregnable 

yet elastic wall” has been created barricading “whites from the United States‟ racial 

reality.”
194

 The assessment of the Dream frame provides an example of one space in 

which the shift toward color-blind racism initially manifests itself.  
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This treatment of American racial issues permeates into the 21
st
 century until the 

45
th

 anniversary when Barack Obama accepted the Democratic nomination for president.  

At this moment, the Journal and Tribune elude to the fact that American may have “its 

remedy” in Obama. The cause for this remedy is Obama‟s ascendancy to the high profile 

position of presidential nominee and the moral judgment made is that King would be 

proud. A counter-function embedded in conservative backlash aimed at Obama emerged 

at this juncture as well namely in opinion pieces penned by right wing pundits. These 

columnists asserted that Obama‟s quick rise through American political ranks constituted 

a problem and conveyed a moral judgment that he was not yet “ready” to be president. 

The vacillations of the “assessment of the Dream” frame mark the most promising 

territory for shifts in collective memory, and also denote a direction future studies could 

take.  

             The “assessment of the Dream” frame first appeared in a 1973 Milwaukee 

Journal column and persists in both news and editorial pieces through 2008. In his 

weekly column “Write On,” Edward H. Blackwell noted on August 5, 1973 that “blacks 

and other minorities” have made gains toward “the American Dream,” though many lost 

their lives to make those gains happen. In 1973, Blackwell contends the gap between 

blacks and whites is once again widening. “The dreams” not only “have yet to be 

realized,” he wrote, but also that dreams are being “threatened.”
195

  The Chicago Tribune 

espoused similar notions of the “assessment of the Dream” frame in 1973. A syndicated 

column “Ten Years Since King‟s Dream” referenced blacks‟ realized opportunity to 

                                                 
195

 Blackwell, Edward H., “There Remains a Long Way to Go,” Milwaukee Journal, August 5, 1973. See also: 
King’s Dream Termed Unfulfilled,” Milwaukee Journal, August 19, 1973, and “A Slowly Realized Dream” 
Milwaukee Journal, September 1, 1973. 



 

 72 

demand justice from their government when ten years prior, it would have been 

inconceivable to routinely assert this right. Although many who marched on August 28, 

1963 remained unconvinced enough had been done in the realm of civil rights, the author, 

Nicholas von Hoffman, claimed the movement generated “new hopes and shaped new 

demands, and it is these that have not yet been met.”
196

 Already, one can note a 

rearticulation of King‟s dream. The columnist posits that the civil rights movement 

leveled goals beyond those of King, yet utilizes King‟s perceptions as a vehicle to assess 

how far the movement has come.  Von Hoffman resolved that strides had been made and 

King‟s death “must count for something or else we cheaply undervalue what so many did 

for us at such great cost.”
197

 It is of high relevance that the “assessment of the Dream” 

frame is seen as early in this analysis as 1973. As per Entman‟s assessment of the 

influence of media frames, collective memories of the March on Washington may be 

reduced to “how far have we come” for the majority of the period from the march to 

today.   

The Chicago Tribune failed to generate any content about the March on 

Washington between August 1, 1978 and September 15, 1978. Two articles promoting 

the results of a Gallup Poll did surface in the Milwaukee Journal. “Blacks have made 

considerable headway in American society in the 15 years since the March on 

Washington,” the first piece led.
198

 The report named the march‟s purpose as “to 

dramatize the determination of blacks to gain equal rights” and noted that those who 

would vote for a black president was at an all time high—77 percent as opposed to 43 
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percent in 1963.
199

 Interestingly, it also probed the notion of racially integrated 

neighborhoods by asking if people would move if blacks moved next door (16 percent 

would move) or if they would move if large numbers of blacks moved to the 

neighborhood (45 percent would move.)
200

 Though this article does not specifically 

reference King‟s speech, the spirit of the “assessment of the Dream” is reflected in the 

poll‟s illustration of housing integration and/or black-white relations.  

The twentieth anniversary of the March on Washington garnered the largest 

amount of coverage, largely due to a commemorative march that drew a crowd of 

250,000 to the nation‟s capital, yet also generated the most pessimistic outlook on 

progress of any year studied. The assessment of King‟s dream proved more politicized 

than it had ten years earlier largely due to Ronald Reagan‟s presence in the White House 

and vigorous debate over affirmative action policies, a contest Robert Entman and 

Andrew Rojecki name as “the site of ideological battle over race in America for the last 

quarter of the twentieth century.”
201

 “It is largely through debates on affirmative action,” 

Entman and Rojecki argue, “that contenders have struggled to frame the condition of 

African Americans and ways of enhancing it.” Two divergent, contradictory lines of 

reasoning akin to Entman and Rojecki‟s assertions are put forth in media accounts of this 

period: 1.) Economic inequality is preventing the full realization of the Dream; 2.) 

Ongoing emphasis on, or “clinging” to race as a marker of difference is prohibiting 

progress toward equality.  This is a problematic trend because it simultaneously notes that 
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inequality still exists yet shifts the burden of fixing the issue to those deemed unequal. 

This finding is illustrative of the “abstract liberalism” frame of Eduardo Bonilla-Silva‟s 

“color-blind racism” paradigm, wherein the victim is blamed for disparity and “central 

elements of liberalism have been rearticulated in post-Civil rights America to rationalize 

racially unfair situations.”
202

  

The Chicago Tribune and the Milwaukee Journal‟s coverage of the 

commemorative march itself centered on divisions within the movement, expansions of 

movement goals, what must be done to reinvigorate the fight for civil rights, and 

economic disparities. All these factors, the newspapers posited, diminished the ability to 

fight for reforms that could bring about fulfillment of the Dream. The article “20 Years 

Later King‟s Dream Still Beckons” published in the Milwaukee Journal covered a local 

civil rights forum featuring a Jewish rabbi, Francis Silburg, and the secretary of state to 

the State Department of Employee Relations, Howard Fuller, who each had different 

views on the Dream.
203

 Silburg contended the 20
th

 anniversary should inspire Americans 

to “rededicate themselves to the struggle for equality.”
204

 “The real question,” Silburg 

claimed, “[was] has King‟s dream become a nightmare?”
205

 Howard Fuller asserted that 

in 1983 African Americans “now know that Martin Luther King‟s dream was just in fact 

a dream,” citing economic struggle as the primary inhibitor to black progress in 
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America.
206

 Fuller concluded that “many things have changed in black-white America, 

but nothing has changed.”
207

 It is interesting to note that in 1983, the Dream is still 

assessed only in relation to blacks, whites, and occasionally women. No other group is 

mentioned at this point in time.  

The Chicago Tribune articulated the assessment of the dream frame in a similar 

manner in 1983, and is best illustrated via a tandem of opinion pieces. Columnist Lenita 

McClain opened her column “Who Will Help Black America” by asking “Are black 

people hopeless?”
208

 She answered with a resounding “no,” but did contend that in 1983 

the question nagged “the thinking person, no matter what color, or how poor or well off,” 

especially with regard to the poverty, lack of access to education, and elevated crime rate 

plaguing African Americans during that historical moment.
209

  Next McClain 

interrogated the question “what has changed since that tumultuous time when MLK was 

indeed a king to much of black America?”
210

 Her evaluation is no more optimistic, 

though she understood the situation as worse without Dr. King. McClain noted a sense of 

“hopelessness” pervading the “black underclass,” a climate where “positive societal 

trends” provided less of a boost to blacks than to the rest of America, and a sizable 

reduction of social programs under Reagan as evidence that the Dream stood 

unfulfilled.
211

  McClain closed her article by arguing African American frustration over 

inequality “is compounded by the difficulty of persuading those who do not feel that it 
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even exists.”
212

 Here we see a critique of articulations of a diminished or non-existent 

racial divide in America begin to surface or what Bonilla-Silva deems a “minimization of 

racism.”
213

  

This minimization is further exemplified in the following article published several 

days later. “Black Successes, Black Failures” a column penned by Stephen Chapman, 

claimed African American “preoccupation” with “political action is probably more an 

obstacle than a help to the economic advancement of America‟s blacks.”
214

 Chapman 

cited rising numbers of black voters and “an array of government measures aimed at 

redistributing income from the affluent to the poor” as gains made since the 1963 March 

on Washington, but also emphasized the disparate economic position blacks in spite of 

those gains.
215

 The author pointed to two reasons for this gap. Firstly, economic aid 

programs were not working as intended, and secondly, and in Chapman‟s eyes, more 

importantly, “habits of the mind fostered by political action are not usually those needed 

for economic success,” rather they are “frequently an attempt by one group to appropriate 

what someone else has produced.”
216

  He went on to juxtapose “black victimhood” with 

lack of progress. In contrast to Lenita McClain‟s piece, Chapman contended that “racism 

has not grown worse in recent years. White attitudes are considerably less malign than 

they were in the 1950s.”
217

 Chapman‟s piece epitomizes Bonilla-Silva‟s construction of 

color-blind racism in that “cultural rationales” such as personal actions or attitudes of 
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black Americans foster inequality. Furthermore, Chapman overtly denies the “structural 

character of discrimination” by viewing systemic sources of remedies for inequality “as 

limited, sporadic, and declining in significance.”
218

  

This incarnation shifts responsibility for lingering racial inequality toward persons 

of color, in this case African Americans, and away from institutional, systemic, and legal 

entities once deemed the primary sights of racially based injustices. The especially 

negative appraisal of the Dream seen in 1983 and the shift toward personal action as 

remedy for inequality gained prominence throughout the late 20
th

 century, and still 

persists today. Since this period in history, Squires asserts, Americans have largely been 

pushed to answer the question “Does race (still) matter?” with a firm “No.”
219

 Because 

the media not only reflect, but produce and perpetuate cultural narratives, as Stuart Hall 

notes, they play a large, meaningful part in the dissemination of such narratives, 

influencing public policy and ultimately how Americans answer questions about race. 
220

  

Moreover, the inclination of media outlets to neglect deeper contextual nuances of issues 

like poverty and affirmative action, as illustrated above, offers audiences “scant 

foundation for reconciling the conflicting sentiments” about race in America.
221

  This 

practice and the assessment of the Dream it inspires—that racisms are dissolving and 

American institutional and societal structures are no longer the cause of inequality—

proved most prevalent in 1983 and illustrates a practice that perhaps creates the most 

insidious collective memories of the March on Washington. 
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The assessment of the Dream seen in 1983 progresses largely unchanged 

throughout the 1990s. The focus of the assessment remained strongly tied to economic 

matters. Michael Dukakis and Jesse Jackson‟s bids for the presidency in 1988, and Bill 

Clinton‟s ascendancy to the office of president in 1992 quieted rhetoric that marked the 

Reagan years.
222

 During this era the assessment frame appeared most often in reports of 

poll results rather than in news coverage or editorial content, one of which presented a 

graphic titled “Americans Assess Dream.”
223

 An Associated Press Poll running in both 

newspapers asserted in 1988 that 25 years after King “declared his dream of equal 

opportunity” the majority of American citizens thought “society [was] still racist.”
224

 

Nearly all surveyed, 80 percent, of respondents said there had been improvements in 

racial matters and 70 percent thought King‟s goal could be attained. Just over half those 

questioned, 55 percent, said American society was “racist overall.”
225

 The newspapers 

also ran the same poll articles on the same day in 1993. This fact, though seemingly 

negligible, is highly relevant to the study of collective memory formation because this 

occurrence marks a shift in news routines toward the use of more syndicated content, thus 

facilitating a greater potential for the formation of collective memories of the March on 

Washington beyond the scope of each newspaper‟s readership. It also preferences a 

nation-level frame over a local one, notable because of Chicago‟s large black community, 
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that community‟s involvement in the civil rights movement, and the newsgathering 

resources of a media outlet the size of the Tribune.  

 

The Assessment Wanes: 2000-2008 

By the 21
st
 century, the assessment of the Dream frame becomes less prominent 

than in earlier decades studied. The bulk of news articles and editorials concentrate on 

remembrances from those who experienced the first March on Washington or the text of 

Dr. King‟s “I Have a Dream” speech. In 2003, the Dream is first assessed in terms of all 

persons of color; it is no longer a wholly black and white issue as in prior eras. The terms 

“colorblind” and “multicultural” surfaced at this juncture as well especially in articles 

concerned with appraising how far United States race relations had progressed since 

1963. This trend indicates holistic assimilation, rather than the veiled references of the 

1980s, of the previously mentioned color-blind discourse as defined by Bonilla-Silva and 

others into the content of both the Journal and the Tribune. While one article in the 

Milwaukee Journal utilized either colorblindness or multiculturalism, six news pieces 

Chicago Tribune employed the use of “colorblind” rhetoric and one editorial mentioned 

multiculturalism along with the notion of a colorblind society.
226 

 

The Chicago Tribune’s primary editorial led by defining two civil rights camps 

that utilize the message in King‟s speech: the one that champions affirmative action and 
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reparations, and the one that strives for a colorblind society. “Perhaps the real testament 

to King,” the piece asserted, “is that the debate is no longer about whether the nation 

needs to provide equal opportunity, the debate is about how to get there, and both sides 

find inspiration in what he said.”
227

 The editorial stressed that progress had been made, 

and pointed toward a decline in black poverty “to a historic low of 20 percent in 2000,” 

an increased number of black elected officials, and “diversity” within many corporations 

as evidence of that progress.
228

 “King could find ample reason to be pleased. And yet, 

were he to view the vast stretches of poverty that persist in many American cities he 

would have reason to despair,” the piece contended.
229

 The editorial concluded that “the 

debate rages on as to how best to realize the dream. But there is little doubt that his 

prescient vision of a multiracial, multicultural nation of open opportunity is, over time, 

coming to pass.”
230

 A column by Clarence Page espoused a similar assessment of racial 

advancement, but clarified what should be meant by the use of the term “colorblind.” 

Page maintained “color-blindness” did not mean to make “us blind to reality,” arguing 

instead that such dialogue ran counter to what King intended.
231

 Conversely, Americans 

must be “color-conscious” to achieve King‟s dream.”
232

  Using King‟s words as a 

backdrop, Page encourages his readers to step outside of the “color-blind” rhetoric 

championed during the 1980s and 1990s and embrace a broader notion of equality. 
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Eugene Kane of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel extended Page‟s argument in his 

column “Distortion of King‟s Dream Lives On.” Referencing the section of King‟s 

speech describing the world in which he hoped his children could live Kane alleged;“they 

may be the most powerful -- and recently, misinterpreted -- 34 words in modern history. 

Spoken 40 years ago this Thursday, these words pretty much defined an era, setting the 

stage for the most sweeping social changes in this country.”
233

 Kane contended King 

would have been appalled by a large number of adoptions of his words, namely those 

used against affirmative action programs saying “that these folks would twist King's 

hopes for a colorblind society into an excuse for ending the very same social policies 

intended to help bring that about strikes me as much more than just a reinterpretation. It's 

a perversion.”
234

 The column concluded with a quote from King; “we refuse to believe 

there are insufficient funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation.”
235

 By 2003, 

analysis of anniversary coverage of the March on Washington illustrates the “assessment 

of the Dream” migrating back to its original roots in King‟s oration, a far cry from the 

assessment in 1983.  Both Clarence Page and Eugene Kane rearticulate the assessment of 

the Dream that dominated media coverage throughout the 1980s and 1990s by 

challenging their readers to heed King‟s words, not subsequent media interpretation of 

them, thus directing the contemporary evaluation back the toward sentiments expressed 

through the 1963 March on Washington. 

 

 

                                                 
233

 Eugene Kane, “Distortion of King’s Dream Lives On,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, August 26, 2003. The 
34 words Kane is referring to are: “I have a dream my four little children will one day live in a nation 
where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.” 
234

 Ibid. 
235

 Ibid.  



 

 82 

2008: The Dream Fulfilled? 

 

Forty-five years to the day after the March on Washington, Barack Obama 

accepted the Democratic nomination for president, displacing all traditional anniversary 

coverage in 2008. Though Obama referenced King‟s words in his own speech, he did not 

dwell on “the Dream.” Media coverage revolved largely around reactions to the speech 

and the atmosphere inside Mile High Stadium where Obama spoke. The Milwaukee 

Journal and Chicago Tribune both proffered the question, “was [America] closer to the 

colorblind society King saw from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial?”
236

 The answer 

vacillated between two assessments: “King‟s Dream has been achieved” and “Another 

barrier fell.”
237

 

An article detailing an event at the Pabst Theater in Milwaukee outlined the 

program titled “A Dream to Reality.” Hundreds gathered to watch Obama‟s remarks and 

hear a number of reaction speeches. The piece quoted several of the speakers and 

attendees who considered the day‟s events and the anniversary they fell on as “full circle 

moment,” and a “huge step toward actualizing [the] dream.”
238

  Another speaker quoted 

told the audience to “continue to march” toward fulfillment of the dream.
239

An August 27 

Clarence Page column, noted that “deep in my heart I do believe that somewhere King is 

                                                 
236

 “Obama Melds Policy with Punch,” Chicago Tribune, August 29, 2008.  
237

 Lolly Bouvean, “Dream Achieved in Bronzeville,” Chicago Tribune, August 29, 2008, and Kane, Eugene, 
“Dear Dad: Another Barrier Fell,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, August 31, 2008. 
238

 Jesse Garza, ““ELECTION 2008: Hundreds in city gather for Obama Pabst Theater screens his speech,” 
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, August 29, 2008. See also Eugene Kane, “Dear Dad: Another Barrier Fell,” 
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, August 31, 2008. 
239

 Ibid. 



 

 83 

smiling.”
240

 Page also declared “Obama‟s nomination demonstrates how much King‟s 

faith in the better angels of has been rewarded and how much of his dream—„a dream as 

old as the American dream, he said,‟—has been achieved.”
241

 Interestingly, Page went on 

to list what this presidential campaign was teaching Americans: “It is not in fashion to be 

overtly racist anymore, but many still are against Muslims;” “it is ironic that Americans 

still need a black person (in this case Obama)  to tell them that “race doesn‟t matter;” 

“race increasingly seems to be a proxy for deeper concerns, such as whether immigration 

and outsourcing to Asia threaten local jobs,” and that the term racist is “being stretched 

so much that it is beginning to lose meaning.”
242

 Barack Obama‟s rise to Democratic 

presidential candidate reinvigorated the debate about America‟s racial landscape and led 

some to declare the “Dream” fulfilled, or as Bonilla-Silva posits, fulfills the notion of the 

“decline of racism” seen in post-civil rights era attitudes of white Americans.
243

 

Simultaneously, the acceptance reinvigorated negative rhetoric directed toward Obama, 

and all African Americans, akin to that seen throughout the Reagan era through the 

voices of conservative columnists. 

The Assessment Frame and Collective Memory  

 The assessment of the Dream frame emerges in 1973 and persists through 2008, 

the last year addressed in this research, meaning the primary conception of the March on 
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Washington in the Milwaukee Journal and the Chicago Tribune throughout the period 

studied revolved around Martin Luther King Jr.‟s speech, displacing the role of all other 

march leaders, the initial goals of the march itself, and many of the struggles that led to 

the march‟s “success.” The assessment frame‟s central tenets fluctuate during different 

historical moments and are particularly influenced by national-level politics—the 

political party of the sitting president, presidential candidates views on civil rights, the 

state of policies like affirmative action and welfare programs—which suggests that 

memories formed by consuming this media coverage have the potential to fluctuate as 

well. It must be noted that how media is consumed in America has fluctuated since the 

1963 march and that this factor may influence the shifts in the assessment frame. The 

twentieth anniversary of the march generated both the most coverage and the most 

negative assessments of the state of American race relations. The most optimistic 

evaluations surround Barack Obama‟s acceptance of the Democratic presidential 

nomination in 2008, leading some news writers to suggest the Dream was now a reality. 

Tracking this frame confirms the indication of the numerical analysis that the March on 

Washington anniversaries are used as a platform to express opinions of the state of 

American race relations writ large (see Table 2). This analysis illustrates how media 

encourage a paradigm that places memories and interpretations of what the march means 

within a particular interpretation of Dr. King‟s Dream—and interpretation that highly 

individualizes the movement. Rather than remember the multiple individuals and 

organizations who engendered the March on Washington, this memory‟s focus on a small 

portion of Martin Luther King‟s speech fosters a uni-dimensional view of the march‟s 

meaning and significance. Much like Jane Rhodes‟ findings in her study of the Black 
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Panther organization this rendering of the March on Washington is devoid of contextual 

cues linking the  event to the broader civil rights movement and displaces structural 

causes of racism within American society  

“Personal Interactions with the Dream” 

Another frame emerging in the analysis of March on Washington anniversary 

coverage in the Chicago Tribune and Milwaukee Journal is the “personal interactions 

with the Dream” frame. Unlike the “assessing the Dream” frame, this one did not emerge 

until 30 years after the event. Beginning in 1993, individual memories about the March 

on Washington, many from people considered part of the baby boomer generation, 

become allocated into the realm of public memory through the media—a phenomenon 

endemic to other social movements and events of the 1960s as well.
244

 Reporters began 

actively seeking quotes from people who attended the 1963 march or watched its 

television coverage. Here, we see a moral judgment made that personal memories of the 

march are noteworthy and the subsequent effort to record them as the prescribed remedy.  

These sources are comprised of civil rights leaders other than Martin Luther King, Jr. or 

Mrs. King, everyday folks, and media professionals themselves, and constitute nearly all 

of the individual recollections available in media coverage. Columnists often reflected on 

their own activities of August 28, 1963 as well. This finding mirrors Barbie Zelizer‟s 

determination that journalists inserted themselves, their recollections of and experiences 

with John F. Kennedy‟s assassination especially throughout anniversary coverage.
245

 This 

frame, like the “assessing the Dream” frame is primarily focused on remembrances of 
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King and the “I Have a Dream” speech, largely neglecting other speakers and various 

civil rights organizations involved in the March on Washington.  

The first instance of this frame emerges in an August 22
nd

 1993 article from the 

Chicago Tribune and represents the first piece found in this analysis to highlight personal 

accounts of non-public figures. The feature profiles a number of people who attended the 

original 1963 march eliciting their experiences and feelings on the state of American 

inequality in 1993.
246

 An 84-year-old woman recalls listening to King‟s speech with her 

two young granddaughters in tow; Although of King‟s exact phrasing eluded her, “‟I 

remember that it did something here,‟ she said, touching her heart. „I thought it was 

another step toward our freedom.‟”
247

 The article goes on to interview a rabbi who 

became determined to create “an Eden here on Earth” because of his attendance, a 74-

year-old man who remembered feeling “like you could walk on water without sinking” 

that day in Washington, a then 14-year-old girl who watched the march on TV, a 

Reverend from Little Rock, Arkansas, and a United Auto Workers Union member who 

recalled being “able to hear a pin drop” while King spoke.
248

  

 Media professionals, namely op-ed columnists, often used their personal 

recollections of the March on Washington to undergird their printed work. Clarence Page 

reflected on being in high school and “watching the 1963 march on [his] family‟s black 

and white television set” before discussing the overt racism present during his youth.
249
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Bob Ray Sanders‟ syndicated column employed a similar approach in 2003. Sanders 

noted that “forty years ago today -- and I remember it with the clarity of any major 

happening in my life -- I sat glued to a television set as NBC News anchors Chet Huntley 

and David Brinkley did the play-by- play of what must have been the most significant 

live TV event until that time.”
250

  “Because it was during my lifetime and because its 

unforgettable triumphs and tragedies affected me so profoundly,” Sanders asserted, “it 

was merely yesterday”
251

 In an article appearing in both newspapers, Washington Post 

writer David Broder voiced a similar memory: “Even after four decades, I can vividly 

recall the emotions in that crowd of a quarter-million people, which filled the Mall and 

stretched back toward the Capitol. King stood at the feet of Abraham Lincoln at the 

memorial to the Great Emancipator and filled the air with his vision of a time when „my 

four little children will . . . live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of 

their skin but by the content of their character.‟”
252

 Again, this trend is consistent will 

findings in Barbie Zelizer‟s analysis of news coverage of John F. Kennedy‟s 

assassination where news anchors and other journalists utilized their vantage point of the 

assassination to position accounts of the event.
253
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While these recollections are imperative aspects of the social history of the March 

on Washington—and their importance should not be minimized—the heavy focus on 

interviewing only those who personally interacted with the march and the potential 

prompting of sources to speak about King, freezes the spectrum of dialogue to those 

sources‟ stories. Mass media also tend to “personalize news stories as a way of reducing 

the complexity of events and attracting audience notice.”
254

 In doing so, perceptions of 

those who were not present especially those outside of the baby boomer generation 

remain absent from the narrative, and the narrative that is produced exists in a condensed 

form. According to Giltlin, the creation of news frames resulted from media routines, 

which rely on certain sources, allowing sources to shape the frames that emerged.
255

 By 

extension, the sources chosen also bear on the memories formed from media 

consumption, again limiting the scope on which memory making draws. 

 “The Unmatchable Influence of the 1963 March” 

 Events commemorating the March on Washington occurred in 1983, 1988, 1993 

and 2003, generating a wealth of coverage about both the 1963 march and contemporary 

gatherings. The final frame emerging in the analysis of the March on Washington renders 

any subsequent marches on Washington in further the cause of civil rights inferior to the 

1963 march in scope and influence. This frame appeared in 1983. The Tribune and 

Journal staffs consistently note disunity within the movement as problematic, identify 

diverse and divergent interests as the cause of that problem, impart a moral judgment that 
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no march can match the stature of the original, and not so subtly suggest a remedy that 

purveyors of racial justice may as well stop marching. This frame and the four functions 

associated with it present a problematic representation tied to color-blind ideologies in 

two ways. First, the notion that no march can compare to 1963 suggests the state of 

inequality in America does not warrant such a demonstration, indicates the “decline of 

racism.” Second, this representation discourages future civil rights marches on 

Washington because it insinuates that the pinnacle of that strategy has already been 

reached encouraging further “minimization of racism.” This section illuminates instances 

of this frame in the Milwaukee Journal and the Chicago Tribune and seeks to underscore 

issues associated with such an outlook through Bonilla-Silva‟s treatment of color-

blindness. 

1983: Twenty Years After the Dream 

 

The 1983 commemoration saw the largest crowd at any of the marches on 

Washington after 1963 and marks the first instances of the “unmatchable influence of the 

1963 march” frame. Estimates range from 250,000 to 300,000, a number equal to and 

possibly surpassing the 1963 event. Eugene Kane, a Milwaukee Journal columnist, 

attended the rally and provided the bulk of the paper‟s coverage. He called the event “an 

attempt to duplicate history” and quotes an organizer who noted “the 1963 march had a 

special place in history and would be hard to duplicate.”
256

 Kane‟s second piece claimed 

the event “might well have been billed as an anti-Reagan rally.”
257

 The piece also cited a 

woman who asserted the 1983 event “wasn‟t like a civil rights march…It‟s more like a 
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show with a lot of people chanting slogans.”
258

 Another woman compared Martin Luther 

King to Jesus, and proclaimed “there will never be another.”
259

 The final word from Kane 

came in the form of an opinion piece titled “March had to Fall a Bit Short.” The author 

expressed his frustration with not being able to attend the 1963 march and said the 20
th

 

anniversary commemoration “helped him understand, at least visually, what it must have 

been like to stand on the fringe of the Reflecting Pool and look up toward the Lincoln 

Memorial where hundreds of thousands of people gathered.”
260

  Kane concluded “It 

wasn‟t the same. The magic of 1963 seemed absent. There was no tingle along the spine, 

no tears of joy, no sense of being a part of something that would be looked back at as 

making a difference in the way people live.”
261

 This reflection is especially interesting 

when viewed through the lens of collective memory because at the beginning of the 

article, Kane concedes that he did not attend the 1963 march. Where then, did his 

expectations of what 1983 would bring come from? Arguably, one could point to media 

representations as the source that shaped Kane‟s memories of 1963 that provided the 

basis for his dismay on the 20
th

 anniversary.,  

Chicago Tribune coverage of the 1983 March on Washington gravitated toward 

disunity within the movement and the heavy emphasis on anti-Reagan rhetoric. An 

August 21 article espoused that,  

instead of unity and solidarity, the march has been dogged by controversy as the 

organizers have been forced to spend more time resolving among supporters than 

drumming up support for the march itself. The disputes are perhaps a telling 

reminder of how fractured the civil rights movement has become in the two 
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decades since Dr. King roused the nation to the problems of the poor and 

underprivileged.
262

  

 

The piece cited organizers “from the more activist wing of the civil rights movement” as 

the primary instigators of dissention.
263

 This sentiment implies that the 1963 march 

maintained a unified platform, largely void of “more activist” elements. While this is the 

legacy many took away from the 1963 event, the organizational unity of that march is 

disputable, again begging the question of where the basis of this type of memory 

originates.  

 Another notion surfacing in the Tribune denied “few if any specific products of 

the march in 1983” due to lack of clear legislative aims.
264

 The authors claimed “the 

national ethic against discrimination has been established in the statute books” and 

therefore, the fate of civil rights now fell to political parties who could execute existing 

laws, again exemplifying mainstream media‟s “minimization of racism.”
265

 This 

commentary wholly failed to address the goal of legislating a national King holiday, one 

of the primary aims of the 1983 march. This is a textbook example of how frames 

highlight certain aspects of an issue, often completely expelling others from the narrative. 

The Tribune’s primary recap of the 20
th

 anniversary march also suggested that opposition 

of Reagan drove the commemoration.
 266

  While it is true that paying homage to King and 

distain for President Reagan did comprise two of the primary factors bringing people to 
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Washington, this overture displaces voices that marched to protest ongoing inequality in 

1983.    

Vernon Jarrett, an African American columnist for the Tribune, embodied one of 

those voices. “The logistics of bringing into Washington 250,000 people peacefully may 

be considered a managerial feat, but not necessarily something to celebrate,” wrote Jarrett 

of the 1963 march.
267

 He claimed the march indeed constituted an “inspiring” and 

memorable event, but failed to fit into the national register of events that warrant 

commemoration on the scale of a second march.
268

 Jarrett attested he would be travelling 

to Washington for a different reason—to protest inequality he felt may have been worse 

than in 1963. The author may have represented the opinion of a large number of black 

people travelling to Washington in August of 1983 but proved to be the only voice found 

in this analysis expressing that view. The tendency of these two media outlets to equate 

broader civil rights goals and unity of the movement with an impassioned antipathy for 

Ronald Reagan marginalizes any authentic concerns over inequality. This may be 

because the notion of lingering discrimination conflicts with oft accepted assumption that 

injustice ended with the civil rights movement, reinforcing collective memories that deem 

the state of inequality in America as warrant a demonstration along the lines of the 1963 

March on Washington.  

 

Taking Stock of the Movement: 1988-2003 

 Assessments of subsequent marches continued to focus on disunity within the 

movement and politicking. Crowd estimates of the 1988 march determined about 55,000 
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people attended. A syndicated column printed that year in the Milwaukee Journal 

charged Democrats, the “dispensers of the welfare drug,” with co-opting King‟s vision 

and provided the party with a new slogan, “I have a Scheme.”
269

  The author went as far 

as attesting that King himself would not have attended the 1988 gathering because he 

functioned “above political parties.”
270

 This blatant dismissal is akin to rhetoric about the 

1983 march and minimizes the legitimacy of marcher concerns.  

 The 1993 commemoration generated an audience of 75,000, slightly greater than 

five years prior. The 2003 gathering focused heavily on drawing younger generations 

back into the realm of political action in the name of civil rights. Both events received 

somewhat positive coverage, though remarks on discord within the movement reigned. A 

sense that the civil rights movement‟s day had passed also came through in this analysis. 

Gregory D. Stanford, Milwaukee Journal columnist and editor, declared “the civil rights 

movement is moving no longer” in his column discussing lack of consensus on civil 

rights issues.
271

 He affirmed that the anniversary march would attack “underlying 

inequality,” but only with a muted voice because the message would “fall on deaf 

ears.”
272

 An editorial appearing later that month declared the remnants of the 1963 

“crusade struggling to find itself” and “floundering” even worse than “during the Reagan 

years.”
273

 A Chicago Tribune column referred to the 1993 march as no more than “an 

                                                 
269

 Cal Thomas, “King’s Dream Gathering Used by Democrats,” Milwaukee Journal, September 4, 1988. See 
also: “Politics Joins March on Capital: Dukakis Appeals to Thousands to Continue King’s Fight,” Chicago 
Tribune, August 28, 1988.  
270

 Ibid. 
271

 Gregory D. Stanford, “Time to Pick Up Where Rights Marchers Left Off,” Milwaukee Journal, August 25, 
1993.  
272

 Ibid.  
273

 “Time to Revitalize the Crusade,” Milwaukee Journal, August 31, 1993.  



 

 94 

empty March on Washington that tried to relive history.”
274

  The author, Paul Greenberg, 

wholly distanced the 1993 event from civil rights saying the event was “a product more 

of habit than moral force” and that it seemed like “a coalition of interest groups each with 

its own agenda.”
275

 Here, as in 1983, one can arguably label the 1963 organizers “a 

coalition of interest groups each with its own agenda.”  The 2003 march did not engender 

much coverage and what appear mirrored sentiments expressed in 1993.
276

 Perhaps the 

careful planning of the 1963 march organizers largely masked any dissention within the 

ranks from public view then, and subsequently, from memory.   

 

Conclusion 
 

Three frames emerged in analysis of March on Washington anniversary coverage: 

1.) “assessment of the Dream;” 2.) “personal interactions with the Dream;” 3.) “the 

unmatchable influence of the 1963 march,” with the “assessment of the Dream” frame as 

the most prominent and long-lasting of the three. Clearly, Martin Luther King, Jr.‟s “I 

Have a Dream” speech comprises the central tenet of all media accounts examined 

displacing other speakers and performers whose presence was equal to King‟s in 1963 

reports. Interpretations of the meaning of King‟s dream fluctuated throughout different 

eras in American history in contradictory ways, often with meager reinforcement from 

the speech‟s text. “Assessing the Dream” is directly linked with Eduardo Bonilla-Silva‟s 
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understanding of “colorblind racism.” This proves an interesting and problematic 

juxtaposition considering the strong emphasis on continuing the fight for racial justice 

while undermining overt references to race, framing inequality solely in terms of 

economic disparity, and blaming the individuals most in need for societal level problems. 

The “personal interactions with the Dream” frame did not emerge until 30 years 

after the march. Beginning in 1993, reporters utilized quotes from those who attended the 

event or consumed a mediate version of it, thus allocating individual memories into the 

realm of public memory through the media. Columnists and opinion writers often 

inserted their own experience into content studied as well. This frame, like the “assessing 

the Dream” frame is primarily focused on remembrances of King and the “I Have a 

Dream” speech, largely neglecting other speakers and various civil rights organizations 

involved in the March on Washington.  

 Finally, the “unmatchable influence of the 1963 march” frame discards rejects the 

authority of commemorative events articulating a problematic representation tied to 

color-blind ideologies that reinforce notions of the “decline of racism” and encourage the 

“minimization of racism.” These frames provide a highly sanitized rendering of the 

March on Washington and neglect to discuss the primacy of “law and order” articulated 

in coverage of the 1963 event.  Furthermore, they exhibit tendencies of “color-blind 

racism” that may subtly engender negative perceptions of African Americans through the 

remembrance of an event deemed to represent the zenith of the civil rights movement. 

  In employing the above three frames, the Milwaukee Journal and Chicago 

Tribune present a uni-dimensional picture focused only on selected individuals and 

moments of the 1963 march, thus determining which facets of the march can be 
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remembered, and which cannot. In doing so, these outlets help codify what Houston 

Baker terms “nostalgic memories.”  Moreover, they perpetually advocate for a continued 

fight against racial injustice and focus heavily on assessing the “achievement” of Martin 

Luther King, Jr.‟s “dream.” Simultaneously, they also minimize the construct of race, 

blame individuals for remaining economic disparities, and discourage integral 

components of the ongoing fight against racism, namely marches on Washington after 

1963. This paradoxical rendering reinforces nostalgic memories that neglect to account 

for the march as a whole.  For example, A. Philip Randolph, an integral figure in the 

original march‟s organization and the larger movement, makes only a single appearance 

in all anniversary coverage of the March on Washington—in a column noting how his 

contributions have been forgotten.
277

 Perhaps Randolph‟s labor-centric politics and 

insistence that structural factors not individual people or cultures kept many people of 

color economically disadvantaged did not fit into the uni-dimensional story these two 

media outlets wanted to tell. Maybe remembering Randolph would memorialize a counter 

narrative challenging the viability of the American Dream which claims anyone in 

America can succeed if only they work hard enough. Whichever the case, media 

represent more than a passive conduit of broader structural forces, but can also not be 

fully credited with unilaterally codifying memories.  As I move on to an examination of 

the Selma to Montgomery marches, a series of events in which violence constituted a 

central component of the events and the news coverage of those events, representations of 
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the highly orchestrated March on Washington and media‟s role in creating them must be 

reflected upon. 
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Chapter 3- The Selma to Montgomery Marches 

Into the early 1960s, signs on the Jefferson Davis highway running just outside of 

Selma, Alabama welcomed members of the Ku Klux Klan into town.
278

  Police vehicles 

displayed banners that read “It‟s nice to live in the South, let‟s keep it that way.”
279

 Not a 

single tavern lined Selma‟s city streets.
280

 Local officials adhering to ideals of the 

antebellum era administered policies in this sleepy black belt town, and not many white 

residents much cared for anything different.
281

 A confrontation on the Edmund Pettus 

Bridge in March 1965 shattered the superficial racial equanimity Selma residents 

struggled to maintain as the nation moved away from past segregationist customs.  The 

events of Bloody Sunday, March 7, 1965 pitted Selma‟s black residents and Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and Student Non-violent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC) advocates against segregationist white residents, Jim Clark, Selma‟s 

Sheriff, Wilson Baker, the city‟s Public Safety Director, and Alabama Governor George 

Wallace in a battle that played out in the national spotlight. This chapter outlines the 

history of Selma, Alabama and highlights its intersections with civil rights advocacy 

through Bloody Sunday. Building upon that foundation, it compares news coverage 

produced in March 1965 with that of subsequent anniversaries in the hope of tracing 

American collective memory formations of this watershed moment of the civil rights 

movement and discerning where Selma fits into the realm of national public memory. 

Finally, I explore what role journalists and media outlets play in the formation of these 
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collective memories and what lasting impacts meditated representations may have on 

American perceptions of this historical moment.    

 

Locks on the Gate: Selma’s Early Municipal Politics  

  

 The voting rights campaign launched in Selma grounded itself in a similar, yet 

failed campaign in Albany, Georgia in 1962.
282

 In the hope of executing a more 

successful campaign in 1965, SCLC and SNCC leaders turned to Selma for the next 

phase of their push for African American voting rights in the South. To thoroughly 

examine the events occurring in Selma, Alabama in March 1965, one must retrace the 

origins of the city‟s municipal political structures and local black activism, both of which 

factored heavily into how the city dealt with appeals for racial equality in the 1960s.  

The foundations of Selma‟s 20
th

 century political practices began in 1852, when 

the town altered its charter to allow for the election, rather than the appointment, of the 

mayor. Long established ties of friendship and kinship constituted the base of Selma‟s 

political sphere, and this system allowed for close monitoring and manipulating of the 

city council and mayoral position.
283

 Often when a councilman decided not to seek 

reelection, he would resign in the middle of his term, his successor would be installed, 

and later run in the general elections as an incumbent with the full backing of the council 

and thus of the voting body. This method “ensured that the members would feel a sense 

of gratitude and regard for each other. And, even more importantly, it ensured they would 

ordinarily share common attitudes and perspectives. They were conservative men who 
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could not readily be brought to question the status quo.”
284

 Rapid turnover of the mayoral 

position predominated until 1932 when Lucien P. Burns assumed the post and began 

building a political machine that would last into the 1960s. Burns held the position of 

mayor until 1948, when he resigned to accept the presidency at City National Bank.
285

 

His influence did not wane when he vacated the office, however, and with the use of 

quiet maneuvering, Burns saw that his designee, Chris B. Heinz, ran unopposed for 

mayor in 1952, an office he would hold until 1964.
286

 The Burns-Heinz machine 

governed with a conservative outlook, had little patience for racial matters, and 

maintained extremely close ties with white segregationalists, namely local White 

Citizens‟ Councils. In fact, as White Citizens Councils gained prominence across the 

South in the 1950s, Mayor Heinz welcomed their presence in city government, 

overlooked their violent harassment of blacks, and solidified an alliance “so intimate, it 

was often hard to tell the two groups apart.”
287

 This combination of fear, an impenetrable 

municipal political machine, and active involvement of White Citizens Councils would 

plague Selma‟s affairs and perceptions of the larger civil rights movement into the mid-

1960s—white Selman‟s “simply did not expect that integration would come to their 

town, at least not for many years.”
288

 

 These political practices kept the number of black voters in Dallas County at 

extremely low levels into the 1960s. Only 52 blacks were registered in 1904.
289

 This 
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number fell to 50 by 1946 and peaked at 180 in 1958.
290

 Economic downturns in 

Alabama‟s cotton industry further compounded the societal position of Selma‟s black 

residents throughout the early portion of the 20
th

 century. Between 1850 and 1920 Dallas 

County fell from one of the top cotton producing counties in Alabama to thirteenth, 

dealing a heavy blow to black tenant farmers.
291

 The amount of land these farmers 

cultivated simultaneously dropped from more than half of all farmland in the county in 

1930 to less than one-fourth in 1945 and a mere 9 percent in 1960.
292

  This entrenchment 

of conservative, nepotistic politics in the fabric of Selma‟s governmental affairs, 

combined with economic struggles, largely prohibited black social mobility and 

prevented black residents and moderate whites from engendering any form of 

compromise on the city‟s racial issues.   

Black Activism in Selma 1918-1963 

Amid declining financial circumstances and deep-seated white supremacist 

governing practices, black Selman‟s made their own maneuvers against traditional power 

structures during the early and mid-1900s. In fact, when the Southern Christian 

Leadership Coalition chose the city as a national battlefront in 1965, voting rights 

campaigns were already well underway. Residents established a local chapter of the 

NAACP in 1918, and by the mid-1920s, Charles J. Adams created the Dallas County 

Voters League “in order to supplement the work of the NAACP to register blacks as 

voters.”
293

 S. William Boynton, the county‟s black extension officer, and his wife Amelia 
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revived the Voters League in 1936 and shaped its activity into the 1950s.
294

 The small, 

yet influential group met in the Boynton‟s home each month where they “earnestly 

discussed ways to increase black [voter] registration” and applied continuous pressure on 

local authorities to allow more black voters in Dallas County.
295

 As literacy rates among 

blacks in Alabama increased, however, so did efforts to legislate against their 

participation in state politics. Amendments to the state‟s constitution adopted during the 

1950s made voting regulations so subjective, black voter registration all but ceased. 

Indeed, between 1954 and 1961, county‟s voter registration board enrolled only 14 black 

voters.
296

  

A challenge of sorts to white political power arose in Selma during the spring of 

1953 when a “shadow that would darken the entire future history of Selma” fell across 

the city.
297

 A series of nine assaults on white women, including the mayor‟s eldest 

daughter, by a black man, “produced a virtual reign of terror” within the city. William 

Earl Fikes later admitted to the crimes, but rumors of a forced confession circulated, 

prompting two NAACP lawyers from Birmingham to contest his conviction.  After a 

battle over the inclusion of blacks in jury roles, a mixed race jury ultimately convicted 

Fikes. However, NAACP involvement, allegations of “aggressive conduct toward white 

authority,” and attacks on established patterns of white supremacy during the case caused 

“white Selma to close ranks.”
298

 On appeal, the Fikes trial went to the Alabama Supreme 

Court and ultimately to the United States Supreme Court where federal magistrates 
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overturned the conviction. These modest victories by the black citizens of Selma “formed 

a significant object lesson that not all in power in America were aligned with the city and 

the county—a notion new to most Black Belt blacks. Among the white segregationists, 

this demonstration of the limits of their authority was equally novel. And even more 

frightening was the evidence provided that blacks, even in Selma, were becoming less 

resigned to their lot.”
299

 The dismissal of charges in the Fikes trial personally angered 

Mayor Chris Heinz as his daughter was one of the victims, causing him to further harden 

against efforts to close the racial gap. 

The federal Civil Rights acts of the late-1950s and early-1960s opened up many 

avenues for Selma‟s black residents in their pursuit of the right to vote and encouraged 

collaboration with national civil rights organizations.  Selma‟s black community paired 

with SNCC in early1963 in order to further voting rights appeals and end segregation 

within the city.
300

 They organized various demonstrations, sit-ins, and marches and 

presented petition to city officials, though the efforts often resulted in more arrests than 

progress.
301

 According to J.L.Chestnut, an influential African American lawyer practicing 

in Selma, “the moderates were not interested in our objectives. They wanted peace in the 

street so they could return to business as usual. I think a few were genuinely willing to 

see some small changes in Selma—if they could have found a way to do it without any 

exposure on their part.”
302

 The Civil Rights act signed by President Johnson in July 1964 
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gave federal entities much greater authority to intervene in southern civil rights struggles, 

and Selma was no exception. In early September 1964, the Justice Department used this 

power to file suit against five Selma restaurants accused of prohibiting black customers to 

dine in their establishments. Federal officials also filed suit against two local judges, the 

Solicitor General and the county sheriff, Jim Clark alleging the four had engaged in a 

pattern of conduct intended to interfere with blacks‟ right to vote and their efforts to use 

public accommodations. Black activism in Selma commenced long before SCLC 

organizers chose the city as a national battlefront in 1965 and factored into the 

involvement of black residents in the month of March, 1965 and into white responses to 

those actions. Indeed, by the time Martin Luther King Jr. and SCLC representatives 

arrived in Selma in early January 1965, city residents had already seen their share of 

struggles with voter registration. 

White Challenges to Selma’s Political Machine 

In 1962, a group of young businessmen dismayed by Heinz‟s economic policies 

formed the Committee of 100 Plus, and presented the first challenge to the Burns-Heinz 

political machine in over 30 years. With the backing of this Committee, Joe Smitherman 

ran against Heinz in the mayoral race of 1964 promising to represent all of Selma instead 

of a favored few.
303

 That year also saw the first black candidates for municipal office 

since Reconstruction, including three on the ballot for city council. Selma‟s black 

leadership vocally supported Smitherman‟s candidacy, causing Heinz to rescind some of 

the segregationist policies put in place during the 1950s. Smitherman won the election by 
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a 10 percent margin, and others from the Committee of 100 Plus won seats on the city 

council.
304

 These victories did not abrogate Heinz‟s political machine, but Selma‟s 

moderates had made significant gains. With Joe Smitherman solidly at the helm, the 

city‟s white moderates quietly maneuvered to attempt to lessen the racial tensions within 

the city, though the prominence of White Citizen‟s Councils hampered these efforts.
305

 

“When the movement broke, Smitherman‟s constituency was split on which tactics were 

best, Clark‟s or Baker‟s,” remembered black lawyer J.L. Chestnut.  “In Clark‟s camp 

were the poor whites—Smitherman‟s people, they voted for him—and the loud, 

emotional group in the Citizen‟s Council…So Smitherman was in the middle, playing 

both sides to stay alive politically.”
306

 Smitherman reached out to Selma‟s black 

community shortly after his election by calling a meeting with black leaders where he 

pledged to improve public utilities in black neighborhoods. He also appointed Wilson 

Baker to the post of Public Safety Director, a position intended to remove responsibilities 

from Sheriff Clark and ensure fair treatment of all Selman‟s regardless of race.
307

 Some 

residents, both black and white, saw Smitherman‟s efforts as a move in the right 

direction. However, his actions simply could not stem the wave of civil rights action 

moving from other areas of the South toward Selma. 

“Outside Agitators”: The SCLC Voting Rights Drive, March 1965  

White Selman‟s, both segregationist and moderate, had no interest in Martin 

Luther King‟s work and claimed SCLC involvement brought undue negative attention to 
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the city and disrupted the gradual pace of improvements in race relations.
308

 Thornton 

argues that King did not strategically pick Selma as the epicenter of his voting rights 

initiative, like some claim, but that “voting registration lay at the very heart of the racial 

tensions in Selma, and it had been the main focus for local concern for over two years. 

That fact made Selma a very appealing setting for the SCLC effort. But there were 

certainly other towns in the south of which the same statements could have been 

made.”
309

 The choice of Selma did come in part from the presence of the “intransigent” 

segregationists that flooded the ranks of city government, and was further solidified by 

Sheriff Clark “whose political dependence upon the support of extremist elements and 

whose own hot temper” made him an ideal protagonist.
310

 Clashes ensued on various 

occasions through February, but did not generate the results or the media attention SCLC 

leaders hoped for, leading some to question whether Selma was really the ideal place to 

stage the campaign.
311

  

Minor gains proliferated, however, and as the dream of voter registration moved 

closer to reality, Selma‟s black leaders wanted to continue the registration process there, 

but the SCLC desired more national attention. Furthermore, as successes mounted in 

Selma, the SCLC widened its focus to the surrounding rural counties with few if any 

registered black voters. One of these efforts in Marion, Alabama resulted in the arrest of 

James Orange, an SCLC field secretary from Birmingham.
312

 A protest march followed 

the February 18 arrest. Local law enforcement responded to the march by dimming 
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streetlights and attacking marchers. During the fray, a state trooper shot a young black 

man, Jimmy Lee Jackson, in the stomach two times. He died several days later on 

February 28.
313

 More than 2,000 area residents attended Jackson‟s funeral on March 2 in 

Selma. Speaking of conversations at Jimmie Lee Jackson‟s funeral J.L. Chestnut recalled, 

“people…saying, Goddamn it, we ought to carry his body over to George Wallace in 

Montgomery. This evolved into a plan to walk to Montgomery to petition Wallace for our 

right to vote.”
314

 Shortly after the funeral ended, King announced that the planned march 

to Montgomery. On March 6 Alabama‟s staunch segregationist Governor, George 

Wallace “forbade the march and ordered state troopers to prohibit it.”
315

 The same day, 

about 50 white Selman‟s marched to the city courthouse in order to voice solidarity for 

recent black tribulations. Only a last minute intervention by the police prevented the 

white segregationist mob of about 500 from attacking the smaller crowd. The 

amalgamation of a long-entrenched white supremacist political machine, irrational white 

fears of black advancement, young businessmen craving renewed industrial 

opportunities, and rising black education levels and activism set the stage for the events 

of March 7, 1965. The untimely death of Jimmie Lee Jackson is considered the impetus 

for the initial, unsuccessful march from Selma to Montgomery on March 7, 1965 that 

resulted in violent action by Alabama State Troopers now known as “Bloody Sunday.”   

“Through the Haze of Tear Gas:” March 7, 1965 and Beyond 

“It was in this context of extraordinary tension that the march of some 600 blacks 

stepped off at midday, Sunday, March 7, under the leadership of SNCC‟s John Lewis and 
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SCLC‟s Hosea Williams,” claims Thornton.
316

 Demonstrators planned to march from 

Selma down Highway 80 to Montgomery. When they reached the Edmund Pettus Bridge, 

however, they met ranks of Alabama State Troopers sanctioned by Governor Wallace to 

use any means necessary to prevent a march, followed by ranks of Sheriff Clark‟s 

deputies.
317

 “The troopers rushed forward in a flying wedge. I saw the column of 

marchers bend to the charge, then topple in sudden clusters. Some lay on the ground, 

moaning. Others ran, chased by the posse,” noted J.L. Chestnut from his vantage point 

across the bridge from the fray.
318

 “More tear gas, galloping horses, flying nightsticks, 

screaming women and children, shrieking white spectators. „Git em! Git em!‟ Through 

the haze of the tear gas, I saw a posse man raise his club and smash it down on a 

woman‟s head as if he were splitting a watermelon. There was utter confusion, blood, 

people lying down. It looked like a battlefield.”
319

  

These events, caught on film in their entirety, aired across the nation on the three 

network television stations. ABC interrupted its Sunday Night Movie to show fifteen 

minutes of footage from the clash. 
320

 By the next day, outrage swept through the nation 

and Americans, many of them clergy, began making plans to travel to Selma or 

coordinated solidarity protests in their hometowns. Selma‟s racial issues now moved into 

the national scene in the form of a far-reaching news event. District Judge Frank Johnson 

put forth an injunction against the demonstration until the legality of it could be 
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decided.
321

 On March 9, King led 2,500 people to the end of the Pettus Bridge, but then 

turned the crowd around, as not to violate the federal injunction.  That night, James Reeb, 

a minister from Boston was attacked by white supremacists while passing the Silver 

Moon Café.
322

 He died of his injuries on March 11. On March 17, Judge Johnson lifted 

the injunction on the march and ordered the state to protect its participants. Four days 

later, 8,000 demonstrators guarded by 2,000 federal troops and marshals left Selma for 

Montgomery.
323

 The demonstrators arrived in Montgomery on March 25, where King 

addressed a crowd of 25,000 on the capitol steps.
324

  

Although the marches from Selma to Montgomery focused the national spotlight 

on the SCLC voting rights drive and conditions across the South, race relations improved 

little in Selma following the march. All factions remained angry and unsatisfied with the 

pace of progress on racial issues. The Selma‟s electorate did undergo a radical shift 

between 1964 and 1968, however. The rolls of registered voters grew from 6,000 to 

13,500; the number of blacks registered rose from 250 to 5,000.
325

 Wilson Baker, 

Selma‟s Public Safety Director during Bloody Sunday and moderate conservative, 

defeated Sheriff Clark in elections held in the fall of 1968, easing tensions between 

residents and law enforcement.
326

 However, as white citizens enrolled their children in 

private institutions following the formal integration of the public school system in the 

mid-1970s, de facto segregation returned to Selma. By 1975, black students comprised 70 

percent of those registered in Selma public schools signaling a return to pre-March 
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segregationist attitudes and practices.
327

 Only with this history in mind can one analyze 

the nuances of and impact made by Midwestern news coverage of March 1965 and 

beyond. 

Initial Coverage: March 1965 
 

Table 3: Total number of Selma to Montgomery March Images and Articles: March 1 through March 31, 

1965 

 

 

Milwaukee Journal Chicago Tribune 

 

(n=244) (n=176) 

 

  Front Page  59   (24.2%) 46   (26.1%) 

Images 75 (31.0%) 62   (35.2%) 

Editorial Pieces 29   (12.1%) 17   (10.1%) 

Letters to the Editor 17   (7.1%) 15   (8.5%) 

Wire 

Service/Syndication 111   (45.5%) 109   (62.0%) 
 

n= Total number of articles and images published.  

Total number of paragraphs published: Milwaukee Journal=2168, Chicago Tribune=1596. 

 

The proceeding numerical snapshot of media accounts located in the Milwaukee 

Journal and Chicago Tribune on the Selma to Montgomery marches from March 1965 

elicits an image of distribution of content that one would expect to see from two 

newspapers adhering to contemporary journalistic norms. Both newspapers produced a 

large body of work about the Selma to Montgomery marches, though the Milwaukee 

Journal dedicated significantly more content to the episode. The Journal published 244 

total articles and images comprised of 2,168 paragraphs of text and 74 images (see Table 

3). The Chicago Tribune ran 176 pieces on the Selma marches resulting in 1,596 

paragraphs of text and 62 images (see Table 3).  A majority of the images appearing in 

                                                 
327

 Ibid. 



 

 111 

both papers came from Associated Press and United Press International photographers, 

however, each paper did send members from its own staff to Selma. Fifty-nine stories 

made the front page in the Journal, compared to 46 in the Tribune. Of the 244 articles 

appearing in the Journal, 45 percent came from wire services or syndicated material. The 

Tribune relied more heavily on outside content—62 percent of the Tribune’s pieces were 

not produced in house (see Table 3).  The events in Selma generated 12 editorials and/or 

op-ed columns and 17 letters to the editor in the Journal. The Tribune only penned two 

editorials about Selma, but did run 15 letters to the editor. The Journal published slightly 

more editorial pieces, images, and front page stories; however, this difference could be 

due to the fact that the Journal printed significantly more content than the Tribune. 

Because the marches from Selma to Montgomery unfolded over the course of the entire 

month of March, 1965 with information and events updated almost daily during the 

period the amount and scope of coverage the events in Selma exemplifies journalists‟ 

reliance on news routines and journalistic norms.  Selma continually produced events that 

reporters could objectively report on and many official and eyewitness sources readily 

shared their views leading to the high volume of articles and images. Presumably, a 

sufficient level of public interest also factored into the amount of coverage. 

 

Qualitative Framing Analysis 

  

 In order to assess the nuances of the aforementioned content, this research once 

again turns to a qualitative framing analysis following Entman‟s framing paradigm. 

Through reflection on emergent frames and their relation to a broader American social 
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history, sites of potential collective memory formation and revision can be underscored 

and parallels may be drawn between the media accounts produced and those people and 

systems that produce them. Only one primary frame emerged in this analysis: “Violence 

is Unacceptable, Order Must Prevail.” A preponderance of violent imagery punctuated 

this frame and reinforced sympathy for marchers in nearly all content studied. Moreover, 

source selection emphasized the experiences of the marchers over law enforcement 

perspectives.  

Violence is Unacceptable: Order Must Prevail    

  

 The law and order mantra again surfaced with respect to the Selma to 

Montgomery marches. In this instance, unlike during the March on Washington, civil 

rights activists did not pose the primary threat to the status quo. Alabama law 

enforcement, state and local officials, and anti-segregationist whites drew the most 

judgment from news reporters, editorial boards, and official sources quoted in the 

Milwaukee Journal and Chicago Tribune. The violent events of March 7, 1965, now 

known as Bloody Sunday, propelled an overwhelmingly positive representation of 

Selma‟s pro-civil rights demonstrators in both newspapers. Substantive frames, as 

defined by Entman, perform two or more of the following tasks: define effects or 

conditions as problematic, identify causes, convey a moral judgment, or endorse remedies 

or improvements.
328

 The “Violence is Unacceptable, Order Must Prevail” frame squarely 

defined Alabama law enforcement actions, George Wallace‟s permission of those actions, 

and white segregationist support for the law and state government policies that sparked 
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the violence of Bloody Sunday as problematic and amoral. It identified Alabama police 

and government officials as the cause of that violence, and endorsed the dismissal of 

problematic officials and dissolution of practices prohibiting Alabama blacks from voting 

as the primary remedies.  

Establishing the Frame: Bloody Sunday, March 7, 1965 

  Images and accounts of Bloody Sunday spread quickly through American media 

outlets at both national and regional levels. The brutal event constituted the principal 

impetus for national attention and concern as well as the primary mechanism for 

establishing the functions of the “Violence is Unacceptable: Order Must Prevail” frame. 

The violence of Bloody Sunday induced what Richard Lentz terms one of the “great 

moral dramas” of the civil rights movement, promoting the creation of a “hero/villain 

narrative” by the media.
329

 “Negroes Routed by Tear Gas” the Chicago Tribune front 

page proclaimed while several pictures underscored the confrontation. The article called 

the scene in Selma “bedlam” because while “negroes were in confusion,” “white persons 

taunted and jeered.”
330

 The piece pointed to George Wallace, Governor of Alabama, as 

directing the foray and asserted that “law enforcers were at odds over what to do next.”
331

 

News reporters did not escape rebuke either. According to the Tribune, “several newsmen 

were attacked by white persons, and one person tried to break into a phone telephone 

booth from which a newsman was dictating his story.”
332

 The above article illustrates not 

only the pandemonium of Bloody Sunday, but the extreme extent to which Selma‟s white 
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citizens violently resisted elevation of black persons to first-class citizens. A rabbi and 

the Dean of the University of Chicago School of Divinity, quoted in the Tribune 

espoused similar sentiments. The rabbi compared the plight of the Selma demonstrators 

to that of the Jewish flight from Egypt.
333

 Rev. Gerald C. Brauer, Dean of U of Chicago 

School of Divinity, felt he was “marching into the barrel of a loaded shotgun,” but “that 

the point had been reached where we had to demonstrate against the horrible brutality 

exercised against American citizens exercising the right of peaceable assembly for the 

redress of grievances.”
334

 

 Interestingly, the Milwaukee Journal’s lead story focused much more heavily on 

Martin Luther King‟s call for clergy to stand with the demonstrators in Selma. King 

articulated the request in a telegram, the bulk of which the Journal printed on the front 

page.
335

 A photo of Alabama troopers standing over cowering demonstrators held a 

prominent place in the middle of page one, but a detailed description of the violent 

assault on the protestors fell to page two.  Governor George Wallace‟s role in Bloody 

Sunday also failed to make page one. “Wallace‟s troops,” the text noted, “chased the 

screaming, bleeding marchers nearly a mile back to their church Sunday, clubbing them 

as they ran” while “a dozen or more FBI agents watched the melee.”
336

 The Journal 

devoted more space to detailing the injuries sustained by those attacked and the number 

of protestors injured than the Tribune. The motivation for the Journal’s decision to avoid 

a detailed account of the violent aspects of Bloody Sunday on its front page cannot be 
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fully understood. One hypothesis is that paper‟s editors wanted to shield their readers 

from graphic details.  Perhaps, the social justice element of the story was deemed the 

more pressing matter to editorial staff. Whichever the case, both newspapers strongly 

condemned the troopers‟ actions and proceeded to convey the attitude that law 

enforcement officials, not the demonstrators, needed a lesson in keeping order. This 

assessment fixed the perceptions of pro-rights demonstrators as the” heroes” in Selma 

and Sheriff Clark posse as the “villains,” laying the framework for all remaining coverage 

and clearly defining law enforcement actions as problematic. 

Framing Violence and Order Through Heroes and Villains 

 Subsequent stories penned generally encompassed one of three perspectives—that 

of the demonstrators as told through King or one of his aides, the purview of the Johnson 

Administration articulated through official sources close to the President or the President 

himself, and attitudes of Selma locals, often transcribed in a Southern dialect.  Negative 

assessments of the Selma situation consistently revolve around the lawlessness and 

violent tactics of Alabama citizens and officials. Utilization of these three perspectives 

and the voices that speak for them have the potential to determine “whether most people 

notice or how they understand and remember a problem, as well as how they evaluate it 

and choose to act upon it.”
337

 Because the storylines of demonstrators, federal officials, 

and Alabama law enforcement are inseparably interwoven throughout the coverage of the 

Selma to Montgomery march, a largely chronological review of coverage is presented 

with interspersed commentary on their association and importance to the “Violence is 

Unacceptable, Order Must Prevail” frame. 
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Waiting to March: The “Hero” Narrative 

 Demonstrators on the ground in Selma did not engender a single negatively tinged 

article or editorial in the content studied—a noteworthy fact considering the Chicago 

Tribune remained an extremely conservative outlet often hesitant to endorse civil rights 

demands during this time frame.
338

 This phenomenon speaks greatly of the extent to 

which these two media outlets, and possibly others, judged Selma civil rights proponents 

as defending the moral high ground. This rendering is most likely based in marcher 

actions during Bloody Sunday and the movement‟s non-violent response to the fray. The 

large number of clergy members of all faiths populating the ranks of demonstrators, many 

of whom were interviewed by Tribune and Journal staff, may factor in to this treatment 

and will be explored further in the analysis of anniversary coverage. A Milwaukee 

Journal story praising marchers keeping vigil at a rope set up to prevent them from 

marching through Selma juxtaposed “leaden skies” and frequent downpours with the 

“tenacity” of rights demonstrators and likened their routine to “sending substitutes into a 

football game” with “no timeouts.”
339

 “Standing before the light rope a huddled, plastic 

covered knot of humanity was arrayed in a disciplined, box shaped column, following a 

cause that brought to this black belt town from 30 states” the reporter commented.
340

 The 

piece went on to champion how “discipline and tenacity, the like of which veterans of the 

civil rights struggle could not recall, possesses the demonstrators of Selma.”
341

 Clearly, 
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rights proponents are perceived as “maintaining order” and their actions are not defined 

as problematic.   

 The day of Unitarian Minister James Reeb‟s death, Selma news dominated the 

Chicago Tribune front page.
342

 President Johnson denounced the “brutality” in Selma as 

an “American tragedy” and noted he “was prepared to use federal marshals and troops to 

maintain law and order if necessary.”
343

  This article marked the first instance of Johnson 

publically dedicating federal resources to the rights marchers‟ plight. Johnson‟s remarks 

also spawned a Journal editorial praising the president‟s “plea for America to live up to 

its promise for all of its people.”
344

 The piece chastised Selma Sheriff Jim Clark claiming 

“his activities have helped shock the nation into a united demand for action” and 

contended that America “[was] a nation of law,” but also “must be a nation of order. 

Social justice must become a reality for everyone.”
345

 This editorial reaffirms the causal 

interpretations and a moral judgment established in the wake of Bloody Sunday, and also 

asserts the remedy for Selma‟s issues to be social justice for everyone. Finally, and most 

closely tied to public memory formation, the editorial staff asserted “Selma, as few 

events in our recent history, has stirred the American consciousness.”
346

 This point of 

exceptional note considering the routine upheaval American civil rights demonstrations 

engendered throughout the 1950s and 1960s. By 1965, the March on Washington had 

occurred, the water hoses had been pointed in Birmingham, schools had been integrated 
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across the South, and yet, Milwaukee Journal editorial writers considered the marches 

from Selma to Montgomery one of the most poignant “events in [their] recent history.” 

 A telling departure from the Journal’s accolades appeared in the most detailed 

report on Washington, D.C. solidarity protests separating the campaign in Selma from the 

larger civil rights movement. “Hardcore Pickets on Society‟s Fringes” cited the absence 

of middle class whites and lack of organization as the defining features of those marching 

in support of Selma demonstrators saying “if there is one truth about the picket line…it is 

that no one is certain what is going on. It is organized disorganization.”
347

 The piece also 

commented that “the marchers themselves were the girls who spurn pin curlers and 

lipstick and the boys who dislike barbers”
348

 While this particular assessment may hold 

some truth, the article represents an astonishing change of tone from the extant backing 

of the Selma contingent. Once protests leave the Deep South, thus threatening the 

Northern social order, the Journal seems highly suspect of the pickets‟ capacity to abet 

America “to live up to its promise for all of its people.”
349

 This phenomenon indicates the 

Journal’s rendering of the “Violence is Unacceptable, Order Must Prevail” as unique to 

Selma marchers. A much different, and decidedly more negative, moral judgment and 

remedy are invoked once the fight for equality leaves the South. 

 A debate surrounding the appropriateness of clerical involvement in “civil 

disobedience” emerged during this interim as well. Was it permissible for “people of the 

cloth” to defy earthly law when a higher moral standard demanded their loyalty to a 

greater degree? One Unitarian minister interviewed defended the clergy‟s position by 
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imploring Americans to “note where the violence is coming from.”
350

  “The attacks are 

coming from the troopers—supposed enforcers of law and order,” another minister 

quoted claimed.
351

 Martin Luther King, Jr. himself entered the discourse. King insisted 

his coalition “never encourage[d] violence. We only make our stand on higher moral 

principles which affect the lives of our people. If this results in violence, we accept 

this…The presence of injustice in society is already the presence of potential 

violence.”
352

 These words seemed to quell any nay saying from the Journal or the 

Tribune as neither paper printed editorials, columns, op-eds, or news reports 

contradicting King‟s or clergy members‟ assertions, adding credence to the position that 

both newspapers invariably framed marcher actions as agreeable. Noticeably absent from 

this narrative is the voice of law enforcement and Alabama officials. 

 After President Johnson formally intervened in the Selma showdown, news 

coverage shifted to detailing plans for the 50-mile trek to Montgomery. Estimations of 

the number of troops needed “assure that the march would be peaceful” quickly emerged 

alongside descriptions of a mobile hospital donated by the International Ladies Garment 

Workers union, menu items available for the marchers, and quotes from black doctors 

accompanying the expedition.
353

 A federal proclamation cautioned marchers against any 

disturbances “commanding all persons to observe law and order during the 

demonstration,” but also stipulated “that on every occasion possible, only well trained, 
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uniformed law enforcement officers be used in handling demonstrators.” 
354

 Federal 

emissaries also cited actions of local officials not directed toward enforcing valid law of 

the state of Alabama or furthering any legitimate policy of the state of Alabama” as 

fodder for federal intervention.
355

 The burden of compliance with contemporary notions 

of “law and order” continued to rest on local white officials and citizens—a drastic 

departure from other civil rights demonstrations of the day where those in power 

scrutinized the actions and attitudes of demonstrators alone.  In the case of Selma, the 

violence of Bloody Sunday created a lasting endorsement of the marchers in the Chicago 

Tribune and Milwaukee Journal. 

Impeding Social Justice: The “Villain” Narrative 

  Although the Milwaukee Journal and the Chicago Tribune defined Alabama law 

enforcement actions, George Wallace‟s permission of those actions, and white 

segregationist support for the law and state government policies problematic and amoral, 

the newspapers nonetheless gave column inches, and thus a voice, to their segregationist 

perspectives. In spite of this allowance, Alabama police and government officials 

remained the cause of violence and the barrier prohibiting Alabama blacks from voting in 

the eyes of these two papers.  

 The Milwaukee Journal took a more critical tone than the Tribune on the position 

of Alabama officials, law enforcement, and Selma‟s white residents. A Journal editorial 

titled “Consider Governor Wallace” noted that “considering the temper of the times and 

the flood tide of the Negro rights movement, another man in another state might have 
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stepped aside and let the marchers march.”
356

 The piece juxtaposed this lede with quotes 

from “an Alabama friend” who claimed the answer hinged on complexities of race 

relations in the South because Southerners were “a normal, rational enough people except 

on two matters—race and the use of federal authority.”
357

 Based on this, the editorial 

surmised that change would only come with moral conversion on the issue of race 

concluding that “the parts have been written long ago and now they must be played 

out.”
358

  

 This theme continued to surface throughout the Journal‟s coverage. A staff writer 

assessed that Selma‟s politics and history were “rooted in old ideas” and therefore 

resistant to change in a March 13 piece. The article quoted a resident who claimed 

“persons have no position here unless they‟re from an old family.”
359

 Since these families 

also made up a large part of the membership in White Citizen‟s Councils and Ku Klux 

Klan (KKK) chapters, the source claimed moderate whites were afraid to speak out. 

Furthermore, the reporter cited “moderate, white” sources that contended Sheriff Clark 

was “riding a political dead end and has gone too far to change course.”
360

 The article 

also described new business practices and city council efforts aimed at creating some 

change in the city, distinguishing Selma‟s moderate white residents from more extreme 

contingents such as KKK and White Citizens‟ Council members. This article shifts the 

blame for violence against pro-rights marchers, maintenance of order and moral 
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judgments away from all Selma whites and onto “radical elements” exonerating 

moderates from the role of the “villains.”   

 These “radical elements” got their moment in the media spotlight the following 

day, once again in the Milwaukee Journal, but this time on the front page. The Journal 

staff reporter interestingly chose to transcribe quotes from this contingent in a Southern 

dialect—a narrative device not deemed pertinent or necessary in the proceeding piece on 

Selma‟s white moderates. “King‟s gonna leave here and leave these niggras penniless,” 

one resident claimed. Another declared she “didn‟t care for all this mixin.
361

‟” A third 

described the visiting clergy members as “sex deviants.” The piece utilized quotes from 

nearly a dozen different Selman‟s, many of them overtly racist in their affect and 

language. The author also noted many of these sources cited literature from White 

Citizens‟ Councils as the source of their information about pro-rights demonstrators. This 

treatment is a stark juxtaposition from the previous day‟s estimation of Selma‟s moderate 

whites emphatically defining the “villains” for the Journal’s northern, white readership.  

 In contrast to the Journal and perhaps because of the conservative editorial stance 

of the Tribune’s editorial staff, the paper generally presented the plight of Alabama 

officials with no noticeable criticism or commentary. The day following Bloody Sunday, 

the Chicago Tribune ran a short article allowing Alabama Governor George Wallace to 

defend his actions. Only quotes from Wallace appeared in the piece. Wallace‟s claimed 

more violence would have occurred without the action of his state troopers because 

“police could not have protected marchers from angry whites on the 50-mile march to 
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Montgomery.”
362

 Wallace also contended that Northern law officers also used violence 

against pro-rights demonstrators, but “it doesn‟t get on the front page.”
363

 A similar story 

published on March 15 again provided Wallace with his own platform, and only utilized 

quotes from the Governor. In “Wallace Promises He‟ll Obey if Federal Court OK‟s 

March,” Wallace claimed, “if demonstrations like those at Selma and in Northern cities  

are allowed to continue…it will take all of the police forces the nation can muster‟ to 

maintain law and order.”
364

 He then challenged media outlets to document how other 

rights demonstrations across the country were handled, asserting Alabama officials were 

doing better job than other places faced with the same issues.
365

 It is important to note 

that the Tribune did not formally articulate a “villain” within the “Violence is 

Unacceptable, Order Must Prevail” frame. Instead, the outlet presented different sides of 

the story in separate news accounts that when taken as a whole still reinforce the 

identification of Alabama police and government officials as the cause of Selma‟s unrest 

and deem Alabama law enforcement actions, George Wallace‟s permission of those 

actions, and white segregationist support as problematic and amoral.  

 Unlike during the March on Washington, civil rights activists did not pose the 

primary threat to the status quo with respect to the Selma to Montgomery marches. The 

violent response by Alabama State Troopers on Bloody Sunday and Governor George 

Wallace‟s enduring refusal to allow the 50-mile trek to occur propelled an 

overwhelmingly positive representation of Selma‟s pro-civil rights demonstrators in both 
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newspapers. Using the hero/villain dichotomy as discursive tool, the Journal and the 

Tribune framed the use of violence by law enforcement and the subsequent need for order 

as highly problematic. The “Violence is Unacceptable, Order Must Prevail” frame 

allocated responsibility for violence to Alabama law enforcement actions and George 

Wallace‟s permission of those actions. White segregationists who supported these actors 

and their politics were deemed to be on the wrong side of history. Finally, both 

newspapers endorsed the dismissal of problematic officials and dissolution of practices 

prohibiting Alabama blacks from voting as the primary remedies.  

 

Selma’s Legacy: Implications for Collective Memory Formation 

 Several pieces published near the end of March help contextualize the Selma to 

Montgomery march‟s position within the larger civil rights movement as it continued to 

unfold. As I move into a discussion of anniversary coverage, these pieces provide a 

foundation from which to note changes in attitudes about the event as coverage examined 

becomes removed from that historical moment.  A Milwaukee Journal piece comparing 

the Montgomery rally with the March on Washington of 1963 asserted that although the 

attendance at the event in Montgomery “did not approach the size of the August 28, 1963 

March on Washington…it was viewed as more dramatic because it occurred in a southern 

state, had met with violence in one of two previously unsuccessful attempts, and was 

tightly guarded by the military.”
366

 These remarks solidify the perceptions of Selma as a 

prolific event within the larger civil rights struggle for the media outlets covering them at 
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the time, as it clearly rivaled the March on Washington in importance for the Milwaukee 

Journal reporter writing the above story. 

 Each newspaper also published an editorial reflecting on the nearly month-long 

affair in which the outlets largely attributed the success of the march from Selma to 

Montgomery to the blunders of Southern politicians and white segregationists. This 

approach is characteristic of what James Ettema describes as the employment of irony by 

journalists in situations where moral judgment is seen as necessary, but explicit 

condemnation may fall outside of the norm of objectivity.
367

 Ettema notes that “the great 

value of irony to journalism is that it can moralize without appearing to sermonize. It 

allows…reporters to elevate the illegal, the unethical, and even the merely improper to 

the outrageous and yet retain the formal features of objective reporting.”
368

  The 

Milwaukee Journal turned to Alabama governor George Wallace saying “ironically, 

much of the success of this project must be credited to Governor Wallace. His state police 

brutally assaulted the early demonstrators, arousing national indignation and creating a 

climate in which the federal government could move quickly to make the right to vote a 

reality.”
369

 For the Chicago Tribune the assessment marked the only editorial published 

and was notably titled “They Never Learn.” The piece addressed the change in 

atmosphere among rights protesters from “jubilation and triumph” to “shock and grief 

shared by nation” upon the death of Mrs. Viola Liuzzo, a pro-civil rights demonstrator 
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from Michigan, at the hands of KKK members and goes on to chastise Alabamans for 

their brutality: 

 The reputation of Alabama was already greatly impaired by the direction of 

 resistance taken against civil rights demonstrators. The state police dealt brutally 

 with one attempted march in Selma. A protest in Montgomery was broken up by 

 mounted police and possemen who injured eight persons with canes and 

 ropes…There are calm and constructive elements among the population of 

 Alabama and though it would be an exaggeration to say that they look forward to 

 a new civil order in the state with anything more than resignation, yet they will 

 yield to the spirit of law and order. But sadly, the fringe elements—the rednecks 

 and irreconcilable bigots—are beyond control, and it is these that have brought 

 shame to Alabama, and, incidentally, immeasurably advanced the civil rights 

 cause.
370

 

 

 While the editorial recognized the numerous misgivings of Alabamans in dealing 

with the rights groups, it credited these same folk with “immeasurably” advancing the 

civil rights cause. This text solidifies the segregationists‟ position in history, and also 

denies rights demonstrators full credit for the Selma to Montgomery march claiming “the 

white trash who have risen to the bait have played into the hands of those whom they 

seek to oppress, but they never learn.”
371

    

 An analysis of Selma demonstration coverage in March 1965 reveals a dual 

personality in both the Chicago Tribune and Milwaukee Journal. Each newspaper 

squarely supported rights demonstrators from Bloody Sunday through the successful, 

triumphant trek into Montgomery placing the burden of upholding norms of law and 

order on Alabama‟s white citizens, government officials, and law enforcement. 

Following the successful completion of the Selma to Montgomery march, however, the 

pair ascribed these same radical contingents with greatly aiding the marchers‟ cause. In 
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doing so, the Journal and Tribune tinge the legacy of Selma by presenting an extremely 

one-dimensional frame that, like the treatment uncovered in Rhodes‟ work on the Black 

Panthers, neglects to contextualize those who fought for justice in Selma within the larger 

struggle for civil rights.
372

 Instead, the victory in Selma was credited to the very people 

so ardently fighting against social justice for all. This final contextualization has 

important implications for collective memory formation as the way history is 

remembered can at times become more important than the history itself and it is these 

implications that will be explored in analysis of anniversary coverage.        

 

Selma’s Disappearing Act: Anniversary Coverage 

 

Numerical Analysis 
 

Table 4: Comparison of Selma to Montgomery March Coverage: 1970-2005 

 

 Milwaukee Journal Chicago Tribune 

 

(n=29) (n=29) 

   Front Page  2   (7.0%) 6   (26.1%) 

Images 8 (27.6%) 12   (41.4%) 

Editorial Pieces 2   (7.0%) 1   (3.4%) 

Letters to the Editor 1   (3.4%) 0   (0.0%) 

Wire 

Service/Syndication 20   (69.0%) 15   (51.8%) 
 

n= Total number of articles and images published.  

Total number of paragraphs published: Milwaukee Journal=138, Chicago Tribune=294. 

 

 During the month of March 1965, the Milwaukee Journal and Chicago Tribune 

collectively produced 420 articles or images about the Selma to Montgomery marches.  

Surprisingly, anniversary coverage tracked in the same newspapers, through the same 

                                                 
372

 Rhodes, Jane, Framing the Black Panthers: the Spectacular Rise and Fall of a Black Power Icon, New 
York: The New Press, 2007. 



 

 128 

month-long period every fifth anniversary between 1965 and 2005, generated only 58 

articles and images.
373

  Why did these two media outlets devote so much attention to the 

Selma marches when they occurred in 1965, but so little over the course of the next 40 

years? What components of Selma‟s character proved so attractive to the Journal and 

Tribune in the 1960s but became easily dismissed in later years? This research seeks to 

formulate answers to these questions and others through a numerical overview of content 

and a qualitative framing analysis. Themes, ideas, and persons omitted from anniversary 

coverage will receive particular scrutiny.  

The most striking characteristic unveiled in the numerical analysis of Selma 

anniversary is the virtual dearth of content produced. This finding is especially notable 

considering the media attention the event garnered in 1965, and accounting for its 

occurrence shapes the remainder of this chapter. Collectively, the Journal and Tribune 

published 58 articles and images about the Selma march during the intervals studied. 

Eight of those articles made the front page of the paper. Nearly 70 percent of the content 

published about Selma in the Milwaukee Journal came from outside sources compared to 

just over 50 percent of the Tribune’s (See Table 4).
374

 In total, the Journal dedicated 138 

paragraphs to anniversaries of Selma. Interestingly, the Tribune produced more than 

double that number, 294. A noteworthy detail arising is the small number of editorials 

produced. Editorial content comprised less than one percent of either paper‟s total (See 

Table 4). The Milwaukee Journal opted for two editorial pieces out of 29, and the 
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Tribune only one. This statistic indicates that neither news outlet saw a great deal of 

value in debating the meanings, importance, nor historical significance of the Selma to 

Montgomery marches. Opinions about, and thus perhaps collective memories, associated 

with the event remain largely fixed for these two media outlets throughout the period 

studied. 

 

Figure 2: Comparison of Selma to Montgomery Anniversary Coverage, Five Year Interval Breakdown: 

1970-2005 
  

 The preceding graph breaks down the number of articles and images published on 

anniversaries of the Selma marches by newspaper and year allowing a glimpse into when 

these two papers deemed anniversary events most newsworthy. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

each paper devoted the most coverage to the event on the 20
th

 anniversary when Joseph 

Lowery, John Lewis, Jesse Jackson and others reenacted the full 50-mile trek (See Table 

2).
375

 A small spike also occurred on the tenth anniversary. Otherwise, published story 
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amounts range between two and six articles or images.  After 1995, this number remains 

below five, and declines further by 2005 (See Table 2). Finally, the Chicago Tribune ran 

no stories on the fifth anniversary, and that the Milwaukee Journal ran no stories on the 

40
th

 anniversary in 2005.  

 

Qualitative Framing Analysis 

  

 The qualitative analysis, like the numerical overview, is primarily characterized 

by what is not there. Only one distinct frame emerges, “lingering ghosts, lingering 

challenges.” The remainder of insight into why the Selma to Montgomery march does not 

capture the attention of the Milwaukee Journal and Chicago Tribune in later years rests 

on what is displaced by this primary frame. Clergy member presence at the original 

march, images of the original event, and discussions of American race relations writ large 

fail to appear in coverage examined between 1970 and 2005.  

 

“Lingering Ghosts, Lingering Challenges” 

  

 The large majority of articles printed on Selma anniversaries recall prominent 

figures present in 1965 while reinvigorating the call to face lingering barriers to civil 

rights. This characterization focuses reader attention toward what has been overcome as 

well as what yet needs to be accomplished. Simultaneously, it diverts attention away 

from why marchers came to Selma in the first place, who those marchers might have 

been, larger systemic factors contributing to inequality both in 1965 and during various 

eras studied, and the lasting effects of Bloody Sunday and the subsequent march to 

Montgomery. In framing the Selma anniversaries in terms of lingering ghosts and 
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lingering challenges, the Milwaukee Journal and Chicago Tribune define persisting 

inequalities as problematic and convey a moral judgment that the Selma to Montgomery 

march engendered positive changes to the racial fabric of American society. Neither 

paper identifies the causes of lingering inequalities nor do they endorse remedies to 

correct them. The Journal and Tribune also do not rekindle the initial framing of violence 

in Selma, instead choosing to discuss how the primary actors, or “lingering ghosts,” have 

reformed.  This frame initially surfaced in 1970, the first anniversary considered and 

existed through 2005, the last anniversary addressed.  

 A Milwaukee Journal piece published in 1970 claimed “Selma in 1970 longs for 

nothing more than so much as to put its notoriety behind it and become just another 

American town.”
376

 The piece went on to discuss physical changes within the city limits, 

gains of black community members, and changes in the attitudes of residents themselves 

noting that “the most militant Negro left in town is a Baptist minister who is running for 

the state senate.”
377

 Citizens act normally, the reporter asserted, but “Selma cannot forget. 

It is too full of ghosts…Above all, there is the ghost of the Rev. Martin Luther King, 

Jr..”
378

 King remained a prominent figure throughout the article with the author 

positioning him as the leader of the march and denoting Selma as the “last real test of 

King‟s theory of nonviolence.”
379

 The article‟s conclusion elicits a more reserved 

optimism; “if the rough edges have been honed away, it does not take much investigation 

to discover that a fairly hardy racism still thrives beneath the surface,” thus identifying 
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lingering challenges to social justice.
380

 Notably missing from this text is any direct 

discussion of Bloody Sunday or the extreme brutality that befell the marchers, both black 

and white, thereafter. It appears that in 1970, these wounds proved too recent to address. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. continued to be a central figure in anniversary coverage in 

1975. In fact, the Milwaukee Journal’s main treatment did not invoke the names of any 

other rights leaders. 
381

 The piece mentioned all preeminent white persons involved—

Sheriff Clark, Wilson Baker, James Reeb, and Viola Liuzzo—but neglected to highlight 

any black participants other than King, namely Jimmie Lee Jackson whose death sparked 

initial calls for a march between Selma and Montgomery. The Journal piece also touted 

Selma‟s legacy saying “the event and the place—Selma—have come to symbolize a 

moment in history when an old order fell and the echoes of the new leaped the bounds of 

Dixie and sounded throughout the nation.”
382

 A similar sentiment emerged in the 

Chicago Tribune’s 1975 coverage as well. “The spotted horse is too old to ride, the 

bullwhip has been stashed in the rafters for good, and the Sheriff of Dallas County didn‟t 

bother to show up for the march,” the article led.
383

 The Tribune staff interviewed 

significantly more rights leaders than the Journal did in 1975 and deemed John Lewis, 

not King, “the leader” of the Selma campaign. In 1975, both newspapers assert just how 

different Selma is 10 years after Bloody Sunday and the following 50-mile trek to 

Montgomery.  
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A second Tribune piece revealed a much darker assessment of Selma 10 years on. 

“Signs of Danger in Changed South” described an encounter between the Tribune staffer, 

and a drunken black youth during which the youth attempted to rob the reporter “for no 

other reason but that I am white and have some [money] and he is black and does not.”
384

 

The reporter considered the incident a “slap in the face to the native white Southerner, 

who now lives his days in Northern cities, but must go back to Alabama to experience 

black street crime.”
385

 This expression of anger did not dominate the remainder of the 

article which centered on positive changes in Selma and lengthy quotes from John Lewis 

and may be no more than an isolated elucidation of one journalist‟s feelings. However, 

this type of reaction is illustrative of what Bonilla-Silva terms “cultural racism” because 

“presumed cultural practices,” such as the idea that all African Americans are poor and 

will steal from whites, are presented as “fixed features” namely “lack of effort, loose 

family organization, and inappropriate values.” 
386

 This assessment of African Americans 

proliferated throughout the 1980s fueled by policies of the Reagan Administration that 

fomented dialogues about “reverse racism” and a “culture of crime,” making this early 

glimmer extremely noteworthy. 

By 1985 a much more nuanced treatment of Bloody Sunday also developed by the 

20
th

 anniversary. A Tribune report recognized Bloody Sunday as the event that propelled 

the 1965 Voting Rights Act through Congress as “a shocked nation‟s shame turned to 

empathy and action” and went on to claim the ease with which memorial marchers could 
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get a sense of the feeling that was present 20 years prior.
 387

 Police might be present, the 

Tribune implored, but this time they would be there to “assist,” thus investigating Bloody 

Sunday‟s major conflict to a greater degree than on previous anniversaries.
388

  The 20
th

 

anniversary again saw King emerge as the primary leader of the original event, though a 

vacillation away from his involvement permeated treatments into the 1990s and beyond 

with little obvious grounding in broader social forces. This may perhaps be because of 

the emphasis on “lingering challenges” rather than “lingering ghosts” throughout 1990s 

coverage of Selma. Rights leaders often called upon advocates to “rekindle the spirit of 

the civil rights movement” and at the conclusion of the 1990 reenactment march, Jesse 

Jackson implored attendees to carry the fervor “on to Washington for jobs! On to 

Washington for peace dividends.”
389

 Similar calls prevailed in 1995 when Jackson 

asserted that President Bill Clinton and a Republican-controlled Congress wanted to “turn 

back the clock” on civil rights, again highlighting “lingering challenges” facing African 

Americans.
390

    

To many Americans, King stood, and still stands, as the figure that ushered in the 

era of change we now call “the civil rights movement” even though a multitude of figures 

and forces contributed to those gains. To juxtapose popular notions of King‟s legacy with 

pointed calls for “rekindling” civil rights action would contradict the memories already 

produced via forty plus years of mediated representations. By 2005, forty years after the 

initial Selma to Montgomery marches, King became completely displaced from the 
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Selma narrative with “forgotten” rights leaders and participants assuming his place. This 

period also saw the amount of coverage of Selma drop off considerably. Profiles of Larry 

Platt and Minne Morgan, teenagers who attended the 1965 events, and mentions of Hosea 

Williams and Jimmie Lee Jackson represented the positive change wrought by Selma as 

they appeared alongside the text of speeches given by Mrs. King, Jesse Jackson, and John 

Lewis
391

 This may stem from a shift in accepted news routines and sourcing practices, 

but one cannot be sure of the choice here due to the fact that the only coverage penned in 

2005 surfaced in a single Chicago Tribune article. Descriptions of violence increased in 

number and depth during in the 2005 coverage possibly further explaining King‟s 

absence from the narrative during this year. As the apparition of violence shifted to the 

forefront of the coverage, King‟s presence declined pointing to an inverse relationship 

between these two entities. 

The “lingering ghosts, lingering challenges” frame highlights the ways in which 

Selma‟s legacy vacillates primarily around the juxtaposition of Martin Luther King and 

the violence of Bloody Sunday. Initial accounts of sweeping racial change in Selma 

quickly fade and give way to renewed calls for civil rights action. Mediated accounts 

penned on anniversaries relegate the gains made through the Selma to Montgomery 

march to a bygone era lessening Selma‟s relevance to American society. Moreover, 

neither paper identifies the causes of lingering inequalities nor do they endorse remedies 

to correct them. 

The Rearticulated Specter of the Southern White Male               

                                                 
391
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An interesting treatment of the Southern white male emerged in this analysis as 

well. By 1985, segregationist Governor George Wallace, a central figure in rights battles 

throughout the 1960s, returned to news coverage. A wholly reformed Wallace “credited 

blacks for his unprecedented re-election” and attempted to redefine his actions of 1965.
392

 

He again surfaced in 1995 coverage, in a photo holding hands with SCLC Pres. Joseph 

Lowry.
393

 The corresponding article noted that “the marchers swarmed around the old 

man in the wheelchair, some to tell him he was forgiven, some to whisper that he could 

never be forgiven, not now, not a million years from now.”
394

 The piece equated 

Wallace‟s name with “shorthand” for Southern rights injustices, but went on to endorse 

his conversion and apologies for past injustices.
395

  

President Bill Clinton, a southern white politician and perceived advocate of 

African Americans, also received similar treatment.  An Associated Press piece printed in 

2000 in both the Journal and the Tribune in which Clinton figured prominently 

maintained that while “the march helped launch the careers of black leaders including 

[John] Lewis…it also helped make way for a new kind of white Southern politician.”
396

 

Clinton himself asserted that Selma “set me free too” and even “credited the march with 

his rise to be president.”
397

 Here, we see a rearticulation of what it meant to occupy the 

space of a Southern, white male as voiced through the lens of the successes of the Selma 

to Montgomery march. The specter of the white Southern male triumphantly came full 

circle in the form of Wallace‟s conversion and Clinton‟s participation in the reenactment 
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march. Kelly J. Madison asserts that successful challenges to the white racial status quo, 

like the Selma to Montgomery march and other civil rights gains, “destabilized white 

domination by forcefully arguing and painstakingly illustrating, the illegitimacy of the 

structure of white “racial” oppression.”
398

 Through an examination of films produced in 

the 1980s and 1990s, Madison also demonstrates how media texts can be constructed as 

“co-optive collective memories” of historical moments that initially represented gains for 

Africans and African Americans by manufacturing collective memories of anti-racist 

struggles that highlight white heroes, marginalize black agency, and obscure the deeper 

structure of white capitalist domination.” 
399

 These types of interpretations, present in 

anniversary coverage highlighting Wallace‟s conversion and Clinton‟s redemption, are 

“not simply about remembering the past; the affect how we interpret the present.”
400

 

 

Silent Phantoms: What the Media Did Not Address  

  

 The Chicago Tribune and Milwaukee Journal failed to incorporate many of the 

prominent themes and players dominating content produced in March 1965. Although 

members of the clergy garnered an enormous portion of the Selma coverage in March 

1965, the contingent did not generate a single remark throughout the entire run of 

anniversary treatments examined, conceivably because a historical chronicle featuring 

religious persons violating American laws does not fit within scope of American social 

norms and principles. Secondly, images constituted just over 30 percent of each 
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newspaper‟s coverage of the 1965 march, but only three photographs of any event taking 

place during March 1965 appeared in anniversary accounts, and all featured protesters 

crouching on the Edmund Pettus Bridge during the Bloody Sunday attack.
401

 No photos 

of Martin Luther King, other rights leaders or named participants, or the 50-mile trek to 

Montgomery appear. Only photos depicting the violence of Bloody Sunday make it to 

print suggesting if there is a particular collective memory of Selma, it may revolve 

around Bloody Sunday only, not the gains the successful march ultimately helped realize.  

Conclusion 

 The central frame found in anniversary coverage of the Selma to Montgomery 

march, “lingering ghosts, lingering challenges” recalls prominent figures present in 1965 

while reasserting the existence of lingering barriers to equality in American society. 

Selma does not constitute a forum for discussion of American racial issues; it largely 

remains a singular event with a fixed meaning that warrants commemoration, not 

reformulation. This portrayal directs readers toward what has been overcome and what 

yet needs to be accomplished, concurrently diverting attention from the impetus for the 

march, identities of the marchers, systemic influences on inequality both in 1965 and in 

contemporary historical moments, and the lasting effects of Bloody Sunday and the 

subsequent march to Montgomery. The Milwaukee Journal and Chicago Tribune defined 

persisting inequalities as problematic and asserted a moral judgment that the Selma to 

Montgomery march incurred positive changes to American race relations, but did not 

identify the causes of lingering inequalities or endorse remedies for those inequalities. A 
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relinquishing of the violent, segregationist practices at the forefront of civil rights 

struggles allows a rearticulation of the Southern white male to emerge in the mid-1980s 

and persist into the 21
st
 century. Because these men had mended their ways, so to speak, 

they could no longer remain accountable for violent actions of the past. The overall 

dearth of coverage is not necessarily unexpected given contemporary news routines and 

journalistic norms. However, the lack of coverage is concerning when placed in relation 

to the amount of coverage produced on March on Washington anniversaries, an event 

arguably on equal footing with the Selma to Montgomery march. A comparison of 

amount of coverage and major themes as well as an assessment of the impact these 

differences have on collective memory formation, and thus on the larger realm of 

American race relations, follows in the concluding chapter.  
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Chapter 4- Conclusion 
  

 Based on the preceding analysis of media framings in Milwaukee Journal and the 

Chicago Tribune, it can be said that these two outlets produced highly uni-dimensional 

renderings of both the March on Washington and the Selma to Montgomery marches. In 

doing so, they define the movement as “a well-passed aberration” and actively substitute 

“allegory for history” allowing for the formation of nostalgic and incomplete public 

memories of America‟s struggle over civil rights.
402

 All frames emerging in examination 

of March on Washington anniversary coverage revolved around either Martin Luther 

King or his “I Have a Dream” speech and attempted to distinguish contemporary eras 

from past civil rights injustices. In doing so, media accounts penned on anniversaries 

neglected to acknowledge the severe criticism surrounding the event prior to its 

successful completion and wholly displaced the construction of race from narratives 

about remaining racial inequalities from the 1980s forward. In contrast to the March on 

Washington, initial chronicles of the Selma to Montgomery march squarely supported 

pro-civil rights demonstrators, painting them as “heroes” and victims of “villainous” 

white segregationist actions. On subsequent anniversaries, however, the figure of the 

Southern white male is redeemed and rearticulated situating past actors and the racist 

ideals they promoted as “a well-passed aberration.”  

 The March on Washington initially generates significantly less coverage and 

public outcry than the Selma to Montgomery marches, but is utilized as a platform to 

discuss American race relations on a national scale anniversary after anniversary. Selma 
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all but disappears from news coverage after March 1965 and is not deemed a platform for 

re-envisioning the American racial landscape, a pattern that suggests certain forms of 

activism in the name of civil rights and responses to that activism are more acceptable in 

the eyes of media outlets than others. The violent events of Bloody Sunday and the deaths 

of Jimmie Lee Jackson, Rev. James Earl Reeb, and Viola Liuzzo during the ensuing 

Selma campaign tinge the legacy of Selma and relegate its commemoration to a much 

different realm than the March on Washington. Although these renderings stem from an 

analysis of only two media outlets, the near universal acceptance of news routines and 

journalistic norms suggests these trends may be present in other arenas as well, 

presenting sound reason for further scrutiny by media scholars. The assertions made 

based on this analysis certainly require more investigation and would greatly benefit from 

examinations of other news outlets and media such as African American newspapers, 

television, or film, but nonetheless, trends seen here indicate that media frames have the 

potential to limit memories to specific facets and themes of a particular event. 

 As we move further away in time from the civil rights era and personal 

recollections fade, media become the stewards of memory. They possess the ability to 

preserve public memories, but also to reshape them over time. Newspapers such as the 

Journal and the Tribune are particularly pertinent to memories as this medium often 

serves as a key component of the historical record of a given era. Indeed, media outlets 

constitute an extremely influential emissary between history and popular culture. Themes 

highlighted in anniversary coverage comprise an amalgamation of historical events 

themselves and contemporary perceptions of those events. While other avenues for this 

amalgamation exist, media represent the most direct link between individuals and publics 
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that remember and those with the ability to limit memories to specific facets and themes 

of a particular event. Media thus help inform what we as a nation commemorate and what 

we neglect. 

 Although the Journal and Tribune initially championed the cause of pro-rights‟ 

demonstrators, the events of Selma cannot be remembered through the media in the same 

way as the March on Washington. The American public and the journalists that seek to 

work in its interest would have to focus too heavily on the sustained and brutally violent 

actions of white politicians, law enforcement officials, and prominent white citizens. 

Because this version of the story is too painful to remember, we decide to forget. 

Although the March on Washington is considered one of the movement‟s largest 

successes and produces some of the era‟s most widely distributed symbolic icons, 

collectively, we can only remember and commemorate certain facets of that hot day in 

August 1963.  As a society, we can work toward our children not having to be judged by 

the color of their skin. We can assert that something was overcome as a result marching 

on Washington—a model, peaceful gathering in our nation‟s capital to ask for the redress 

of grievances as allowed by our constitution. We cannot however, as a society remember 

and reflect upon the “bad check” written for African Americans by our own government. 

We cannot address structural and systemic factors keeping our nation‟s poor 

disadvantaged because those factors still exist today just as they did when A. Philip 

Randolph and other organizers highlighted them as a central component of the 1963 

march. We find a way to purge these unflattering phenomena from our national register, 

thus prohibiting formations, articulations, and rearticulations of their memory. Media are 
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at the very least complicit in this purging, and I contend they play an active role in 

displacing memories that do not neatly fit within the story they wish to tell. 

  Neglecting to remember, or perhaps choosing to forget, allows the specters of 

past injustice to surface again, only slightly modified. Indeed, in the post-civil rights era, 

color-blind racism is alive and well perpetuating racist ideals and structures without ever 

having to invoke race. Post-racialism extends this another step by claiming we are 

beyond race; we have no additional need for racial constructions because racial 

differences no longer exist. The construction of these “-isms” and the means through 

which they are called upon to serve some purposes and not others are directly tied to the 

historical moment known as the civil rights movement.  Singular events of the civil rights 

movement are confined to the annals of history, but the codification and utilization of 

their memory are continuously reinvigorated, rearticulated, and reapplied to causes as 

diverse as America herself. Media comprise more than a mere conduit for information; 

they are part warehouse, part steward, and part shaper of collective memories. As Stuart 

Hall notes, they not only reflect, but produce and perpetuate cultural narratives and it is 

therefore imperative that communication scholars continue to interrogate mediated 

representations of the civil rights movement and the memories those representations 

foment. If communication scholars overlook the media‟s role in shaping and perpetuating 

public memory of the civil rights movement, we run the risk of allowing the legacy of 

one of the most substantial moments in American history to be manipulated in nefarious 

ways aimed at reinstating the very same interpretations of the American racial landscape 

the movement itself sought to rewrite.  
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