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ABSTRACT 

 

Across the American South, civil rights memory institutions created by city and state 

governments and private organizations, preserve and communicate complex civil rights histories. 

Each of these institutions, for different reasons, influenced by their particular cultural, historical, 

and community contexts, emerged to preserve and present this information to their communities. 

In addition to their individual contexts, each institution has various organizational and 

community contexts, for example mission statements or community support and interest, that 

helps to drive their relationships with their chosen communities.  

 These archival and historical elements influence the facilitation of relationships between 

civil rights memory institutions, their communities, and the generation of new ideas and 

concepts. Examples of this engagement can be seen at the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute in 

Birmingham, Alabama and Mississippi Civil Rights Museum in Jackson, Mississippi. This study 

will investigate how contexts, generated by the histories of Birmingham and Mississippi, inform 

how these institutions were created, organized, and how they engage with their chosen 

communities.  
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LIST OF TERMS 

                        

Archives  

According to the Society of American Archivists, an archive is a collection of historical 

documents, records, or items that provide information about a place, institution, or group of 

people.1  

 

Archival Activism  

An archive expressing itself on social media and at the memory institution itself through exhibits.2  

 

Archival Advocacy  

Archival advocacy is an archive actively going into its chosen community to engage and 

advocate in that community.3  

 

Civil Rights Memory Institution  

A civil rights memory institution is a type of memory institution that focuses civil rights.4  

 

Collective Memory  

Collective memory is the uses, and descriptions, of history by individuals, the general public, and 

civic organizations.5  

 

Communication  

According to the National Communication Association, communication focuses on how people 

use messages to generate meanings within and across various contexts.6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 “What Are Archives?”, Society of American Archivists, https://www2.archivists.org/about-archives.  

2 Examples of this can be seen on the social media of memory institutions of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

or the Birmingham Public Library Department of Archives and Manuscripts.  

3 For example, the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum seeks environmental justice throughout the state of Mississippi. 

4 Examples of this type of institution range from the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, the Mississippi Civil Rights 

Musuem, the National Civil Rights Museum in Memphis, Tennessee, and the International Civil Rights Center & 

Museum in Greensboro, North Carolina. 

5 Examples can be seen in “The Concept of Public Memory and Its Impact on Archival Public Programing” by 

Richard J. Cox. 

6 “What is Communication?”, National Communication Association, https://www.natcom.org/about-nca/what-

communication.  
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Community Archives  

Community archives are archives created or accumulated, described, and or preserved by 

individuals and community groups who desire to document their cultural heritage based on shared 

experiences, interests, and or identities.7  

 

Community Engagement  

Seeks to better engage the community to achieve long-term and  sustainable outcomes, 

processes, relationships, discourses, decision-making, or implementation.8   

 

Community Memory Institution  

A community memory institution is a memory institution that was founded by members of a 

community to fill an information and history gap or a memory institution that seeks to be a strong 

and active member of their chosen community.9 

 

Explanatory History  

Explanatory History is history that explains the origins of something.10  

 

Environmental Justice 

Environmental justice is the fair treatment and meaning involvement of all people regardless of 

race, color, national origin, or income, with respect to the development, implementation, and 

enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies.11 

 

Historically Generated Context  

A historically generated context is any context that affects the formation, organization, and 

operations of a memory institution.12    

  

 

 

 
7 Rebecka Sheffield, “Community Archives,” in Currents of Archival Thinking, ed. Heather MacNeil and Terry 

Eastwood (Santa Barbara, California: Libraries Unlimited, 2017), 351-377.  

8 Examples can range from educational programs like curriculum guides to public programing events. Examples of 

curriculum guides associated with the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute can be found at 

https://www.bcri.org/curriculum-guide/.  

9 Examples can range from the Mississippi Department of Archives and History to the Invisible Histories Project. 

10 Examples this are books that explain the formation of colonial areas like Tasmania or New South Wales or the 

books like Gotham Unbound: The Ecological History of Greater New York by Ted Steinberg. These two books use 

history, and all its versions, to explain the development of these regions or ideas like environmental history or 

environmental justice.  

11 “What is Environmental Justice?”, Office of Legacy Management, United States Department of Energy, Accessed 

January 21, 2020. https://www.energy.gov/lm/services/environmental-justice/what-environmental-justice.  

12 They can associate with issues of class, economics, gender, national origin, political affiliation, race, and religion. 

Southern oligarchs and demagogues like Ross Barnett and Bull Connor are examples of Historically Generated 

Context.   
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Memory Institution 

An organization maintaining a repository of public knowledge such as libraries, archives, and 

museum.13  

  

Public History  

According to the National Council of Public History, public history is the man and diverse ways 

in which history is put to work in the world. It is history that is applied to real-world issues.14  

 

Rhetoric  

The art of speaking or writing effectively.15  

 

Social Justice  

Social justice is the concept in which equity or justice is achieved in every aspect of society 

rather than in only some aspects or for some people.16 

 
13 Examples are the Birmingham Public Library or any other Public Library. 

14 “How Do We Define Public History?”, About The Field, National Council On Public History, Accessed January 

21, 2020. https://ncph.org/what-is-public-history/about-the-field/#0.  

15 “Rhetoric”, Merriam-Webster, Accessed January 21, 2020. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/rhetoric.  

16 “Diversity Toolkit: Social Justice”, National Education Association, Accessed January 21, 2020. 

http://www.nea.org/tools/30414.htm.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 Because of the need and the desire found  in both Birmingham and Mississippi to 

remember their respective civil rights histories, both Birmingham and Mississippi have 

organized civil rights memory institutions for different reasons to counteract various historically 

generated contexts present in each location. These contexts produce issues revolving around 

class, economic status, gender, politics, race, and religion. The historically generated contexts 

themselves can be any historical person, place, thing, or event.17 All of these issues and contexts 

were what caused civil rights memory institutions to form in both Birmingham and Mississippi. 

Both political units, and the people within them, wanted to construct institutions that would be 

able to help their communities overcome the historically generated contexts of the past. This led 

to the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute being organized by a commission created by the City of 

Birmingham and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum created by a combination of public 

activism and the Mississippi state government. 

Both these institutions, along with their chosen communities, and guided by the 

development of new technology, ideas, people, and societal changes, engage different ideas of 

what it means to engage with an organization’s chosen community and understand, learn, and 

overcome the historically generated contexts associated with Birmingham

 
17 While there are many historically generated contexts connected to both Birmingham and Mississippi and those 

will be discussed throughout this study, a few examples for the purposes of this footnote are Bull Connor and the 

Civil Rights Movement for Birmingham and Ross Barnett and Mississippi oligarchs for Mississippi.  
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and Mississippi.18 Examined together, these institutions can help to show how civil rights 

memory institutions in the American South have engaged with the history they curate and how 

they then engage with their chosen communities and historically generated contexts which have 

influenced both institution and community.  

 

Research Questions 

To comprehensively investigate these relationships and unpack multiple aspects of each 

institution’s relationship with their communities, these institutions will be examined using 

explanatory history, rhetorical methods, communication and archival theories, and social media 

analysis. These examinations and comparisons will be based on the following questions:  

 

1. What are the current goals, objectives, mandates, and missions of the community civil 

rights memory institutions?  

a. How do these institutions facilitate community engagement?  

b. What are some of the results of any possible community engagement?  

c. How do these institutions engage in representation strategies that facilitate 

community engagement?  

i. What community archival theories do these institutions deploy to facilitate 

community engagement?  

 
18 Chapter Six will discuss this more. Ideas like historical distance, explanatory history, and others have influenced 

the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, and other civil rights community 

memory institutions across the American South.  

Throughout this study, when technology is discussed, that discussion will mainly revolve around the technology 

surrounding digital access points to engagement opportunities like websites and downloadable content, like 

curriculum guides and program information. Social media is a part of this technology-based community engagement 

but is not a main focus of this study.  
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ii. What public history concepts do these institutions deploy to facilitate 

community engagement?  

iii. What rhetorical concepts do these institutions deploy to facilitate 

community engagement?  

d. How do these institutions engage with the public?  

 

2. How did the historical and cultural contexts surrounding these civil rights memory 

institutions inform the emergence of the goals, activities, and mission statements of these 

institutions?   

a. What did each community think of the creation of these institutions?  

b. How often, if any, were the communities consulted in the organizing of these 

institutions?  

c. How did the comments of community members and partners influence the initial 

goals of these civil rights memory institutions?  

d. How did the people and organizations organizing these institutions interact with 

the public?  

e. How does this historical context continue to inform and guide these institutions?  

 

The civil rights memory institutions that will be examined in this study were founded by 

different organizations for different reasons.19 These questions will help to fully explain the 

complex relationships based on an examination of each institutions historical and cultural 

 
19 The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute was founded by an effort launched and run by the City of Birmingham and 

the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum was founded by an effort launched by a combination of private and 

government action.  
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contexts and those of their communities, how these institutions engage with their chosen 

communities, and how both parties work together to attempt to understand, learn from, and then 

overcome.   

 

Unlocking the Temple Gates 

In 1922, archivist Hillary Jenkinson described what he believed to be the role of the 

archivist in the modern world. He wrote:  

 

“The Archivist’s career is one of service. He exists in order to make other people’s work 

possible…..His Creed, the Sanctity of Evidence; his Task, the Conservation of every 

scrap of Evidence attaching to the Documents committed to his charge; his aim to 

provide, with prejudice or after-thought, for all who wish to know the Means of 

Knowledge….The good Archivist is perhaps the most selfless devotee of Truth the 

modern world produces.”20  

 

 Jenkinson wanted archivists to basically be a type of temple priest. Quiet, neutral men, 

who would present the information contained within their archives with that information’s 

original interpretation still attached and always available to users of the archive.21Archivists were 

to be passive information managers while the historians and other professions conducted the 

actual analysis and interpretation of the information contained within the walls of archives.22 

 
20 Randall C. Jimerson, Archives Power: Memory, Accountability, and Social Justice (Chicago: Society of American 

Archivist, 2009), 134.  

21 Some of the first archives revolved around governments and businesses. These archives wanted to tell a story, 

specifically that of the government or business. Think Coca-Cola, Levi Strauss & Co, and nations like France.  

22 Jimerson, Archives Power, 135.  
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 The idea that archivists and archives could be passive information managers at passive 

information centers is and was always a myth.23 Archives, before and since have served some 

sort of higher power and purpose whether for political, economic, religious, or imperial reasons.

Archives and their staffs have never been neutral. Since the first governments and businesses 

were created with any sort of access to a bureaucracy that could create records, information, or 

archives, information has been used to consolidate and support power.24  

 For example, in 1086, long before the French Revolution and the birth of the concept of 

the modern archive, King William I of England had his officials create the Domesday Book.25 

This book, also known as “The Great Survey”, was William and his officials’ attempt to figure 

out what they controlled in England. This knowledge was needed in the aftermath of William’s 

1066 invasion and conquest of England and parts of Wales and Scotland.26 After nearly twenty 

years of war, William, his officials, and his nobles finally wanted to figure out what they had and 

what they had won in battle so they could divide up the spoils after a long hard conflict. But, this 

survey of castles, lands, towns, villages, fields, roads, and other features, that was supposed to a

 list of loot to divide up, accidentally created a detailed picture of the economic, political, and 

religious life of medieval England and could and would go on to serve as an archive of 

information and the basis for the creation of other such surveys going forward.27 

 Fast forward to the aftermath of the French Revolution when archives began to serve as a 

source of support for newly discovered ideas revolving around newly invented concepts like 

nationalism. For example, in the early 1860s, Emperor Napoleon III of France, the nephew of the 

 
23 Jimerson, Archives Power, 137.  

24 Jimerson, Archives Power, 50-54.  

25 Archives, or their very very early ancestors, stretch all the way back to Ancient Mesopotamia. For more 

information see A History of the Ancient Near East, ca. 3000-323 BC by Marc Van De Mieroop.  

26 Robert Tombs,  The English and Their History (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2015), 49-50.  

27 Tombs, The English and Their History, 51.  
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first Emperor Napoleon, dispatched family members and officials into the archives of France.28 

Napoleon III wanted this done because he wanted the archives throughout his Empire to tell him 

the story that he wanted to hear, which was a story that legitimized his family’s rule of France.29 

The Emperor wanted the archive to tell a story that tied the glory of France to his family and vice 

versa.30 He wanted the people of France to feel that being ruled by the House of Bonaparte was 

as natural as the sun rising every morning.31 In the eyes of the Emperor, his staff, and his 

supporters, such a story would add to the natural glory of France and make sure his family ruled 

France well into the future.32 

 Such stories, like the ones that supported the relationship between the House of 

Bonaparte and the people of France, existed all over Europe, and the rest of the world, 

throughout the 19th and into the 20th centuries.33 Similar stories popped up in the United States, 

helped unify Italy and Germany, and helped grow the power and strength of the British Empire.34 

During these decades, telling this type of story seemed like one of the natural functions of 

archives and other memory institutions. These were not neutral archives or institutions with 

neutral staffs. The institutions and their staffs were all in the service of a higher power for that 

power’s purpose.35 

 
28 Alan Strauss-Schom, The Shadow Emperor: A Biography of Napoleon III (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2018), 

472.  

29 Strauss-Schom, The Shadow Emperor, 330.  

30 Like with the Doomsday Book and Willian the Conquer, Napoleon III wanted himself, and his family, to be 

connected to the history of France and especially the past, present, and future glories of France.  

31 Strauss-Schom, The Shadow Emperor, 331.  

32 Strauss-Schom, The Shadow Emperor, 335.  

33Stories like the one of Emperor Napoleon III can be seen around the world from Manifest Destiny in the United 

States to unifications of Germany and France. They were all parts of each nation’s collective memory of nationalism 

and self-worth.  

34 Juergen Osterhammel, The Transformation of the World: A Global History Of The Nineteenth Century. 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 799-800.   

35 Priscilla B. Hayner, Unspeakable Truths: Transitional Justice and the Challenge of Truth Commissions. (New 

York: Routledge, 2010), 12.  
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 From the first records of the first city states, kingdoms, and empires of Ancient 

Mesopotamia, through the Roman Empire, through the Abbasid Caliphate, through William the 

Conqueror’s England, and though the nationalism of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 

archives served the purposes of the higher political, economic, religious, national, educational, 

and imperial powers.36 They were not neutral. They supported these powers and made sure that 

no other idea made it through the archival gates.  

 These archives were temples in support of the higher powers they were designed to serve. 

The higher powers in control of these archives wanted one story, or one aspect of the story to be 

preserved and remembered. They were nearly the exact opposite of the original national motto of 

the United States: out of many one. These institutions had a mission and were going to carry 

them out as designed.37 It wouldn’t be until the mid-twentieth century that archives and memory 

institutions began to change into something new and something different.  

 In the aftermath of World War II, the United States, and the rest of the world went 

through a variety of changes across all aspects of their societal, governmental, and economic 

structures.38 As these “winds of change” began to sweep across the world more powerfully in the 

1960s, for the first time in their existences, archives and other memory institutions, like libraries 

and museums, began to crack their gates open to the possibility that new ideas and new peoples 

and groups could find their proper homes in the archives, libraries, and museums of the world.39  

 
36 Ideas like Nationalism, Imperialism, and Social Darwinism all drove this establishment and creation of collective 

memory in the nineteenth century. One such example is The White Man’s Burden, the poem by Rudyard Kipling.  

37 These institutions served empires, companies, nation states, monarchs, presidents, and business leaders. They 

were tools in the service of empire, money, power, or influence.  

38 The war turned the world upside down. Europe was exhausted, its colonies had seen a glimpse of a potential new 

world, and the Soviet Union and the United States were now much more interested in fighting each other in the 

emerging Cold War. To learn more about this, consult books like Peter Clarke’s The Last Thousand Days of the 

British Empire.  

39 Jimerson, Archives Power, 108.  
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 These cracks began to show in the archival world in the aftermath of a similar 

transformation that had swept through the historical world. Times were changing and change had 

come to the both the historical and archival worlds. In the early 1960s, a new breed of historians 

began to seek information about the “forgotten people” and “forgotten sources”.40 They wanted 

to move away from the palaces, the temples, and the councils of wars full of generals and kings 

and emperors and discover the forgotten men and women of history. These historians wanted to 

know and wanted to write about the people who lived and worked in the “tenement houses, shop 

floors, sod quarters, and barrios”.41 During the searches for these people, they discovered 

forgotten records that memory institutions had forgotten, often on purpose, over the decades and 

centuries.42 It was only a matter of time before the ideas of the historical world eventually would 

come to the archival world. New ideas were at the gate.43   

 These new ideas were taken to the archival world by the historians Howard Zinn and Sam 

Bass Warner. At the Society of American Archivists Meeting in 1971, the two historians 

challenged the assembled archivists, and archivists in general, to change to meet the changing 

times and the new ideas those times were spawning.44 Zinn declared, “The existence, 

preservation, and availability of archives, documents, records in our society was very much 

determined by the distribution of wealth and power”, and that archival collections and documents 

were “biased towards the important and powerful people of the society, tending to ignore the 

impotent and obscure”.45 Both Zinn and Warner slammed the supposed neutrality of archives and 

Warner told the assembled archivists that: 

 
40 Jimerson, Archives Power, 108-109.  

41 Jimerson, Archives Power, 117.  

42 Jimerson, Archives Power, 109.  

43 New ideas were washing over all of the Western World. For more, see A Hard Rain: America in the 1960s, Our 

Decade of Hope, Possibility, and Innocence Lost by Frye Gaillard.  

44 Howard Zinn, “Secrecy, Archives, and the Public Interest,” The Midwest Archivist 2, (1977): 20-21.   

45 Zinn, “Secrecy”, 23-25.  
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“If archivists are to escape being the prisoner of their record sources, they must become 

aggressive collections of current as well as past materials and must seek the records of 

papers of the Panthers [Black Panthers], Post Office strikers, welfare mothers, anti-

school-busing pickets, and so forth.”46 

 

 In the aftermath of this call to arms, archivists slowly began to question their profession 

and the theoretical frameworks that supported it. Archivists and scholars like F. Gerald Ham and 

Patrick Quinn called for more activism and a more in tune with the times archive staffed with 

archivists who were no long the passive observer and temple monks living in their archival 

temples.47 Ham wrote:  

 

“Archivists should fill in the gaps by becoming a historical reporter for his own time, 

using such techniques as creating oral history, generating a photographic record of 

otherwise undocumented topics, and collecting survey data on contemporary events. In 

order to meet the challenges of the future, the archivist must realize that he can no longer 

abdicate his role in this demanding intellectual process of documenting culture and that 

archivists could not remain passive, uniformed, with a limited view of what constitutes 

the archival record.”48 

 

 
46 Sam Bass Warner Jr., “The Shame of the Cities: Public Records of the Metropolis,” The Midwest Archivist, 

(1977): 27-30.  

47 Jimerson, Archives Power, 110.  

48 Gerald F. Ham, “The Archival Edge,” The American Archivist 38, (January 1975): 329-334.  
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 Throughout the rest of the 1970s and into the 1980s, these original calls for change 

sparked the creation of commissions and groups that would help to drive that change. 

Commissions like the Task Force on Archives and Society and groups like ACT were made up 

of archivists and other archival professions who planned on forcing open the gates of the archival 

profession to new ideas and new concepts. ACT was a group who wanted archivists to become a 

form of a  “activist archivist”. They defined this new type of archivist as:  

 

“Activist archivists are those archivists who persistently seek to address major social 

concerns of the archival profession and the public it serves and to improve their own 

workplaces, their professional organizations, and the archival profession in general….”49 

 

In addition to groups like the ACT, The Task Force on Archives and Society wanted 

archives and archivists to better define who and what they were. Too often before the 1970s, 

archives and archivists were described as weak, neutral, and somewhat of a mystery compared to 

other memory institutions like libraries and museums.50 The Task Force wanted to change this. 

To them, archivists needed to, “….define more coherent identity objectives, and communicate 

greater freshness and distinctiveness in imagery by their training, programs, self-assertion, 

publicity, advertising, and relevance to modern life.”51 The Task Force and other groups wanted 

archivists and archives to be engaged with the world around them and not shut off from that 

 
49 Jimerson, Archives Power, 115.  

50 Sometimes archives are slow to change and archivists angry over change. This is true for organizational changes 

like changes related to ideas of justice and technology changes like the introduction of new technologies from 

microfilm to the Internet.  

51 Jimerson, Archives Power, 116-118.  
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world. They wanted memory institutions who knew their communities and were known by their 

communities.52 

These ideas, and others, which were planted in the soil of the archival theoretical field in 

the 1970s and 1980s began to grow and produce fruit, in the form of new ideas and new 

principles in the 1980s and 1990s.53 Archivists, who were in support of these ideas wanted to 

remember not just the words and deeds of the political, economic, religious, and military elite but 

also the words and deeds of the underdog, the forgotten men and women, and minority groups 

who were forgotten by archives and other memory institutions in the past.54 They wanted their 

archives and memory institutions to be more engaged and more willing to question established 

history and the established interpretation of that history.  

 Institutions infused with these new ideas and concepts began to embrace ideas like 

justice, decolonization, intersectionality, and community engagement.55 Before the birth of these 

 
52 Jimerson, Archives Power, 117.   

53 Some of these new principles and new ideas, especially the ones about interacting with one’s community and 

remembering unremembered history, would be integrated into institutions like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

in Birmingham, Alabama and the National Civil Rights Museum in Memphis, Tennessee. These institutions were 

version 1.0 of the American South’s civil rights memory institutions.  

54 Verne Harris, F. Gerald Ham, Randall C. Jimerson, Michelle Caswell, Jim Baggett, Anne Gilliland, and many 

others write, engage with communities and collections, and and actively work towards, or worked towards, in the 

United States and around the world.  

55 All four of these ideas have long, sometimes ancient in the example of justice, and rich intellectual frameworks 

surrounding each concept. For the purposes of this study, decolonization means the liberation of collections and 

information from the original “traditional” meaning of the collection or information while intersectionality means 

the interconnectedness and overlapping nature of multiple theoretical frameworks that can be used to explain the 

effects of the historically generated contexts on both institutions and their chosen communities.    

     These two definitions may differ from more traditional definitions of these terms. Decolonization, in its 

knowledge or information sense, has been discussed since at least the 1970s, and most likely, for decades before 

that, around the world as different knowledge systems tried to recover their places from the knowledge systems of 

the West. Information, or knowledge decolonization, first began to be discussed in an academic setting in the 1970s 

with the work of Anibal Quijano. Quijano, a sociologist from Peru, focused his career on writing about decolonizing 

Latin America’s information structures and pulling them away from United States and European focused structures. 

For more information, consult some of Quijano’s works:  

• “Coloniality and Modernity/Rationality” 

• The Return of the Future and Questions about Knowledge  

• “Coloniality and Power, Eurocentrism and Latin America” 

      Intersectionality, in its traditional definition, is an examination of the intersection of identities, which might be 

expressed in an individual, organization, or society. These identities can be race related, economic related, and 
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ideas, archival information could be divided into six wide categories: government documents 

like constitutions and laws, bureaucratic government documents, economic records, tax records 

and land ownership records, records designed to control people, and private business records.56 

The ideas first purposed in the aftermath of Zinn’s and Warner’s call to arms began the 

transformation of archives from temples in service of a higher political power into information 

restaurants.  

To achieve the opening of the archival information gates that the new wave called for, 

they needed to open up the archive, basically break open the gate, and democratize it and open it 

up to multiple forms of interpretation.57 Joseph Derrida wrote:  

 

“There is no political power without control of the archive, if not of memory. Effective 

democratization can always be measured by this essential criterion: the participation in 

and the access to the archive, its constitution, and its interpretation.”58 

 

Smashing open these gates and transforming an archive from an information temple to an 

information restaurant is an important step for an archive or other memory institutions engaging 

 
political related. (And many others) Academic examinations of the concept, and many definitions of 

intersectionality, first began in the 1970s and the term itself was first coined in 1989 by Kimberlé Williams 

Crenshaw. Crenshaw, who first introduced the concept of Intersectionality in her article “Demarlginalizing the 

Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and 

Antiracist Politics”, wanted to put forth the argument to understanding a person’s life and experiences, one needed 

to look at all aspects of a person, in her case, an African American woman, to fully understand one’s experiences in 

life. For example, she is both an African American and a woman. Like any person, the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and their chosen communities are sums of their parts, including 

historically generated contexts, and should be understood as such and will be throughout this study.   

56 Jimerson, Archives Power, 125.  

57 Truth and Reconciliation Commissions are examples of this. These examples spread from Guatemala, South 

Africa, and Greensboro, North Carolina. Information about the Greensboro Commission can be found at: 

http://www.greensborotrc.org.  

58 Jacques Derrida and Eric Prenowitz, "Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression." 

Diacritics 25, no. 2 (1995): 2-3.  
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in the work of justice, decolonization, intersectionality, and community engagement.59 So, what 

is a restaurant archive or memory institution? Jimerson describes restaurant archive and memory 

institutions by deploying a story:  

 

“I realize that I am hungry. A young woman hands me a menu. The prison is now a 

restaurant. ‘What do you want?’ the waitress asks. The menu she hands me does not list 

food items, only the name of food creators—General Mills; Vlasic Foods International; 

Kraft Foods; Hormel. ‘May I suggest a Cajun specialty?’ She pulls down a menu for 

Touch of the Bayou, Inc. It lists a series of categories, including the Bayou Magic brand. 

‘Bring me some Bayou Magic, please,’ I politely request.  

 

Soon a cart arrives laden with several boxes. My food must be inside. I open one box at a 

time—correspondence, reports, and financial ledgers. In the last box are recipes. Gumbo. 

Crawfish etouffee. Jambalaya. No food, only the promise of food.  

 

The waitress recommends Gumbo. She brings me a box filled with okra, cayenne 

peppers, onions, garlic, tomatoes, and other primary sources of nutrition. After all this, I 

still have to cook my own meals.”60 

 

 
59 One example of this is the transformation the Mississippi Department of Archives and History (the state archive 

of Mississippi) has gone from from an institution that only manages the memories of the white elites to manage the 

memories of ALL the citizens of Mississippi. (The Mississippi Department of Archives and History is also the 

parent organization of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum.)  

60 Jimerson, Archives Power, 1-2.  



 

14 

This type of institution, whether it’s a library, archive, or museum, wants the user or 

users to decide their own journey through the institution, and then what story, or stories, they 

take from that institution. They do this making sure all information is presented and attempts are 

made to make sure it is decolonized, it is intersectional, and engages with users and the 

community at large. The restaurant process as described by Jimerson can take place at small 

institutions, large institutions, institutions in the United States, and institutions around the 

world.61  

In institutions that could call themselves information restaurants, users of any and all 

stripe, interact with data, collections, and people on multiple fronts for multiple reasons. All of 

this represent some of the key functions of this type of institution. This can be summed with a 

phrase from the article “Setting the Record Straight: The Creation and Curation of Archives by 

Activist Communities” like:  

 

“The act of constituting an archive is as much about the information contained within the 

records, as it is about creating a physical space, a site of power and a physical space for 

the archive’s community. In this context, ‘archives are spaces in which collective 

knowledge and memories of political struggles can be cultivated and mobilized for use in 

contemporary campaigns.’”62 

 

 
61 Randall C. Jimerson, "Archives for All: Professional Responsibility and Social Justice." 

The American Archivist 70, no. 2 (2007): 252. 

62 Elena Carter, “‘Setting the Record Straight’: The Creation and Curation of Archives by Activist Communities. A 

Case Study of Activist Responses to the Regeneration of Elephant and Castle, South London.” Archives and 

Records, no. 2 (2017): 27.  



 

15 

 This message, along with the ideas first planted in the 1970s and 1980s, together all want 

archives and memory institutions to be information restaurants with open gates and open minds 

where users and communities can engage on multiple levels based on what they, the users and 

communities wanted, and not what the archive wanted. All of these ideas wanted the restrictive 

power that had controlled archives for so long to finally be torn down. 

 The need for this restrictive power to be torn down, archives changed from archival 

information temples to information restaurants, and the gates to be thrown open is most obvious 

in locations of current and former conflict.63 These conflicts, which usually result from issues 

revolving around racial, political, economic class, and religious points, most often end with some 

sort of change in memory institution control and management. What this usually means is that 

information, which was once used to glorify a state, an organization, a group, a race, an 

economic structure, or religion is repurposed to serve some sort of new goal. This repurposing, 

and the corresponding engagement with users and communities, has happened around the world 

from Cambodia, to South Africa, to Argentina, and to the United States.64 

 To under why the United States had to, and is still going through this transformational 

process, one has to travel back to the beginnings of contact between Europeans and Indigenous 

Americans. The first European explorers who encountered North, South, and Central America 

encountered numerous rich and complex indigenousness civilizations.65 Instead of seeing these 

civilizations as equals or worthy of establishing working and productive relationships with, 

 
63 Unspeakable Truths: Transitional Justice and the Challenge of Truth Commissions and The Civil Rights 

Movement in American Memory touches on this.  

64 This has really happened in the last half of the Twentieth Century and early Twenty-First Century. From 

Argentina to Alabama, archives, and other memory institutions have strived to do this. Two books that talk about 

examples from Argentina and Alabama are Transitional Justice in the Twenty-First Century: Beyond Truth versus 

Justice and Democratization by Institutions: Argentina’s Transition Years in Comparative Perspective.   

65 Books like When Montezuma Met Cortés: The True Story of the Meeting that Changed History by Matthew 

Restall, The Scramble for the Amazon and the “Lost Paradise” of Euclides da Cunha by Susanna B. Hecht and 

Champlain’s Dream by David Hackett Fischer all cover various aspects of this first contact. 
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European explorers judged them to be inferior and only worthy of being conquered and their  

resources extracted to take back to Europe.66 As Europeans colonized and conquered the 

Americas, they constructed new racial structures and new societies. In Central and South 

America complex racial and ethnic caste systems developed involving Europeans, Africans, 

Indigenous Americans, and all their children.67 In North America, in what would become the 

United States, a racial, economic, and class system developed where whites, especially those 

from Northern and Northwestern Europe, were on top, and everyone else, including Indigenous 

Americans, poor whites in general, and African slaves, were at the bottom.68 These systems 

produced additional systems that would see the development of systems like African Chattel 

slavery and racial systems throughout the Western Hemisphere who’s remnants, and descendants 

are still alive and well in the early twenty-first century.69 

It is this process, this process of the development of a near hemispheric system of 

judgement and placement based on class, race, and economic status, that laid the foundations for 

African Slavery and racism in the United States. These foundations, and their byproducts have 

left conflict in their wake throughout that country’s history.70 

 Racism is an American problem but one of its hotspots, if not its chief hotspot, is the 

American South. Throughout its history, the American South has often been at the center of the 

 
66 For example, according to the book Christendom Destroyed: Europe 1517-1648, nearly fifty tons of silver a year 

were transported from the Americans to Asia by Europeans in the early 1600s.  

67 A book that describes the formation of that system, especially in South and Central America, is Hugh Thomas’ 

The Golden Empire: Spain, Charles V, and the Creation of America.  

68 This can be seen in books like The City-State of Boston: The Rise and Fall of an Atlantic Power, 1630-1865 by 

Mark Peterson.  

69 Books like The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness by Michelle Alexander and 

Defying Dixie: The Radical Roots of Civil Rights, 19190-1950 by Glenda Gilmore show how these byproducts have 

mutated over and over again across the history of the United States.  

70 Books like Red Summer: The Summer of 1919 and The Awakening of Black America by Cameron McWhirter and 

On the Laps of Gods: The Red Summer of 1919 and the Struggle for Justice that Remade America by Robert 

Whitaker examine one such conflict.  
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various conflicts between racial groups, political creeds, economic structures, and religious 

groups throughout the country’s history.71 From the first appearance of Spanish explorers in what 

is today the state of Florida in 1513, the American South has been a nexus of various peoples, 

political groups, economic structures, and religions.72 Between 1513, when Spanish explorers 

first arrived, and 1863, when the last American/European political unit, West Virginia, was 

formed in the American South, various English, Scots-Irish, French, Dutch, Swedish, and 

German settlers along with the millions of African slaves forced from the shores of Africa mixed 

with those first Spaniards along with the original indigenous peoples of the American South to 

form the basic racial formula of that complex region. In the twentieth century, those groups 

would be met by new groups of people from faraway places like Southeast Asia and the Middle 

East.73 Together, all of these groups would help to develop five distinct regional cultures that 

form the cultural backbone of the American South: Tidewater, Greater Appalachia, Deep South, 

New France, and El Norte.74 

 These culture foundations and structures have left a lasting imprint on the collecting and 

memory institutions of the American South, especially the civil rights memory institutions of the 

region. Because of the long history of white supremacy and domination that has afflicted the 

region, the telling of, and engaging with, the history associated with the civil rights movement of 

the mid-twentieth century, and movements for liberation before that period and after, have had to 

walk a fine line.75 Across the region, civil rights memory institutions created by both city and 

 
71 Books surrounding this are Away Down South: A History of Southern Identity, The Southern Past: A Clash of 

Race and Memory, and The Mind of The South.  

72 Colin Woodard, American Nations: A History of the Eleven Rival Regional Cultures of North America (New 

York: Penguin Books, 2011), 82-85.  

73 Dennis J. Mitchell, A New History of Mississippi. (Jackson, MS: University of Mississippi Press, 2014), 459.  

74 For a full description of these regions see Colin Woodward’s book American Nations: A History of the Eleven 

Rival Regional Cultures of North America especially Pages 5-11.  

75 Mitchell, A New History of Mississippi, 534.  
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state governments and private organizations, attempt to preserve and communicate the complex 

civil rights history of their individual users, communities, and finally region. Each of these 

institutions, for different reasons, influenced by their particular cultural, historical, and 

community contexts, emerged to preserve and present this information to their communities. 

 Since the opening of the first major civil rights memory institution in the American 

South, the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, in November of 1992, there have been multiple 

versions of civil rights memory institutions open across the region. There are four main versions 

of these institutions in the region as of early 2020. They roughly correspond to the following: 

 

1. Version 1.0: The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute (1992) 

2. Version 2.0: The National Civil Rights Museum in Memphis, Tennessee (1992) 

3. Version 3.0: The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum (2017) 

4. Version 4.0: The National Memory for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, Alabama 

(2018) 

 

These versions represent the ability of these institutions to be adaptable, flexible, and 

evolve when need be. The higher the number, the more able the institution is able to be 

adaptable, flexible, and evolve when need be. The abilities of these institutions to do these things 

is important for many aspects of their mission statements, including communicating and 

engaging with their chosen communities. 

Each institution listed is an example of an institution that falls within the version 

boundaries. An institution can rise or fall on this scale as they get better or worse in following 

the above principles. It is important that as society changes and culture changes, that these civil 
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rights memory institutions, change to meet and serve their chosen communities in strong and 

powerful ways. 

Civil rights memory institutions across the American South and the wider United States 

investigate, represent, and communicate histories that are constantly being reevaluated, 

refocused, and repurposed. This often-complex process, and the relationships that are formed as 

a result of it, are an integral part of civil rights or social justice-based memory institutions. These 

relationships often center around cultural preservation, education, research, and the facilitation of 

community engagement.  

 

Statement of Research 

The above process, with all its aspects, of forming the relationship between civil rights 

memory institution and their communities is at the heart of this study. Understanding this process 

and these relationships are especially important in a region as complex and diverse as the 

American South. The civil rights memory institutions of this study: the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, are both located in cities and states 

(Birmingham, Alabama and Jackson, Mississippi) that played central roles in the struggle for 

civil rights in the 1960s. Because of each institutions’ unique and sometimes similar historically 

generated contexts, both institutions organized, opened, and operate to remember, learn from, 

and overcome these contexts and the history behind them.76 Both bring this want and need into 

their engagement with their chosen communities. At both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, each institution does this through physical exhibits, 

 
76 These institutions chose, and design, the community, and communities want to serve. Both the Birmingham Civil 

Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum do this in Birmingham and Mississippi. This will be 

discussed and analyzed more in Chapters Four, Five, and Six of this study.  
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physical events like celebrations of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Juneteenth, and celebrations 

of music and culture, educational programs like curriculum guides and field trip guides, and 

digital resources available on their websites.77 

 

Significance  

 Around the world, but most especially in places like Birmingham, Mississippi, and the 

wider American South, archival institutions have helped to guide societies through reevaluations 

of their histories and facilitate engagement with their communities. Much has been written about 

these activities in localities such as South Africa, Germany, the major population areas of the 

United States, and Cambodia but the American South has been mainly an under investigated 

location.78 Unlike the more explored and written about international and American locations, the 

processes and the relationships associated with the sites investigated in this study remain under 

investigated.79 A more complete picture of the contexts and contemporary activities of the 

actions of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and Mississippi Civil Rights Museum will 

demonstrate how the institutions have dealt with this reevaluation process, how they 

communicate the lessons of these historically generated contexts to the public  and how they 

engage with their chosen communities across multiple fronts. 

 

 

 
77 See Chapter Seven for a more detailed analysis of this interaction.  

78 For examples see Verne Harris’ Archives and Justice: A South African Perspective, Astrid M. Eckert’s The 

Struggle for The Files: The Western Allies and the Return of German Archives after the Second World War, and 

Michelle Caswell’s Archiving the Unspeakable: Silence, Memory, and the Photographic Record in Cambodia.  

79 One of the few examples of an examination of a civil rights community memory institution is Learning from 

Greensboro: Truth and Reconciliation in the United States by Lisa Magarrell and Joya Wesley. Many books on the 

history, and interpretation of that history, of the American South just focus on the whole history like Warm Ashes: 

Issues in Southern History at the Dawn of the Twenty-First Century by Winfred Moore, Kyle Sinisi, and David 

White. 
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGY 

In his book The Written World: The Power of Stories to Shape People, History, and 

Civilization, author Martin Puchner describes the power of stories, and the power they have over 

humanity and civilization. He writes:   

 

“The impulse to tell stories, to put events into sequence, to form plots and bring them to 

conclusion, is so fundamental that it is as if this impulse is biologically rooted in our 

species. We are driven to make connections, from A to B and from B to C. In the process, 

we develop ideas of how to get from one point to the next, what drives a story forward, 

whether the answer is cosmic fate, chance, social forces, or the will of a protagonist. 

Often characters harbor a secret they must not reveal, and yet we long to pry into it, and 

by the law of storytelling, their secret is forced out of them, if only to satisfy the kings 

and our curiosity.”80  

 

Human civilization from Ancient Mesopotamia to Medieval Paris to Birmingham and 

Mississippi has been made up of stories. These stories are what power civilization, guide, and 

sometimes spark conflict within civilization. The stories of Birmingham and Mississippi, 

specifically the historically generated contexts that influenced the founding, organization, and 

operations of these two institutions and how people can understand, learn from, and overcome

 
80 Martin Puchner, The Written World: The Power of Stories To Shape People, History, and Civilization (New York: 

Random House, 2017), 14.  
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those contexts are what are at the heart of both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum.81 The stories of these institutions, and how they are 

interpreted, are key to their ability to engage with their users and their chosen communities.82 

Puchner also writes:  

 

“The world of our stories often obeys different rules, some fantastic, some sober, some 

set in the remote past or remote parts of the world, others more familiar and closer to 

home. This is what imagination and language allow us to do, to create scenes that are 

different from what we see right in front of our eyes, to make up worlds with words.”83 

 

All the stories contained within the physical and digital walls of the Birmingham Civil 

Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum drive the engagement with, and 

formation of relationships with, users, visitors, and each institution’s chosen communities.84 

These stories are what makes each of these institutions a community memory institution. 

According to Rebecka Sheffield, a community memory institution is: 

 

 
81 These historically generated contexts are associated with class, economic, gender, geographic, political, racial, and 

religious issues in both Birmingham and Mississippi. Some associated with both geographic areas are Jim Crow, 

Oligarchy, and the Aftermath of the Civil Rights Movement.   

82 These stories are their origin stories and can show, if used correctly, why they need to be in their communities. 

Used poorly and they’re just another example of an institution with a story that doesn’t connect.  

83 Puchner, The Written World, 42-49. 

84 An example of this is the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute holding a celebration to honor the Children’s March 

that took place in Birmingham in May 1963. This march was remembered across social media and in the physical 

world.  
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“A community memory institution is a memory institution that was founded by members  

of a community to fill an information and history gap or a memory institution that seeks 

to be a strong and active member of their chosen community.”85 

 

Community members in both Birmingham and Mississippi, from the average person to 

mayors and governors, all wanted, for different reasons, to preserve and remember the stories of 

their respective Civil Rights Movements. To understand these stories, their contexts, and the 

engagement and relationships they generate, the ideas of explanatory history along with an 

examination and comparison of the archival and rhetorical methods used by each civil rights 

memory institution can be used to understand the wider community engagement at both 

institutions. 

For each civil rights memory institution, these explanatory concepts operate like tent 

poles supporting the wider analysis of these institutions and their community-based relationships. 

These explanatory concepts are supported and backed up by ideas like public history, community 

archives, and intersectionality. Together, all of these concepts can explain the relationship 

between these civil rights memory institutions and their chosen communities. 

 

Explanatory History  

 An explanatory historical investigation of the historically generated contexts of each city, 

state, and surrounding region, and how these contexts have influenced the founding, 

organization, and operations of both institutions is at the heart of this study. These contexts, and 

the stories and lessons they hold, are at the center of the relationship between these civil rights 

 
85 Sheffield, “Community Archives,” 351-377.  
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memory institutions and their chosen communities. The city of Birmingham and the state of 

Mississippi were all founded at different times for different reasons by different people under 

different sets of circumstances. These historically generated contexts need to be explained 

because they played a part in the formation of both political units and eventually the formation of 

each civil rights memory institution located within those units.86 

 An example of one of the historical contexts that informs the formation, opening, and 

continued function of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is the 1979 Birmingham Police 

shooting of Bonita Carter. Carter, an African American teenager, was shot and killed by 

Birmingham Police officer George Sands on June 22, 1979.87 Sands, a white officer, was 

responding to reports of a disturbance between two men at a convenience store. One of the men, 

an associate of Carter, eventually escalated the argument to a robbery. Officer Sands arrived on 

the scene and fired into Carter’s and her associate’s car, while they were in it and preparing to 

leave the scene.88 Bonita Carter, who had sat in the car during the argument and the eventual 

robbery, was the only one hit by Sands’ bullets and died at the scene.89 

 In the aftermath of the killing of Bonita Carter, the Birmingham Police Department 

quickly cleared Sands of any potential wrong doing and attempted to move on as quickly as they 

could but the African American community of Birmingham would not hear of it.90 For several 

days after the shooting of Carter, the African American community protested in ways that had 

not been seen since the height of the struggle for civil rights in Birmingham in the early 1960s. 

 
86 William Dray, "Explanatory Narrative in History," The Philosophical Quarterly (1950-) 4, no. 14 (1954): 15-27.  

87 "Bonita Carter." Bhamwiki, Accessed August 19, 2019. https://www.bhamwiki.com/w/Bonita_Carter. 

88 Bhamwiki, “Bonita Carter.” 

89 Bhamwiki, “Bonita Carter.”  

90 Ron Casey, "The Election of Birmingham's Black Mayor." Southern Changes, Accessed August 10, 2019. 

http://southernchanges.digitalscholarship.emory.edu/sc02-3_1204/sc02-3_007/. 
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In addition to the protests, it also destroyed the political future of David Vann, the incumbent 

mayor of Birmingham who was then running for reelection.91  

 The reactions to the killing of Bonita Carter led to the formation of the Birmingham Civil 

Rights Institute. In the aftermath of the shooting, Vann, who had been elected in 1975 with 

strong support from the African American community in Birmingham, saw his support collapse 

because of his poor handling of the shooting.92 This collapse would cause him to eventually be 

rejected by the voters in the first round of voting which would eventually be won by Richard 

Arrington Jr., who would go on to become Birmingham’s first African American mayor.93 In the 

aftermath of his election defeat, during his lame duck period, Vann proposed the building and 

creating of a civil rights museum in Birmingham. This proposal would be picked up by 

Arrington, who then appoint Vann to several of the commissions and task forces working on 

getting such an institution open in the 1980s and early 1990s.94  

 Historical and cultural contexts like the shooting of Bonita Carter are important 

touchstones to understand the formation, development, opening, and current operations of the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute. This is why explanatory history is key to unlocking these 

contexts from the amber of history.  

Explanatory history is important to understanding how the history of Birmingham and 

Mississippi generated the contexts that would go on to influence each civil rights memory 

institution. This form of analysis, along with terms like historical distance, help unpack and 

 
91 Casey, “Election.”   

92 Jimmie Lewis Franklin, Back to Birmingham: Richard Arrington, Jr., and His Times (Tuscaloosa, AL: The 

University of Alabama Press, 2018), 108-110.   

93 Franklin, Back to Birmingham, 110.  

94 Franklin, Back to Birmingham, 138.  
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explain the stories of these historically generated contexts. According to William Dray, 

explanatory history is:  

 

“The explanation of the occurrence of an event of some specific kind E at a certain place 

and time consists, as it is usually expressed, in indicating the causes or determining 

factors of E. Now the assertion that a set of events—say, of the kind C1, C2, C3…..have 

caused the event to be explained, amounts to the statement that, according to certain 

general laws, a set of events of the kinds mentioned is regularly accompanied by an event 

of kind E.”95 

 

This kind of cause and effect structure can be seen in the historical context generated by 

the police shooting of Bonita Carter. Such a structure would look like the following:  

 

1. David Vann, a white moderate is elected Mayor of Birmingham in 1975 with strong 

support from Birmingham’s African American Community.  

2. In 1979, during his reelection campaign, Officer George Sands, a white Birmingham 

Police Office, shoots and kills Bonita Carter. The city and police department quickly 

clear Sands of any wrongdoing and puts him back on active duty.  

3. Instead of accepting this, Birmingham’s African American community protests, causing 

the worst racial tensions in the city since the height of the Civil Rights Movement.  

 
95 Dray, “Explanatory Narrative in History,” 15-16. 



 

27 

4. Birmingham’s African American community also withdrawals its support of David Vann 

and gives it to Richard Arrington Jr. Vann gets rejected by the voters in the first round of 

voting while Arrington will eventually go on and win.  

5. During his lame duck period, Vann will propose that Birmingham build and open a civil 

rights museum. This idea will eventually be picked up by Arrington and the process to 

build and open the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute will commence in 1981. 

6. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute opens to the public in November 1992.96  

 

While not the only historical or cultural context that influenced the formation and 

continued operations of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, the example of the police 

shooting of Bonita Carter shows the power of explanatory history to help explain that part of the 

story of the BCRI and how it influences how the institution operates in general and how its 

engages with its chosen community. 

In 1987, archivist David Gracy described what a journalist once wrote about the National 

Archives. He said that the journalist describe the archive as a place where , “To read original 

documents from the Archive is to bring to life the drums and gunfire of a thousand bullets.”97 

The Peruvian archivist Cesar Gutierrez Munoz described the history of the archive, and the 

contexts surrounding them as important because, “Without a before, now did not exist and even 

less tomorrow.”98 Both of these archivists touch on the power of explanatory history; that power 

 
96 Renee C. Romano and Leigh Raiford, eds., The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory. (Athens, GA: 

University of Georgia Press, 2006), 29-35.   

97 Randall C. Jimerson, "Archives and Society: David B. Gracy II and the Value of Archives." Information & 

Culture 49, no. 1 (2014): 34-53. 

98 Jimerson, “Archives and Society,” 34-53.  
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to show how a person, place, organization, or whatever really went from Point A to Point B and 

so on.  

To understand how the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil 

Rights Institute got from their origin points to their current level of operations, which community 

engagement is a part of, one must understand the entire story of each institution. This type of 

explanatory historical analysis shows what happened, why each institution did what it did, what 

the outcome was, and what the long-term influence was on each institution. For example, in the 

collection National Civil Rights Museum in Mississippi: Final Report; presented March 2008, 

the authors lay out the final version of what they want to see in Mississippi’s then proposed civil 

rights museum.99 One of the things mentioned in the report is a desire to seek environmental 

justice. In the report, they write:  

 

“The National Civil Rights Museum in Mississippi can set an example for the protection 

of individuals’ rights and the environment by incorporating the principles of sustainable 

design.”100 

 

 This proposed design of the eventual Mississippi Civil Rights Museum would seek to be 

environmentally friendly, sustainable, and something that could serve as an environmental 

example for all the people of Mississippi.101 Why was this important for a civil rights memory 

institution in a place like Mississippi? The answer to that question has a lot to do with the poor 

state of Mississippi’s infrastructure for most of its existence as a state.  

 
99 LaPaglia & Associates, Inc, “National Civil Rights Museum in Mississippi Final Report, presented March 2008, 

General Collection, Mississippi Department of Archives and History, Jackson, MS, Pg. 27.  

100 LaPaglia & Associates, Inc, “National Civil Rights Museum,” 27-28.  

101 LaPaglia & Associates, Inc, “National Civil Rights Museum,” 27-29.   
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 For most of Mississippi’s history, the government, and the people who supported the 

government, had no desire or want to engage in anything that would build or improve 

Mississippi’s infrastructure, protect its environment, and protect its people. In the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries especially, the government, and its supporters were really bad at 

their jobs. In his book on the history of Mississippi, Dennis J. Mitchell describes that time as so 

bad for the people of Mississippi that, “……northern life insurance companies refused to write 

policies for Mississippians, and some required their northern policyholders to get permission to 

visit the state in order to maintain their coverage”.102 These conditions also caused an explosion 

in diseases like pellagra and the destruction of Mississippi’s environment by big business 

interests, and poor Mississippians, both black and white, just trying to survive.103  

 It wasn’t until the second half of the twentieth century that the people of Mississippi 

began the process of trying to save and restore their environment.104 This process, a long and still 

ongoing one, is important for many people in the state. The people of Mississippi no longer 

wanted to hand off to their children and grandchildren a Mississippi that was suffering 

environmentally any longer. This group of Mississippians believed, and still believe, that living 

in a healthy environment is a civil right for all the people of Mississippi.105 Because of this, it 

only seems natural that a museum designed to honor and celebrate the history of civil rights in 

Mississippi, would also do its part to honor, celebrate, and uphold the environmental civil rights 

of all Mississippians.  

 
102 Mitchell, A New History of Mississippi, 4908.  

103 Mitchell, A New History of Mississippi, 4908.  

104 Mitchell, A New History of Mississippi, 5999-6011.  

105 LaPaglia & Associates, Inc, “National Civil Rights Museum,”27-30.  

 



 

30 

 Explanatory history is the necessary tool to unpack and explain the historical and cultural 

contexts surrounding both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights 

Museum. But, when using explanatory history to explain things like how Mississippi’s poor 

environmental record and structural management led to a civil rights memory institution that 

would want to seek environmental civil rights justice, there are some things to worry about when 

deploying such a method.  

For example, explanatory history should be not be used to follow a path of least 

resistance. This means it shouldn’t be used to prove personal opinions, off colored beliefs, or 

other things that would be considered “off” in anyways.106 The facts need to lead to the 

explanation and not opinions to distorted explanation. It should not be the explanation leading a 

researcher to the facts needed to prove the explanation.107 This goes back to Jimerson’s belief 

that that memory institutions should be information restaurants, where the user can choose their 

own adventure, and not the information prisons or information temples where the memory 

institution and the users are oppressed somehow by some outside force. But, even with the issues 

associated with explanatory history, it is still the best way to understand the histories of 

Birmingham and Mississippi, that history’s generated contexts, and the roles it played at both the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum.  

 

 

 

 
106 An example of this is the “Curse of Ham”. This was a belief held by many people across the sixteenth, 

seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries that basically said Africans were cursed because they were the 

descended of Noah’s son Ham, who had rebelled against Noah. To those who supported this belief, this made 

African chattel slavery correct and right. A book that discusses this is David M. Whitford’s The Curse of Ham in the 

Early Modern Era: The Bible and the Justifications for Slavery.  

107 Dray, “Explanatory History,” 17.  
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Archival Analysis  

 In their book on the State of Colorado, Carl Abbot, Stephen J. Leonard, and Thomas J. 

Noel describe the United States as:  

 

“…..a plural society. Its peoples have defined themselves as members of communities 

within a larger nation. They remember the histories and extol the accomplishments of 

their particular ethnic groups. They sing the praises of their regions, states, cities, or 

towns; and they cheer their local sports teams. They identify themselves as members of 

the leisured or laboring classes and as representatives of specific industries. The nation’s 

history, in large measure, has been made by the interaction of such groups—their 

conflicts, their cooperation, their occasional blending under the unifying pressures of 

commerce, communication, and common causes”.108  

 

This description of the United States as a constellation of different peoples, regions, 

cities, states, religions and groups also matches the openness of want archives and other memory 

institutions to be more open and more accepting all every story and history. They want memory 

institutions to open and willing to engage with all stories. Those who want those institutions to 

be information restaurants want those restaurants open to any and all who want to enter and sit in 

the proverbial booths in these institutions. In his book Archives Power: Memory, Accountability, 

and Social Justice, Randall Jimerson writes: 

 

 
108 Carl Abbott, Carl, Stephen J. Leonard, and Thomas J. Noel, Colorado: A History of the Centennial State 

(Boulder, CO: University of Colorado Press, 2013), 98.  
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“Archives bring critical resources of information, evidence, and identity to members of 

society, both individually and collectively. In order for such benefits to become available 

to all citizens there must be adequate representation of their needs, interests, and 

perspectives in the institutions of societal documentation.”109 

 

Jimerson believes, like many in the archival world, that archives should be open, honest, 

willing to be criticized, and willing to engage with their communities. They should be a part of 

their communities and not separate from them. They should be engaged because there’s a lot of 

good that can come from the complex series of engagements between an archive, or memory 

institutions, and each institution’s chosen community. Terry Cook wrote about that complex 

series of engagement by describing the role of the archive as:  

 

“Archives are about memory, continuity, linkages, community, heritage, humanity—

about allowing the solace of remembering and the balm of forgetting to move the spirit, 

to open us evermore sensitively to the possibilities of justice….”110 

 

Both Jimerson and Cook were describing archives that aspire to be community archives. 

The concept of community archives is an important one to understanding the relationship of 

engagement that the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum 

have with their chosen communities. First described by archivist Gerald Ham in a 1975 article in 

American Archivist, Ham wanted archives and archivists to move outside the box of the original, 

 
109 Jimerson, Archives Power, 139. 

110 Terry Cook, “Remembering the Future: Appraisal of Records and the Role of Archives on Constructing Social 

Memory” in Archives, Documentation and Institution of Social Memory, ed. Francis X. Blouin, Jr. and William G. 

Rosenberg. (Ann Arbor, MI University of Michigan Press, 2006).  
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simple, and rather narrow, research and collection boundaries of the first version of archives and 

fill in the gaps. Ham wanted archivists to become “a historical reporter for his own time”.111 

Archivists should work with outside groups to fill in the gaps and expand what they were willing 

to do. Like those who responded to Howard Zinn and Sam Wagner’s call to end the practice of 

both historical and archival neutrality, Ham wanted archivists to drop their supposed neutrality 

and fully embrace a role with, and within, their communities. He wants community-based 

archives, or community archives. The archival scholars Mary Stevens, Elizabeth Shepard, and 

Andrew Flinn provide a solid working definition of community archives by describing them as, 

“collections of materials gathered primarily by members of a given community and over whose 

use community members exercise some level of control”.112 This is a key function and purpose 

for institutions like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights 

Museum which want to take historically generated contexts that were interpreted one way, and 

then understand them from an entirely different angle, an opposite angle to that original 

interpretation. For example, Ross Barnett in the 1960s was seen as a hero to many Mississippians 

because he stood up for traditional Mississippi culture and defended the state from all of its 

supposed enemies. Today, at the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, Barnett is a villain. Someone 

who stood on the “wrong” side of history. The hope of institutions like the two of this study is 

that this re-evaluation can led to a new understanding, new lessons, and then the ability to move 

on from the historically generated context.  

These civil rights memory institutions both have strong focuses serving their 

communities through the transmission of archival material both at and outside of their 

 
111 Gerald F. Ham, “The Archival Edge,” American Archivist 38 (January 1975): 329-334.  

112 Jimerson, Archives Power, 219.  
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institutional walls.113 Because of their strong emphasis on community engagement and desire to 

interact with their communities, these civil rights memory institutions exhibit elements of being 

community archives. Community archives developed partial out of the social, cultural, and 

political changes which swept through the United States and the rest of the Western World 

during the 1960s and 1970s. For the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil 

Rights Museum it was Birmingham’s and Mississippi’s civil rights movements, and the wider 

American South’s struggle for civil rights that would eventually drive each institution’s 

development. They were designed to support, remember, preserve, embrace, educate, and use the 

lessons of those civil rights struggles in Birmingham, Alabama, Jackson, and Mississippi. 

Because of these historical and cultural contexts, these communities, groups, and states sought 

and desired to remember this chapter in their histories for different reasons.114 

 Like the activists of the Civil Rights Movement, individuals committed to what can be 

described as community-based archival practice, work to reclaim their histories and the power 

behind those histories.115 They use aspects of many archival traditions, including community 

archives, to successfully replay their communities’ history. Instead of being controlled by an 

outside power, community activists, and community archivists, work to regain control, or control 

for the first time, over their own history. This is especially important at civil rights memory 

institutions like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. 

Examples of this, and why archival analysis is important to understanding the relationship 

between these civil rights memory institutions and their users and communities, are primary 

 
113 See Chapter Seven for an understanding of their engagement and interactions with their chosen communities.  

114 One such context associated with the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is the police shooting and killing Bonita 

Carter.  

115 One of the contexts surrounding the Mississippi Civil A context associated with the Mississippi Civil Rights 

Museum is the oligarchy that state after the American Civil War and helped create Jim Crow.  
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sources like “Honoring The Struggle of a Generation: The National Civil Rights Museum” and  

Telling Our Stories, Museum of Mississippi History and Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. Both 

sources focus on telling the “lost” stories of the Mississippi Civil Rights Movement.  

This focus is described and elaborated upon in Telling Our Stories, where the authors, 

who are explaining the history of Mississippi and the history of both the Mississippi Civil Rights 

Museum and Museum of Mississippi History, explain how both institutions seek to reclaim lost 

community history and integrate it into the wider history of Mississippi. Some of the things they 

write about this process vary from:  

 

“These museums are critical to the educational and cultural life of our state. No state has 

more stories to tell than we do. Stories of native peoples where were here first, of 

Europeans and Africans, and later, immigrants from many lands—China, Italy, Vietnam, 

Greece, Lebanon, India, Mexico, and dozens more. Stories, too, of writers, artists, 

musicians, and craftspeople. Our history is not one narrative, but all of these stories 

woven together.”116 

to:  

“All Mississippians deserve a place where our memories can be preserved, where our 

stories can be shared, and where our history can inspire and teach us.”117 

to finally:  

“Our primary goal in developing this exhibition was to tell the truth. The exhibition does 

not shy away from the unspeakable horrors of Jim Crow era and the atrocities that were 

 
116 Mississippi Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Telling our Stories: Museum of Mississippi History and 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. (Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 2017), 2-4.  

117 Mississippi Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Telling our Stories, 3. 
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committed in the name of preserving White privilege. The exhibition tells the stories of 

individuals with indomitable spirit who not only survived these horrendous acts of 

violence, but also emerged triumphant in their search for freedom and the American 

Dream.”118 

 

All these quotes show that both the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and the One 

Mississippi Museum try to reclaim and integrate lost history, especially the histories of civil 

rights, women, Indigenous Americans, and other groups that were too often forgotten throughout 

Mississippi’s History. The creators of both institutions wanted to create two multi-faceted 

memory institutions which would seek to engage all aspects and parts of Mississippi’s History.  

Archival analysis, especially an analytical focus on community archival theory, is an 

important tool of understanding the relationship between civil rights memory institutions like the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and their respective 

communities. Understanding the archival mechanisms integrated into the fabric of each 

institution that seek to function as tools of engagement with users and the wider communities is 

an important key to understanding the wider relationship between institution and community.  

 

Rhetorical Analysis 

 In his book How Propaganda Works, Jason Stanley describes the rhetorical structures 

necessary to power certain societal ideas. One of the ideas described in the book was and is the 

racial idea African Americans are “lazy” and somehow inferior to white Americans. About these 

ideas, and the rhetorical structures propping them up, Stanley writes:  

 
118 Mississippi Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Telling our Stories, 100-106. 
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“People with advantages are loath to believe that they just happen to be people with 

advantages. They come readily to define themselves as inherently worthy of what the 

possess: they come to believe themselves ‘naturally’ elite; and, in fact, to imagine their 

possessions and their privilege as natural extensions of their own elite selves. In this 

sense, the idea of the elite as composed of men and women having a finer moral character 

is an ideology of the elite as a privileged ruling stratum, and this is true whether the 

ideology is elite-made or made up for it by others.”119 

 

 For a majority of the history of the American South, this is how the ruling dominate 

culture of the region ruled over the less powerful portions of the region’s culture. Across the 

region, Americans, who were white emerged as the dominate group while Americans who were 

not white, usually African Americans and Indigenous Americans, emerged as the subordinate 

groups.  

 From the first Europeans sitting foot in what would become the American South, the 

cultural and social structures of the region have been based around control and making sure 

people knew their place and stayed there. Across the centuries of development, two cultural 

groups solidified: the dominate and subordinate. Through division and abuse of the legal, 

religious, and social structures, that dominate group, which was almost always made up of rich 

white planters, merchants, and eventually businessmen, and their descendants created a system 

of control, both physical and informational. This dominate group eventually was able to bend the 

social meaning of things to their will, to serve their purposes.120  

 
119 Jason Stanley, How Propaganda Works (New York: Princeton University Press, 2016), 83.  

120 Stanley, How Propaganda Works, 88.  
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This group’s creation of their own personal societal structures created the conditions that 

pushed the culture of the American South from slavery to Jim Crow and into the twentieth 

century. Throughout this time, members of the subordinate group had to accept the negative 

stereotypes often associated with themselves that were constructed by the dominate group to 

even publicly interact with the wider culture.121 This led to social systems, like Jim Crow, that 

had near total informational and physical control of all aspects of the subordinate group of the 

region.122 

This control would begin to be broken down in the late twentieth century after the events 

of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s. The culture of the American South, and 

what needed to happen to it could be described like this:  

 

“When a society evolves into a condition that is so complex and fragmented by social 

class and occupational specialization that great solipsistic distance between population 

groups becomes a normal state of affairs, then insufficient compassion emerges as a 

distant collective problem…..Mutual estrangement and stereotypical fantasy exist 

between the extremes of our class structure, between several ethnic and racial groups, and 

between considerable numbers of males and females…..The challenge is….one of 

bringing people to the point of understanding the objective historical and existing 

conditions of groups with whom they have had no personal life experience. Compassion 

presupposes the ability to ‘take the role of the other’ in some particularly subtle and 

informed way.”123 

 
121 Stanley, How Propaganda Works, 131.  

122 Stanley, How Propaganda Works, 129.  

123 Stanley, How Propaganda Works, 79.  
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 Institutions like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights 

Museum were formed during this dismantling process. Instead of only preserving and protecting 

the historical and cultural legacies of the dominate group, institutions like both the BCRI and 

MCRM were actively designed to integrate the stories, including the civil rights ones, of 

Birmingham and Mississippi’s African American citizens. The goal of both institutions, and 

other institutions like them, is to correct the hermeneutical injustices that long surrounded 

collecting institutions in the American South. For too long, African American figures, ideas, and 

concepts were forgotten and thrown back into the collecting institution “closet” or never 

collected in the first place. It is only with the development of organizations like the ones in 

Birmingham and Jackson that large parts of the “rest” of the story can finally be integrated into 

the wider historical and cultural story of the American South. 

 In addition to this integration, a form of rhetorical retooling is taking place in collecting 

institutions, including the civil rights variety, across the region. Records, and whole collections, 

that once served to bring “glory and honor” to the dominate group and to point out their 

perceived enemies are being rhetorical retooled to point out and educate users about the moral 

and ethical wrongs committed in the name of the dominate group.124 The information gained 

from this retooling is presented to users of a collecting institution. 

 This rhetorical retooling is an important, if not critical, function of civil rights memory 

institutions like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. 

Both institutions function off of archival material and historical records that were once designed 

to serve one group and oppress the others. For example, the Birmingham Police Surveillance 

 
124 For an outside the United States version of that story see Verne Harris’ Archives and Justice: A South African 

Perspective. 
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Files, a collection held at the Birmingham Public Library Department of Archives and 

Manuscripts, but used extensively by the BCRI, is a collection that has undergone this retooling 

process.125 This collection contains data and records of police activities from the early 1930s to 

the late 1960s. During that period of time, the Birmingham Police Department regularly 

wiretapped and intimidated people and organizations that it did not like.126 Instead of hiding it or 

covering it up, the BPD decided to write it down because they were proud of what they done. 

They told themselves they did it in the name of Birmingham and Alabama and the United States 

to defeat the supposed evils they were up against, including those African Americans leading the 

charge for civil rights in Birmingham and across Alabama. Today, this collection is not to use to 

honor the Birmingham Police Department for their “brave and bold” actions against the enemies 

of Birmingham, but to show users visiting the Civil Rights Institute or researchers visiting the 

Birmingham Public Library Department of Archives and Manuscripts, how wrong Birmingham’s 

police were and what they were doing.127  

 In addition to rhetorical retooling, both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum strive to rescue “forgotten lives” from the dark corners of 

history through what they present to the public. For too long, the history of African Americans in 

the American South, were not integrated into the wider historical story of the region. Finally, as 

the years and decades have gone by since the events of the 1950s and 1960s, institutions and 

people are finally ready to engage and begin this process. This is driven by the concept of 

“historical distance”. In his book On Historical Distance, Mark Salber Phillips describes 

 
125 Birmingham Police Surveillance Files, Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Birmingham Public Library, 

Birmingham, AL.  

126 Birmingham Police Surveillance Files, Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Birmingham Public Library, 

Birmingham, AL.  

127 Birmingham Police Surveillance Files, Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Birmingham Public Library, 

Birmingham, AL.    
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historical distance as, “…the growing clarity that comes with the passage of time”.128 This 

passage of time, according to Phillips, influences how and why people think about things like 

they do. As time goes by, we naturally will begin to reevaluate the rhetoric and interpretations 

surrounding historical events. About this Phillips writes:  

 

“Consequently, a more ratified analysis of historical representation needs to consider the 

problem of mediation as it relates to four fundamental dimensions of distance that shape 

our experience of historical time. First, we must examine the genres, media, and 

conventions that give a history its formal structure of representation, including its 

aesthetic qualities and rhetorical address. Second, we should give attention to the work’s 

affective character—whether (for instance) historical conditions are made accessible 

through cool appraisal or lively emotions. Third, we need to scrutinize the history’s 

implications for action, whether the summons it issues is primarily, religious, or ethical in 

nature. Fourth come the work’s fundamental assumptions regarding explanation and 

understanding.”129 

 

This great re-evaluation is seen at both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. At both locations, they have on display reproductions of 

various forms of media from each location’s Jim Crow past; things like Ku Klux Klan robes, and 

crosses burned by the Klan in the yards of their perceived enemies. Both civil rights memory 

institutions don’t want their visitors to embrace racist media images and go out and join the Ku 

Klux Klan, but they do want their visitors to know about these things and realize the shame, 

 
128 Mark Salber Phillips, On Historical Distance (Yale University Press, 2013), Kindle, 1450-1590.  

129 Phillips, On History Distance, 225.  
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anger, and fear they would have generated if their original rhetorical support structures were still 

intact. Today, with their original racist and terroristic rhetorical defused, visitors can view them 

as examples of Birmingham’s and Mississippi’s dark historical past. With the proper rhetorical 

retooling applied to each example, they can serve as reminders of that dark past but also as 

warnings and lessons to the present and the future.  

 

Photo taken by author at Photo taken by author at Birmingham Civil Rights Institute  

   Mississippi Civil Rights Museum 

 

Both the above examples are perfect examples of what both the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum do rhetorically. They present the original 

item, explain the original social meaning around the item, and then deconstruct that rhetoric by 

applying new rhetoric to the original item. In this case, it is the robes of former Ku Klux Klan 

members. These robes have lost their original power, both violent and rhetorical, and have been 

repurposed to serve a new purpose, that of explanation, education, and liberation. In both the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, these robes are not 

there to terrorize but to educate and warn those who visit to never walk down the dark paths that 
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led to the Ku Klux Klan again. They’re not the robes of heroes but the robes of villains with a 

warning and a lesson.  

This process, which takes place at both institutions, and other civil rights memory 

institutions, pulls down the walls of epistemic oppression surrounding both the former dominate 

group and the former subordinate group. Epistemic oppression is the process of holding back 

information from certain groups and is a tool of control often of dominate groups.130 Often, 

epistemic oppression also holds back certain information from the dominate group that created it. 

This is why civil rights memory institutions like the Birmingham Civil Institute and the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museums are so important. Both the former dominant and the former 

subordinate groups need to hear the rhetorically retooled messages available at both institutions. 

Understanding the influence these rhetorical retooled exhibits play in the relationship between 

these civil rights memory institutions and their communities is one of the keys to understanding 

the overall relationship between these two institutions and their communities. 

 

Conclusion 

 To understand more about the relationship between the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and their communities, a multi-faceted investigation of 

that relationship is needed. Looking at all aspects of this relationship using a variety of primary 

and secondary sources and using ideas and concepts like explanatory history, archival theory and 

analysis, and rhetorical analysis will allow a fuller picture of this important type of archival and 

memory institution relationship to develop.131

 

 
130 Stanley, How Propaganda Works, 134.  

131 See Chapters Six and Seven for a full explanation of process and development.  
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CHAPTER THREE: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The methodologies discussed in Chapter Two are supported by a large array of secondary 

sources that cover a wide ranged intellectual theoretical area. This area covers a lot of ground 

and a lot of ideas including ideas surrounding and analyzing the relationships between memory 

institutions and their communities.132 Usually, this set of ideas is based around examples from 

outside of the United States. For example, Verne Harris and his archival work, before and after 

the fall of apartheid, come to mind. Harris, who started out as an archivist for the South African 

apartheid regime, slowly worked within the system to overthrow it and create a new and open 

archival system that collected the stories of all the peoples and groups of South Africa.133 This 

process continued after the fall of apartheid through means like the truth and reconciliation 

process and the creation of such institutions like the Nelson Mandela Centre for Memory.134  

 The story of the relationships between South African memory institutions and their 

communities is well described and well analyzed. Historical moments like what happened in 

South Africa are important moments for scholars across multiple fields to analyze and learn

 
132 Any search of truth and reconciliation commission from around the world, transitional justice issues, to 

expanding the definition of what is to be included in memory institutions. Examples of all of this include The 

Impossible Machine: A Genealogy of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission by Adam Sitze, the 

article “Black Lives and Justice with the Archive: A Call to Action” by Angela J. Aguayo, Danette Pugh Patton, and 

Molly Bandonis, and the article “Community-Based Transitional Justice via the Creation and Consumption of 

Digitalized Storytelling Archives: A Case Study of Belfast’s Prisons Memory Archive” by Michelle Anderson.  

133 To learn more about that see books like Martin Meredith’s Coming To Terms: South Africa's Search for Truth.  

134 See the website for the Nelson Mandela Centre for Memory for more information: 

https://www.nelsonmandela.org/.  
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from.135 Only recently have scholars and memory institution practitioners in the United States 

begun to discover, analyze, and then often implement, the lessons of the United States’ own 

informational journey from prison to more open society. They have established beachheads on 

the coasts, but they have yet to fully pierce the frontiers of the American South.  

 To fully understand this relationship in the United States, especially in the American 

South, and especially between institutions in historically fraught locations  like Birmingham, 

Alabama and Mississippi a variety of ideas and concepts need to be integrated into these 

particular versions of this important relationship. These ideas are  memory institutions and 

justice, memory institutions and community engagement, rhetoric, intersectionality, and public 

history and collective memory. Each of these ideas are backed up by a rich array of material. It is 

on this growing wave of investigation and analysis, and these ideas, that the questions designed 

to be answered by the methodologies described in Chapter Two can stand on and make a 

contribution to. 

 

Memory Institutions and Justice 

 Since the 1970s, memory institutions, including the civil rights memory institutions of 

this study, have sought to integrate justice into their core mission statements and operations.136 

Because of this, the relationship between memory institutions and justice played an important 

 
135 Transitional Justice scholars , Social Justice scholars, Archival and Memory Institution scholars, and 

Anthropologists and Historians study the South African transformation from apartheid state to multi-racial 

democracy. Examples are Apartheid in South Africa: A Brief History with Documents, After Mandela: The Struggle 

for Freedom in Post-Apartheid South Africa, and Archives and Justice: A South African Perspective.  

136 The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum both have mission statements 

that want this to happen. These mission statements are key to their engagement and interaction with their chosen 

communities.  
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role in various forms of literature across academic fields. In his article “Embracing the Power of 

Archives”, Randall Jimerson writes:  

 

“However, much we protest our objectivity and neutrality, as archivists we cannot avoid 

casting our own imprint on these powerful sources of knowledge………Students learned 

to compare the documents rigorously; newly opened church and state archives became 

places where truth might be found through an interrogation of document after document. 

The archives would be a scientific laboratory for historical investigation.”137 

 

Jimerson’s main point in much of his writing is that archives have never been neutral, and 

archivists should stop treating them as things that are neutral. There are natural sides and opinion 

contained in archival material which should be preserved and presented to users and the public in 

a way that they can make their own judgements.138 Archivists should present, and appraise 

material, in a way so that users and the public can make the informational choices they want to 

make while the archivist is there only as a guide. Richard Cox mentions this when he wrote, 

“Archivists need to realize that appraisal is part of a larger process of building public memory 

and a process of connecting to other societal events related to the past”.139 Both Cox and 

Jimerson believed that archives have inherent power; political, cultural, religious, etc., and that 

that power shouldn’t be ignored. They both want archives and archivists who are willing to learn 

and willing to help integrate archival collections more with the user, the public, and wider social 

 
137 Jimerson, “Embracing the Power of Archives,” 19. 

138 Jimerson, “Embracing the Power of Archives,” 19-20.  

139 Jimerson, Archives Power: Memory, Accountability, and Social Justice, 218.   
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and collective memory. About this, and describing the “best” form of archives in his mind, 

Jimerson writes: 

 

“This power of interpretation appears most strongly in the archives as a restaurant, where 

those hungry for truth or knowledge seek nourishment. Archival power governs the 

research process, from the finding aids that may at first appear to be strange and exotic 

menus of choices difficult for the first-time customer to interpret, to the one-on-one 

consultation by which archivists mediate been user and document……It is this theatrical 

role that endows the archivist with authority and power. In the archival restaurant, the 

waitress welcomes the customer, interprets the menu, suggests an entrée or dessert, and 

collects the money before the customer exits. It is a service role, but it comes with a 

measure of power and requires a reassuring smile if one wants a generous tip.”140 

 

 A natural companion to this call for archives not be neutral but to have opinions and 

beliefs is the call for archives to seek justice through the application of archival collections and 

archival interpretation. This call first brought forth by archivists and scholars like F. Gerald 

Ham, and carried forward by archival scholars like Randall C. Jimerson and Michelle Caswell, 

has created a variety of articles, monographs, and other materials dedicated to investigating the 

ways archives can seek justice. Three of those articles are “Archivists and archives and social 

justice”, “Making Space for Silence Histories”, and “Queering the Archive: Transforming the 

Archival Process”.  

 
140 Jimerson, “Embracing the Power of Archives,” 27.  
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 All three of these articles implore the archival world to seek justice by fundamentally 

transforming the archival process by accepting new peoples and new groups into the archival 

process. In “Making Spaces for Silence Histories”, the author writes: 

 

“National archives, museums, and libraries functions as social memory banks for national 

identity. What a nation preserves, where a nation preserves it, and how accessible it is, 

not only reveal what a nation values and how it sees itself, but it also reflects how a 

nation desires to be seen. The process of constructing a national identity, or what could 

also be called a national history, remains problematic, because it tends to conceal the 

privileging of certain records of memory over others in an effort to forms concise and 

cohesive linear narrative. The idea of a singular national history is by definition 

hegemonic history; it is a history that privileges, reflects, and justifies the social values of 

those in power through archival records.”141 

 

 But, the author argues that archives have the ability to change because they are, as Joan 

M. Schwartz and Terry Cook describe them, “socially constructed institutions which shape our 

notions of history, identity, and memory.”142 They can make the archival and social space for 

forgotten histories and they can, “….help revise, or possibly to expand, national history by 

collecting and preserving records from marginalized groups.”143 This means that, in the author’s 

eyes, that a single thread of history is incorrect. History, and memory, are like puzzles. To 

understand it more, one has to have all the pieces on the table and assembled.  

 
141 Amy Lau, “Making Space for Silenced Histories.” Progressive Librarian, no. 42 (Summer) (2014): Pg. 82.  

142 Lau, “Making Space,” 83.  

143 Lau, “Making Space,” 83-84.  
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 Lizeth Zepeda, the author of “Queering the Archive: Transforming the Archival Process” 

wants their article to be a warning and a call to arms to allow a queer lens of color into archives. 

Too often, archives are still supported by systems that were originally designed in the early 

twentieth century to only preserve the records of a very few form a very particular angle. The 

author writes, “….queer these archival institutions to confront these power dynamics and make 

interventions against the racist, sexist, classist, and heterosexist structures that maintain them”.144 

To the author, archives and archivists need to have a discussion among themselves and with their 

communities to have an, “….acknowledgement of who is being excluded from these narratives” 

and they believe that, “With a queer lens of color, archival materials can be a site to dismantle 

white supremacist and heteropatriarchal structure in the archive”.145 In the author’s mind, 

applying this lens to archivist thinking and archival structures would give both a type of 

flexibility that both have been missing for too long. This new flexibility would help archivists 

break free of traditional concepts that might be unjustly holding them back and be able to take 

their archives and make them into freer and messier institutions. These new institutions would be 

more open and more willing to accept multiple different forms of collections and the stories of 

all peoples, races, classes, and sexes.146 

 The authors of “Archivists on Archives and Social Justice” wants their readers to 

remember that archival materials are just not dusty boxes of this and that but places where the 

rich and vibrant stories of people of the past intersect with the present.147 They write, “Archiving 

creates a place where past and present interconnect. Archives are a site for understanding 

 
144 Lizeth Zepeda, “Queering the Archive: Transforming the Archival Process,” Disclosure: A Journal of Social 

Theory 27 (2018): 94-102. 

145 Zepada, “Queering the Archive,” 94-96.  

146 Zepada, “Queering the Archive,” 98-100.  

147 Kimberly Belmonte and Susan Opotow, “Archivists on Archives and Social Justice.” Qualitative Psychology, 

Archives in Psychology 4 (2017): 72-74.  
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historical materials—not as isolated objects—but as material that can convey the complex and 

dynamic social environment in the past.”148 It is the job of the archivist, and the users of archival 

materials, to not let the people of the past become dusty boxes of this or that sitting on a 

forgotten shelf somewhere in the forgotten corner of an archival building. Collections can tell 

users and researchers multiple things about the conditions surrounding power, race, gender and 

class in the times the subjects of the collection lived and provide lessons for the present and then 

the future. It is the job of archivists, according to the author, to make sure the conditions are 

present in their archives to make this examination of the people of the past possible.149 An open 

archival environment like the one described by the author will allow users and researchers to use 

archival collections for all sorts of new reasons, including the search for justice and 

understanding.  

 The search for justice in all its forms will most likely remain a key component of archival 

mandates in the United States and around the world. Archives and other memory institutions are 

realizing and have realized that their collections, and often their interpretation of those 

collections, have been incomplete. The literature surrounding the relationship between justice 

and memory institutions will continue to expand as new ways, and new reasons, to seek justice 

are added to the rich tapestry of literature already established. 

 

Memory Institutions and Community Engagement  

 In many mission statements and statements of goals of memory institutions, including 

civil rights memory institutions, the need and the desire for community engagement is a key 

 
148 Belmonte and Opotow, “Archivists on Archives,” 70. 

149 Belmonte and Opotow, “Archivists on Archives,” 58-63.  
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feature of these institutions.150 They seek to be in the community, sharing their information, and 

having some sort of impact. Archivists, users, researchers, and archival theoretical scholars 

believe that archives and other memory institutions should be a part of society, should interact 

with their communities, and should help build and change their communities and societies when 

needed.151 Because of these wants, the literature surrounding memory institutions and 

community engagement has become an important area of research and analysis from multiple 

angles. This can be seen in articles and books like “Archives and Society: David B. Gracy II and 

the Value of Archives”, “For Us the Living: Visits to Civil Rights Museums”, and The Southern 

Past: A Clash of Race and Memory. 

 In “Archives and Society: David B. Gracy II and the Value of Archives”, Randall C. 

Jimerson described the life and work of past Society of American Archivist President David B. 

Gracy II in his own presidential address to the Society of American Archivists.152 Jimerson told 

the story of Gracy because Jimerson believed, in the mid-2000s that the archival field was 

approaching another major period of change. This is why Gracy’s story was important to 

Jimerson; Gracy had navigated the archival world through another period of such change in the 

1980s.  

 David Gracy II wanted archives to be transformed from dusty old closed off structures to 

things fully engaged across multiple angles of engagement with their communities. Gracy wrote:  

 

 
150 A full discussion of these programs and how they cause engagement with their chosen communities will take 

place in Chapter Seven. 

151 An example of this is the article “‘To Be Able to Imagine Otherwise’: Community Archives and the Importance 

of Representation” by Michelle Caswell, Alda Alina Migoni, Noah Geraci, and Marina Cifor.  

152 Jimerson, “Archives and Society,” 34.  
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“The archive service to society—the obtaining, preserving, and making available of the 

permanently valuable records and papers of our institutions and our people-has fallen to 

its saddest condition since modern archival institutions took root in this country fifty 

years ago with the founding of our National Archives.”153  

 

Gracy believed that the archival world needed to reform itself eventually got the Society 

of American Archivists in 1983 to appoint a commission to investigate the matter and provide 

new ideas for the field moving forward.154 Eventually the task force, known as the Task Force on 

Archives and Society, would recommend changes to archives that Gracy would help the field 

adopt during his Society of American Archivists presidency.155 About Gracy’s work, and why 

Jimerson chose to write and speak about him in Jimerson’s own presidential address, Jimerson 

described Gracy’s presidency as, “…..under his leadership, archivists became more conscious of 

their public image, began to redefine the professional identity, and focused attention on a core 

mission based on social responsibly and concern for the future rather than the past.”156  

 The new mission of social responsibility is seen the most in the prologue of the Task 

Force’s final report. This report, and Gracy’s want to see it published called for a near-complete 

overall of the archival world and evaluation of what the word “archive” means.157 Once again, 

described by Jimerson, the authors made sure to fully integrate the mission of social 

responsibility into that archival world. The authors of the report wrote, “The archivist is the 

trustee of the present and the past for future generations. The archivist is a saver and a destroyer, 

 
153 Jimerson, “Archives and Society,” 46.  

154 Jimerson, “Archives and Society,” 35-39.  

155 Jimerson, “Archives and Society,” 35-39.  

156 Jimerson, “Archives and Society,”49-50.  
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a holder and a sharer, a student of the past and as assessor of the future, a member of society and 

a document of it.”158 

 The quest for social responsibility has expanded through actual memory institution and 

through various fields of assorted literature. For example, In “For Us the Living: Visits to Civil 

Rights Museums”, the author writes: 

 

“Civil Rights museums honor the past and inform us of people and events that we must 

never forget, but, more importantly, the provide visitors to understand that they are part 

of what they witness. That essential act of personally connecting to the past put me in 

mind of Lincoln’s Gettysburg address. What are we doing at this historic site? What 

meaning does the past have? What place do have in the continuum of history? Lincoln 

asked none of these questions, but they are implicit in what he said: ‘It is for us the living, 

rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work what they who fought here have thus 

far so nobody advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining 

before us….’ Civil rights museums inspire discovery, outrage, and parade. And most 

important, they reach people in a manner that the children in Albany came back to 

repeatedly: I felt like I was there. That is how we begin to derive strength from our 

history, with that essential empathic link to the struggles of our forebears.”159 

 

 Civil rights memory institutions like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, show how social responsibility is a key function of collecting 

 
158 Jimerson, “Archives and Society,” 48.  

159 Robert Hamburger, "“For Us the Living”: Visits to Civil Rights Museums." Southern Cultures 14, no. 3 (2008): 

67.  
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institutions in the American South, the wider United States, and the wider world.160 Both these 

institutions want to have a positive impact on their chosen communities and show true social 

responsibility. In the eyes of the author, it is important for institutions like these two and others 

have to have a role in which they engage with their communities and help to construct the 

historical and cultural fabric of their cities. 

 This social responsibility and need for community engagement are on display in the book 

The Southern Past: A Clash of Race and Memory. In the book, W. Fitzhugh Brundage writes 

about the construction and deconstruction of Southern culture, memory, and history. At one point 

in the book, after describing several different controversies over various points of Southern 

memory and history, he writes:  

 

“To understand fully the significance of these controversies we should pay attention to 

the history that southerners have valued, the elements of their past they have chosen to 

remember and forget, the ways that they have disseminated their past, and the uses to 

which their memories have been put. Southerners, white and black, men and women, 

obscure and famous, have used history to mold their deepest sense of self and articulate 

their aspirations for the region they call home. To understand the legacies of previous 

contests over the meaning of ‘southern’, as well as the implications of ongoing debates 

over the South’s past, is to sharpen our awareness of how competing histories divided 

southerners and how contests over the past eroded or strengthened public civility and 

 
160 They do this by making sure an important part of their chosen communities’ history is preserved and presented to 

remember and learn from. It is important for these institutions to remember to listen to their chosen communities. 

This will be discussed more in Chapters Six and Seven.  
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democratic culture in the region. These questions remain as salient for southern public 

life and culture today as at any time in the past century and a half.”161 

 

 These contests are at the heart of any possible relationship between memory institutions 

and their communities. Institutions, users, researchers, and the public go to memory institutions 

to view historical narratives that have cultural and historical authority behind them. This act, 

described as collective remembering by Brundage as something that, “….forges identity, justifies 

privilege, and sustains cultural norms”.162 It is sites like memory institutions, for example the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, that this rhetorical 

and information judgement process takes place. Whether by professional users or the general 

public, collective remembering is a key aspect of the social responsibility that memory 

institutions have to engage with their communities and form active and productive relationships  

that produce positive results by both institution and community.  

 The connection between memory institutions and community engagement is an important 

one that demands investigation from multiple angles.163 It is a key function of memory 

institutions and something that is now key to the understanding of the past by both professional 

users and the general public. The concepts of social responsibility and collective remembering 

are two key components to understanding this connection. As Brundage wrote in his book:  

 

 
161 Fitzhugh W. Brundage, The Southern Past: A Clash of Race and Memory (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 2005), 3.  

162 Brundage, The Southern Past, 4.   

163 This is why investigations like this one is important. The historically generated contexts that influence all aspects 

of these civil rights community memory institutions are multi-faceted and to understand them, and the influences 

they play, one needs to look at them with a multi-faceted box of tools.  
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“The public sphere—that figurative social space located between the home and the 

state—was claimed by white and black  southerners as their own and as the appropriate 

venue to transform their private concerns into issues of general interest.”164 

 

Rhetoric  

 Memory institutions have messages. This is especially true of civil rights memory 

institutions.165 These institutions want to get a message across to visitors to their institutions. 

Rhetoric, especially the written and visual versions, play an important role in the transmission of 

information to visitors at these institutions. Good rhetoric leaves a lasting impression on visitors 

while poor rhetoric leaves the message of the institution locked in the displays.166 Rhetoric also 

plays an important role in the formation and then continuation of the relationship between 

memory institutions and their communities. Because of both of these important rhetoric 

functions in memory institutions, writings surrounding rhetoric and its relationship with memory 

institutions play an important part in the understanding of the relationship between civil rights 

memory institutions and their communities. This can be seen in the articles such as  

“Reproducing Civil Rights Tactics: The Rhetorical Performances of the Civil Rights Memorial”, 

“The Color of Our Shame: Race and Justice in Our Time”, and the book How Propaganda 

Works. 

 
164 Brundage, The Southern Past, 6.  

165 These institutions want to tell a story. Usually a story of triumph and victory. Both the institutions of this study 

do this. This will be discussed throughout Chapters Four, Five, Six, and Seven.  

166 Romano and Raiford, The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory, xi-xvi.  
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In “Reproducing Civil Rights Tactics: The Rhetorical Performances of the Civil Rights 

Memorial”, the authors describe the rhetoric supporting the Civil Rights Memorial in 

Montgomery, Alabama.167 The authors want to: 

 

“……offer a reading of the Civil Rights Memorial as a rhetorical performance, or more 

precisely, as an ensemble of interrelated performances that rewrite the Civil Rights 

Movement…..we will suggest that the Memorial’s rhetorical performances reproduce the 

tactics of the Civil Rights activities of the mid-century, but that these re-productions work 

towards a commentary on race issues of the present and open up the possibilities for 

politics, rather than advancing a summary or unitary stance.”168 

 

To the authors, the Civil Rights Memorial in Montgomery is a rhetorical stage where 

multiple ideas sit on that rhetorical stage. These ideas are generated by both the institution itself 

and the public viewing the rhetoric. The ideas generated, “….seep into public discourse and 

become ‘correct’ ways of reading cultural artifacts or sites.”169 Public transmission and debate of 

the ideas of civil rights memory institutions like the Civil Rights Memorial, the Birmingham 

Civil Rights Institute, and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum is key for the successful 

establishment of a relationship between these institutions and their communities. This is why 

rhetoric, especially strong rhetoric, is a key feature of modern memory institutions.170 

 
167  Carole Blair and Neil Michel, "Reproducing Civil Rights Tactics: The Rhetorical Performances of the Civil 

Rights Memorial." Rhetoric Society Quarterly 30, no. 2 (2000): 31-55.  

168 Blair and Michel, “Reproducing Civil Rights Tactics,” 31-32.  

169 Blair and Michel, “Reproducing Civil Rights Tactics,” 32.  

170 A book that investigates this subject is Pedagogies of Public Memory: Teaching Writing and Rhetoric at 

Museums, Memorials, and Archives edited by Jane Greer and Laurie Grobman.  



 

58 

 One form of rhetoric that is present at both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum is propaganda. Propaganda is a tool. It can serve many masters 

for many different reasons.171 Propaganda, how it works, and how it can be deployed in multiple 

situations is discussed in Jason Stanley’s book How Propaganda Works.  

 In his book, Stanley describes propaganda as nothing more that “political rhetoric”.172 It 

is this political rhetoric, both the good, the bad, and everything in the societal and political 

middle, that governs societies in the United States and around the world.173 It is the same in 

memory institutions like the BCRI and the MCRM. Especially, in the case of the United States, 

the propaganda surrounding the founding of the country, as a beacon of freedom and liberty for 

all, has been, and partial still is highly hypocritical.174 Stanley describes this using the words of 

the American political philosopher Martin Delany in 1850:  

 

“The United States, untrue to her trust, and unfaithful to her professed principles of 

republican equality, has also pursued a policy of political degradation to a large portion 

of her native-born countrymen, and that class is the Colored People. Denied a quality not 

only of political, but of natural rights, in common with the rest of our fellow citizens, 

there is no species of degradation to which we are not subject”.175 

 

 
171 It can help a 100-year old WWII veteran in the United Kingdom raise millions of pounds for the National Health 

Service during the COVID-19 pandemic and then Captain America punching Hitler in a comic can inspire 

Americans to work harder to defeat Hitler.  

172 Stanley, How Propaganda Works, 4. 

173 A book that investigates this idea is After Gun Violence: Deliberation and Memory in an Age of Political 

Gridlock by Craig Rood.  

174 A good book to investigate that touches on early American propaganda and rhetoric is The Common Cause: 

Creating Race and Nation in the American Revolution by Robert G. Parkinson.  

175 Stanley, How Propaganda Works, 13.  
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 This same sort of hypocrisy spread to the nation’s collecting institutions, especially the 

ones in the American South.176 In the aftermath of the Civil Rights Movement of the mid-20th 

Century, archivists, activists, and historians attempted to pull this hypocrisy down. They 

specifically wanted to pull down the group identities that had arisen through the development 

and propagation of this propaganda. About this, Stanley writes:  

 

“However, the mechanisms that underlie effective propaganda are implicated even in 

barriers to liberal democracy that seem not to involve them. I will show that underlying 

effective propaganda are certain kinds of group identities. Some group identities lead to 

the formation of beliefs that are difficult to rationally abandon, since abandoning them 

would lead them to challenge our self-worth. When our own identity is tied up with that 

particular group, we may become irrational in these ways. When this occurs, when our 

group affiliates are such as to lead us to these kinds of rigidly held beliefs, we become 

especially susceptible to propaganda.”177 

 

 This is the United States, the American South, and both area’s memory institutions great 

rhetorical and propaganda challenge. Memory institutions that seek justice and engagement with 

their communities need to be able to break down these barriers and allow groups to grow and 

change. 

 The rhetorical challenges facing memory institutions in the American South and 

throughout the United States is discussed in  The Color of Our Shame: Race and Justice in Our 

 
176 One can see this in the formation of both the state archives of Mississippi and Alabama in the early 20th century. 

Both these institutions were created at the height of Jim Crow. For more on their development, see Brundage’s The 

Southern Past: A Clash of Race and Memory.  

177 Stanley, How Propaganda Works, 19.  
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Time by Christopher J. Lebron. Lebron writes about the supposed remnants of racism in the 

United States and how instead of being remnants, they are actually a strong, and still active, part 

of the United States’ social structure.178 Instead of feeling success and positive feelings about the 

aftermath of the Civil Rights Movement, Americans should feel shame that the aftermath of the 

Civil Rights Movement was handled so poorly. It is up to institutions like the Birmingham Civil 

Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum to make sure each institution’s own 

chosen communities know that shame and know how to use it to better American culture and 

society.  

 Rhetoric inside civil rights memory institutions and outside is important to the successful 

engagement between civil rights memory institutions and their chosen communities.  

179 Good rhetoric will allow for more and more successful interactions and engagement while 

poor rhetoric, for example poor exhibit spaces, can cause a failure of engagement with their 

chosen communities.  

 

Intersectionality 

 When George W. Bush eulogized Rosa Parks in 2005, he described her as a solitary point 

of light that entered history to not give up her seat on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, and then 

faded into history after she accomplished her one solitary goal. What Bush’s eulogy failed to 

mention and failed to bring up was that Rosa Parks was a civil rights activist long before and 

long after that one moment when she failed to give up her seat on a bus.180 To many, from 

 
178 Christopher J. Lebron, The Color of Our Shame: Race and Justice In Our Time (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2013), 15-20.  

179 Lebron, The Color of Our Shame, 59.  

180 Jeanne Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History: The Uses and Misuses of Civil Rights History (Boston: 

Beacon Press, 2018), 7-8.  
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George W. Bush to the average citizen on the street, Rosa Parks was only that person on bus one 

day in the 1950s.181 

 This is an example of a long-term problem facing the fields of history, archival studies, 

and many other fields; that of a lack of intersectionality. Too often the history told, and the 

documents collected only focused on the “great men” and “great groups”. In the last twenty 

years, those two focuses have begun to be torn down and the historical and archival worlds have 

begun to be reconstructed into something new and something open. These changes can be seen in 

the articles “Oral Histories of Education and the Relevance of Theory: Claiming New Spaces in 

a Post-Revisionist Era”, “The History of Technology, the Resistance of Archives, and the 

Whiteness of Race”, and “‘We Need New Stories’: Trauma, Storytelling, and the Mapping of 

Environmental Injustice in Linda Hogan’s Solar Storms and Standing Rock”.  

 In “Oral Histories of Education and the Relevance of Theory: Claiming New Spaces in a 

Post-Revisionist Era”, the author, Caroline Eick writes about oral histories and its role in created 

new intersectional historical and public memory environments.182 In her words, the most 

important challenge facing historians, especially oral historians, is how to “transform individual 

memory into social memory”.183 This is an important challenge in the quest to create a more 

intersectional historical and societal story.  

In additional to this challenge there is the challenge of dealing with a researcher’s own 

biases and wants. To solve this problem, Eick wants historians and oral historians to adopt the 

principles of intersectionality. She writes:  

 

 
181 Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History, 9-12.  

182 Caroline Eick, "Oral Histories of Education and the Relevance of Theory: Claiming New Spaces in a Post-

Revisionist Era." History of Education Quarterly 51, no. 2 (2011): 158-183. 
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“Intersectionality applied to the oral historical enterprise per force situates the oral 

historian not only socially, vis-à-vis individual narrators, but also historically, vis-à-vis 

individual narratives, but also historically, vis-à-vis changing understandings over time, 

of the researcher’s status and role.”184 

 

 She wants oral historians to be flexible in their thoughts and opinions when researching 

and writing. Sometimes things need reevaluated and sometimes things need to change and oral 

historians, and scholars in general, should be willing to do that. A hardheaded scholar is not a 

good scholar in her mind.  

 In addition to a need, and often a major challenge for some, of scholars to embrace the 

ideas and concepts of intersectionality, there is also a need to understand that sometimes so-

called limits need to be pushed. In “The History of Technology, the Resistance of Archives, and 

the Whiteness of Race”, the author, Carolyn de la Pena argues for just that. She starts her article 

off with a quote form Bruce Sinclair which says:  

 

“What gets remembered is not simply a matter of documents but also of choice, of 

deciding what we will write about. And that decision often rests on what we image is 

possible to write about.”185 

 

 From the late 1860s to the late 1970s, archives and other community memory institutions 

only believed, because of the group dynamics of the American South, that writing about and 

 
184 Eick, “Oral Histories of Education,” 162.  

185 Carolyn De La Pena, "The History of Technology, the Resistance of Archives, and the Whiteness of Race." 

Technology and Culture 51, no. 4 (2010): 919-37. 
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remembering the history of white Southerners was the only thing that was possible from on 

organization, community, and cultural standpoint.186 After, the Civil Rights Movement, it 

became possible to write and think about other things. Since then, historians, archivists, 

community members, and other memory institution workers have been pushing the limits and 

breaking the barriers in their institutions and their communities which were artificially created by 

decades of societal and institutional rules.187 

 Often, breaking down these barriers, depends on the number of sources available. In de 

La Pena’s opinion, the problem of sources, and their availability, is the biggest thing holding 

researchers back from successfully breaking barriers.188 Too often in the past, when narratives 

were forgotten, the records surround those narratives, were thrown away or lost because of 

accidental or purposeful negligence. The job of scholars, and community members, actively 

seeking to break barriers, is to recover, and sometimes if needed, reconstruct, these lost 

narratives so to make the story whole again and then integrate them into the wider historical and 

cultural stories of the area of study. This reconstruction and reintegration often will lead to a new 

intersectional understanding of the thing under investigation.189 

 Finally, the article “‘We Need New Stories’: Trauma, Storytelling, and the Mapping of 

Environmental Injustice in Linda Hogan’s Solar Storms and Standing Rock” by Summer 

Harrison argues that sometimes, when creating an intersectional understanding of things, new 

methods of representation need to be invented to match the newly discovered, liberated, or 

 
186 Those dynamics are discussed and investigated in Away Down South: A History of Southern Identity by James C. 

Cobb.  

187 This took place across the American South and throughout the United States. It has led to books like Sweet Land 

of Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North by Thomas J. Surgue and the creation of institutions 

like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, the National Civil Rights Museum in Memphis, Tennessee, and the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum.  

188 De La Pena, “The Histories of Technology,” 919-922.  

189 An Example of this is the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission which took place in Greensboro, 

North Carolina. That organization’s website is: http://www.greensborotrc.org/. 
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reintegrated stories. She argues that sometimes the language and terms of the information 

colonizer can’t accurately describe what these newly liberated stories have to tell researchers and 

the public.190 Harrison writes:  

 

“Hogan’s work posits that stories are powerful forces that shape the world by shaping 

world views and material realities. Each of her novels is concerned with the ability of 

stories not just to convey information, entertain, or moralize but also to have material 

effects—to heal, to change the weather, to become sustenance to the starving…….”191 

 

 This is an important idea and concept for archives and other memory institutions who are 

struggling to create a new intersectional and open environment in their institutions. Stories, and 

information in general, have different meanings for different people. Researchers, scholars, and 

the general people should have the ability to use the tools they have to describe the stories they 

encounter and how those stories affect them. About this, and once again using Hogan’s novels 

has a guide, Harrison writes:  

 

“In Solar Storms, Hogan counters the problems created by two-dimensional 

representation with a model of multi-dimensional storytelling embedded in a ceremonial 

framework. The two-dimensional representations Hogan criticizes privilege an official 

voice that dehistoricizes and decontextualizes. In contrast, we have seen that Hogan’s 

 
190 Summer Harrison, “‘We Need New Stories’: Trauma, Storytelling, and the Mapping of Environmental Injustice 

in Linda Hogan’s Solar Storms and Standing Rock.” American Indian Quarterly 43 (1) (Winter 2019): Pg. 1-35. 
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novel, particularly the intent narratives, is multi-vocal, multi-temporal, and 

multiscale.”192 

 

 This is why Harrison calls for new ways to describe newly discovered, or newly 

reintegrated stories in archives and other memory institutions. The old ways, the ways that were 

designed to chain and shackle these stories, may not be able to fully describe the new 

information. Only when new methods of understanding are applied to a memory institution can 

the institution begin the process of working towards full intersectionality. 

 As new stories, new information, and new beliefs are integrated into memory institutions, 

new methods of understanding need to follow to support the newly liberated information. 

Scholars, the general public, and information workers at archives, libraries, and museums, need 

to all work towards the goal of a newly reconstructed intersectional environment.  

 

Public History and Collective Memory  

In the movie Star Trek: First Contact, the crew of the USS Enterprise travels back in 

time to save the Earth of the mid-21st century from the alien race known as the Borg. There, they 

also encounter Zephram Cochrane and his group of scientists working on humanity’s first faster 

than light space vessel. When Captain Jean-Luc Picard and his crew encounter that vessel and 

the men and women behind it, they stared in awe at the people who invented that vessel because 

in the eyes of Picard and his crew, this was the group of individuals who would take humanity 

into a peaceful new era of unity and space exploration. But, if Picard and his crew had asked 

Cochrane and his team why they built the ship, they would have replied not to usher in a brave 
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new era of peace and unity for the human race but to make some money and retire to an island 

somewhere.193 This is one, although fictitious, example of the role public history and collective 

memory plays in human societies. 

Another example, this time a real one, comes from the history of the United States, and 

specifically that of the supposed history of that nation’s first president; George Washington. 

Washington, as one of the chief, if not the chief, forces that helped found the United States, has 

had thousands of books, newspaper articles, academic articles, museums, statues, and stories 

created around his life and his activities.194 All of these items had to have a beginning, and that 

beginning came in the form of a biography of Washington written by Parson Weems. Weems 

was a book agent and author who became the first biographer of George Washington when he 

published his The Life of Washington in 1800.195 In his biography of Washington, Weems 

created out of thin air, various stories about Washington that would persist in the collective 

memory of the United States. An example of this is the story of Washington, the cherry tree, and 

Washington’s inability to tell a lie to his father.196  

This story, and others in The Life of Washington are completely made up. Parson Weems 

created these stories to strengthen the legend and myth surrounding Washington. Washington 

had just died in 1799, the United States was still very young, still very untested, and still looking 

for wider ideas and points of collective memory. Weems hoped to help add to that collective 

memory and to help to build some of the new nation’s ideas of collective memory and public 

history. It wasn’t until the late nineteenth century that historians and other scholars began to 

 
193 "Star Trek: First Contact." Memory Alpha, Accessed August 1, 2019. https://memory-

alpha.fandom.com/wiki/Star_Trek:_First_Contact. 

194 Ron Chernow, the author of Washington: A Life once guessed that there are, in just books alone, around 900 

biographies of Washington.   
195 John R. Alden, George Washington: A Biography (Baton Rouge, LA: LSU Press, 1984), 10-18.  
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realize that the story of the cherry tree wasn’t real, and it wasn’t until the late twentieth century 

that the general public began to realize that the stories of Parson Weems were all made up.197 

Fictional stories like the story of Zephram Cochrane and his invention of the warp drive 

in the Star Trek universe and non-fictional stories like Parson Weems and his “biography” of 

George Washington all point to the power, for good, bad, and in-between, of public history and 

collective memory. These two concepts and ideas can drive the development of cultures, 

societies, and how they manage and engage with their history and their historically generated 

contexts. This role can be seen and analyzed in articles and books like “Public History and 

Public Memory”, Collective Memory: How Collective Representations About the Past Are 

Created, Preserved, and Reproduced,  “Public History and the Study of Memory”, and 

“Crossing Cultures: Oral History and Public History”. 

 The author of “Public History and Public Memory” would describe the story of Capitan 

Picard and his crew encountering their historical idols as an important public history point. She 

writes, “This is but one example of how a general understanding of the past is reflected in the 

popular culture. The lines between memory and history are blurred. Generally speaking, our 

culture promotes a sense of the past that clashes with what historians have documented to be 

true.”198 Hence the need for memory institutions and collecting institutions to try to break 

through public memory and provide professional researchers and the general public with the best 

historical interpretation. This can range from the correct version of Paul Revere and his ride, to 

an analysis of George Washington and his relationship with slavery, and to the fact that Rosa 

 
197 One of the first scholars to question the honesty of the Parson was one of Washington’s successors in the office 

of President of the United States. That man was Woodrow Wilson.  

198 Diane F. Britton, "Public History and Public Memory." The Public Historian 19, no. 3 (1997): 50.   
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Parks wasn’t just a woman who rode a bus one time and then faded into history. All of these 

historical stories are surrounded by the cloak of public history. The author writes:  

 

“Americans also perceive themselves as a compassionate people and respond well to 

places that attest to their involvement with the less fortunate, resulting in more sites 

commentating stations on the Underground Railroad than ever existed in the pre-Civil 

War era……..Americans still see their country as a refuge of oppressed people, the great 

‘melting pot’ of the world’s cultures, and tend to associate their immigrant past with 

symbols like the Statue of Liberty and Ellis’ Island.”199 

 

 The author believes it is the job of professionals and the public to construct a new, 

inclusive version of history that just isn’t a sugar-coated public version of history. To her, like 

the simplistic versions of history constructed by public history in the past, these new inclusive 

versions of public history need to be a collective construction bringing in the voices of races, 

classes, genders, and groups long silenced and long forgotten about.200 

 In his book Collective Memory: How Collective Representations About The Past Are 

Created, Preserved, and Reproduced, Rauf Garagozov attempts to explain the complex, and very 

unique role, collective memory plays in the South Caucasus area. This area, made up today of 

extreme southern Russia, Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan, is an area of strong and unique 

versions of collective memory. Sitting on a crossroads of larger empires from Rome to the 

Russians, these cultural, and sometimes political units, had to have a strong collective memory to 

 
199 Britton. “Public History and Public Memory,” 100.  
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survive the storms of empire with their cultures and societies intact.201 In addition to describing 

their respective cultural, societal, and now national collective memories, he describes how 

scholars and the public in Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan are trying to reclaim their collective 

memory after being occupied by Russians, in the form of first the Russian Empire and then the 

Soviet Union, for nearly 150 years. Most importantly, he wants to answer the question what it 

takes to takes to change a national narrative?202 He thinks of history like this:  

 

“They thought that history was a past about which to write more or less reassuring 

dissertations and inquisitive studies. But it turned out to be a living future that calls upon 

us to answer.”203 

 

 This definition of history is pertinent all over the world from the Southern Caucasus 

region to the American South. In any region, collective memory, what it means, and how it 

changes, is important to understand and learn from.204  

Like DF Britton in “Public History and Public Memory”, Edward T. Linenthal in 

“Problems and Promise in Public History”, believes that there needs to be a new and inclusive 

dialogue in the realm of public history. They argue that there needs to be public spaces, free of 

judgment, where all sides of an historical issue can be presented and discussed. This is easier 

said than done all too often. The author writes:  

 

 
201 Rauf Garagozov, Collective Memory : How Collective Representations About the Past Are Created, Preserved 

and Reproduced (New York: Nova Science Publishers, Inc, 2015), vii-viii.  

202 Garagozov, Collective Memory, x.  

203 Garagozov, Collective Memory, xiii.  

204 History changes, culture changes, and society changes. In the case of Birmingham and Mississippi, this is seen in 

Chapter Four and Chapter Five of this study.  
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“…..dialogue, of open spaces, of differing perspective, of helping the public appreciate 

the multiple meanings of the past and the different interpretations of the same ‘facts.’ 

What happens though, when forces opposed to a particular exhibit or other production of 

public history are not interested in dialogue, but in victory in what some-on the Left or 

Right-consider a total war for the ideological purification of the culture and the 

production of a politically useful past? When dialogue is interpreted as weakness, it will 

not lead to a more nuanced product, but to capitulation and deformity. Dialogue about 

historical interpretation and representation is relatively easy when it has to do with 

history that is not intimately tied up with personal or national identity. However, when 

we seek to interpret or represent those stories deemed a prized part of who we are-what 

we may call sacred narrative-the situation changes’ These narratives are, by their very 

definitions, not open to interpretation, to multiple readings, for this would jeopardize 

their status as sacred narratives, which set forth authoritative truths about who we have 

been and who we are.”205 

  

 This, according to the author, is both the promise and perils of public history. These 

promises and perils can be seen at civil rights memory institutions across the American South 

and in public history crisis’s over exhibits like the Enola Gay exhibit at the Smithsonian.  

 The Enola Gay, the American plane which dropped the first atomic bomb on the Japanese 

city of Hiroshima, was and still is a symbol in a wider American cultural and historical war that 

has been and is still ongoing. The plane, currently on display at the Steven F. Udvar-Hazy Center 

of the Smithsonian’s National Air and Space Museum was the cause of a major historical battle 

 
205 Edward T. Linenthal, "Problems and Promise in Public History." The Public Historian 19, no. 2 (1997): Loc. 25-
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that took place in 1995.206 According to Elizabeth Yakel, the author of “Museums, Management, 

Media, and Memory: Lessons from the Enola Gay Exhibition”, the plane and the exhibit it was a 

part of in 1995 were a part of , “…at least five books, numerous chapters, and dozens and 

articles”.207 They were talked about a lot. In her article, she describes the 1995 controversy over 

the Enola Gay exhibit and how it sparked a partisan battle over history in the United States. She 

writes: 

 

“Who has the authority to interpret history to the public-indeed, who ‘owns’ history? Is 

an exhibition always the best venue to present diverse interpretations of complex 

historical issues, such as the Enola Gay? How does an exhibit best present an 

interpretation that reevaluates the sacred narrative of a culture in which the public feel 

wide ownership? What are the implications of the public’s willing partnership in the 

museum metamorphosis for a more removed and isolate existence to a very public and 

commercial one?”208  

 

 This battle and conflict over public history is mentioned in the numerous articles and 

books written in the aftermath of the Enola Gay controversy.209 Yakel wants her article to serve 

as a refocusing lens that helps members of collecting institutions navigate the issues created by 

the controversy. She warns of various environmental, cultural, political, and historical contexts 

that were a part of the exhibit, ranging from the Republican Party takeover of the US House of 

 
206 Elizabeth Yakel, "Museums, Management, Media, and Memory: Lessons from the Enola Gay Exhibition." 
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Representatives and Senate in the 1994 to the anti-nuclear movement that expanded and grew in 

the United States and the wider world in the 1980s.210 All of these contexts influenced the 

creation of the Enola Gay Exhibit and then the reactions to it. Those reactions were generated by 

the battle over this public memory and the public history that the exhibit forced into the open. 

Instead of the peaceful, calm discussions that some public historians thought would happen, the 

exhibit opened a rift in Americans’ beliefs in themselves. Was the Enola Gay and what it did, a 

thing and an incident that helped end a long and bloody war or a war crime which forever stained 

the character of the United States?211 The artifacts associated with the Enola Gay and the exhibit 

itself did not have historical value until they were given it by the public who visited and the 

professionals who wrote about the exhibit and the controversy surrounding it.  

 In a world of information, both correct and incorrect, public history and public memory 

are important touchstones that guide society through evaluations and retellings of its past. But 

the contexts surrounding the public history, needs to be publicly reevaluated and judged from 

time to time. It is here that public history can run into the bandsaw of public opinion. This can be 

a problem when public history bends too much to public opinion. This is a complex and unique 

line for public memory institutions to walk and one that both the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute and Mississippi Civil Rights Museum walk all the time. It is always a work in progress. 

 

Conclusion 

Together, these intellectual concepts provide the proper and necessary tools to examine 

the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. For example, 

rhetoric, intersectionality, and public history and collective memory can all explain engagement 
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between these institutions and their chosen communities through analysis of exhibits, community 

events, and educational programs.212 Together, justice, community engagement, rhetoric, 

intersectionality and public history and collective memory are all important functions of archives 

and memory institutions in all they do, especially when it comes to community engagement. 

Each concept has a rich and complex literature supporting it. This study will attempt to create a 

fuller picture of the relationship between civil rights memory institutions and the facilitation of 

community engagement in the American South using these literatures. Combining these 

literatures to explain these relationships will add to the overall understanding of community 

archives, public memory, and public history and collective memory in the American South, a 

region that is often forgotten about and overlooked compared to other regions in the United 

States and other international examples.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
212 The examples associated with both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE BIRMINGHAM CIVIL RIGHTS INSTITUTE 

Birmingham, Alabama is known as the “Magic City”.213 It was and is a city built on a 

series of promises that stretch from before its founding until the present day. At first, those 

promises were those generated by Birmingham’s rapidly expanding steel industry. Those were 

followed by the promises of civil rights and a more equal society. That second series of civil 

rights related promises were followed by promises of integration, equal rights, new forms of 

business and education, like the University of Alabama at Birmingham, and the desire for all of 

Birmingham’s citizens to finally feel like full members of the Birmingham community.214 But, 

still, after all of these promises, hopes, and dreams, the products of these promises are still 

withheld from some. This is a problem of not just Birmingham but many cities throughout the 

American South.215 Promises made and promises unkept are also the story of too many memory 

institutions in Birmingham, Alabama and the rest of the American South.216  

 The story of Birmingham is full of historical, racial, gender, and cultural contexts, from 

Jim Crow to oligarchs to demagogues like Bull Connor, that influenced the city’s history and 

then influenced the creation of its collecting institutions, like the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute.

 
213 William Warren Rogers, Robert David Ward, Leah Rawls Atkins, and Wayne B. Flynt,  Alabama: The History Of 

A Deep South State (Tuscaloosa, AL: The University of Alabama Press, 2018), 149.   
214 For more about the promise of the University of Alabama at Birmingham and how it was supposed to “change” 

Birmingham for the better see Tennant S. McWilliam’s A New Light in the Valley: The Emergence of UAB. 
215 For more about this problem in other cities of the American South, see Mitch Landrieu’s In the Shadow of 

Statues: A White Southerner Confronts History. 
216 One such example is the twenty years and counting protest of Jacqueline Smith outside of National Civil Rights 

Museum in Memphis, Tennessee. To learn more about that, see Sean Wang’s article “Walking in Memphis: 

revisiting the street politics of Ms. Jacqueline Smith”. 
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These contexts would play important roles in the creating of these institutions and then how they 

interacted and engaged with their communities. Like any organization, political unit, group, or 

person, each of these institutions, and their chosen communities have origin points and that’s 

where any investigation of the relationship between these institutions and their chosen 

communities must start to fully understand these contexts and the rolls they played and continue 

to play. That’s where the story of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute also starts.  

 

The Historically Generated Contexts of Birmingham, Alabama 

 In the aftermath of the American Civil War, the State of Alabama, already a rural and 

underdeveloped state, was nearly in ruins. Union Calvary raids had ripped up railroads, burned 

cities, towns, the few factories and mills in the state, and centers of higher education like the 

University of Alabama.217 Couple that with the freeing of the state’s African American slave 

population and the state was left in ruins, angry, despondent, and lost. Alabama was left with 

many questions but not a lot of answers. This was the same general feeling across the defeated 

and occupied states of the former Confederacy.218 

 Now, the white landowners and white businessmen who had controlled the state before 

the war, could have embraced equality for all, diversified their business interests, and 

reconstructed the state into something new and better but instead, they went for the building of a 

new society, culture, and economy that could stand up to the society, culture, and economy of the 

Northern States.219 They believed that the only way to regain what they believed was their lost 

civilization and their lost honor was to build a new type of city, a city with industrial might, with 

 
217 Rogers, Warren, Ward, Atkins, and Flynt, Alabama, 209-211.   

218 See Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 by Eric Foner. This book is a good look into 

these questions and others sweeping over the American South in the aftermath of the American Civil War.  
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76 

a Southern flavor, that could challenge the industrial and cultural power of the victorious 

Northern States. 

 One of the first men to accept this challenge was the railroad engineer John T. Milner. 

Milner, the Chief Engineer of the North and South Railroad since the mid-1850s, was tasked by 

his employer with the mission of determining where their railroad would cross another. It was at 

that location where the new city would be built to challenge the economic power and cultural 

power of the Northern States. Chief Engineer Milner eventually settled on the Jones Valley in 

north central Alabama. The Jones Valley had several things going for it; a steady water source, 

large despots of iron ore, large deposits of coal, and large deposits of limestone.220 All of these 

resources would and could be very important to any city that was built in the Jones Valley 

because all of these resources are key to the production of steel.221 With the abundance of 

resources available in such a small area, Milner and others knew they had their location and 

began to construct the railroad crossing and began to lay plans for the city they hoped would 

grow up around it.  

 A city did rise where Milner and others wanted it to. The city of Birmingham was 

officially founded on December 19, 1871.222 The city quickly expanded as financial capital and 

businessmen moved into the area to secure a piece of the emerging Birmingham steel market. 

The new and growing Birmingham was also once again assisted by John Milner with his 

invention of a new labor system. Milner, his friends, and their supporters, created the convict 

leasing system. This system would take African American men, who were arrested for victimless 
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crimes like jaywalking, and sentenced them to heavy financial fines and long prison terms.223 

Once in prison, they would be leased by the state to corporations, many of them mines, steel 

mills, and factories around the Birmingham area, and forced to work long, dangerous hours 

without pay, rest, or privileges, like the ability to take a break or go home at night. These 

corporations would pay the State of Alabama for the convict labor so the corporations and the 

state would make money while the largely African American workforce found themselves 

trapped in a new form of slavery.224 Along with the convict leasing system, white elites created a 

system of sharecropping that held African Americans around Birmingham and throughout the 

American South in conditions similar to that of the European serf of the European Medieval Age. 

Both these systems, convict leasing and sharecropping, were created to inflict terror, domination, 

and establish new forms of economic slavery in the aftermath of the American Civil War.225  

 In addition to these forms of economic terror, domination, and slavery, the white elites of 

Birmingham created their own local version of the Jim Crow System to further keep African 

Americans in their supposed places. This terroristic system of rules, traits, and conditions spread 

through the cultural, political, and economic spheres of Birmingham. This system had one goal  

and one goal only; the further suppression of the African American inhabitants of Birmingham. 

From the aftermath of the American Civil War to the Civil Rights Movement of the mid-

twentieth century, this system reigned supreme and made sure that all knew their place and 

stayed in their place.226  

 
223 Rogers, Warren, Ward, Atkins, and Flynt, Alabama, 278-282.   
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From the aftermath of the American Civil War, through the founding of Birmingham, and 

into the creation of the convict leasing, sharecropping, and Jim Crow systems, the goal was 

always to preserve the domination of the white elites of Birmingham and their societal, cultural, 

political, and economic power.227 At first, the wrath of these elites was directed towards the 

African American population of Birmingham, but eventually, starting in the 1920s and going 

into the 1930s, their wrath was also shared by immigrant groups from Italy, Greece, and other 

Southern and Eastern European locations and political groups like the Communist Party. In the 

eyes of the elite of Birmingham, these groups were outsiders, foreigners, and threats to the native 

elite white civilization of the South.228 

 Throughout the first few decades of Birmingham’s existence, the city exploded so fast 

that it became known as the “Magic City”. For example, the population jumped 748% between 

1880 and 1890 and 245% between 1910 and 1920 as the city went from a struggling village to a 

functioning and populated industrial zone. This expansion fueled a literal rise of skyscrapers and 

a flood of capital into the city and the region around it. Only as long as this system functioned 

could the white master narrative continue to survive and thrive.229 

At the same time that Birmingham was rising out of what used to be wilderness and 

farms, the opening and organization state archives was happening in the American South.230 

Alabama was the first state in the American South to get such an archive in 1901 when the 

Alabama Historical Commission opened.231 This institution was created, opened, and organized 

by the Alabama state government to collect and preserve artifacts and collections related to and 
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associated with Alabama.232 Like Birmingham, the Alabama Historical Commission was 

founded and opened not to remember the entire history of Alabama but only the history that was 

supported by the white master narrative that governed all aspects of the city and the state. It was 

to be a monument to white civilization and white civilization only. It wouldn’t be until the mid 

and later parts of the twentieth century that the white master narrative began to collapse in 

Birmingham and at the Alabama Historical Commission which would lead to new collecting 

institutions and a new multi-narrative story developing.233 

The white supremacist system holding Birmingham, Alabama, and their collecting 

institutions together began to crumble when the Great Depression struck in 1929. Without orders 

to feed Birmingham’s steel industry, the city sank into an economic abyss and the beginnings of 

racial and political strife. All the inhabitants of Birmingham, both black and white, fought to 

have the chance to stake a claim to anything from the shrinking pool of economic resources 

available in the city. The cracks that developed in the operating system of Birmingham during 

the 1930s and 1940s would eventually turn into the issues that would bring the Jim Crow System 

crashing down in the 1950s and 1960s.234 

What finished off this system in Birmingham was the turn of public opinion against Jim 

Crow and its white master narrative.235 Protests like the Children’s March, a march of hundreds 

of children that began in May 1963 that resulted in hundreds of children going to jail shook the 

foundations of Birmingham and the hearts of millions around the country. Images of children 

beings set upon by dogs, club wielding cops, and water jets from fire hoses shocked millions of 

Americans including the American living in the White House. The images, newspaper articles, 
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and TV reports coming from Birmingham painted a picture of a city in distress and at war with 

itself. To a country that was trying to serve as a “beacon of freedom” at the height of the Cold 

War this could not do.236 The pictures of the Children’s March and the realization that more 

pictures like this would hurt Birmingham business forced a group of Birmingham businessmen 

led by Chamber of Commerce President Sid Smyer to change their thinking on matters of race 

and racial discrimination. This group met with representatives of the Civil Rights Movement and 

negotiated the end of segregation in Birmingham. The white master narrative was now 

supposedly dead, and Birmingham needed a new operating system.237  

 

Formation of Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

 Margaret McMillan, in her book The Uses and Abuses of History, writes, “History can be 

helpful; it can be also very dangerous. It is wiser to think of history not as a pile of dead leaves or 

a collection of dusty artifacts but as a pool, sometimes benign, often sulfurous, that lies under the 

present, silently shaping our institutions, our ways of thought, our likes and dislikes.”238 This 

definition of history, as a tool that can be used and or abused to influence, is incredibly important 

when exploring civil rights history and understanding the ways that that history is used and 

sometimes abused, by the collecting institutions in charge of that history. This history often 

needs to be decolonized in a way and this definition helps to start that process.  

An important nexus of this definition and civil rights history and collecting institutions is 

Birmingham, Alabama. Because of its history as a central battleground of the 20th century Civil 
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Rights Movement, the city of Birmingham itself has played an important role in defining the 

relationship between memory institutions like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the 

community. This discussion, in the context of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, began in 

the 1979 in the aftermath of David Vann’s mayoral election lost, continued to November 1992 

when the BCRI opened, and continues to this day.239 

The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute opened after a decade and a half of discussion and 

organization and was going to be a place where Birmingham, and visitors to Birmingham could 

see the progress of Birmingham as it worked towards a better and more inclusive and welcoming 

future for all the citizens of Birmingham. It was going to be a place of learning, research, 

organizing, and progress. The mission statement of the Institute is:  

 

• “To enlighten each generation about civil and human rights by exploring our common 

past and working together in the present to build a better future.  

• We stand strong as THE Cornerstone of the civil rights story, a living memorial with an 

ongoing mission.  

• The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is committed to: 

o Preserving and telling the Birmingham story  

o Being a good steward of archival and financial resources  

o Creating programs that encourage cultural awareness 

o Championing civil and human rights by facilitating an atmosphere of dialogue 

and understanding”240 

 

 
239 This will be described in Chapters Four and Seven.  

240 “About BCRI,” Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, Accessed March 8, 2019. https://www.bcri.org/about-bcri/.  
 



 

82 

The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute was designed and intended to operate as a 

growing and flexible institution that could learn itself and could and would help guide people to 

a better future. To understand why some in Birmingham wanted to open the Birmingham Civil 

Rights Institute, one has to understand Birmingham’s historically generated contexts. The 

Institute mission is to help its chosen community of different groups, ages, and racial groups to 

learn from the historically generated contexts of Birmingham, understand them, and then 

overcome and move on from them. This was important in the planning stages of the institution, 

when it opened in 1992, and in its current operations in the early twenty-first century.  

Birmingham and its collecting institutions needed to be decolonized due to the influences 

of Birmingham’s past historically generated contexts. These contexts, from Reconstruction to 

Bull Connor, influenced collecting institutions throughout Birmingham’s history. The 

Birmingham Public Library, the original collecting institution of Birmingham, founded in the 

late 19th century, changed along with the rest of Birmingham in the aftermath of the Civil Rights 

Movement. In the aftermath of the that movement, the Birmingham Public Library attempted to 

remember all of Birmingham’s history. It’s new mission statement for its archives was:  

 

“The Birmingham Department of Archives and Manuscripts collects government records, 

business records, maps, photographs, letters, diaries, scrapbooks, and other primary 

material documenting the history and development of Birmingham, Jefferson County and 

the surrounding area of Alabama known as the Birmingham District. The Archives 

collects material statewide relating to the Episcopal Church in Alabama, the Civil Rights 
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Movement in Alabama, Jewish history and life in Alabama, LGBTQ history and life in 

Alabama, and the Environmental Movement in Alabama.”241 

 

For the first time in Birmingham’s history, it had a collecting institution that was 

designed to not just collect all the narratives of that history but also examine all of these 

narratives. The public and researchers from Birmingham and the wider world had a place to go 

and examine the multiple known, and discover the unknown, narratives that make up the story of 

Birmingham. The Birmingham Public Library Department of Archives and Manuscripts was, 

and is still, willing to collect, preserve, remember, and educate the people of Birmingham and 

the wider world about the growing, and more complete, story of Birmingham.  

In the aftermath of the opening of the Birmingham Public Library Department of 

Archives and Manuscripts, there was a growing belief that there needed to be a public monument 

to the decolonization of Birmingham’s history. Many wanted to a place to show off and 

showcase the supposed victorious trajectory of Birmingham’s history from Jim Crow to multi-

narrative and multi-cultural story. They wanted to show that Birmingham had moved on from its 

dark past and was ready to embrace a bright new future. These community thoughts were first 

“officially” voiced by Birmingham Mayor David Vann at a press conference in 1979.242 He 

summed up his thinking about this at his press conference with the line, “The best way to put 

your bad images to rest is to declare them history and put them in a museum.”243 Vann, a white 

ally of the Civil Rights Movement, realized that Birmingham could profit educationally, 

historically, culturally, and financially from such an institution. He, and his supporters, wanted to 

show that Birmingham had moved past the darkness of the Age of Jim Crow and entered a new 
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period of its history that was more inclusive and more embracing of all of Birmingham’s 

citizens. Basically, Jim Crow was dead in their eyes and this was to be the monument to that 

death.  

This want to create a new civil rights-oriented collecting institution was not just a 

Birmingham phenomenon. In Memphis, Tennessee a group of civil rights veterans and 

community leaders were pushing to create such an institution on the site of the assassination of 

Martin Luther King Jr.244 This idea, at the Lorraine Motel, was in its infancy in 1979, mostly 

because the Lorraine Motel was still a working motel that had several people living there long-

term.245 But, like in Birmingham, ten to fifteen years after the events of the Civil Rights 

Movement, each city wanted to grapple with their past, for various reasons. The ideas for these 

potential institutions were a starting point to satisfy that need.246 

In Birmingham, in the aftermath of David Vann’s press conference calling for the 

establishment of a civil rights museum in Birmingham, the Birmingham City Council quickly 

passed an ordinance calling for the official establishment of such an institution in Birmingham 

and directed the Mayor’s Office to direct and manage all efforts directed towards completing that 

task.247 Unfortunately for David Vann, his was not the Mayor’s Office that was to direct those 

efforts. Elected in 1975 by a slim margin, and with the support of Birmingham’s black 

community, Vann was not guaranteed an easy reelection campaign, especially after his easily 

preventable botched handling of the shooting of Bonita Carter, a black teenager killed by the 

Birmingham Police Department. Having lost the support of the black vote because of this, Vann 
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was defeated in the mayoral election of 1979, not even making the second-round runoff, by 

Richard Arrington Jr. who would go on to become Birmingham’s first black mayor.248  

It was the Mayor’s Office of Richard Arrington Jr. that would guide the Birmingham 

Civil Rights Institute to completion and opening in 1992. After his election, Arrington’s Office 

released a document to the City Council and the public called Master Plan for Downtown 

Birmingham, Alabama in 1980.249 This document was a far reaching and sweeping plan that 

called for the reorganization and revitalization of the downtown Birmingham area. Arrington and 

his supporters wanted to basically wipe away the Birmingham built by the city’s original master 

narrative of Jim Crow and white supremacy and create something new.250 Their new version of 

downtown Birmingham was going to be a place where every citizen of Birmingham could 

interact with each other and the city around them. There were going to be new restaurants, new 

stores, new parks; new life was going to be breathed into the area.251 Included in this plan for 

new life and new stories was a proposal to organize, design, construct, and open a civil rights 

institution. 

The first phase of the proposal for a civil rights institution was to create a commission 

designed to gather the opinions, and understand them, of those who had taken part in the Civil 

Rights Movement, academics studying it, and the general public. Out of this a commission was 

created in 1981 and was headed by his predecessor, David Vann, and Horace Huntley, a 

professor of history at the University of Alabama at Birmingham. Their commission was tasked 

with investigating how to move forward with the creation of a civil rights museum.252 Vann, 
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Huntley, and their commission interviewed hundreds of members of the Civil Rights Movement 

in Birmingham from the foot soldiers of the movement to the likes of Fred Shuttlesworth, 

Coretta Scott King, and Ralph Abernathy, academics like Robert Corley, Marvin Whiting, 

Edward LaMonte and Julian Bond, and black community leaders like Odessa Woolford. When 

they delivered their report to the Mayor and City Council in 1983, they recommended the 

process continue and a process began to organize the actual structure of the future museum and 

find it a home.253  

The new task force created from this meeting (The Civil Rights Institute Taskforce) was 

given the mission of completing the next steps of the process and guiding the future museum to 

opening. The Civil Rights Institute Taskforce was comprised of members of different corners of 

the Birmingham community including Judge Oscar Adams Jr., Bishop Furman C. Stough, 

community activist Adine Drew and the academic John Hope Franklin.254 Working quickly, the 

Taskforce was able to secure land for the museum, on the site of the AG Gaston Motel, a 

headquarters of the Civil Rights Movement in Birmingham during the height of the 

movement.255  

Two questions, out of the many that surrounding the organization and opening of the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute was what was its purpose and what role would it play in 

society.256 Would the Institute be there for people to learn from the history? Was it just a site of 

historical tourism where one could come and visit something that is static and in the past; 

something society has moved past? These were just some of the questions that the Taskforce 
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grappled with when organizing the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute. The Taskforce eventually 

settled on creating an institution with a vibrant mission statement, still the mission statement of 

the Institute as of early 2020, that saw itself as educating and being a part of the community. The 

mission statement they created was:  

 

• “To enlighten each generation about civil and human rights by exploring our common 

past and working together in the present to build a better future.  

• We stand strong as THE Cornerstone of the civil rights story, a living memorial with an 

ongoing mission.  

• The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is committed to: 

o Preserving and telling the Birmingham story  

o Being a good steward of archival and financial resources  

o Creating programs that encourage cultural awareness 

o Championing civil and human rights by facilitating an atmosphere of dialogue 

and understanding”257 

 

This is not the mission statement of a historical tourism stop that would just want to 

potentially make money off of the events of the Civil Rights Movement. The Taskforce wanted 

an organization that did good and helped people to learn. They wanted something where people 

could come and learn and then take the lessons of the Civil Rights Movement and apply them to 

the present and the future through words and actions.258 
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By 1987, all of this was set in stone when Mayor Arrington approved the floor plan for 

the Institute.259 When the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute opened to the public in November 

1992 it was as the show piece of Birmingham’s new “Civil Rights District”.260 This District, 

proposed and organized by Mayor Arrington and the City Council in the late 1980s was going to 

be the main base of any remembrance of Birmingham’s civil rights history. This was going to be 

where visitors, tourists, educators, students, and researchers could come and visit, learn, and go 

away with the lessons of Birmingham’s Civil Rights Movement. Before the opening, Vann, 

Julian Bond, the historian Glenn T. Eskew, wrote articles and gave interviews about what they 

thought the Institute was going to be able to do.261 In 1992, the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute was only the second civil rights museum/archive, after the National Civil Rights 

Museum in Memphis, to open in the United States.262 The Institute was still a revolutionary idea 

and concept and those who had designed, organized, built, and opened it had no idea what was 

going to happen after they opened the doors to the public and how their institution was going to 

interact and engage with its chosen community. 

In the first two months after the opening of the Institute around 200,000 came through the 

doors.263 It was THE civil rights museum/archive showpiece of the South because it was the first 

such institution to be developed and opened in the American South. In the first few months of 

1993, it became something special. Something to be treasured by multiple groups and 

communities, both unchosen and chosen by the Civil Rights Institute. Schools quickly began to 

organize trips to come and visit the facility, researchers began to descend on the archives of the 
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Institute to plum them for information and new discoveries, members of the Birmingham 

community came to see their history, soldiers of the movement came to remember, and those 

tourists came to see the story of Birmingham.264 The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute was 

fulfilling its mission statement.  

The story of the history of Birmingham and the history of the founding of the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is a story that could and would be found in cities across the 

American South. In the aftermath of Birmingham creating the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, 

similar institutions would spread to places like Memphis, Tennessee, Atlanta, Georgia, Jackson, 

Mississippi, and even Brownsville, Texas. As the years past and societies changed, communities 

wanted to remember what had happened when Jim Crow died, and civil rights were won.265 As 

the times changed, so did the institutions. The Mississippi Museum of Civil Rights, which 

opened in 2017, is radically different from the Civil Rights Institute in Birmingham or National 

Voting Rights Museum in Selma, Alabama, but that is ok. It is just all part of the process of 

making sure that all the stories of the American South finally get remembered and get their true 

and correct place in the archival and historical suns.
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE MISSISSIPPI CIVIL RIGHTS MUSEUM 

In his book Deep South: Four Seasons on Back Roads, author Paul Theroux describes the 

American South as a region of struggle and conflict.266 To Theroux, it is a place filled with rich 

and vibrant people, simple people, and lost people who are trapped in the rusting and decaying 

relics of previous eras. In one section of his book, he uses the words of Sheldon Hackney to 

write:  

 

“‘The South was created by the need to protect a peculiar institution from threats 

originating outside the region,’ the Southern historian Sheldon Hackney writes in his 

essay ‘Southern Violence’ (1969). Consequently, ‘the Southern identity has been linked 

from the first to a siege mentality.’ Being Southern, he says, ‘involves a feeling of 

persecution at times, and a sense of being a passive, insignificant object of alien or 

external forces.’ Among those forces he lists abolitionists, the Union Army, carpetbagger, 

Wall Street, civil rights agitators, the federal government, feminism, socialism, trade 

unionism, Darwinism, communism, atheism, daylights savings time, ‘and other by-

products of modernity.’”267 

 

 Throughout the region, especially in the Deep South, and especially in states like 

Alabama and Mississippi, these feelings of sitting still in the ruins of things, feeling insignificant,
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being oppressed by outside forces, and feeling threatened by outside forces, are often amplified. 

These feelings of oppression or insignificance, whether legitimate or not, have generated 

historically generated contexts across the American South.268 The last chapter discussed those 

historically generated contexts in Alabama and Birmingham and the roles they played in the 

formation, organization and opening of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute in November 

1992. From Reconstruction in the aftermath of the American Civil War, to Bull Conner, to 

Bonita Carter, all of these historically generated contexts affected the development of the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute. Like what happened with the BCRI and Birmingham, 

Mississippi’s history generated a similar, and unique at times, set of historically generated 

contexts that lead to and influenced the formation, organization, and opening of the Mississippi 

Civil Rights Museum in December 2017. 

 

The Historically Generated Contexts of Mississippi 

 The history of Mississippi is one of advancement, stagnation, collapse, more stagnation, 

advancement, stagnation, and finally more advance.269 Mississippi was built by the same forces 

that built the wider American South. The state is a microcosm of the forces that swept across the 

American South: Indigenous American settlement and civilization building, European contact 

and colonization, American expansion and conflict with Indigenous Americans, the creation, 

expansion, and maintenance of African American chattel slavery,  the American Civil War, the 

creation, expansion, and maintenance of segregation and Jim Crow, the rise of Twentieth 

Century Populism, World Wars I and II, the Civil Rights Movement, and the aftermath of the 
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Civil Rights Movement and the attempts to create a new multi-racial state and society.270 Writing 

in his book about the history of Mississippi, author Dennis J. Mitchell described Mississippi’s 

history as, “a story of violence, endurance, and strained human relationship that have produced 

America’s best music and literature”.271 All of these factors have had an impact on the 

development, background contexts, organization, opening, and then operation of the Mississippi 

Civil Rights Museum.  

 Similar to other states in the American South, what would eventually become Mississippi 

was first reached by Spanish explorers and conquistadors in the mid-sixteenth century.272 Led 

first by Hernando de Soto, the Spanish made first contact with Indigenous Americans who were 

from tribes like the Choctaw and the Chickasaw.273 These tribes and others like them, already the 

inheritors of centuries of history, culture, and civilization, were decimated by the diseases and 

violence inflicted on them by the European newcomers. Eventually, as the situation stabilized, 

Europeans began to trade and construct settlements in what would eventually become 

Mississippi.274 While this trade was growing and these settlements were being constructed, 

Indigenous Americans faced long centuries of battling to keep just a small section of the land and 

the cultural landscape for themselves and to just, at a very basic a level, survive the coming 

waves of European and American settlement.275 

 The area that would eventually become the American state of Mississippi first fell under 

the European control of French traders, settlers, and military power. These powers introduced 

new ideas, concepts, and technologies into the lands that would be Mississippi. Indigenous tribes 
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adopted to the changing situation and began to use European technologies like firearms, traded 

for European goods, adopted Christianity, and engaged in military conflicts with the French and 

eventually the Spanish and British.276 Into Mississippi came Spanish, British, French, and 

eventually American colonial settlers.277 These struggles, coupled with the spread of European 

diseases drastically altered the situation in the lands that would become Mississippi. This period 

of struggle changed drastically when the region became a center of conflict and empire during 

the Seven Years War between 1756-1763. That war, basically a world war between various 

European colonial empires over issues that stretched from the heart of Europe to the Philippines, 

ended with the lands that would eventually become known as Mississippi under the divided 

control of the Spanish and British Empires.278  

 This divided control ended in 1783 when the British Empire left the area and gave way to 

the newly born United States. Eventually Spain too would leave the area when it signed the 

Treaty of San Lorenzo, or Pinkney’s Treaty as it was known in the United States, with the new 

American republic in 1795.279 The territory that the United States gained control over with the 

adoption of Pinkney’s Treaty was mostly still inhabited primarily by Indigenous Americans, 

random European traders and early American adventurers looking for money, adventure, and 

power. All during this period, the lands that would eventually be the states of Mississippi and 

Alabama were still large tracks of woods and wilderness.280 American civilization was coming 

but it wasn’t there yet.  
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This rapidly began to change in the aftermath of the United States’ takeover of the area. 

Hundreds, and then eventually, thousands of American settlers flooded into the area and began to 

construct the sinews of American civilization such as towns, roads, and eventually agricultural 

plantations. The spread of these sinews would eventually lead to the establishment of two of the 

strongest, and darkest, historical and cultural contexts to afflict Mississippi; the rise of American 

style African chattel slavery and American conflicts with the Indigenous Americans of the now 

Mississippi Territory.  

 Both these historically generated contexts didn’t start at the beginning of Mississippi’s 

history in the United States but go all the back to the beginning of Europe in the Americas. The 

first conflicts between Europeans and Indigenous Americans took place nearly immediately after 

Europeans began to arrive. Battles between the Jamestown colonists and local tribes in Virginia 

broke out almost immediately after the Europeans arrived in the North America.281 The English 

colonists wanted any precious minerals in the area and they wanted the food that the natives 

produced while the natives wanted to live in peace with those around it and with the English 

newcomers.282 This conflict, the one between natives and newcomers, would spread from 

Virginia to the colonies of New England and then, after American independence, into the newly 

Americanized regions that would eventually be known as the Midwest and the Deep South. It 

was through this spreading that it would eventually come to the shores of the newly created 

American territory of Mississippi.283 

 The conflicts between American settlers, the American government, and Indigenous 

Americans in Mississippi would be long and hard with most of that hardness focused on the 
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native side. Probably, the largest, saddest, and most tragic of those conflicts was what would 

eventually be known as the Trail of Tears. During this period of American History, the American 

government, led by President Andrew Jackson, called for the forced removal of all Indigenous 

Americans then living east of the Mississippi River.284 Eventually, the United States Congress 

passed the Indian Removal Act of 1830 that called for the removal of nearly 60,000 members of 

various tribes across the eastern United States, including the Chickasaw and Choctaw tribes of 

Mississippi.285 Over a period of time from 1830-1838, the United States Army removed nearly 

all of the targeted tribal members, including from Mississippi.286 During this conflict, anywhere 

from 10,000-20,000 Indigenous Americans died throughout the American South, including 

Mississippi.287 Those who eventually returned to the region in the future, and those who 

remained in Oklahoma, where they were all moved during, would carry the scars of this conflict 

with them for generations to come.288 

 The other tragedy that joining the United States brought to the territory and eventual 

state, was the full-fledged introduction of African chattel slavery into the region. Slavery existed 

among both the Indigenous Americans and the early European travelers, traders, and settlers in 

the Mississippi region.289 It existed in a way that was more loose, flexible, and more able to 

adapt compared to slavery in other parts of the United States.290 While still an oppressive and 

totalitarian system, it was different from what would eventually come when the United States 
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and American settlers entered the area. These original forms of slavery would eventually extinct 

after the coming of the Americans.  

 When they arrived in the Mississippi Territory, and the future state of Mississippi, 

American settlers brought with them a form of slavery that had been built in the fields of 

Virginia and South Carolina and the islands of Barbados and Hispaniola. This slavery was not 

like the slavery that was found in New Orleans and the previous French controlled areas of 

Mississippi and described above. Instead, it was a rigid plantation system that used up and threw 

slaves away as quickly as possible to gain the maximum amount of resources for white 

plantation owners. Violence and terror on both an individual and collective level were used to 

control the slaves of the American South.291 The lands of Mississippi were rich in natural 

resources from the trees that soared above Mississippi to the minerals in the soils deposited in the 

region by the Mississippi River and other natural processes that allowed nearly anything to grow 

in Mississippi’s soil.292 Because of this richness, Mississippi became ground zero of the 

phenomenon, both economically and politically, of the antebellum ideal known as King 

Cotton.293 King Cotton ruled Mississippi from 1798 when the territory was organized until the 

end of the American Civil War. The plantations that served as the headquarters and castles of 

King Cotton’s kingdom were manned by the slaves of Mississippi. Between the organization of 

the Mississippi Territory in 1798 and the end of the American Civil War, roughly 1,027,956 

African slaves were forced into the service of King Cotton and forced into enriching thousands 

of plantations and their owners across the state.294 
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Mississippi in the first half of the nineteen century was a two-faced culture, society, and 

political unit. While it had some of the most liberal and open voting rights for white men 

anywhere in the world during the period, it was also one of the chief citadels of King Cotton and 

the slave kingdom that supported that monarch. It would be as a slave state and a firm supporter 

of King Cotton that the planters and political leaders of Mississippi took the state out of the 

United States and joined the new Confederate States of America. During the American Civil 

War, because of its location on the Mississippi River, numerous railroads crisscrossing the state, 

and the state being the home of Confederate leaders like the Confederacy’s President Jefferson 

Davis, the Union considered Mississippi a rich and inviting target.  Union Armies crisscrossed 

the state fighting battles at places like Shiloh (for the railroad hub there), Jackson (for a 

distraction), and Vicksburg (to close the Mississippi and cut the Confederacy in half).295 As they 

fought these battles across Mississippi, Union troops destroyed Mississippi roads, Mississippi 

railroads, and Mississippi towns and cities.296 Thousands of Mississippians died in the 

Confederate cause and thousands more became homeless or destitute. When the war ended in 

March 1865, the government, economy, and society of Mississippi were all in a state of 

collapse.297 

 This state of collapse left Mississippi in a strange place in its history. It had the chance to 

create a better society, a better economy, and a better form of government and embrace and 

expand the democracy that it had promised to all white men, no matter their wealth or ownership 

of property, to all the citizens of Mississippi, specifically the newly freed slaves. During the 

period known as Reconstruction, various groups in the state attempted to form that new and 
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better society. Black Mississippians like Hiram Revels and Blanche Bruce, both elected to the 

US Senate from Mississippi, whites from the Northern States, and a small minority of native 

born white Mississippians, attempted to create that new and better world.298 These groups of 

people wanted to reconstruct Mississippi from the ground up and create a new and better version 

of the state. They wanted to create a better world for all Mississippians. 

 That want of a better world for all Mississippians would die on the rocks of taxes, 

economic despair, and Bourbon Redemption.299 While this new world was being searched for, 

the cotton economy of Mississippi, that which had powered King Cotton and the state before the 

American Civil War, was in a state of collapse.300 Planters were desperate to save themselves 

and embarked on a quest to reframe the American Civil War as a glorious crusade and to invent 

new forms of slavery for the newly freed African American citizens of Mississippi. Couple this 

with battles over government offices and government power and almost lawless conditions 

existed in various parts of the state, especially so in areas where the planation economy had once 

been so strong, like the Mississippi Delta. Add into that the fact that no one had the money or the 

want to pay taxes in the state, left Mississippi in a state of near collapse during the 

Reconstruction Period.301 But, instead of building that better version of Mississippi that some 

had hoped for, Bourbon Democrats, the new name of the planter elite, managed in their minds to 

“liberate” Mississippi from the rule of black Republicans, white Republicans, and others and 

created their version of Mississippi that would last well into the twentieth century.302 
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The version of Mississippi the Bourbon Democrats created was a super low tax, extreme 

small government, populist, racist backwards place.303 It was by far the worst version of the Jim 

Crow System created throughout the South in the late nineteenth century.304 While it may have 

worked for the elites of Mississippi, it led everyone else to their doom and eventual destruction 

on multiple fronts. This version of Mississippi destroyed the environment of the state, stripped its 

African American citizens of all social and political rights, spawned the United States’ highest 

illiteracy rate, and left nearly all Mississippians as some of the overall poorest and unhealthiest 

people in the United States.305 Into this dystopia, stepped populists who preached attacks on both 

the elites who had created the dystopia and African Americans who were their fellow victims. 

Individuals like James K Vardaman, Theodore G. Bilbo, and Pat Harrison, all attacked the 

people outside their social groups. These men, and men like them, tried to show white farmers 

and lower class whites in the cities and towns of Mississippi that they were with them and if you 

supported these populists than they were stick it to the supposed enemies of these classes.306 

Both white farmers and their fellow lower class whites in the cities and towns hated the oligarchy 

that ruled Mississippi and had created the dystopia they found themselves in. They hoped 

individuals like Vardaman, Bilbo, and Harrison would be able and willing to pull down the 

oligarchy, raise taxes, and actually build infrastructure.307 They hoped these individuals would 

give them the power to feel like kings in their society instead of that society’s serfs.  

 What these men and their supporters did not want was to improve the lives of African 

Americans and other minorities in the state. African Americans throughout the state, Indigenous 
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Americans like the Choctaw and Cherokee, and new minority groups like Chinese from East 

Asia, still lived under the dystopian boot of Jim Crow.308 While the populists were fighting for a 

better life for their supporters, the elites were fighting to hold onto power, minority groups 

throughout the state were fighting just to survive in this system. This system made sure that 

minority groups were never treated with basic levels of respect, never called “Mister” or “man” 

but just “boy”, women were seen as nothing more as maids or washer and nothing more, all were 

never allowed to sit with whites in restaurants, buses, or in other situations, were treated almost 

as the unclean were in India under the Indian caste system that existed for hundreds of years.309 

This system of things, of a Mississippi divided into three societal groups; oligarchical elites, 

populists and their supporters, and minority groups, all under the dystopian boot of Jim Crow 

lasted well into the twentieth century.  

 It was World War I, the Great Depression, and World War II that began the process of 

dragging Mississippi out of the shadows of Jim Crow and into modernity. Throughout the late 

nineteenth and into the twentieth century, Mississippi, and especially its elite rulers, refused to 

take that leap because of the threat it would pose to their power. Because of this, Mississippi 

seemed stuck. In her book Killers of the Dream, author Lillian Smith, a native of the American 

South, described what was causing the region, including Mississippi, to be stuck was what she 

called the “politics of fear”.310 To Smith what made up that fear was, “the grand bargain of white 

supremacy, buttressed by paternalism and evangelicalism, whereby the southern white masses 

relinquished political power to a few in exchange for maintaining their social status as better than 

the black man.”311 While populists like Vardaman, Bilbo, and Harrison tried to fight against this 
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politics of fear, not to create a better society, but to put their supporters on top, it was World War 

I, the Great Depression, and World War II, that finally began the process of dragging Mississippi 

out of the shadows of Jim Crow and into modernity. Most of all, white Mississippians, both 

populist and oligarch had to, “stop walking down dead-end streets, waving tattered old banners 

in defiance.”312 

 Throughout the late nineteenth century and into the twentieth century, Mississippi, 

especially its elite rulers, refused to take themselves or their state into the modern age.313 They 

desperately struggled to hold on to the hybrid pre-American Civil War/post-American Civil War 

society that they created. They wanted the money, wanted the power, and didn’t want to build or 

improve the state. The populists had threatened it, but they had not defeated it and that left 

Mississippi in the place it had always been; stuck. Only with the start of the First World War in 

1914, and then America’s entry into that conflict in 1917, did Mississippi and its people began to 

be dragged into the modern world.  

 World War I was a shock to the Mississippi system and way of life. As thousands of male 

Mississippians went off to war, the roles of women changed. They started to take on more and 

more roles and responsibilities outside the home. They began to be seen as possible leaders and 

independent actors in society. This upset the order of things that called for the preservation of a 

stereotype of white women throughout the region. That stereotype can best be described as:  

 

 
312 Mitchell, A New History of Mississippi, Loc. 2659. 

313 Mitchell, A New History of Mississippi, Loc. 6001.   



 

102 

“The stereotype of southern white womanhood, for example, by which delicate, scared 

white women of privilege need constant protection from black males, was constructed 

and maintained to justify everything from slavery, to lynching, to segregation.”314 

 

White southern males believed that “their” women needed protection from everything. It 

was the “proper” order of things to have a men “rule” and “protect” the household against all 

outside threats.315 Things were beginning to change. 

 The role of women outside the home was just one aspect of the change caused by the 

wars and the Great Depression. Other cracks were forming around the newly mobile people of 

Mississippi. Because of the two world wars and the depression, people of all stripes and belief 

structures found themselves on the move for the first time in a long time. They also found 

themselves meeting new people, often with different beliefs for the first time. Thousands of poor 

blacks tired of the sharecropping system that had kept them in pseudo-bondage for so long, 

began to leave Mississippi during and after World War I. They left for cities and towns to the 

north and to the west where they hoped they, their families, and their descendants could make 

better lives for themselves.316 Thousands of whites and blacks, from inside and outside the state 

and the region, traveled to Mississippi, specifically to Camp Shelby, where they received training 

so they go overseas to fight World War II.317 While there at Camp Shelby, they were all expose 

to new ways of thinking, new ways of acting, and a new form of society.318 Finally, millions of 

dollars of Federal money and aid went to Mississippi during the Great Depression as a part of the 
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New Deal. This aid and this money helped bring the state and its people into the modern age, at 

least infrastructure wise and made Mississippians actually feel like they were a part of modern 

America.319 All of these events, movement of peoples, and infrastructure improvements finally 

got Mississippi unstuck and finally headed into the future with the possibility of multiple futures 

ahead of the state.  

 The Great Migration, World War I, the Great Depression, and World War II, exposed a 

Mississippi stuck in the mud, with a dying environment, and a dying people to new ideas, new 

concepts, new peoples, and new ways of thinking. Stereotypes began to collapse, and most 

citizens of the state wanted the new world they had glimpsed through the prisms of these events 

to come to Mississippi. They wanted the “world of supermarkets, automobiles, movies, factory 

jobs, and suburban homes”.320 At the same time the people of Mississippi wanted the onrushing 

new economic future, they wanted to cling to the racial and societal past. The white elites, 

middle class whites, and poor whites all wanted the racial and societal aspects of Jim Crow to 

continue.321 They believed it to be the “proper” order of things. They would soon be in for a 

shock.  

 During the eventful first forty years of the twentieth century, African American citizens 

of Mississippi had been exposed to new worlds and new possibilities. Those worlds, whether in 

Chicago, San Francisco, or Paris, showed them a world of possibilities where blacks could sit 

with whites on buses, on trains, in restaurants, and work and play in the same public spaces.322 

While none of these locations actually preached equality as one would know it in the early 

twenty-first century, they did show black Mississippians a world where they had more of a 
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chance to be equal and seek the equality so long denied to them. Because of this exposure, 

African Americans returning to Mississippi in 1945-1946 began to realize that they could change 

Mississippi for the better if they just pushed.323 These African Americans joined a growing 

number of Mississippians who wanted change to come to their state, but all didn’t really know 

what that change should mean. Should it be political, should it be economic, should it be 

technological, should it be racial, or should it be a combination of all of these? Most of all, and 

especially for the African Americans seeking the change and overthrow of Jim Crow, they 

wanted the state to finally create public spaces where all were welcomed.324  

 Throughout the 1940s and early part of the 1950s, this confusion about what change 

meant and how it would come, left Mississippi stuck in another form of stasis. This stasis would 

be shattered in 1955 when Emmett Till, a teenage from Chicago visiting his uncle, was 

murdered.325 This murder, which outraged many throughout the United States and the world 

shattered the status quo of Mississippi. Black Mississippians realized that now was the time to 

push for change because that was the only way change was going to come. Meanwhile, white 

Mississippians, both the rich and the poor, were angered at the outside world’s reaction and 

decided not to change but to withdrawal fully into their citadel of white supremacy and white 

domination.326 Battle lines were being drawn. It would only be a matter of time before the 

struggle began.  

 As Bob Dylan wrote about in a song, “….the times, they are a-changin’”, and that change 

was coming to Mississippi finally.327 As much as white Mississippians wanted to keep things the 

 
323 Mitchell, A New History of Mississippi, Loc. 7412-7542.   

324 Mitchell, A New History of Mississippi, Loc. 7992-8015.   

325 John R. Salter Jr.,  Jackson, Mississippi: An American Chronicle of Struggle and Schism (Lincoln, Nebraska: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1979), Kindle,  Loc. 469.  

326 Salter Jr., Jackson, Mississippi, Loc. 469-493.   

327 "The Times They Are A-Changin’,” Bob Dylan, Accessed August 10, 2019, 

http://www.bobdylan.com/songs/times-they-are-changin/. 



 

105 

same, they were powerless to prevent a change from coming. But that didn’t stop them from 

trying. From the 1950s to the 1970s, Citizens Councils, the KKK, and the state sponsored 

Sovereignty Commission attempted to fight for the past and for white supremacy. All these 

organizations attempted to preserve what they considered to be “traditional” and “normal” 

Mississippi and resist their perceived domestic and foreign enemies.328 On the other side of the 

conflict, activists like Medgar Evers, John Salter Jr., Edwin King,  Brenda King, Claire Collins 

Harvey, James Meredith, Hartman Turnbow, Annie Mae King, and so many others, decided that 

the late 1950s was the right time to seek their full economic, political, and social rights and help 

their fellow Mississippians finally gain their rightful freedoms and civil rights.329  

 Throughout the rest of the 1950s and into the 1960s, the two sides fought over the soul of 

Mississippi. Sometimes it was peaceful marchers, sometimes it was sit-ins, and other times it 

was full on battle. One such example of full on battle was the riot that took place at Ole Miss 

between September 30, 1962 and October 1, 1962. During this conflict, also known as the Battle 

of Oxford, based on the campus’ location in Oxford, Mississippi, hundreds of segregationists 

protested the enrollment of James Meredith, an African American army veteran, at the 

university.330 Egged on by the then Governor of Mississippi Ross Barnett with such talk like:  

 

“There is no case in history where the Caucasian race has survived social integration. We 

will not drink from the cup of genocide….We must either submit to the unlawful dictates 
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of the federal government or stand up like men and tell them never!...No school will be 

integrated in Mississippi while I am your Governor!”331 

 

 Enraged by the presence of Meredith, US Marshals, and the words of Ross Barnett, the 

supporters of the white order of things rioted. Over the three days of the riot, two people were 

killed and around 300 people were injured.332 When threatened, Jim Crow was not going to go 

quietly. It was going to fight back. Neither were the members of Mississippi’s Civil Rights 

Movement. Both sides were never going to back down. Take for example the words of Jackson 

mayor Allen Thompson during the Freedom Summer of 1964:  

 

“There will be no unlawful marching and peaceful picketing…..We are not going to let 

them come into the downtown area…..This is it. They are not bluffing, and we are not 

bluffing. We’re going to be ready for them. They won’t have a chance.”333 

 

 The Freedom Summer itself was a great effort organized and launched in the summer of 

1964 to register African Americans of Mississippi to vote and provide them with educational 

opportunities.334 Civil Rights organizations and activists like Fannie Lou Hamer, Heather Booth, 

Victoria Gray Adams, and George Raymond Jr. joined together in February 1964 to plan their 

great movement. Together, they launched a movement that resulted in the creation of Freedom 

Schools, Freedom Libraries, Freedom Houses, and other community centers throughout 
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Mississippi.335 All of these new institutions were designed to lift African American 

Mississippians out of the shadows of Jim Crow and into the light of freedom. Their actions were 

met with fierce resistance. Over the course of the summer the following happened to the Civil 

Rights workers and activists:  

 

1. 1,062 people were arrested 

2. 37 churches were bombed or burned  

3. 80 Freedom Summer workers were beaten 

4. 30 Black homes or businesses were bombed or burned 

5. 3 Freedom Summer workers were murdered336 

 

While they did not actually register many people to vote, the Freedom Summer had 

effectively destroyed one of the key strengths of Jim Crow: isolation.337 The destruction of this 

strength gave the Civil Rights activists a new weapon in their arsenal; community. This new 

weapon could empower and support a community that had been powerless for so long.  

 But even with the successes of the Freedom Summer and the passage of both the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, a large minority of white Mississippians 

refused to surrender and refused to change. Those Mississippians, as the 1960s became the 

1970s, became desperate to hold on to power as newly liberated African Americans, their liberal 

white allies and good natured moderates attempted to build a new Mississippi.338 The 
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Mississippians who refused to change and refused to share political power, economic power, and 

social power with all Mississippians, shrank deeper and deeper into the depths of their shrinking 

citadel of white supremacy and domination while other Mississippians banded together and 

attempted to create a new and better Mississippi.339 

 Like Mississippi in the aftermath of the American Civil War, the Mississippi of the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries is going through a period of reconstruction and change. 

African Americans, white liberals and moderates are attempting to create a new and better 

Mississippi, make Mississippi’s people educated, healthy, repair Mississippi’s environment, and 

are finally trying to make Mississippi a full part of the world around it.340 But, like other states 

and cities in the American South, there still is a remnant of the past; a remnant that still wants the 

relationships of Mississippi to be based upon a version of the violent boot of Jim Crow. It’s why 

one can see a poster for the hate group Eurvopa Report outside of the Mississippi Civil Rights 

Museum. While Mississippi has made great progress, there is still much for the state and its 

people to do to make sure Mississippi history is no longer, “a story of violence, endurance, and 

strained human relationships.”341 

 

The Origins of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum 

 The main, historical, political, cultural, environmental, and justice related contexts that 

influenced the organization, creation, building, opening, and operation of the Mississippi Civil 

Rights Museum were generated by Mississippi’s history. These contexts are:  
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1. American National Expansion  

2. Conflicts with Indigenous Americans  

3. The creation, maintenance, and growth of African chattel slavery  

4. The American Civil War 

5. Reconstruction and the collapse of reform attempts 

6. The creation, expansion, and maintenance of Jim Crow  

7. The destruction of Mississippi’s environment and people  

8. The rise of the Populists  

9. World War I, The Great Depression, World War II, and being dragged into the modern 

period 

10. The Civil Rights Movement 

11. The aftermath and the push for a better Mississippi  

 

These contexts played an important role in influencing both Mississippi history and the 

entire organizational history of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. Each one of them 

influenced the history, the present, and the future of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum in their 

own special unique ways. But, before a general examination of how these contexts pushed the 

development, opening and operation of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, one more 

historical context needs to be added to the equation.  

 That historical context is the opening of the Mississippi Department of Archives and 

History. The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum is a state agency and covers the civil rights 
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history of Mississippi. The Museum is twinned with the Museum of Mississippi History.342 Both 

institutions have been designed and are operated in ways present all the history of Mississippi 

from all the peoples and groups of Mississippi.343 The two museums, known collectively as The 

Two Mississippi Museums, are both under the umbrella of the Mississippi Department of 

Archives and History. That department, the official state archives of Mississippi, was the second 

official state archives founded in the United States in 1902 (Alabama was the first). With it being 

1902, and Jim Crow still in power across the state and region, the new institution was designed 

to preserve and protect the history of the then oligarchical elites of Mississippi. The Department 

of Archives and History was designed to integrate newly invented and organized archival 

procedures and principles into the organizing, collecting, and preserving aspects of Mississippi’s 

History.344 The format created and pioneered by the Mississippi Department of Archives and 

History would eventually be adopted by other states and the United States overall when the 

National Archives opened in 1934.345 This act of originality would be replicated in 2017 when 

the Two Mississippi Museums system opened to the public. 

 In the book Telling Our Stories, Museum of Mississippi History and Mississippi Civil 

Museum, the Two Mississippi Museums system is supposed to a fill a gap in the memory 

institution web in the state. The book states:  

 

“The 2 Mississippi Museums started as separate projects. The Mississippi Department of 

Archives and History had been planning a new Museum of Mississippi History since the 

mid-1990s, but the project had not received full funding. Efforts to establish a civil rights 
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museum had been under way for years, culminating in a 2007 proposal to build a 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum at Tougaloo College, but funding issues also stalled its 

process.”346  

 

 The contexts that influenced the organization, creation, building, opening, and operation 

of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum have their origins in both the series of contexts 

discussed in the first section of this chapter and then the additional context of the history and 

reach of the Mississippi Department of Archives and Manuscripts. The institution, and its sister 

institution were designed to overcome the contextual weights of Mississippi’s past to try to 

embrace a better future.  

 As described earlier in this chapter, Mississippi’s history is a history of terror and 

isolation. The originators of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and its sister museum wanted 

to construct facilities and programs which could help to break that cycle of destruction and 

strained human relationships. They described what they wanted in a museum as:  

 

“These museums are critical to the educational cultural life of our state. No state has 

more stories to tell than we do. Stories of native peoples who were here first, of 

Europeans and Africans, and later, immigrants from many lands—China, Italy, Vietnam, 

Greece, Lebanon, India, Mexico, and dozens more. Stories too, of writers, artists, 

musicians, and craftspeople. Our history is not one narrative, but all of these stories 

woven together.”347 

 

 
346 Mississippi Department of Archives and History, Telling Our Stories, ix. 

347 Mississippi Department of Archives and History, Telling Our Stories, xi.   



 

112 

 This speaks directly to the need to counteract the long standing cultural and societal 

separation that has existed in Mississippi for most of its existence. From early settlers driving out 

Indigenous Americans to the populists and oligarchs slicing and dicing the state and its people up 

to retain or gain power, this separation has existed throughout the state. One could say 

Mississippi was built on a foundation of separation and separateness.348 This separateness has 

damaged the religious, political, economic, and gender relationships of Mississippi throughout 

Mississippi’s history. It is this separateness that the creators of the Two Mississippi Museum 

System wanted to break through and down. For example, in its racial contexts and their 

connections to the Mississippi Civil Rights Movement, they wrote:  

 

“Traditionally, men have been at the forefront of social movements. While men may have 

appeared at the head of various Civil Rights groups, in reality, it was the women, and 

later young people, who were the backbone of the Movement. Young People gave the 

Movement momentum even in the face of increased violence. They were the catalyst that 

created the ‘tremor in the iceberg’”.349   

 

 The above statement breaks down the traditional interpretation of the Civil Rights 

Movement in Mississippi and the movement throughout the United States. Too often, historians, 

archivists, librarians, and museum professionals only focus on the “great” men of the Civil 

Rights Movement. While these men were great, and do deserve a place in history, they did not 

change history alone. In Mississippi and other places across the country, the young, the old, 
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women, and children joined with these men to break down the walls of oppression and change 

their communities for the better.350 The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum contributes to the 

intellectual dismantling of this separation by attempting to fully integrate the historical roles of 

the women, children, and others who all joined together to fight for civil rights in Mississippi. 

About this, the creators write:  

 

“We take seriously the American Alliance of Museums’ call for museums to go beyond 

merely collecting and preserving artifacts to serving as educational institutions. Thus, we 

fully recognize our obligation to promote social justice for all. It is not by change that the 

visitor continuously goes through the gallery ‘This Little Light of Mine’. It is here that 

visitors can see how individual acts of courage can change society. It is through these acts 

of courage that Mississippi society is a better society.”351 

 

The wants of the designers of both institutions in the Two Mississippi Museum System 

can be summed up in this simple sentence:  

 

“All Mississippians deserve a place where our memories can be preserved, where our 

stories can be shared, and where our history can inspire and teach us.”352 

 

 The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, its sister museum, and their parent organization all 

are designed to lessen the strains generated by the various historically generated contexts (the 
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ones discussed in the first part of this chapter) that have washed over Mississippi culture and 

society since before Mississippi became a state or was American territory. Like with the United 

States as a whole, the racial history of Mississippi is the state’s original sin. The museum attacks 

this original sin and the many contexts generated by telling the story of this sin, its many turns, 

and its effects on the present and future.353 

 The institution tackles this old, long, and dark racial context by coming straight out and 

calling slavery both evil and brutal.354 They want visitors to know where they stand and most of 

all, they want to tell the truth. In Telling Our Stories, Museum of Mississippi History and 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, the authors expand on this desire to tell the truth, especially in 

regard to this racial context, by writing:  

 

“Our primary goal in developing this exhibition was to tell the truth. The exhibition does 

not shy away from the unspeakable horrors of Jim Crow era and the atrocities that were 

committed in the name of preserving White privilege. The exhibition tells the stories of 

individuals with indomitable spirit who not only survived these horrendous acts of 

violence, but also emerged triumphant in their search for freedom and the American 

Dream.”355 

 

 It is this truth, the more complete truth of the Mississippi Civil Rights Movement and 

Mississippi culture and history in general that the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum frights for.356 
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It is a truth that tries to tell a more complete version of the story of Mississippi including all 

aspects of that story and not just the part of the story that glorifies Mississippi’s old white 

oligarchical elite. This story and truth, which includes the economic, class, general, 

organizational, political, racial, religious, and sexual orientation, is at the heart of the Mississippi 

Civil Rights Museum.  

One example of this can be taken directly from documents created during the 

organization of the museum. In Civil Rights Museum Design and Construction Documents, 

2012-2017, about the then future civil rights museum’s vision, the organizers wrote:  

 

“Create a compelling destination that both values the past and looks toward the future, 

facilitating racial understanding and reconciliation, instilling inspiration and hope and 

fostering dialogue about citizenship and democracy.”357 

 

The same document identifies the core values of the proposed institution. These same 

core values mentioned there will eventually be the core values of the opened Mississippi Civil 

Rights Museum.358 These core values are:  

 

1. “Truth 

a. A factual account of the history of the civil rights struggle and an affirmation of 

the dignity retained by African Americans throughout the period of slavery, 

emancipation, and attainment of civil rights. 

2. Identity  
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a. The identity of the Museum, and particular its exhibits, will be forthright in 

providing human identity for the struggle by placing names and faces on the 

enslaved and emancipated people who were noteworthy in their persistence and 

quest to attain full civil rights.  

3. Place  

a. The prominent role Mississippi played in the struggle for civil rights offered 

insights into the shaping of people by place and circumstance, and frames through 

example the opportunity for all to pursue ongoing change for the betterment of the 

common good.  

4. Memory  

a. The telling of collective stories of strength, both individual and group, to provide 

a sense of the influence of the past on the present.”359 

 

The history of Mississippi, it’s people, and their struggles for freedom were and still are 

at the heart of the proposed vision of what the institution could be and what it became. This can 

be seen in the above proposed vision statement and the final mission statement of the institution. 

That mission statement is:  

 

“The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum shares the stories of a Mississippi movement that 

changed the nation. The museum promotes a greater understanding of the Mississippi 
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Civil Rights Movement and its impact by highlighting the strength and sacrifices of its 

peoples.”360  

 

 Lessening the strains of the historical and current human relationships in Mississippi and 

telling the stories of Mississippi were and are important factors in the design and function of the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and its sister organization the Museum of Mississippi History. 

Both of these concepts directly attack contexts surrounding Mississippi’s racial, economic, class, 

and gender past. Another important context that the organization and design of the Mississippi 

Civil Rights Museum grappled with was the environmental history of Mississippi.  

 Mentioned in the first part of this chapter, the people of Mississippi have had an 

especially complex and too often destructive relationship with their natural environment.361 By 

the end of the nineteenth century and the turn of the twentieth, Mississippi’s environment was in 

ruins. Agricultural runoff strangled life in the state’s waterways while the human inhabitants of 

the state destroyed the last of the state’s original old growth trees.362 This destroyed environment 

left the people of the state, every race, gender, and social class, some of the unhealthiest in the 

United States and the state in environmental ruins. They were considered so unhealthy that some 

outside life insurance companies would refuse to write them life insurance policies.363 It was 

only in the aftermath of the Civil Rights Movement in the state that many in the state worked 

with the same energy that fueled the Civil Rights Movement to save Mississippi’s 

environment.364 
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 This environmental context played an important role in organization and design of the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. The people planning the institution wanted the institution to 

play a role in pushing the twin ideas of environmental justice and environmental liberation into 

the mainstream of Mississippi. They considered environmental justice to an important civil right 

for all Mississippians and something they needed to both practice and preach. They wrote:  

 

“The National Civil Rights Museum in Mississippi [The first name of the Mississippi 

Civil Rights Museum] can set an example for the protection of individuals’ rights and the 

environment by incorporating the principles of sustainable design.”365 

 

 To complete this mandate they proposed changes in the design and manufacture of the 

institution’s parking lot, landscaping, grass area, building shell and structure, façade treatment, 

and green roof.366 The designers of the institution hoped that in their own small way they could 

help change how the people of Mississippi think about their environment. They hoped to show 

that a healthy environment, which usually leads to healthy people, is just as much as a civil right 

as political or economic rights are today.367 It was hoped that these designs coupled with 

mentions of environmental issues starting in the “A Closed Society” exhibit area would, 

“….stimulate curiosity and inspire wonderment” and make visitors think about the 

environmental issues that have and still are afflicting Mississippi.368 Exposure to these ideas and 

concepts at the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, even if it’s just knowing you’re parking in an 

eco-friendly parking lot, could possibly do what the designers wanted. That simple act, or any 
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367 LaPaglia & Associates, Inc, “National Civil Rights Museum in Mississippi Final Report.”   
368 LaPaglia & Associates, Inc, “National Civil Rights Museum in Mississippi Final Report.”   
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such act could spark a wider interest in these ideas and get the average Mississippian thinking 

about the environmental issues that have affected their state and those that are still affecting their 

state.369  

 The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum is a civil rights memory institution but one that 

was designed and now in a way to combat numerous contexts that have long afflicted 

Mississippi’s society and people. This institution was designed and operates in a way to directly 

combat the contexts of Jim Crow, gender and racial discrimination, an incomplete historical 

truth, and environmental justice. It was designed in a way to be open, tell a more complete truth, 

and let Mississippians ask questions and learn at their own paces. They wanted to end the 

separateness that has for so long plagued both Mississippi and the United States and which 

caused writers, like in Urban Segregation in the Deep South: Race, Education, and Planning 

Ethics in Jackson, Mississippi to write:  

 

“For more than two centuries, America has been two nations, black and white, separate, 

hostile and unequal.”370 

and 

“To require society to be responsible for the oppressed and disadvantaged is alien to the 

history, philosophy, and practice of whites in the United States. This issue is central to 

understanding any proposal for correcting segregation in the nation.”371 

 

 
369  LaPaglia & Associates, Inc, “National Civil Rights Museum in Mississippi Final Report.”   

370 Joan Marshall Wesley, Matthew Dalbey, and William H. Harris. “Urban Segregation in the Deep South: Race, 

Education, and Planning Ethics in Jackson, Mississippi.” Race, Gender & Class 12, no. ¾ (2005):  12.  

371 Wesley, Daley, and Harris, “Urban Segregation,” 14.  
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 The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum in its own way is designed to pose those statements 

and questions surrounding them to every visitor who visits the museum and every researcher that 

goes to the Mississippi Department of Archives and History to conduct research. The institution, 

and its parent organization, want visitors or researchers to come to Jackson, come to the museum 

and archive, and see exhibits and primary resources that drive interest and thought across 

multiple levels. Both institutions realized that, “Each visitor brings their own set of expectations 

to the museum’s exhibits.”372  

 Exhibits  throughout the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum attempt to cater to all of those 

expectations. The creators and designers of the institution want all their exhibits to be inclusive 

and be able to speak to all visitors. They established the following criteria when designing the 

exhibits for the entire institution:  

 

1. The story will be accurate, balanced, and fully documented. 

2. The story will be clear and accessible. 

3. The number of zones will be focused and limited. 

4. Each exhibition zone of the Museum will interpret an important aspect of the story.  

5. The Museum will be multi-dimensional and multi-sensory.  

6. Elements of continuity will help to integrate the story. (Themes and modes of learning 

throughout the whole display space.)373 

 

Overall, they wanted the museum to speak to each individual who visited in a unique and 

distinct way that would influence them in a unique way. This want and desire directly goes 

 
372 Mississippi Department of Archives and History, “Museum Division Director's Project Files. 1975-2019.”  

373Mississippi Department of Archives and History, “Museum Division Director's Project Files. 1975-2019.”    
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against the various forms of division that have afflicted Mississippi throughout its history.374 

Like the fact that Mississippi is a society made up of many different and unique pieces, the 

creators and designers of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum wanted their proposed institution 

to be a bridge builder that would bridge the gulfs in Mississippi society allow all members of that 

society to take something from the institution.  

 

Conclusion 

The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, its sister museum The Museum of Mississippi 

History, and their parent organization the Mississippi Department of Archives and History all 

have unique and complex missions in early 21st century Mississippi. All three institutions face 

the headwinds of centuries of class, economic, environmental, gender, historical, political, racial, 

religious, and sexual orientation discriminatory contexts that have made Mississippi a land of 

“strained human relationships”. The two museums and their parent organization strive to 

overcome those contexts by creating a new inclusive, all of genders, classes, races, religions, and 

sexual orientations story of Mississippi that means something different to each person who views 

it. The institutions also strive to get Mississippians focused on ideas, like environmental justice, 

class justice, and economic justice, that were often overlook overlooked throughout the history 

of the state. Together, in the heart of Jackson, a city named for Andrew Jackson and built on the 

backs of slaves, they endeavor to bring the motto of the United States into existence: out of 

many, one.

  

 

 

 
374 Mississippi Department of Archives and History, Telling Our Stories, 3-4. 
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CHAPTER SIX: HISTORICAL DISTANCE AND CIVIL RIGHTS MEMORY 

INSTITUTIONS 

 

In 2007, a written apology was read out on the steps of the Tallahatchie County 

Mississippi Courthouse. That apology read as followed:  

  

“We the citizens of Tallahatchie County believe that racial reconciliation begins with 

telling the truth. We call on the state of Mississippi, all of its citizens in every county, to 

begin an honest investigation into our history. While it will be painful, it is necessary to 

nurture reconciliation and to ensure justice for all. By recognizing the potential for 

division and violence in our own towns, we pledge to each other, black and white, to 

move forward together in healing the wounds of the past, and in ensuring equal justice for 

all its citizens.  

 

Over fifty-two years ago, on August 28, 1955, 14-year-old Emmett Till was kidnapped in 

the middle of the night from his uncle’s home near Money, Mississippi, by at least two 

men, one from Leflore County and one from Tallahatchie County, Mississippi. Till, a 

black youth from Chicago visiting family in Mississippi, was kidnapped and murdered, 

and his body thrown into the Tallahatchie River. He had been accused of whistling at a 

white woman in Money. His badly beaten body was found days later in Tallahatchie 

County, Mississippi
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The Grand Jury meeting in Sumner, Mississippi, indicted Roy Bryant and J.W. Milan for 

the crime of murder. These two men were then tried on this charge and were acquitted by 

an all-white, all-male jury after, a deliberation of just over an hour. Within four months of 

their acquittal, the two men confessed to the murder.  

 

Before the trials began, Till’s mother had sought assistance from federal officials, under 

the terms of the so-called Lindbergh Law which made kidnapping a federal crime but 

received no aid. Only a renewed request in December 2002 from Till’s mother, supported 

by Mississippi District Attorney Joyce Chiles and the Emmett Till Justice Campaign, 

yielded a new investigation.  

 

We the citizens of Tallahatchie Country recognize that the Emmett Till case was a 

terrible miscarriage of justice. We state candidly and with deep regret the failure to 

effectively pursue justice. We wish to say to the family of Emmett Till that we are 

profoundly sorry for what was done in this community to your loved one.  

 

We the citizens of Tallahatchie County acknowledge the horrific nature of this crime. Its 

legacy has haunted our community. We need to understand the system that encouraged 

these events and others like them to occur so that we can ensure that it never happens 

again. Working together, we have the power now to fulfill the promise of liberty and 

justice for all.”375 

 
375 Susan Neiman,  Learning from The Germans: Race and The Memory of Evil (New York: Farrar, Straus and 

Giroux, 2019), 224-225.  



 

124 

 

 The above apology, issued by a group of citizens of Tallahatchie County and members of 

the governments of the town of Sumner and Tallahatchie County, was designed to take the first 

steps towards embracing and working through the history of the county and city, especially the 

history around the murder of Emmett Till. The apology is now preserved on both a monument in 

the courthouse square and at the local Emmett Till Interpretive Center. Both the apology and the 

Interpretive Center allow for the stories of visitors, and readers of the apology, to begin to 

integrate their own stories into the story of Emmett Till and the wider Mississippi and American 

story.376 

 The example of the apology and the cultural, societal, historical, and political conditions 

that made it possible are a near perfect example of historical distance. In his book on the subject, 

Mark Sabler Phillips describes historical distance as the ability of people and groups to have new 

forms of conversation about historical events and their contexts that could not have happened 

earlier in history.377 Examples of historical distance can range from the above story of the 

Emmett Till apology to the speech by the then President of the Federal Republic of Germany 

Richard von Weizsacker in which he said:  

 

“There is no such thing as the guilt or innocence of an entire nation. Guilt is, like 

innocence, not collective but personal. There is discovered or concealed individual guilt. 

There is guilt which people acknowledge or deny. All of us, whether guilty or not, 

 
376 Neiman, Learning from The Germans, 25-28.  

377 Phillips, On Historical Distance, Loc. 190.  
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whether young or old, must accept the past. We are all affected by the consequences and 

liable for it……..There can be no reconciliation without remembrance.”378 

 

 These examples, and others like them, point also to the potential “danger” that history, 

historically generated contexts, and their interpretations can exhibit.379 All three of these of these 

things are tools, and like any tool, it can be misused in the “wrong hands”. Those wrong hands 

can range from the white supremacists who managed the culture and information systems of the 

American South in the early and mid-twentieth centuries to uninformed people who share false 

information on social media in the early twenty-first century.380 Take for example this quote 

from the book The False Cause: Fraud, Fabrication, And White Supremacy In Confederate 

Memory by Adam H. Domby:  

 

“The past has been weaponized, and historians must adapt to fight lies and fabricated 

memories. Technology has allowed a democratization of history but has also furthered 

the fabrication of the past. While online resources allow anyone to do research more 

easily, they also circumvent traditional guardians of quality like peer review and editors. 

Anyone can make up a story or interpretation without any critical consideration and post 

it online.”381 

 
378 "Excerpts From Speech By German President," The New York Times, Accessed November 13, 2019. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1985/05/09/world/excerpts-from-speech-by-german-president.html. 

379 Another example of this is the current, as of 2020, conflict in the American South over the meaning and 

historically generated contexts attached to monuments dedicated to aspects of the Confederate States of America. 

This conflict is discussed in academic works like The False Cause: Fraud, Fabrication, And White Supremacy in 

Confederate Memory Adam H. Domby and popular non-fiction like Mitch Laudrieu’s In the Shadow of Statues: A 

White Southerner Confronts History.  

380 Adam H. Domby, The False Cause: Fraud, Fabrication, And White Supremacy in Confederate Memory 

(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2020), Kindle, Loc. 3891.  

381 Domby, The False Cause, Loc. 3811.  
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 The above quote, talking about the “manufacturing” of history and historically generated 

contexts surrounding the Lost Cause of the Confederacy idea and the monuments raised to it in 

the early twentieth century across the American South, can also be applied to the history and 

historically generated contexts of the two institutions of this study. This is why ideas and 

concepts like historical distance are important to institutions like the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute and Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. Both of these civil rights memory institutions 

rely on their abilities and their chosen communities understanding and engagement to talk about 

the historically generated contexts surrounding both institutions. These abilities are governed by 

the concept of historical distance. An open and honest discussion, using ideas like historical 

distance as a guidepost, can lead to open and honest solutions to understanding, learning from, 

and overcoming their respective historically generated contexts.382 Before an analysis and 

comparison of the community engagement relationship between these institutions and their 

chosen communities can take place, an understanding of the role historical distance plays in the 

mechanics of these relationships needs to be understood.  

 

Civil Rights Memory Institution Context Summary 

Chapters Four and Five of this study examine the organizing and founding of the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. They also 

discussed the contexts, generated by historical events, that governed the development processes 

of both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. These 

chapters showed that various historically generated contexts which ranged across class, 

 
382 The story of Angela Davis and the disruptions caused by the issues surrounding her and the 2019 Fred 

Shuttlesworth Human Rights Award to the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute will be discussed in Chapter Seven.  
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economic, environmental, gender, political, racial, religious, and sexual orientation issues 

affected both the founding and organizing of both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum.383 These historically generated contexts affected the above 

aspects and they also have a role in the current operations of both institutions. One such 

operation is community engagement. Understanding these relationships, both between the 

institutions and their chosen communities, and between these contexts and the BCRI and 

MCRM, is an important need. But, before a full analysis of the roles these contexts played in the 

interactions and engagement performed by each institution in their chosen communities, there is 

a need for a brief refresher of what the historically generated contexts associated with both 

locations and both civil rights memory institutions were. 

 The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is the product of the history of the City of 

Birmingham and the contexts, whatever their character, generated by that history. Birmingham, a 

city founded in the aftermath of the destruction of the American Civil War, quickly became the 

archetype of a new type of Southern city, one guided by the twin principles of industrial 

economic capitalism and Jim Crow racism, was founded in the 1870s and quickly embarked on 

its mission to be a new type of Southern city.384 Birmingham, soon be known as the “Magic 

City” continued to expand rapidly as immigration from Europe, blacks and whites from the 

surrounding countryside all came to the city looking for work and a chance of a better life. 

Instead of finding that better life, they too often found a citadel and stronghold of Jim Crow 

where the rich got richer and the poor stayed poor.385  

 
383 See Chapters Four and Five for the history that generated these contexts.  
384 McWhorter, Carry Me Home, 13-15. 

385 McWhorter, Carry Me Home, 14-17.  
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As Birmingham advanced into the twentieth century, it continued to expand, grow, and 

take in new people but still the two original pillars of power remained.386 Like the rest of the 

country, Birmingham’s economy collapsed during the Great Depression. While it was partially 

able to recover during World War II, this collapse, and then the war, critically weakened the 

second pillar of Birmingham; Jim Crow racism. After the war, and into the 1950s, a growing 

number of Birmnghamians, mostly African American, began to pull down the pillar with the 

hope of destroying forever. After years of struggle stretching back into the late nineteenth 

century, the pillar of Jim Crow racism was pulled down in the early and mid-1960s. This didn’t 

mean racism was over, but it did mean that Jim Crow as it was known was over.387 In the 

aftermath of the collapse, the people of Birmingham were left with a brighter future but with too 

many unfulfilled promises.388 

 This history, discussed in more detail in Chapter Four, is a history of strained human 

events, human relationships, people seeking power, and people just trying to make it to the next 

day. An outline of Birmingham history could be constructed in the following manner:  

 

1. The Founding Of Birmingham  

2. The Convict-Leasing System  

3. The Creation of The Jim Crow System  

4. Immigration into Birmingham  

5. The Rise of Birmingham as a Stronghold of Jim Crow 

6. The Great Depressions and World War II  

 
386 McWhorter, Carry Me Home, 15-20.  

387 A book that describes racism in the aftermath of the fall of Jim Crow is The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration 

in the Age of Colorblindness by Michelle Alexander.  

388 McWhorter, Carry Me Home, 13-14.  
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7. The Collapse of The Jim Crow System  

8. The Aftermath of The Civil Rights Movement and Unfulfilled Promises 

 

These historically generated contexts, which revolve around class, economic issues, 

gender, political issues, race, and religion, each played their own unique roles in the fabric of the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute. These historical points and generated contexts can be 

categorized with the issues they have, and still, affect.389 

Like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, the Mississippi Civil Right Museum was and 

is governed and guided by contexts generated by historical events. Because the Mississippi Civil 

Rights Museum represents the civil rights history of the entire state of Mississippi, the contexts 

generated by the history of that state are often more complex and multi-faceted. The history of 

Mississippi is a long tale of strained human relationships, conflicts, attempts at reform, and 

domination by oligarchs.390 Starting when the first Europeans came to what would become 

Mississippi, conflicts between peoples broke out. These conflicts, and the relationships they 

would foster, and break, would spread from Indigenous Americans vs. European explorers and 

colonists to Europeans vs. Africans and eventually to Americans vs. Europeans vs. Indigenous 

Americans vs. Africans. After the American Civil War, these conflicts spread to the rich vs. the 

poor, to populist vs. the poor vs. the oligarch, to white vs. black, outsider vs. Native 

Mississippian, and then environment vs. big business.  

All these conflicts have driven the development of Mississippi from first contact, through 

Americanization, through the birth of African-chattel slavery, through the destruction of the 

 
389 See Appendix A for a full break down of these historically generated contexts and the issues they are associated 

with.  

390 Mitchell, A New History of Mississippi, Loc. 61. 
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American Civil War and Reconstruction and through the birth of the controlling oligarchy of the 

state. The twentieth century then saw environmental destruction, civil rights, and a fight for 

what’s next. Mississippi is still trying to figure out what it wants for itself and its people.  

The history of Mississippi can be separated into the following general categories in 

chronological outline form:  

 

1. First Contact between Europeans and Indigenous Americans  

2. American National Expansion  

3. Conflicts with Indigenous Americans  

4. The creation, maintenance, and growth of African chattel slavery  

5. The American Civil War 

6. Reconstruction and the collapse of reform attempts 

7. The creation, expansion, and maintenance of Jim Crow  

8. The destruction of Mississippi’s environment and people  

9. The rise of the Populists  

10. World War I, The Great Depression, World War II, and being dragged into the 

modern period 

11. The Civil Rights Movement 

12. The aftermath and the push for a better Mississippi  

 

These historical events and their historically generated contexts are all associated with 

Mississippi and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. The events in Mississippi history 

generated the following historically generated contexts that affected the following issues: class, 
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economic, environmental, gender, political, race, and religious. All of these historically 

generated contexts played and continue to play a role in the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum.391  

These historically generated contexts guided both the opening and organization of the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and then the current operations of that institution. All of these 

contexts, and the results they produced, are key to understanding the relationship between the 

Civil Rights Museum and its chosen community. The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, at its 

heart, is all about trying to understand, learn from, understand, and overcome these contexts for 

both itself and its chosen community.  

 Both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum 

operate under this general model that powers their general operations, and engagement with their 

chosen communities. This model, and the processes it generates, is a hard process and road to 

walk. It’s hard to talk about some of these things for all the members of these institutions’ chosen 

communities. This is why ideas like historical distance are important to engagement between 

these institutions and their chosen communities.  

 

Historical Distance  

 Historical distance is one of the key tools available to civil rights memory institutions in 

their engagement with their communities and with the historically generated contexts found at 

the heart of their reason to exist. At its most basic level, historical distance is the increasing 

ability to reevaluate and reinterpret historical events as time passes.392 It is the ability to talk 

about things more openly as time passes. This is something that is extremely important in places 

 
391 See Appendix B for a full break down of these historically generated contexts and the issues they are associated 

with.  

392 Phillips, On Historical Distance, Loc. 85-197.  
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like civil rights memory institutions where tough and difficult history is brought up throughout 

interactions with exhibits, educational programs, and other public events. In his book on the 

topic, Mark Salber Phillips, describes his realization of this, and his thoughts about it like this:  

 

“I came away thinking through the passage of time had providing some of the necessary 

conditions, the fundamental change of perspective involved impulses that were more 

complex and wide-ranging that could be included in our customary ideas of historical 

distance. Paradoxically, too, increased temporal distance has made possible a new, more 

democratized proximity. The ideas that historical sensibilities change over time was 

hardly a surprise but was perhaps the first occasion that I saw such changes as entailing a 

shift of distance or that I began to consider  the multiple distances that structure our 

engagement with the past.”393 

and 

“For both the historian and the reader, I have come to realize, distance is both historically 

given and historiographical constructed in ways that move far beyond the standard 

association of distance with objectivity and the passage of time.”394 

 

 As time passes, people, groups, governments, religions, and cultures are able to re-

evaluate historical events and reinterpret what happened.395 This re-evaluation is not just 

something that happens in places like the American South, which have gone through long 

periods of well-known historical traumas that have generated numerous contexts that society, 

 
393 Phillips, On Historical Distance, Loc. 81.   

394 Phillips, On Historical Distance,  Loc. 81-97.   

395 Examples range from the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission to the Greensboro Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission in Greensboro, North Carolina to the aftermath of events like 9/11.  
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culture, and communities throughout the region are still grappling with. It also happens in “safe” 

and “boring” places like Indiana. In his book on the story of that state, James H. Madison wrote 

that he needed to update his history of Indiana that he first wrote in 1986. On his need to update 

the interpretation of the history in his book, he wrote: 

 

“This is a new book, with a new title, because Indiana has changed. So has the 

knowledge of our past. New scholarship in the last three decades has given us a better 

understanding of French fur traders, Native Americans, Civil War soldiers, women 

seeking equality, the Great Depression of the 1930s, and economic development from 

canals in the 1830s to Japanese auto factories in the 1980s. New scholarship has also 

helped us understand those individuals and groups whom some Hoosiers struggled to 

embrace, including Catholics, Jews, and African Americans. African American Hoosiers 

especially have a larger presence here than in the earlier book. The outpouring of articles 

and books about race in recent years makes it clear that such stories are not only about 

African Americans but about all Hoosiers.”396  

 

 The above is a form of historical distance. As time as passed, Madison came to realize 

that he needed to update his book not just because time has passed and new history has occurred 

but because the interpretation of previous history, and its contexts were wrong, or not complete. 

To provide a better story, a better analysis, and a better interpretation of Indiana’s history, 

Madison worked to create a better, more complete, version of the story, analysis, and 

interpretation by bringing in the forgotten strands of Indiana’s history. Like the example of the 

 
396 James H. Madison, Hoosiers: A New History of Indiana (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2014), Kindle, 

Loc. 73.  
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need to re-evaluate Indiana history after the passage of time from 1986 to 2014 when James H. 

Madison recreated his book about Indiana history, both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum have been influenced and effected by the concept of 

historical distance.397  

At both institutions, it has influenced processes and relationships from before their 

openings to the present day. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute opened to the public in 

November of 1992 while the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum opened in December of 2017.398 

This nearly 25-year period between the opening of each institution presented the theoretical 

framework of historical distance with room to grow, change, adapt, and present itself in different 

forms at both institutions. 

The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute opened at the end of the year in 1992 after being 

in development since the early 1980s.399 A strong majority of the people who organized the 

Institute, the officials in the city government of Birmingham, and thousands of people who came 

to visit the Institute over the first few months of it being opened were alive, whether as adults or 

children, during the events of the Birmingham Civil Rights Movement. This meant that instead 

of viewing history as something they only recognized from history books and classrooms, people 

remembered it, because they lived it, and remembered all the emotions and other natural human 

parts of the experience. Because of this, the Birmingham Post-Herald focused on the emotions, 

both the gut feelings and intellectual feelings, that people, whether they were the organizers of 

the Institute, the general public, the Mayor of Birmingham, or businesses around the 

Birmingham area when the Institute opened in 1992. 

 
397 Madison, Hoosiers, Loc. 73-234.  

398 See Chapters Four and Five for the complete stories. 

399 See Chapter Four. 
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 The organizers and the creators of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute were rightly 

proud of their accomplishment. They hoped that their creation would have a lasting and deep 

impact on Birmingham and the world around the city. Odessa Woolfork, one of the organizers of 

the Institute, and then a President of its board, wrote:  

 

“The City of Birmingham has the opportunity and the obligation to tell the story 

effectively, vividly, and with state-of-the-art delivery.”400 

 

Woolfork and others, like then Mayor Richard Arrington Jr., hoped that the Birmingham 

Civil Rights Institute would represent the possible triumphant forward march of Birmingham 

towards progress and the future. They hoped that they were tell a good story. A story that people 

would want to come and visit. They hoped that enough historical distance had occurred to make 

possible the successful creation of a stable historical narrative of supposed triumphant societal 

and cultural progress. It was the end of history for some. In the article “Preserving the past to 

teach the future”, writer John Staed wrote in the November 19, 1992 edition of The Birmingham 

Post-Herald:  

 

“If the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute does anything for education, it will remove the 

movement from a quick history quiz and turn it into a flesh-and-blood experience.”401 

 

 
400 Civil Rights Institute : A Guide to Its Galleries, History and Mission. The News, 1992. Birmingham Post-Herald. 

November 19, 1992, Microforms Collection, Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Birmingham Public Library, 

Birmingham, AL. Pg. 2P.  

401 Birmingham Post-Herald. November 19, 1992. 
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 In addition to serving as a monument to the advancement of Birmingham’s culture, 

history, and society, the creators of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute hoped their new 

memory institution would serve as place to solve the remaining racial issues of the city. In the 

same edition of The Birmingham Post-Herald as above, author Steve Bell wrote:  

 

“But problems in race relations have not yet been relegated to history. Much work 

remains to be done. The Institute also will serve as a place where the problem can be 

studied—and solutions examined.”402 

 

 In the same edition, in an article by Mitch Mendelson: 

 

“The institute gives integration a place to stand. In a racially divided city, where most 

people’s association with the opposite race is limited to the workplace, the institute is a 

venue, where people of both races can gather freely.”403 

and 

“At its simplest-through not least important—level of meaning, the institute is a 

repository and an exhibition space. It is our museum of civil rights history. Birmingham 

should have had one long ago, but it didn’t, so it has one now. The building will always 

serve as a gathering place for future study of race relations, exhibitions of related 

materials and so forth. It is intended, rightly so, as a place for understanding the past and 

shaping the future. A deeper meaning extends from the institute’s role as a measuring 

device. One can stand before it or within its handsome walls and calculate distance from 

 
402 Birmingham Post-Herald. November 19, 1992.   

403 Civil Rights Institute: A Guide to Its Galleries, History and Mission. Pg. 7A.  
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the present day to the days of official repression and brutal enforcement of segregation. It 

marks the journey. We know we’re only halfway home and have a long way to go, but 

the institute illuminates how far we have come.”404 

 

 Altogether, the organizers of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute hoped that they were 

creating an institution that would showcase the supposed progress of Birmingham’s history and 

establish a place where people of all races could come, learn, and grow. They hoped enough time 

had passed and enough historical distance had been occurred to create the necessary conditions 

to allow the institution and its chosen community to understand, learn from, overcome, and move 

on from the historically generated contexts that had affected both Birmingham and the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute.  

 The public wanted different things from the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute. For many 

members of the public, the events of the Birmingham Civil Rights Movement were something 

that they had some sort of personal connection to. They might have had relatives who were alive 

during the struggle, who witnessed it, and even may have fought in it on both sides of the 

struggle. They also might have stood on the sidelines or had family on the sidelines. They might 

have had family involved in places other than Birmingham or were involved themselves in those 

other places. Or they could have been supporters of the white resistance to civil rights. 

Supporters of Bull Connor, and their families could come to Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

just as supporters of Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth or Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. could come. No 

matter the side a person, or a family member, fought on, all were welcomed at the Birmingham 

Civil Rights Institute.  

 
404 Civil Rights Institute: A Guide to Its Galleries, History and Mission. Pg. 7A.    
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 This was the hope, but emotions will inevitably disrupt the work of any intellectual 

exercise like a civil rights memory institution. In 1992, not enough historical distance had passed 

for the citizens of Birmingham to have an honest discussion about what happened during the 

Civil Rights Movement and where their city was going.405 Like Germans in the 1950s and 1960s 

not willing to talk about their collective Nazi past, the people of Birmingham were not ready to 

grapple with their own dark past. Only naturally, emotions entered the equation when the public 

starting visiting the Institute. While the emotions were near universal, there were different 

reactions based on a person’s personal and societal experiences.406 

 To the white community in Birmingham, the biggest question surrounding the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute was “why?”? In the minds of many, Birmingham had moved 

passed Jim Crow and racism and fully embraced its new multi-racial present and future. Because 

of this triumphant march into the future, why should the city go back to the past? This belief 

caused the white community of Birmingham to lead the charge to defeat two citywide funding 

referendums that prevented the city from raising the necessary funds to open the Birmingham 

Civil Rights Institute.407 While not an universal belief, for example, whites like Robert Corley 

and David Vann Keats from the front during the formation of the Civil Rights Institute and 

hundreds of others had helped their African American fellow citizens work towards a better 

tomorrow, this belief was held by a large number of the white community of Birmingham. To the 

members of this belief community, it was why go back to the past while a more successful future 

awaited the city and its people.408 They believed history was over and it was time to embrace the 

future.  

 
405 See Chapter Seven.  

406 See Chapter Seven.  

407 Romano and Raiford, The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory, 35-40.  

408 Romano and Raiford, The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory, 35-37.  
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 While the white community of Birmingham showed a large amount of indifference and 

apathy towards the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute because not enough historical distance had 

passed, the African American community in Birmingham expressed a different set of emotions. 

To this section of the wider Birmingham community, the exhibits of the Civil Rights Institute 

brought forth two primary emotions: sadness and anger. Like the white community of 

Birmingham, not enough historical distance has passed to process the exhibits of the Civil Rights 

Institute in a productive way. The memories were still too raw and too fresh.  

 African Americans who visited the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute in the first few 

weeks and months of its opening felt the twin emotions of sadness and anger. They felt the 

sadness because the civil rights memory institution forced them to remember the lash and 

oppression of Jim Crow, or remember the stories told by those old enough to remember that 

tyranny. This sadness, and almost fear at times, made them want to do one of two things; not go 

to the BCRI and wonder why such a place was needed.409 Jim Crow was supposedly dead; why 

revisit it?  

 The other primary emotion experienced by the African American community when they 

visited the newly open institution was anger. To the young, and those who were there during the 

struggle, the exhibits of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute brought up feelings of anger, of 

both the inspiring kind and the destructive kind, at both the oppression and tyranny of Jim Crow 

and the broken and incomplete promises of the post-Civil Rights Movement world. Nick 

Patterson, in his article “Old Injustices Relived: Rights Institute visitors both upset, inspired”, 

wrote about this anger. In his article, we wrote:  

 

 
409 Romano and Raiford, The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory, 35-40.  
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“It’s all right to feel anger, but you’ve got to control it. Fight with your mind, not your 

fists.”410 

 

 The above quote is, in a nutshell, one of the goals of the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute and its relationship with and engagement with all aspects of its community. It wants a 

person to feel emotions but the right kind and not the wrong kind. The Civil Rights Institute 

wants visitors and the public to feel an anger, a desire and a passion to fight injustice and stand in 

the gap just as people did in Birmingham in 1963.411 This bet and this hope is made with a hope 

that enough historical distance has passed so that visitors, and the public in general, can process 

the information presented by the Civil Rights Institute and generate “positive” interactions and 

engagement inside and outside walls of the civil rights memory institution.  

 Like the organizers of the BCRI and the general public, the government of the City of 

Birmingham, and especially the office of the Mayor, had an interest in the organization and 

opening of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute. That interest surrounded using the Institute to 

show that enough historical distance had passed to show the “amazing progress” Birmingham 

has made since the 1960s. Writing in the November 19, 1992 edition of The Birmingham Post-

Herald Mayor Richard Arrington Jr. wrote: 

 

“The Institute serves as a crucible for new ideas on race relationships and provides a 

forum for continuing local and national dialogue on the issues for political, business, and 

educational leaders. It is a ‘living institute’ of national and international scope.”412 

 
410 Birmingham Post-Herald. November 17, 1992, Microforms Collection, Department of Archives and 

Manuscripts, Birmingham Public Library, Birmingham, AL.  

411 Birmingham Post-Herald. November 17, 1992.    
412 Civil Rights Institute: A Guide to Its Galleries, History and Mission, 7P.  
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and 

“Through the establishment of the Institute, Birmingham is saying that it no longer hides 

from its history and takes pride in its accomplishments.”413 

 

 While both the above quotes and lines have admirable qualities, they are both about, most 

of all, presenting a new positive face on Birmingham. Birmingham, and naturally especially its 

government, wanted to show itself and the world how much it had changed and that it was time 

to remember and move on. Arrington and others in the government and business communities 

believed that enough historical distance had passed that it was possible to freeze the 

remembrance of the struggle in Birmingham in historical amber.414 They wanted to tell the story 

of Birmingham and the progress it had made but wasn’t really prepared to bring up the promises 

that were, and still are, left unfulfilled in Birmingham. For example, the reporter Ron Casey 

wrote:  

 

“This marvelous Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is not meant to aggravate the ancient 

wounds of the segregated South, but to help us understand the awful rite of passage many 

Americans have endured and become better able to overcome its vestiges.”415 

and 

“The Birmingham Civil Rights should be a symbol of what can be accomplished when 

the people of a bedeviled city in a poor state share their resources and aspirations. It is a 

monument to be better understanding, not resentment.”416 

 
413 Civil Rights Institute: A Guide to Its Galleries, History and Mission, 7P.  

414 Civil Rights Institute: A Guide to Its Galleries, History and Mission, 7P.  

415Civil Rights Institute: A Guide to Its Galleries, History and Mission, 39P.  

416Civil Rights Institute: A Guide to Its Galleries, History and Mission, 39P. 
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 This was the hope of Richard Arrington Jr., the rest of the government of Birmingham, 

and local businesses and the news media. They all hoped that the new Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute would attract people to Birmingham, where they could visit the Institute, see the 

Birmingham Civil Rights District, see how much change had occurred in Birmingham, and then 

visit other things in Birmingham. These hopes relied a lot on historical distance and a hope that 

the people of Birmingham and the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute had both managed to 

overcome Birmingham’s history and the contexts generated by that history. It was a bet that is 

still playing out today. 

 Like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum was 

influenced by the concept of historical distance. Since it was created, organized, and founded 

much later than the Birmingham institution, historical distance plays more of an important role in 

the case of the Mississippi institution. Unlike in the situation of the Birmingham case, because 

more time has passed and more historical distance has been laid, the Civil Rights Museum is 

able, and more willing to talk about ideas like environmental justice, social justice, and other 

things that the BCRI would never have talked about.  

 Each of these institutions manages historical distance and the contexts generated by their 

respective local histories. The newer the institution, the more they are willing to talk about things 

and the more they are willing to engage with their communities in new and far reaching ways.417 

More recent civil rights memory institutions like the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum have the 

benefit of more time and more historical distance separating them from the historical events they 

 
417 Phillips, On Historical Distance, Loc. 90-126.  
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have been charged with remembering. This extra distance usually allows for a more open and 

honest discussion to take place. In On Historical Distance, the author describes it like:  

 

“Strong ideological commitments fueled this democratized interest in questions of gender, 

memory, or trauma, just as they inspired a whole generation of left-leaning historians to rally 

to Edward Thompson’s call to rescue forgotten lives from “the enormous condescension”.418 

 

 The extra historical distance available to the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum has 

allowed it to do more starting straight out of the gate than the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

could have ever imagined. Multiple forms of justice, and technologies like the internet and social 

media, are integrated into the operations of the Civil Rights Museum while they were in their 

infancy, didn’t exist, or weren’t talked about in 1992.419  

 With this distance, and new willingness to talk about things that used to not be talked 

about and integrate new technologies into its operations, the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum is 

a solid example of how sufficient historical distance can create a re-evaluation and 

reinterpretation of history and its generated contexts. Again, to go back to On Historical 

Distance, and about that distance and the openness it can generate, the author writes:  

 

“…..and objective knowledge have to be put in context with other forms of engagement 

that mediate the now/then of history. Formal structures of engagement that mediate the 

now/then and rhetoric, affective coloring, the strong summons of ideology, the quest for 

 
418 Phillips, On Historical Distance, Loc. 230.   

419 It wasn’t until the mid-1990s that the Internet became a tool that the general public and memory institutions 

could use.  
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intelligibility and understanding—the push and pull of these fundamental investments 

gives distance a new complexity that has been missing from older formulations.”420 

 

More history, distance, and time between them and the events they were designed to 

analyze, allowed them to fully engage ideas the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute would not 

been allowed to deal with or engage with. Here is the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum’s hope 

for their exhibits:  

 

• “Core Values  

o Truth  

 A factual account of the history of the civil rights struggle and an 

affirmation of the dignity retained by African Americans throughout the 

period of slavery, emancipation, and attainment of civil rights.  

o Identity  

 The identity of the Museum, and particular its exhibits, will be forthright 

in providing human identity for the struggle by placing names and faces 

on the enslaved and emancipated people who were noteworthy in their 

persistence and quest to attain full civil rights.  

o Place  

 The prominent role Mississippi played in the struggle for civil rights 

offered insights into the shaping of people by place and circumstance, and 

 
420 Phillips, On Historical Distance, Loc. 190.  
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frames through example the opportunity for all to pursue ongoing change 

for the betterment of the common good.  

o Memory  

 The telling of collective stories of the struggle, both individual and group, 

to provide a sense of the influence of the past on the present.  

o Exhibits 

 Museum exhibits are like no other medium in that they present the 

opportunity to immerse visitors in a focused reconstruction of time, place, 

and event in order to extract the essence of a story that deserves telling. 

Exhibits are now expected to function as immersive environments, 

carefully constructed to set a mood and instill feelings. Drawing upon a 

carefully orchestrated series of experiences, they can provide visitors with 

a series of encounters that inform, inspire and delight. The process of 

discovery in a museum is on opportunity to learn as well as to confirm, 

and to have the experience of finding out new and unexpected things.”421 

  

Historical distance is a key part of the successful engagement between civil rights 

memory institutions and their chosen communities. This idea allows this type of institution, 

which includes the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, and 

their communities to engage with historically generated contexts that have affected both 

organization and community. Without this engagement and interaction, neither the institution or 

the community will be able to work towards understanding, learning from, overcoming, and 

 
421 “Museum Division Director's Project Files. 1975-2019”.  
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moving on from these historically generated contexts. This process, and role that historical 

distance plays in it, is at the heart of any community engagement between the Birmingham Civil 

Rights Institute, the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, and their chosen communities. With a 

better understanding of historical distance, and its role, it is now time to unpack community 

engagement at both of the institutions of this study.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

Across Europe, from Poland to Spain, is the world’s largest decentralized monument. 

This monument, made up of thousands of small brass plaques, known as stumbling stones, is 

designed to honor and remember those who tortured, abused, disappeared, and murdered during 

the Holocaust.422 Instead of being centered in a large city, in one museum, archive, or library, the 

stones are on the ground and on walls of large cities, on the sides of forgotten roads, in medium 

sized towns, in small villages, and in long forgotten places of terror and horror. First designed 

and created by Gunter Demnig in 1992, the stumbling stones are designed to honor and 

remember the everyday terror that was the Holocaust.423 People disappeared, were dragged off to 

camps, murdered and abused everywhere during the Holocaust. It wasn’t something that 

happened in only in the large cities of Europe. As memory institutions became centralized in 

large cities, everyday terror, from homes to schools in smaller areas, was forgotten. People began 

to fall through the information fingers of these institutions. Demnig’s hope was, and is that by 

seeing these stones everywhere, and seeing the names of those taken, that the victim’s memory 

would not be forgotten and those viewing the stone would honor that person and feel shame 

about what happened to the victim.424 Shame is a powerful emotion and can drive people to 

change if deployed in the right way.  

 Since the late 1960s, the people of Germany have been trying to come to terms with what 

happened in Germany during the 1930s and the 1940s. In the aftermath of World War II, the

 
422 Neiman, Learning from The Germans, 276-277.  

423 Neiman, Learning from The Germans, 276.   

424 Neiman, Learning from The Germans, 276.   
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German people tried to deny they knew anything about the Holocaust or whatever else the Nazis 

had done. For example, in a letter to their new American occupiers, the leading people of 

Weimar, a showcase of German culture and soft power, asked/requested:  

 

“Your news media suggest that the residents of Weimar had knowledge of the cruelties at 

Buchenwald and kept silent, so now they are morally complicit….The mayor of this city 

and the other signatories of this letter appeal to the world’s sense of justice when we ask 

you to remove this underserved stain from the great old cultural capital Weimar.”425 

 

 Since the 1960s, a majority of the German people have worked to refute this idea. 

German institutions and people realized that to remember the terror that happened, to honor the 

victims, and learn the lessons that had to be learned, they all had to feel the shame of what 

happened to successfully learn from and move on from it. They did this by constructing memory 

institutions throughout the country to remember the victims, created school programs to educate 

Germans of all ages, and paid agreed upon restitution to Jews in Germany, in Europe, around the 

world, in the State of Israel, and the State of Israel itself.426 In December 2017, in a speech, 

former President Barack Obama said:  

 

“We have to tend to this garden of democracy or else things could fall apart quickly. 

That’s what happened in Germany in the 1930s, which, despite the democracy of the 

 
425 Neiman, Learning from The Germans, 286.   

426 An example of this is German payments and other reparations to the Jewish groups, people, and the State of 

Israel. One such example can be found in this BBC article from 2013: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-

22707483. 
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Weimar Republic and centuries of high-level cultural and scientific achievements, Adolf 

Hitler rose to dominate. Sixty million people died, so you’ve got to pay attention.”427 

 

 Since the 1960s, all of Germany has tried to remain vigilant and make sure that Nazi 

snake, or fascism in whatever form does not return to the German garden of democracy.428 This 

is something that Americans, especially those in the American South, should also be doing in 

their own gardens of democracy. They should because versions of Jim Crow are still out there, 

and they should be watched out for.  

 The American South is a place of culture and society, but also one of terror. For 

centuries, African Americans and Indigenous Americans, were treated as non-citizens while 

American settlers crossed the southern part of the North American continent. Acts of terror and 

violence, from slavery, forced expulsion, killing, robbery, and economic and cultural destruction 

were inflicted on these groups all in the name of “progress” and “republican liberty”. Eventually, 

this terror regime built and operated cultural, economic, informational, political, and racial 

controls that held the “necessary” portions of the population in check. This terror regime, which 

was once slavery and then morphed into Jim Crow, fell apart in the late 1950s and the early 

1960s when the Civil Rights Movement swept over the American South.429 

 In the aftermath of that collapse, things became fluid and began to be reconstructed, 

including control over history, its generated contexts, memory, and how to interpret it. All of its 

 
427 Neiman, Learning from The Germans, 287.  

428 There are have been many protests and counter-protests against the political power Alternative for Germany, the 

first rightist political party, to play a role in German politics since the Nazi Party. Information about one such protest 

can be found at: https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-41718434/protesting-against-the-far-right-alternative-for-

germany-afd.  

429 A few books on this idea of what it means to be “Southern” are Away Down South: A History of Southern Identity 

by James C. Cobb, Stories of the South: Race and the Reconstruction of Southern Identity by K. Stephen Prince, and 

The False Cause: Fraud, Fabrication, and White Supremacy in Confederate Memory by Adam H. Domby.  
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previous incarnations, culture, social, and information systems were going to change. The post-

Civil Rights Movement world gave the American South, and especially and importantly areas to 

that struggle like Birmingham and Mississippi, a chance to reevaluate their history, that history’s 

contexts, their collective and individual memories, and how those would affect their futures. This 

reevaluation eventually became centered around collective memory institutions, and in the 

situation involving civil rights history and the history of racial discrimination and terror, in civil 

rights collecting institutions. In Birmingham, this became the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

and in Mississippi, this became the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. 

 These two civil rights collection institutions were tasked, and are still tasked, with this re-

evaluation and continued interpretation of all the histories of these two areas, the contexts 

generated by those histories, and what consists of collective and individual memory in both 

areas. This reevaluation process touches many aspects of each institution, from their founding, 

their organization, their openings, and their current operations. Previous chapters in this study 

described and analysis the process of the founding, organizing, and then openings of the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. This chapter will 

focus on the current operational aspect of each institution; specially that of community 

engagement and interaction.  

 Both these civil rights memory institutions in their mission statements pledge to be active 

members of their communities. They want to be not just civil rights memory institutions but 

community civil rights memory institutions. Under the values section of the Birmingham Civil 

Rights Institute’s mission statement, they to be engaged in:  

 

1. Creating programs that encourage cultural awareness 
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2. Championing civil and human rights by facilitating an atmosphere of dialogue and 

understanding430 

 

The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum pledges 

 

1. The museum promotes a greater understanding of the Mississippi Civil Rights 

Movement and its impact by highlighting the strength and sacrifices of its people.431 

 

The creators of both institutions want their respective institutions to be a key part of an 

integrated with their chosen communities. They consider this to be a key part of their overall 

missions. For both institutions, engagement and interaction with their communities brings the 

hope that this interaction will generate positive results ranging from increased education and 

research opportunities, community activism, and joint seeking of some form of justice. They 

want people to feel shame but use that shame to engage with their fellow community members 

and change their communities for the better. This is their collective great hope, and something 

they both strive to succeed in and something that can be seen as central to their potential success 

as civil rights collecting institutions. To know this relationship means one can know the civil 

rights memory institution more completely. But, before one can understand this relationship, one 

needs to know what a community is and what the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum think are the communities they serve. 

 

 
430 Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, “About BCRI.” 

431 Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, “About the Museum.” 
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Memory Institutions and Community 

 A community in the context of a memory institution is any group, ranging from a city or 

state, school groups, the general public, or researchers that the institution is designed to serve. 

What makes up a community in the eyes of a memory institution can change and they themselves 

have changed when the societies and cultures around them have changed. In both Alabama and 

Mississippi, the first two states in the United States to form organized professional state archives, 

the sense of what community means and who they serve has changed. These first archives were 

designed to serve only a select few of society; usually rich, usually white, usually male, and 

usually government or business based.432 While the technologies changed, for example 

microfilm was introduced in the 1930s, these institutions, formed in the last decade of the 

nineteenth and first decade of the twentieth centuries, existed in this form for the first five 

decades of their existence because their missions did not change and their societies did not 

demand they change. This changed in the 1950s and the 1960s when the winds of change swept 

through the American South effecting all aspects of culture and society, including its memory 

institutions. Institutions, like the state archives of Alabama and Mississippi, and city libraries like 

the Birmingham Public Library began to experience the first pangs of change and evolution.  

 Like museums and archives, libraries are public memory institutions. The first public 

library in the city of Birmingham was founded in 1886.433 This library was for whites only, that 

was in its bylaws, and it was a private institution.434 This meant that the institution could make 

up whatever rules they wanted. It would take until 1898 for a library would be created for the 

African American citizens of Birmingham. Like it’s whites only counterpart, this library was run 

 
432 Brundage, The Southern Past, 105-127.  

433 "History Of Birmingham Public Library," Birmingham Public Library, Accessed March 1, 2019. 

http://www.bplonline.org/about/history/. 

434 Birmingham Public Library, “History of Birmingham Public Library.”  
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by as a private corporation. In a period of laze-faire government and racism, this was the only 

way that the two library systems could operate. 

 Eventually, this early system would end in 1914, when during the Progressive Era, 

Birmingham took over both library systems and operated them as city institutions.435 This led to 

improvements for whites but no improves, and fall backs sometimes, for African Americans. The 

city created a system where the communities and neighborhoods would fund their own libraries. 

This met that rich areas, usually white areas, had more money to buy better equipment and better 

books, while poor areas, usually black areas, had less money and got stuck with hand-me downs, 

inferior books and equipment’s, and things that should have been thrown away.436 In all aspects 

of the institution, from book rental to archives, this segregated-biracial system made sure that 

whites got the most of the Birmingham Public Library while African Americans got next to 

nothing out of it.437 

 This situation would only change when society demanded it changed. That change finally 

came in the 1950s and 1960s when the Civil Rights Movement swept through Birmingham and 

changed Birmingham society for the better. This changed society demanded changes in its 

institutions, including its memory institutions. Before this change, these institutions would have 

only allowed the story of the white master narrative to be saved, preserved, and put on display. 

History was distorted and lost. All other narratives were “enemies” of the white master narrative 

and were not supposed to matter to the average citizen, historian, or librarian. After the collapse 

of the white master narrative in Birmingham, Birmingham and its collecting institutions finally 

had a chance to examine what had happened in the first 105 years of Birmingham’s history. The 

 
435 Birmingham Public Library, “History of Birmingham Public Library.”  

436 Birmingham Public Library, “History of Birmingham Public Library.”  

437 Birmingham Public Library, “History of Birmingham Public Library.”  
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collecting institutions finally had a chance to become real restaurant institutions and reject their 

oppressive Jim Crow white supremacist prison past and embrace a new, and true, multi-narrative 

version of Birmingham’s history. This process began in the libraries of Birmingham and the 

surrounding area. Slowly but surely, they began to reform, retool, and begin to work towards a 

different goal.  

The Birmingham Public Library Department of Archives and Manuscripts was founded 

in 1976. For the first time in Birmingham’s then 105-year history, a collecting institution in 

Birmingham was designed to collect all of Birmingham’s history. This desire is expressed in the 

mission statement of the Department of Archives and Manuscripts: 

 

“The Birmingham Department of Archives and Manuscripts collects government records, 

business records, maps, photographs, letters, diaries, scrapbooks, and other primary 

material documenting the history and development of Birmingham, Jefferson County and 

the surrounding area of Alabama known as the Birmingham District. The Archives 

collects material statewide relating to the Episcopal Church in Alabama, the Civil Rights 

Movement in Alabama, Jewish history and life in Alabama, LGBTQ history and life in 

Alabama, and the Environmental Movement in Alabama.”438 

 

Today’s Department of Archives and Manuscripts holds many of the collections and 

records were used to serve the master narrative of Jim Crow and segregation. These collections 

and records exalted the “glories” of the white citizens and white history of Birmingham while 

they erased any other perspective and culture from the history of the city. After the founding of 

 
438 Birmingham Public Library, “About.”   
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the Department and the gathering of those collections and records under the umbrella of that 

Department, the same collections and records that once served the master narrative of white 

supremacy became free to speak the truth to all current and future generations. They could 

become a part of the true multi-narrative history of Birmingham.  

 The Birmingham Public Library, which includes its Department of Archives and 

Manuscripts, is a memory institution that seeks to engage with its chosen community and help 

itself and its chosen community process the contexts, and emotions like shame, anger, grief, and 

forgiveness, generated by Birmingham history. Birmingham’s Public Library, like other libraries 

throughout the American South, were some of the first memory institutions that were buffeted by 

the societal changes brought by the Civil Rights Movement.439 These institutions, and the 

changes they implemented led Southern society to realize they needed stronger, and more 

specific memory institutions, to remember aspects of the Civil Rights Movement. This spawned 

the development of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the National Civil Rights Museum 

in Memphis, Tennessee in the 1980s and the early 1990s. From there, civil rights memory 

institutions popped up throughout the region to attempt to meet the needs of a society that 

seemed like it was always changing and always evolving. As their societies changed, these 

institutions were established, changed themselves, and evolved to meet the changing needs of 

their societies, all while keeping the basic core mission of any memory institution intact.440 This 

story of change and evolution and what a memory institution thought of as their perceived served 

 
439 Birmingham Public Library, “About.”    

440 Examples of this are the adoption of new technologies like social media and the Internet to engage with their 

chosen communities in new ways. For example, teachers and other educators can download curriculum guides from 

both civil rights memory institutions’ websites.  
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community has played out at both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi 

Civil Rights Museum. 

 

Community and the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

 Birmingham was and is a very divided community. The city is sliced, diced, and divided 

up by interstates, businesses, political, and social structures. From the interstate that divides the 

northern portion of the city from the southern portion to how the city is divided up into ninety-

nine different neighborhoods, Birmingham is a place where community unity is sometimes in 

short supply.441 A theoretical poll of the members of the Birmingham community about where 

they live might get answers like “Five Points”, “Avondale”, “Southside”, and “Glen Iris” and not 

Birmingham itself.442 Birmingham is an onion of a community that has many layers and much to 

understand and navigate through.  

 The almost confederal, Switzerland like, nature of the fabric of Birmingham is the 

product of many of the same historical events, and produced contexts, that caused the formation 

of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute. Like the Civil Rights Institute, Birmingham, its culture, 

its government, and its economic structures are still struggling to overcome the conflicted, and 

sometimes destructive, nature of Birmingham history. 

 The conflicted and confused nature of what the sense of community in Birmingham is 

Birmingham’s own definition of itself. Birmingham doesn’t know what it wants to be or how to 

get everyone to that supposed promise land. For its own purposes, the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute needed its own definition of the community it was going to serve. Unlike Birmingham’s 

 
441 McWhorter, Carry Me Home, 94-96.  

442 "List of Birmingham neighborhoods," Bhamwiki, Accessed December 3, 2019. 

https://www.bhamwiki.com/w/List_of_Birmingham_neighborhoods. 
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own definition, community in the eyes of the Civil Rights Institute wasn’t going to divided up 

into neighborhoods, streets, economic groups, or religious groups, but into groups that could be 

contacted and engaged with. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s ideal of the community 

they serve is divided up into four distinct segments. Those segments are: 

 

1. Historical Tourists  

2. School Groups  

3. The General Public  

4. Researchers 

 

A historical tourist is someone coming to the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, or 

another memory institution, to view the history there in its public format.443 What makes a 

historical tourist different from just a member of the general public is the fact that historical 

tourists will usually come from outside the city, or the region in close proximity to a memory 

institution. In the case of Birmingham and the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, a historical 

tourist is someone coming from a place like Huntsville, Nashville, New York, or Toronto, 

Canada, who is visiting Birmingham to learn about the history of the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Movement, and then taking that information back to their own towns, cities, and communities.  

 Mayor Richard Arrington Jr., the planning groups behind the Civil Rights Institute, and 

the business community of Birmingham, hoped that historical tourists would show up and visit 

the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute. They wanted to show outside visitors that Birmingham 

had changed and evolved. Birmingham wasn’t the old demonic fortress of Jim Crow and Bull 

 
443 These are also usually out of town visitors also. They want the nice package.  
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Connor but a new multi-racial community ready to advance into the future. They hoped seeing 

this at the Civil Rights Institute and the wider Civil Rights District would get those tourists to 

want to see more of Birmingham, go back and tell others about Birmingham, and then possibly, 

invest in Birmingham in some sort of wider long-term manner.  

 In addition to historical tourists, another segment of its wider definition of community 

that the Civil Rights Institute serves is School groups. Education is a key part, if not the key part, 

of the Civil Rights Institute’s mission statement. School groups from elementary school age up 

to universities and colleges visit the BCRI to explore and interact with its history. The Institute 

offers a variety of programs, which will be discussed throughout the rest of the chapter, that 

engage schools and other educational institutions across multiple aspects of the Civil Rights 

Movement and how the lessons of that movement can be applied in the present and the future.  

 The third segment in its wider definition of community is the general public. Unlike 

historical tourists, the general public are usually the people who live in Birmingham and the 

surrounding areas right outside the limits of the city. These are the people who could have lived 

the history described in the BCRI or have heard family stories about that history. They are the 

curious locals, the parents wanting to teach their children about local history, and the faction that 

the Civil Rights Institute most interacts with. This interaction is important to the Institute 

because historical tourists, school groups, and researchers come and go, but it’s the general 

public that remains. This makes the relationship between the Institute and this community faction 

very important and very needed if any memory institution, and not just the Civil Rights Institute, 

is going to successfully engage and interact with its community. 

 The final segment that make up the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s definition of 

community is researchers. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is designed to be an active 
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center of academic and personal research. In partnership with organizations like the Birmingham 

Public Library Department of Archives and Manuscripts, the Institute has extensive collections 

of primary source and secondary source documents that are available to researchers.444 Books 

like The A.G. Gaston Motel in Birmingham: A Civil Rights Landmark, Black Titan: A.G. Gaston 

and the Making of a Black American Millionaire, The Civil Rights Movement in American 

Memory, and Carry Me Home: Birmingham, Alabama: The Climatic Battle of the Civil Rights 

Revolution were all researched at the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and its holdings at the 

Birmingham Public Library Department of Archives and Manuscripts. The creators of the Civil 

Rights Institute hoped their new institution would be able to produce new knowledge and be a 

place where researchers of all types, could come to and research and learn. 

 All four of these segments are served by the Civil Rights Institute’s Mission Statement. 

That statement is designed in a way to serve the Institute’s entire definition of its chosen 

community. That statement is:  

 

“Mission 

To enlighten each generation about civil and human rights by exploring our common past and 

working together in the present to build a better future. 

 

Vision 

We stand strong as THE CORNERSTONE of the civil rights story, a living memorial with an 

ongoing mission. 

 
444 The Birmingham Police Surveillance Files Collection are such a collection. Another collection is the Birmingham 

Civil Rights Institute Collection.  
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Values 

The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is committed to: 

Preserving and telling the Birmingham story 

Being a good steward of archival and financial resources 

Creating programs that encourage cultural awareness 

Championing civil and human rights by facilitating an atmosphere of dialogue and 

understanding”445 

 

 The four segments of what makes up the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s definition 

of community are served by this mission statement and the programs, events, and activities that 

were and are created based on it. It is based on these principles that they interact and engage with 

their communities to foster learning, engagement, research, action and the overcoming of the 

contexts generated by Birmingham’s history.  

 

Community and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum 

 The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute chronicles and remembers the civil rights history 

of just the City of Birmingham. That history is a long, and incomplete process full of victories, 

defeats, and many pitfalls. The community served by the Civil Rights Institute is complex and 

difficult to navigate at times for the institution. It’s hard to be a successful civil rights institution 

even when focused just on the stories of one city. The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum picks up 

that challenge and expands it to an entire state.  

 
445 Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, “About BCRI.”  
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 This expansion brings with it its own unique set of challenges. One of those challenges is 

what exactly is the community that the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum serves? As a state, 

Mississippi runs from the Gulf of Mexico and the Mississippi Delta to the pinewoods of the 

northern portion of the state and from the Mississippi River to the Alabama border. Within those 

boundaries, the people come from every continent, speak multiple languages, have multiple 

cultures, and multiple ideas about what life and living means to them.446 This complexity leaves 

the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum with the question, “What is our community?”. 

 To answer this question and define community for itself as an institution, the Mississippi 

Civil Rights Museum and its sister institution, the Museum of Mississippi History, and their 

parent organization, the Mississippi Department of Archives and History, have decided to 

embrace the history and stories of all Mississippians no matter the background, no matter the 

history, and no matter their origins. And so, because of this, the Civil Rights Museum has 

divided up its concept and definition of community into the following segments:  

 

1. Adult Audience 

2. School Age Audience 

 

Unlike the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum 

definition of community has only two segments compared to the Civil Rights Institute’s four. 

This is because the Mississippi definition has to describe a community of potential visitors that 

covers an entire state and not just a metropolitan area. The Civil Rights Museum has to be able to 

engage with people from Oxford and Biloxi with the same amount of presence and force they 

 
446 Mitchell, A New History of Mississippi, Loc. 55-75.  
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engage with people in Jackson, where the institution is located. This is a challenge for the 

institution that is always on the table and never really exactly solvable. 

The Mississippi Civil Rights Museums focuses on adults for many reasons. Adults have 

money, are the researchers, can possibly remember the events of the Civil Rights Movement in 

Mississippi, and will most likely bring their children to the institution in Jackson. Placing it in 

the largest city in the state can also serve as a way to attract adults to the Civil Rights 

Museum.447 The hope, just like with the Civil Rights Institute in Birmingham is that adults will 

come to Jackson, visit the Civil Rights Museum and the Museum of Mississippi History, and 

then went to go out and visit Jackson restaurants, coffee shops, stores in general, and other 

cultural hotspots and highlights.  

For the school age segment, it’s all about education.448 The creators and organizers of the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum want children of all ages to be able to learn the lessons of the 

Civil Rights Movement and the Mississippi of the past. They want to do this because both 

institutions and their parent institution want to create an environment where all the stories of 

Mississippi are remembered and that people learn how to integrate this belief into their daily 

lives.449 The Civil Rights Museum does this by hosting school groups, providing teacher training, 

and integrating their educational materials with the educational standards of the Mississippi 

Department of Mississippi.450 They do this especially because they want to be able to educate as 

many students as possible all over the state.  

 
447 “Museum Division Director's Project Files. 1975-2019” 

448 "Educators,”  Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, Accessed July 19, 2019. 

https://mcrm.mdah.ms.gov/learn/educators. 

449 Mississippi Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Telling Our Stories, 3-4.  

450  Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, "Educators."  
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Both adults and school age children are served by the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum 

and make up that institution’s definition of community. That community is served by a mission 

statement that is short but to the point. That statement is:  

 

“The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum shares the stories of a Mississippi movement that 

changed the nation. The museum promotes a greater understanding of the Mississippi Civil 

Rights Movement and its impact by highlighting the strength and sacrifices of all its 

people.”451 

 

 If they choose, they can also visit the Museum of Mississippi History. That institution’s 

mission statement is:  

 

“The Museum of Mississippi History encourages people to explore and appreciate our state's 

history. We present rich and complex stories that illustrate how our shared past influences 

our future together.”452 

 

 Altogether, the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, the Museum of Mississippi of History, 

and the Mississippi Department of Archives and History, want their chosen community to realize 

that there is “One Mississippi, but many stories”.453 The trio of institutions all do this through a 

 
451 Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, “About the Museum.”   

452 "One Mississippi, Many Stories," Museum of Mississippi History, Accessed July 18, 2019. 

http://mmh.mdah.ms.gov/story/one-mississippi-many-stories-0. 

453 Mississippi Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Telling Our Stories, 100.  

 



 

164 

variety of ways and means. This engagement is an important part of each institution’s functions 

and needs a strong definition of community to function and fully engaging.  

 Both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, 

like any memory institution or civil rights memory institution, have their own individualistic, 

unique, and strong definitions of community. These definitions, while created with a need for 

firmness and directness, also have to be flexible. They need this flexibility to change when their 

communities changed. This flexibility is the final part of the definition of community at each 

civil rights memory institution. As more historical distance takes place and more cultural change 

and evolution takes place, each institution’s definition of community should change to meet the 

changing times.454 The various contexts generated by the history of Birmingham and Mississippi, 

the concept of historical distance, a firm, unique, and direct definition of community, and 

flexibility all work together to influence both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum’s engagement and interaction with their chosen communities.  

 

Community Engagement and the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

 The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s definition of community is divided up into four 

main segments. Those segments once again are Historical Tourists, School Groups, The General 

Public, and Researchers. Each one of these segments is served by the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute in unique ways that foster engagement and interaction with each segment within the 

Civil Rights Institute’s wider chosen community. Using technology, an understanding of the 

class, economic, gender, political, racial, and religious contexts which emerged from 

Birmingham’s history, historical distance, and a firm understand of what the Institute’s chosen 

 
454 Phillips, On Historical Distance, Loc. 81-95.  
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community is, the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute engages with all segments of its 

community.  

 The Historical Tourists come to the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute to view the 

triumphantly story emanating from the Civil Rights Institute. These visitors want to see a story 

that goes from the darkness of slavery and Jim Crow, through the purifying fires of the Civil 

Rights Movement, and then into the multiracial, multicultural present. This segment of the Civil 

Rights Institute’s chosen community wants a good story and wants to believe that Birmingham, 

Alabama, the United States, and places around the world, can change and have changed for the 

better.455 They want to feel good and want to tell people that good story.  

 The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s primary mode of engagement with this segment 

of its chosen community is the actual exhibit spaces at the Institute itself. In planning documents 

for the Civil Rights Institute, the planners of the Institute wrote:  

 

“Museums may also be understood as educational environments, in which aspects of a 

community’s life may be replicated in a scale-model, miniature, or fragmentary manner 

in order to encourage popular or scholarly inquiry. To look into collection of a museum is 

to see what the museum’s community values.”456 

and 

 
455 They want a positive story that seems to “solve” the problems of society. An example of this was the belief that 

lowering the Confederate Flag outside the South Carolina capital building would solve racism in South Carolina. 

456 Walking to Freedom: the Museum of America’s Civil Rights Revolution : Program Statement (New York: 

American History Workshop, 1987), 11.  
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“The more visitors bring of their own life-histories into the museum, the more they will 

enjoy and benefit from it. The more its lessons can apply to how they live, the more 

valuable will the museum be.”457 

 

 The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s exhibit space is divided into five main sections. 

Those sections are: Barriers, Confrontation, Movement, the Struggle Continues, and the Front 

Line. These categories are designed to tell the uplifting story that the Civil Rights Institute is 

designed to show visitors and the story that the Historical Tourists want to cover themselves in. 

The Institute’s  exhibits go from the founding of Birmingham to the aftermath of the election of 

Richard Arrington Jr.’s as Mayor of Birmingham.458 They go from darkness to hope and 

supposed progress. This march from darkness to hope and supposed progress starts off in the 

Barrier section of the Institute. The Barrier section starts off after all visitors views a video that 

presents the founding of Birmingham. This film, which is original to the Institute’s opening in 

November 1992, is followed by the Barrier section. In this section, a visitor, whether a Historical 

Tourist or another community member, sees the origins of Jim Crow in Birmingham and then 

life in Birmingham for its African American citizens during the period. Visitors can see 

segregated drinking fountains, classrooms, churches, barber shops, and courtrooms.459  In 

addition to this, visitors can also view the arcane, complex, and racist rules that governed 

Birmingham during the period. The section is designed to show people what it was like to 

navigate the madness and darkness that was Jim Crow Birmingham.  

 
457 Walking to Freedom, 11-13.   

458 Personal Observations of the author. Author visited Birmingham Civil Rights Institute on May 2, 2019.   

459 Personal Observations of the author. Author visited Birmingham Civil Rights Institute on May 2, 2019.   
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 From the Barriers section, the story begins its supposed upward march. The Historical 

Tourist, or any other visitor, enters the Confrontation section of the Institute. In this section, a 

visitor sees the beginnings of confrontation between African Americans and the supporters of 

white supremacy. They also see the terror that was used and applied to maintain the order of Jim 

Crow Birmingham. Ku Klux Klan uniforms and burned crosses burst into the story in this 

section. This section is supposed to represent both the terror and the futility of Jim Crow.  

An example of the futility of terror supporting a system can be found in the Star Trek 

Universe. In the Star Trek: The Original Series episode “Mirror, Mirror”, the Mirror Spock, a 

dark twisted version of this universe’s Spock, tells Captain James T. Kirk something about the 

empire he serves. That empire, known as the Terran Empire, a dark twisted version of the United 

Federation of Planets, is governed by terror and domination. In the episode, Mirror Spock tells 

Capitan James T. Kirk that, “Terror must be maintained, or the Empire is doomed”.460 Like the 

Terran Empire, Jim Crow was doomed if terror was not maintained. This is on display in the 

Confrontation section.  

 After the Confrontation section, the exhibits move on to the Movement section. Unlike 

the Barriers and Confrontation section, the Movement section moves into the heart, and core, of 

the upward, triumphant march of Birmingham’s, Alabama’s and the world’s history. This is the 

core history of the Civil Rights Movement. This is the history that should be celebrated and 

should be uplifted as it is an uplifting and engaging history that overcomes the historically 

generated contexts generated by the history of Birmingham and too many other places.461 For 

Historical Tourists, this section is the sweet spot, the spot where the story gets better and begins 

 
460  "Mirror, Mirror (episode)," Memory Alpha, Accessed January 5, 2020. https://memory-

alpha.fandom.com/wiki/Mirror,_Mirror_(episode). 

461 Personal Observations of the author. Author visited Birmingham Civil Rights Institute on May 2, 2019.   
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to march out of the darkness of Birmingham’s past. Historical Tourists, and any visitor, can see 

in this section, the story of Rosa Parks and her refusal to get up from her seat, information on the 

ride of the Freedom Riders and one of their burned bus, Dr. King’s jail cell from the Birmingham 

jail, and information about the rise of the movement towards Birmingham 1963. This section 

ends with the March on Washington, the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing, Selma and Bloody 

Sunday, and then the signing of civil rights legislation.462  

 All of these written, audiovisual, and physical exhibits tell a story that is uplifting and 

just genuinely a good story. The Confrontation section is the good story that Historical Tourists 

want to see. In the section, Birmingham carries itself out of the darkness of Jim Crow and into a 

multicultural and multiracial present and future. In the aftermath of the Confrontation section is 

the Struggle Continues section. This section covers the slow and steady integration of African 

Americans into the political, economic, and cultural fabric of Birmingham. It ends in a replica of 

the office of Mayor Richard Arrington Jr., the first African American elected to that office. The 

section also has brief information surrounding the mayoralty of David Vann and the police 

shooting of Bonita Carter.463 For Historical Tourists, this is the supposed happy plateau of the 

happy triumphant history that Birmingham now supposedly found itself in.  

 The final section of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s exhibit structure is the Front 

Lines section. This section challenges Historical Tourists, and all visitors, to take the lessons 

they just learned from the previous exhibit sections. This last section gives visitors information 

about Tiananmen Square, the crisis in Darfur, the Solidarity Movement, Oil Company Protests in 

Nigeria in 2002, the anti-apartheid movement, and the Mothers of the Plaza De Mayo in 1977.464 

 
462 Personal Observations of the author. Author visited Birmingham Civil Rights Institute on May 2, 2019.   

463 Personal Observations of the author. Author visited Birmingham Civil Rights Institute on May 2, 2019.   

464 Personal Observations of the author. Author visited Birmingham Civil Rights Institute on May 2, 2019.   
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The section also has an oral history studio and an oral history research area where visitors can 

record their own histories and listen to the histories of others.465 The Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute wants Historical Tourists, and all visitors, to take the ideas and lessons they learned at 

the Civil Rights Institute and take them out into the world and change that world.  

 The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is designed to show Historical Tourists, and any 

visitor, the triumphant, end of history, story told through their exhibit spaces. That story, the 

story of Birmingham’s march from Jim Crow to the present, is a triumphant story. It’s the story 

of decades and generations of African Americans fighting for their basic rights as citizens of 

Birmingham and the wider United States. It’s a story that obliviously should be celebrated and 

remembered.  

These are all universal truths but the story that the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute tells 

Historical Tourists, and all visitors, is incomplete. The exhibit spaces and all the sections have 

not been updated since the Institute opened in November 1992 and because of this, the spaces 

seem old and often lack new updated interpretations of the history. They leave out information 

about the roles of women, LGBTQIA members,  religious minorities, and white allies in the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Movement. They leave out the intersectionality of ideas of race, 

gender, class, and economics. They leave out the new technologies that could enhance the 

experiences of both Historical Tourists and the rest of the BCRI’s chosen community. All three 

of these major misses by the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute leaves one with the feeling that 

the story that the BCRI is designed to show Historical Tourists the story they want to see and not 

to look under the current societal rug.  

 
465 Personal Observations of the author. Author visited Birmingham Civil Rights Institute on May 2, 2019.   
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 So, why has the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute committed these mistakes and 

continues to commit these mistakes? It could be about many things from funding, overhead 

mismanagement, to a lack of will and desire to make the changes, but most of all it comes down 

to the Historical Tourists. The organizers of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, especially 

Richard Arrington Jr., wanted the Institute to show how Birmingham had progressed passed the 

darkness of its founding and its time as a fortress of support for Jim Crow. They wanted to show 

a new Birmingham, a new multi-racial and multi-cultural city that had solved its problems and 

could now move on to growth and success. This want and desire has driven a part of the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s mission, and its engagement with its chosen community, 

since its opening in November 1992. It has support from the Historical Tourists, and some in the 

leadership of Birmingham and the institution itself, but it has damaged relations and engagement 

with the wider Birmingham community at various times.  

 One example of that occurred in January 2019. On January 5, 2019, the Birmingham 

Civil Rights Institute announced that they were rescinding the awarding of the Fred 

Shuttlesworth Human Rights Award from the already announced award winner that year; Dr. 

Angela Davis.466 In their announcement, the Institute said that Dr. Davis, “does not meet all of 

the criteria on which the award is based”.467 The statement, without stating it outright, was a shot 

at Dr. Davis’ critiques of Israeli policies towards Palestinians. Members of the wider 

Birmingham community, and the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s board, believed that those 

beliefs were wrong, misguided, and something that shouldn’t be celebrated. Eventually, after a 

 
466 "Angela Davis to receive civil rights award after museum reverses decision," The Guardian, Accessed January 4, 

2020. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/jan/25/alabama-civil-rights-museum-angela-davis. 

467 The Guardian, “Angela Davis.”  
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large backlash, the award was reissued to Dr. Davis, who would eventually turn the award down 

and held an alternative event in Birmingham in February 2019.468 

This statement, the rescinding of the award, and then the extending of the award again 

after a local, national, and international backlash, spoke volumes about the state of the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s relationship with the wider Birmingham community and 

with its chosen community. Instead of a living, growing, and flexible relationship that was 

willing and able to deal with the contexts generated by Birmingham’s history and other history, it 

revealed a relationship that was stale, semi-frozen, and mostly unwilling to change. The Institute 

wants to tell Historical Tourists, and all visitors who make up the institution’s chosen 

community, a certain uplifting story and that’s fine. What is not fine is if the Civil Rights 

Institute fails to realize that there is still preservation to do, and history did not end in November 

1992. There’s still more of that story to be told.  

 Historical Tourists are just one segment of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s 

chosen community. Another segment, and probably the most important segment in the eyes of 

the Civil Rights Institute itself, is School Groups. This segment, ranging from elementary school 

age children up to college undergraduate students, is at the core of the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute engagement with its chosen community. Children and students are the next generation 

and the staff of the BCRI wants them to discover, learn, and carry with them the lessons of the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Movement.  

 One such way they engage with Student Groups is through curriculum guides. 

Curriculum guides are designed to be quick lesson plans for teachers or parents with a summary 

 
468 The Guardian, “Angela Davis.”  
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of information and source materials that one could pull from for more information.469 These 

guides, updated periodical to meet the updated standards of the State of Alabama, cover a wide 

range of topics which show how the lessons of Birmingham can, and have been applied 

elsewhere. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute has curriculum guides that a multitude of 

subjects. These guides range from a discussion of women in the Civil Rights Movement, the foot 

soldiers of the Movement, John Lewis, the lessons of the Civil Rights Movement applied to farm 

worker’s movement of Caesar Chavez, the anti-racial writings and work of Albert Einstein, 

Black Power in the Black Belt, and many more topics.470 All of these curriculum guides are 

designed to serve as seeds of information for a teacher, instructor, or parent, wanting to educate 

others about these issues and get their students thinking about things they might have not thought 

about before. 

 Something students might not have thought about before, and something the Civil Rights 

Institute curriculum guides do cover is Albert Einstein and his anti-racist activism. According to 

the guide, even before Einstein moved to the United States in 1933, he spoke out against Jim 

Crow and the terror it inflicted on African Americans. He spoke out against the treatment of the 

Scottsboro Boys in 1931 and after he moved to the United States, he spoke out against lynching 

and other racial crimes in the US.471 At a speech at Lincoln University to accept a honorary 

doctorate, Einstein said, “My trip to this institute was on behalf of a worthwhile cause. There is 

separation of colored people from white people in the United States. That separation is not a 

disease of colored people. It is a disease of white people.”472  

 
469 "Curriculum Guide,” Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, Accessed May 2, 2019. 

https://www.bcri.org/curriculum-guide/. 

470 Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, “Curriculum Guide.”  
471 "Albert Einstein – Fighting Racism Beyond the Lab," Samantha Briggs, Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, 

Accessed December 30, 2019. https://www.bcri.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Albert-Einstein-Lesson-Plan-

Updated-7.13.16.pdf. 

472 Briggs, “Albert Einstein.”  
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 He spoke out like this before and after his move to the United States because he 

considered the treatment of African Americans in the United States to be similar to the treatment 

of his fellow Jews in Nazi Germany. Most of all, this curriculum guide wants students in middle 

and high school to realize that there is an almost intersectional and international nature and 

aspect of the terror inflicted on African Americans during Jim Crow. Unfortunately too often, 

systems like Jim Crow were created all over the world by the West in the nineteen and early 

twentieth centuries.473 This curriculum guide, while focusing on Albert Einstein, wants to show 

students that terror existed around the world and fighting against one form of that terror meant a 

person was fighting against all of that terror.  

Another curriculum guide covers the development of the Lowndes County Freedom 

Organization. This organization was founded in the aftermath of the Selma to Montgomery 

March that took place in 1965.474 Lowndes County, a county in Alabama’s Black Belt, the belt of 

rich soil that stretches across the Deep South, was a place where 86 whites families controlled 

nearly 90 percent of the land and made sure no African Americans had any rights.475 It was in 

this soil that the Lowndes County Freedom Organization was created to break this stranglehold. 

National Organizations like the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee helped in this 

effort.476 Also, due to Alabama law, any new political party or organization had to have a logo. 

The new Freedom Organization picked a blank panther as their logo and would eventually be 

known as the black panther party. Eventually, one of the organizers with the Student Non-

 
473 Examples of this range from Russian imperial policy in Central Asia and the treatment of Indigenous Americans 

in North America. 
474 "Black Power in The Black Belt," Samatha Briggs, Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, Accessed December 30, 

2019. https://www.bcri.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Black-Power-in-the-Black-Belt-Lesson-Plan-Updated-

7.13.16-2.pdf. 

475 Briggs, “Black Power.” 

476 Briggs, “Black Power.” 
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Violent Coordinating Committee by the name of Stokely Carmichael would take this name back 

home with him to Oakland, California, and form the Blank Panther Party.477 

 Both these curriculum guides want students to realize the intersectional and national 

nature of much of the history of the Civil Rights Movement in Birmingham and Alabama. Both 

the terror the movement fought against and the organizational structures were seen in Germany 

and Oakland, California. Students knowing that there is an intersectional nature of the struggle 

for civil rights and justice then can realize there could be an intersectional nature of the struggle 

for civil rights and justice now.  

 For example, groups like Black Lives Matter and the Sunrise Movement are fighting for 

two sides of the same coin of justice. Black Lives Matter is fighting for racial justice while the 

Sunrise Movement is fighting for environmental justice. Knowing that both are working for the 

same basic goal; justice, and that two different groups, or two different peoples, can suffer under 

similar circumstances, resist under similar circumstances, and seek justice under similar 

circumstances means that alliances can be made, and justice and liberation can be sought in a 

more intersectional manner. 

In addition to curriculum guides, the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute also engages with 

the School Groups segment of its chosen community by hosting programs like the Legacy Youth 

Leadership Program and teaching training programs. The Legacy Youth Leadership Program 

strives to train high school students to be community leaders who serve their communities on 

multiple levels.478 They do this by sharing with the students in the program the lessons and 

history of the Birmingham Civil Rights Movement because the program believes that the lessons 

 
477 Briggs, “Black Power.” 

478 "Legacy Youth Leadership Program," Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, Accessed January 2, 2020. 

https://www.bcri.org/legacy-youth-leadership-program/. 
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of the BCRM can and do apply to the present and the future.479 In addition to becoming 

community leaders, high school students who go through the Legacy Youth Leadership Program 

also go on to serve as docents and volunteers at the Civil Rights Institute.480 The BCRI wants the 

graduates of this program to give back and volunteer on multiple levels.  

 In addition to the Legacy Youth Leadership Program, the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute offers teaching training programs. These programs, or workshops, educate teachers in 

the history and lessons of the Civil Rights Movement. The Civil Rights Institute wants teachers, 

like the high schoolers of the Legacy Youth Leadership Program, to know the history and lessons 

of the Birmingham Civil Rights Movement and be able to take those lessons back to their 

classrooms.481 This is another way, just like with students, that the BCRI is able to plant the 

seeds of the lessons of the Civil Rights Movement outside the physical and digital walls of the 

civil rights memory institution itself. 

 The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s engagement and interaction with School 

Groups, which are made up of both students and teachers, are the Institute’s strongest forms of 

engagement with any segment of its chosen community. Because of outside influences like the 

need to update things because of changing educational norms, the BCRI’s relationship with this 

section of its community is flexible, capable of change, and engages with the contexts generated 

by Birmingham’s history in a way that they can be engaged with on multiple fronts for multiple 

reasons from education to racial and environmental justice. This part of this institution’s 

relationship with this section of its chosen community should be replicated across the other three 

segments of the BCRI’s community.  

 
479 Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, “Legacy Youth Leadership Program.”  
480 Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, “Legacy Youth Leadership Program.”  
481 Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, “Legacy Youth Leadership Program.”  
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 Like any community memory institution, memory institution, or civil rights memory 

institution, the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is designed to engage with the general public. 

The general public is the third segment of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s chosen 

community. When it opened in November 1992, the general public of Birmingham, had its own 

stories about the Birmingham Civil Rights Movement, Jim Crow, and then the aftermath. 

Because of the lack of historical distance, people remembered, and they remembered very 

conflicted. Nearly twenty-eight years later, those personal stories may have faded as more time 

as passed, memories forgotten, people lost, and more historical distance established to allow a 

more nuanced, but still conflicted, walk through of the Civil Rights Institute and the contexts 

generated by a long history within the institution. Nearly twenty-eight years after the opening, 

the general public is less interested in a hearing a good story of the triumphant upward march of 

history, like the Historical Tourists, or receiving a solid education about lessons of the Civil 

Rights Movement and how to apply those lessons at their own schools and in their own 

communities, like the School Groups. Instead of those things, the general public just wants to be 

informed and be able to tell others about what they just got informed about. They believed that 

knowledge truly was power.  

 To meet this need for knowledge, outside of the exhibits of the Institute itself, the 

Institute has a variety of programs that engage with the general public on multiple levels. One 

such program is the Birmingham Cultural Alliance Partnership. In its own words, the Partnership 

is:  

 

“BCRI’s award-winning collaborative project of seven of the city major museums and the 

public library to provide after-school learning opportunities designed to enhance the 
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cultural literacy and academic achievement of students and their parents. The purpose of 

the project is to create a positive community learning environment that will enhance 

student achievement, increase student participation in enrichment activities, involve 

families in learning and enrichment activities and build partnerships between the school 

and community organizations.”482 

 

 The seven cultural institutions that make up this partnership are; The Alabama Jazz Hall 

of Fame, Birmingham Botanical Gardens, Birmingham Public Library, McWane Science Center, 

Southern Museum of Flight, Vulcan Park and Museum, and the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute.483  

Within this partnership is the Parent Plus Program. This program wants to “motivate, 

inspire, and educate” parents using a variety of techniques and technologies to have an impact. 

The Program wants to:  

 

1. Enhance and improve family communication 

2. Express knowledge and demonstrate knowledge of personal parenting skills and 

styles  

3. Develop a positive self-belief and esteem for self and all family 

4. Increases parents’ knowledge of community resources and how to access them484 

 

 
482 "For Children," Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, Accessed January 3, 2020. https://www.bcri.org/for-children/. 

483 Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, “For Children.”  

484 Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, “For Children.”  
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This partnership and the generated programs want students, their parents, and family 

members to learn the lessons of the Birmingham Civil Rights Movement, the lessons and stories 

of the other institutions, and then engage with their schools and communities using all of these 

lessons. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and its partner institutions want to create a better 

community and better people. 

Another program that engages with the general public is the Community of Readers 

Program. In its own words, the Community of Readers Program wants to:  

 

“…bridge the gap between literacy and parental involvement by instructing familiars 

about better reading habits, promoting local parents’ belief in their own capabilities as 

educational mentors, and using books to enhance the time that families spend 

together.”485 

 

 This program, like the other programs already mentioned, applies two of the chief lessons 

of the Civil Rights Movement; that of the strength and need of both family, whatever a person’s 

definition of that, and education. These programs and partnerships preach these two lessons and 

hold the want and hope that members of the general public learn these lessons and then spread 

them themselves in whatever they do.  

 While the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute engages with the general public through 

educational programs, it also engages with this segment through social media and holding events 

that are open to the public. The Civil Rights Institute has a presence on Facebook, Instagram, and 

 
485 Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, “For Children.”  



 

179 

Twitter.486 Like many community based memory institutions, the Civil Rights Institute engages 

with their chosen communities on these social media accounts, telling them about events, 

programs, and speakers at the institution and out in the wider Birmingham community.487 These 

social media accounts help to keep the BCRI connected with both its chosen community and the 

wider Birmingham community.  

 One event that the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute advertises a lot on its three social 

media accounts is its celebrations every year for Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Day.488 Each year on 

that day, the Institute makes its admission free and makes sure that as many people as possible 

can visit the Institute, engage with the Institute’s materials, and learn the lessons of the Civil 

Rights Movement. This year, 2020, the Institute will be partnering with the organization Woke 

Vote, having Dennis Pope read King’s Letter from Birmingham Jail, and other programs and 

games.489 This event is designed to get the maximum amount of people to the Institute on one of 

the Institute’s most important days. Other events the Institute has hosted over the past six months 

and have been advertised across social media are events talking about criminal justice and mass 

incarceration, black citizenship in the Age of Jim Crow, mental health, and an event that poses 

the question where the next Frederick Douglas is.490 

 All of these events, the social media platforms they are advertised on, the general 

programs offered at the Institute, and the exhibits of the Institute,  are all ways that the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute engages with the General Public. Unlike its relationship with 

 
486 Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/bhamcivilrights/, Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/bhamcivilrights/, 

Twitter: https://mobile.twitter.com/bhamcivilrights. 

487 Examples of this range from information about the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s Martin Luther King Jr. 

celebration to telling high schooler students about the Institute’s Legacy Youth Leadership Program.  

488 “Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Holiday,” Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, Accessed February 1, 2020. 

https://www.bcri.org/mlk-day/. 

489 Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, “Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Holiday.” 

490 Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, “Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Holiday.” 
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Historical Tourists, but like its relationship with School Groups. Outside of the exhibit spaces of 

the Institute, the Institute’s relationship with both the General Public and School Groups is 

strong, flexible, and capable of change. Both the Institute, and these two segments of their 

chosen community, can use this relationship to process and think about the contexts generated by 

Birmingham’s History. 

 The last segment of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s chosen community is 

researchers. For the BCRI, researchers can be members of the general public, school age 

children, college students, Historical Tourists, and members of academia. All of these groups 

have access to the large, and well organized oral history archive on site and have the ability to 

add to that collection if they want too.491 This segment of the Civil Rights Institute chosen 

community also has access to archives located at the Birmingham Civil Rights, at the 

Birmingham Public Library Department of Archives, and at the Alabama State Archive located 

in Montgomery, Alabama. All three of these sites work together to all researchers to create new 

works of scholarship, discover forgotten family stories, get a copy of a former family heirloom, 

or just learn a little more about an important part of their city’s history. Whatever the reason, the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute tries to offer multiple opportunities to any type of researcher 

to make sure a researcher can chart their own course and solve the problems they came to the 

table with.492 

 The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute tries to engage with all segments of its chosen 

community across multiple fronts. These fronts range from their exhibits, to the programs they 

host and go to, social media, and written and pictorial messages. The Institute is only partial 

 
491 "Oral History Project ." Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, Accessed February 1, 2020. 

http://bcriohp.org/gallery.  

492 A researcher can pick from oral history interviews including Bryan Stevenson to files about the formation of the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute itself.  
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successful. Will successful on some fronts, i.e. their programming like their MLK Day 

celebration activities and their Community Readers program, and other such programs, the Civil 

Rights Institute has failed to realize that they need to expand their definition of their chosen 

community. The exhibit spaces lack the newest technology, the newest historical interpretation, 

and lack too many of the different voices that should have been included long ago. Whether this 

is because of lack of funds or lack of willpower is not in the brief of this study but what is that 

these issues make the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute not fully successful in its engagement 

with its chosen community.  

One could describe the Civil Rights Institute as a Janus like institution or an institution 

only running on six out of eight cylinders. In some way, especially in relation to program and 

physical event activities that are directed towards School Groups and the General Public, the 

Civil Rights Institute is fairly successful in its engagement with its community. The BCRI is a 

strong Version 3.0 civil rights memory institution in its engagement with these two sections of 

their chosen community.493 From celebrating Juneteenth to providing schools across 

Birmingham and Alabama with curriculum guides, the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is the 

strongest in its engagement with these groups. But its exhibit space fails all three community 

sections. It’s old, tired, and needs to change. The story it tells is not the complete story. The story 

it tells leaves out class issues, economic issues, women, transgender, religious minorities, and 

white allies. It fails to show that it really was a community, or giant family, that changed 

Birmingham and the world for the better in 1963. For whatever reason, this story seems frozen in 

 
493 A Version 3.0 civil rights memory institution, as described in Chapter One is an institution that is the equivalent 

of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. It is open, flexible, engages with its chosen community, and uses 

technology somewhat well.  
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time. It does not have access to new technologies and historical distance but remains as it was in 

November 1992 or August 1987.  

But, the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute can change its exhibit section for the better. 

As discussed in Chapter One, civil rights memory institutions can slide up and down the version 

scale by simply changing and evolving when it is appropriate and right to do so. The Civil Rights 

Institute could upgrade its exhibit spaces, integrate new ideas and new people, and make a 

stronger connection and engagement with all the sections of their chosen community. Making 

these changes and integrating them with the Institute’s already established strengths can make 

community engagement that much more powerful between the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute and its chosen community. Together, in that new way, both could understand, learn 

from, and overcome the historically generated contexts that have affected both.494 

 

Community Engagement and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum  

 The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum definition of its chosen community is composed of 

what they call the “Adult Audience” and the “School Age Audience”.495 This chosen community 

definition is designed to meet the demands of engaging with people across an entire state. 

Mississippi, like any American state, is a complex fabric of peoples, beliefs, and communities. 

Especially in a state like Mississippi, with generations of strained human relationships and never 

a firm sense of community, finding a chosen community to engage with can be especially hard 

for any community memory institution. It’s this environment with its confused sense of 

 
494 One such way, established in the aftermath of the 2019-2020 COVID-19 Pandemic is the Birmingham Civil 

Rights Institute has created an oral history program to collect the general public’s thoughts and feelings about the 

pandemic.  

495 "Educators," Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, Accessed June 30, 2019. 

https://mcrm.mdah.ms.gov/learn/educators. 
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community, and who’s in it, that the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum exists. It’s also why the 

Civil Rights Museum has divided up its definition of its chosen community into the two vague 

categories it has. 

 Both vague categories, while seemingly vague at first, have strong support structures 

underneath them. In the “Adult Audience” section of the MCRM’s definition of its chosen 

community, there are the sub-categories of education and research and physical events. In the 

“School Age Audience” segment of the definition, there are the sub-categories of education and 

physical events. These support structures were designed to be flexible with the ability to change 

and evolve to meet changing ideas and changing time as those two things washed over the 

entirety of Mississippi. They were also designed to help both the Mississippi Civil Right 

Museum and its chosen community process the contexts generated by Mississippi History.  

 The “Adult Audience” segment of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum’s chosen 

community is vaguely defined from 40,000 feet up in air but on the ground, it is guided by the 

main goals of education and research and physical events. The education and research goals of 

the institution for this section of Museum’s chosen community are associated with the 

Mississippi Department of Archives and History and educational programs for classrooms. 

Together, this series of programs creates an environment where a strong relationship and 

engagement between this section of its community and the Civil Rights Museum. 

 The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum has several educational and research programs 

available to adult members of its chosen community. Adult members of their community can 

range from the general public, amateur researchers, teachers, and academic level researchers.496 

For both educators and researchers, of any level, such a program is the access to their digital 

 
496 Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, “Educators." 
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archives that the Mississippi Department of Archives and History provides to the public. In its 

own words, the Civil Rights Museum writes:  

 

“Use the Mississippi Department of Archives and History Digital Archives to bring the 

stories of the Civil Rights Movement into your classroom. Search the Sovereignty 

Commission Online for primary source documents and browse Civil Rights-era images in 

the Moncrief Photograph Collection.”497 

 

 For educators, access to primary sources can bring a discussion of history alive and show 

students what life was life decades or centuries ago. Seeing is believing in some situations. 

Seeing the poverty, especially among African Americans, of the Mississippi Delta, helped 

Robert F. Kennedy become the liberal lion he was in the few years he had left in his life in the 

mid-1960s.498 Seeing images, newspaper articles, written messages, and video recordings of the 

events of the Freedom Summer, protests in Jackson or Hattiesburg, the struggle of 

Mississippians, both white and black for civil rights, and the aftermath of the murder of Emmet 

Till can really bring home the story, and the lessons of these events. In the same vein, seeing 

materials related to the Ku Klux Klan, white supremacy, the State Sovereignty Commission, and 

the Battle of Oxford can on show students how strongly, and often times how violently, the 

oligarchy that controlled Mississippi for so long, resisted the pull of civil rights for all. Primary 

sources that tell both these stories, and many others are powerful, and easily access tools 

available to educators through the Digital Archives of the Department of Archives and History.  

 
497 Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, “Educators." 

498 Ellen B. Meacham, Delta Epiphany: Robert F. Kennedy (Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 

2018), 4-10.  
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 In addition to access to the Mississippi Department of Archives and History, that 

institution’s digital archival collections, researchers and educators if they want to take advantage 

of it, have easy access to the Department of Archives and History physical collections. As 

mentioned in Chapter Five, the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, the Mississippi Department of 

Archives and History, and the Museum of Mississippi History are all located on the same piece 

of property in downtown Jackson, Mississippi.499 This happened because the arrangement that 

civil rights groups, the Mississippi Legislature, and the Department of Archives and History 

came to where the Department would control and run both the institution that would become 

known as the Two Mississippi Museum System.500 Because of this, any educator or researcher 

visiting the Civil Rights Museum would, and does, have easy access to the materials at the 

Department of Archives and History. This can make for easy research trips and easy educational 

fact-finding expeditions for a classroom or other educational need. The easy access to these 

primary sources right near the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum is a gem and one of the keys to 

faithful engaging and interacting with this segment of their chosen community.  

 Along with the easy access to primary sources the Museum offers through its association 

with its parent organization, which just happens to be the state archive of Mississippi, the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum also offers many educational programs to educators across the 

state. Once again, because of its association with the Department of Archives and History, many 

of these programs are offered on the Department of Archives and History’s website. Like the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, the Mississippi institutions offer lesson plans that cover a 

variety of events in both Mississippi’s general history and the history of Mississippi’s Civil 

 
499 “Museum Division Director's Project Files. 1975-2019”. 
500 Mississippi Department of Archives and History, Telling Our Stories, 1-5.  
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Rights Movement. These lesson plans cover things the 1927 Flood, Confederate Pension 

Applications, Speak Now: Memories of the Civil Rights Era, and Civil Rights in Mississippi.501  

All the lesson plans and educational extras go into depth about the topic they are 

designed to cover. For example, in Civil Rights in Mississippi Lesson Plan, the plan is 

subdivided into the following categories:  

 

• “Lesson One: Black and White Worlds 

• Lesson Two: Mississippi Civil Rights Timeline 

• Lesson Three: Protesting Violence without Violence  

• Lesson Four: Integrating Higher Education in Mississippi  

• Lesson Five: Mississippi in 1964, a Turning Point 

• Lesson Six: Civil Rights After the Civil Rights Movement”502 

 

Each one of these lessons is hyperlinked, so anyone can go to the website, find them and 

then follow along as they go and as they teach. Following each hyperlink will lead one to several 

additional pages of worksheets, ideas, and information for educators to get across the lesson they 

are trying to teach.503  

 Another educational program the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum offers is the 

Traveling Trunks Program. In this program, the Museum, and its parent organization, ship trunks 

 
501 "Classroom Materials," Mississippi Department of Archives and History, Accessed June 30, 2019. 

http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/teachers/classroom-materials/. 

 
502 Mississippi Department of Archives and History, “Classroom Materials."  

503 Mississippi Department of Archives and History, “Classroom Materials."  
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full of information out to schools and teachers free of charge. Each trunk contains roughly the 

following:  

 

• “Detailed Teacher’s Notebooks and Lesson Plans 

• Reproduction historical artifacts  

• Maps, graphics, films, and audiotapes 

• Games and crafts  

• Activity sheets, student reading materials, and discussion questions  

• Reference Materials”504 

 

These trunks are easy ways for both Mississippi Department of Archives and History, the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, and the Museum of Mississippi History to engage with the 

wider Mississippi community and all three institutions’ chosen community. Paid for by 

sponsorship and other sources, the trunks were and are easy ways to integrate Mississippi history 

into many subjects and provide the ability to engage with the contexts generated by the state’s 

history on multiple levels.  

Along with these education and research programs, the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, 

along with its sister organization, and its parent organization, hold many in person physical 

events that provide both education and research opportunities to its chosen community. These 

events, advertised across the Civil Rights Museum’s multiple social media accounts, offer 

teachers, researchers, and other educators a chance to interact with material, provided by the 

Department of Archives and History, that they may have not been able to access with the 

 
504 Mississippi Department of Archives and History, “Classroom Materials."  
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assistance of the Civil Rights Museum and Department of Archives and History.505 Social media 

is an important tool for community engagement that institutions like the Civil Rights Museum 

and the Department of Archives and Manuscripts that have to reach members of their chosen 

communities over hundreds of miles, multiple cities and towns, and rural areas from the 

Tennessee border to the shores of the Gulf of Mexico. The complexities of a state like 

Mississippi means that a tool like social media is important to attract people to Jackson and the 

Civil Rights Museum and, along with email and other forms of digital communication, pinpoints 

the areas where the Civil Rights Museum and Department of Archives and history can have the 

most impact. 

One such physical event is the Fall Teacher Workshop. These workshops, hosted at first 

by the Mississippi Department of Archives and History, and now the archive and its two 

offspring institutions, allows social studies teachers of all levels, to come to Jackson get 

additional instruction in the newest information surrounding Mississippi History, and all its 

generated contexts. From the 2019 edition of the Workshop, the organizers of the Workshop 

describe it like:  

 

“This year’s workshop is themed ‘Challenge and Change’ and consists of four concurrent 

sessions on teaching history. Education curators from at the Museum of Mississippi 

History and Mississippi Civil Rights Museum will introduce brand-new educational 

materials received.”506 

and 

 
505 Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/mscivilrightsmuseum/, Instagram: 

https://www.instagram.com/mscivilrightsmuseum/?hl=en. 

506 “Museums To Host Fall Teacher Workshop,” Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, Accessed June 26, 2019. 

https://mcrm.mdah.ms.gov/news/museums-host-fall-teachers-workshop.  
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“Using primary sources in the State Archives, accessing classroom resources on the web, 

professional development opportunities with National History Day, and the new 

Mississippi social studies curriculum are some of the topics that will be covered…..”507 

 

 Another program instituted by the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and the Mississippi 

Department of Archives and History is the Field to Funk Series. This series is a series of talks, 

discussions, and performances, that looks, in its own words, “…music genres that originated in 

Mississippi”.508 These music genres usually originated from African American style of music 

that originated from the fields of the plantations of Mississippi. According to Pamela Junior: 

 

“This musical series will enlighten the public on the different styles of music influenced 

through African culture. Our first program of the series will feature music from plantation 

fields and old spirituals. This will be an excellent program where we can learn why these 

particular songs were important during slavery times and why they should still be a 

reminder of where what we’ve come from.”509 

  

 Both these programs, and others like them, help the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and 

the Mississippi Department of History engage with this section of their chosen communities and 

to help show the people of that community and the wider Mississippi community that Mississippi 

is one state but many stories. These programs attempt to show, in an intersectional way, how the 

contexts generated by Mississippi history have been engaged with, navigated around, and 

 
507 Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, “Museums To Host Fall Teacher Workshop.” 

508 “Field To Funk Series Debuts At Mississippi Civil Rights Museum,” Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, 

December 1, 2019. https://mcrm.mdah.ms.gov/news/field-funk-series-debuts-mississippi-civil-rights-museum.  

509 Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, “Field To Funk Series Debuts At Mississippi Civil Rights Museum.”  
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processed, both by these institutions and by the people of Mississippi themselves. These 

programs show that these two community memory institutions and willing to grow, willing to 

change, and willing to engage with their chosen communities in a way that will make sure all the 

stories of Mississippi are brought into the light.  

 The education and research programs provided by the Mississippi Department of 

Archives and History and by the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum engage with the “Adult 

Audience” segment of the chosen community of the Civil Rights Museum in ways that present 

that section with information fresh from primary sources with new interpretations, and a 

willingness to engage with new ideas and new people groups. This is important, especially for 

institutions that manage relationships with their chosen community across a complex area like 

Mississippi. These education and research programs show a path forward into a multicultural and 

intersectional present and future for Mississippi memory institutions, civil rights memory 

institutions, and all its peoples.  

 Like the “Adult Audience” segment of the Civil Rights Museum’s chosen community, 

the “School Age Audience” segment of the institution’s chosen community, is served well by 

access to the history, and primary source artifacts, held by the Civil Rights Museum and the 

Mississippi Department of Archives and History. Students are important to both institutions 

because it will be, they that help to move Mississippi passed its strained human relationships of 

the past and towards something positive in the future.  

 Some of the programs that serve the “School Age Audience” section as the same as the 

ones that serve the “Adult Audience”. The Classroom Materials programs, the Traveling Trunks 

program, and the Fall Teacher Workshop all help students as well. All of these programs 

integrate new ideas, and new ways to process the contexts of Mississippi History and present 
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them in ways that educators can then impart them to the school age population of Mississippi. 

These programs are important to both sections of the institution’s chosen community.  

 Students and other school age groups best use of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum on 

a personal basis is through field trips to the institution itself. The Civil Rights Museum provides 

educators with worksheets that guide students through the institution, posing questions for 

students to answer along the way. The questions are designed to make students of all ages think 

and engage with the material they are seeing. Questions are designed by age and grade level. 

There are questions for Third graders and there are questions for Twelfth graders. Examples of 

the questions are:  

 

For Third graders:  

1. Name one of the first African Americans to represent Mississippi in state or national 

government. What office did he hold?  

2. What were the differences between a school for black children and a school for white 

children?510  

 

For Twelfth graders:  

1. In 1868, a new state constitution was drafted that provided freedoms for African 

Americans in Mississippi. In 1890, another new constitution was created that revoked 

many of those freedoms. What events in that twenty-two-year span led to this 

regression?  

 
510 “Gallery Activity Grades 3–6,” Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, Accessed August 2, 2019. 

http://mmh.mdah.ms.gov/sites/default/files/mississippi_civil_rights_museum_gallery_activity_grades_3-6.pdf.  
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2. A number of organizations formed to oppose the Civil Rights Movement. What 

motivated these groups, and what were their methods of opposition? Evaluate the 

impact of these opposition groups?511 

 

These questions are designed in a way to make students think about the history they are 

viewing in the exhibits of the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum. They are to keep them on track 

and engaged with material they are viewing. The questions also show how the Civil Rights 

Museum is willing to talk about the “other” side of the Civil Rights Movement in Mississippi 

and what made them tick and do the things they did.512  

 The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, its sister organization, and their parent 

organization all strive to engage with their chosen communities across the State of Mississippi 

and in cyberspace. This process is more successful in some areas than others. For example, the 

heavy use of primary sources provided by the Mississippi Department of Archives and History is 

an important tool of community engagement across Mississippi. These primary sources, and their 

availability, allow schools and individuals to use the information from Biloxi to Oxford.  

But, while at the same time, the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum does successfully 

engage with its chosen community across multiple fronts, there are a few issues involved with its 

exhibit spaces. Like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and other civil rights memory 

institutions, the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum has problems with the final part of their exhibit 

space. That final part, usually based around the future, is also usually the hardest for an 

 
511 “Gallery Activity and Document--Based Question Grades 7–12,” Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, Accessed 

August 2, 2019. 

http://mmh.mdah.ms.gov/sites/default/files/mississippi_civil_rights_museum_gallery_activity_grades_7-12.pdf.  

512 Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, “Gallery Activity and Document--Based Question Grades 7–12.”  
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institution to present to the public.513 The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum needs to show in this 

section how the information just presented can be applied to the present, the future, and how 

historically based contexts can be overcome.514 This is important if both the institution and its 

chosen community are going to have any chance of learning from, understanding, and 

overcoming their often mutual historically generated contexts. 

 

Context is King 

 Both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum 

engage with their chosen communities in successful and not really successful ways. The 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute succeeds in its mission to engage with school groups and the 

general public through the use of programs, partnerships, and physical events. The Mississippi 

Civil Rights Museum, along with its sister organization and its parent organization, succeed in 

engaging both adults and students through the similar use of programs, partnerships, and 

physical events. Programs, partnerships, and physical events are the strengths of both 

institutions.  

 Their exhibit spaces are a different story. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute has not 

really updated its exhibit spaces in any meaningful way since the institution opened in 1992. This 

has left the institution’s exhibit space seemingly frozen in time, and telling a story that Historical 

Tourists may like but will leave out so much of the true story and the people who were a part of 

that story.515 It also doesn’t take into account idea like historical distance, technologies like 

 
513 It’s hard to tell the future especially when you’re talking to a diverse, and often, not in agreement, chosen 

community. 

514 This is done most successfully in education material and research material. Exhibit information is still lacking a 

firm and strong focus on the future.  

515 One example is the history of Black radio in Birmingham and the role it played in the African American struggle 

against Jim Crow.  

 



 

194 

social media, concepts like explanatory history, new advances in archival on museum theory, the 

feeling of various emotions, and changes in society and culture. Because of this, the exhibit 

space of the Birmingham Civil Right Institute seems frozen in time, feels old and disjointed, and 

fails to integrate new ideas, new interpretations, and new people into the Civil Rights Institute’s 

story. Instead, these exhibits still want to tell their story, a story that shows Birmingham has 

moved on from its racist passed and is open and ready for new business and new investments. If 

one had to give the Civil Rights Institute an institutional motto, it would have to include 

somewhere the phrase, “don’t look under the rug”. 

 The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, because of its additional chronological distance 

from the events of the Mississippi Civil Rights Movement, its adoption of new ideas, new 

technologies, and new interpretations, offers a better, and towards a more complete, story of the 

Civil Rights Movement in Mississippi and the contexts generated by that and Mississippi History 

in general. This allows for a strong connection and engagement with members of the institution’s 

chosen community and the general Mississippi community. The only portion of the exhibit space 

where the Civil Rights Museum doesn’t completely make a connection is at the end. Like many 

civil rights memory institutions, the Civil Rights Museum doesn’t really know how to finish the 

story or describe how the story should continue. The institution, like others, tries hard to describe 

how the story should continue, or what should happen next, but it is still partially trapped in the 

end of history fallacy that inflicts these institutions. Should the struggle for civil rights be 

described as something that is complete or something that is still ongoing? This is a question that 

the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum has to grapple with and find an answer to before its exhibit 

spaces can fully engage with its chosen community. 
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 But, most importantly, for both institutions, context is king. It is king because it is what 

guides both institutions through their interactions with their chosen communities and the wider 

communities around them. These contexts, generated by both Birmingham and Mississippi 

history, are what both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights 

Museum were organized, designed, and operate to help themselves and their chosen communities 

to engage with, understand, learn from, and move past. The same contexts helped to influence 

what and who made up the chosen communities of each institution. These definitions are 

supposed to change when new contexts are integrated into the process, and old ones are engaged 

with, learned from, and moved on from. For both these institutions, and others like them, these 

contexts are everything mean anything. Managing these contexts are king and will always be 

king for civil rights memory institutions like these two and so many others.
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CONCLUSION 

 In Guatemala City in 2005, because of an accident, the archives of the Guatemalan 

National Police were rediscovered.516 Operating from the 1890s to 1996, the National Police 

served as the chief instrument of torture and oppression against the Guatemalan people. The 

archives of the National Police contained record after record of those it had tortured, oppressed, 

and sometimes murdered in the name of Guatemala’s national government, which was often a 

dictatorship of one form or the other. After the collapse of that national government in 1996, the 

new government of Guatemala began the slow, and often painful, transformation from an 

oppressive society into a more open society. It wasn’t until 2005, when the archives were 

accidentally rediscovered, that Guatemala’s memory institution could begin that journey too.  

This was so because the newly rediscovered archive held the records of the tens of thousands of 

Guatemalans who had been the victims of the National Police and the Guatemalan national 

government. 

After this archive was rediscovered, archivists and volunteers from Guatemala and 

around the world began the process of recovering the archive, working through the various 

contexts in the archive, and then preparing the archive in a way so that it could help the people of 

Guatemala work through the cultural, political, religious, racial, and societal contexts generated 

by the twin reigns of terror of the National Police and Guatemalan military government.

 
516 Kirsten Weld, Kirsten, Paper Cadavers: The Archives of Dictatorship in Guatemala (London: Duke University 

Press, 2014), Kindle, Loc. 356.  
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Guatemala, and other international locations, like South Africa, Cambodia, Argentina, 

Germany, Russia, and the largest of the cities in the United States, like New York, San 

Francisco, and Boston, have had their relationships with their historically generated cultural, 

political, religious, racial, and societal contexts picked apart, analysis, and a part of that analysis 

had also been how those contexts have affected each location’s memory institutions, and then the 

roles those contexts and their affects played, and continue to play in the operations of the 

institutions.517 Those operations include, among other things, engagement with their chosen 

communities through exhibits, educational programs, and physical events.  

Like the geographic and political units mentioned above, the American South has a 

variety of historically generated contexts that affect the region’s memory institutions, and 

community memory institutions, and the abilities of those institutions to interact and engage with 

their communities. Because of this, the American South, its historical generated contexts, its 

memory institutions, and their operations, should be analyzed and understood to fill in this 

informational gap and to explain what community memory institutions, and their communities, 

need to overcome to overcome their historically generated contexts. The need to fill this gap and 

understand this relationship in the American South is why a comparison and analysis of this 

relationship at the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum 

was conducted. 

 

 

 
517 An South African example is Coming to Terms: South Africa’s Search for Truth by Martin Meredith, an 

Cambodian example is Archiving the Unspeakable: Silence, Memory, and the Photographic Record in Cambodia by 

Michelle Caswell, an Argentinian example is Argentina Betrayed: Memory, Mourning, and Accountability by 

Antonius C.G.M Robben, an German example is Learning from the Germans: Race and the Memory of Evil by 

Susan Neiman, an Russian example is Voices from Chernobyl by Svetlana Alexievich, and an example from large 

American cities is Sweet Land of Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights In The North by Thomas J. 

Surgue.   
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Historically Generated Contexts  

 One type of community memory institution in the American South is the civil rights 

memory institution. Cities, regions, groups, and whole states throughout the reason, since the 

1980s, have wanted to engage with and understand and learn from more the complex civil rights 

history of their particular political unit, group, or geographic region. Both the institutions of this 

study are civil rights memory institutions. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum carry within them the historical generated contexts of the city 

of Birmingham and the state of Mississippi. The histories of Birmingham and Mississippi are 

littered with different versions of oligarchy, racial terror, economic exploitation, environmental 

collapse and attempts at restoration, and racial struggle. All of these historically generated 

contexts played a role in the formations of both institutions.  

 An example of this role is the contexts generated by what happened in both Birmingham 

and Mississippi, rhetorical fire-breathing white supremacists came to power in the 1940s and 

1950s promising to never give up on Jim Crow, and always defend the region from “outside” and 

“foreign” influences who they claimed were trying to change the region for the “worse”. Men 

like Bull Connor in Birmingham and Ross Barnett in Mississippi, pledged their undying defense 

and support of white supremacy and promised to never change.518 Like Hitler and his followers 

trapped in the Furher’s bunker in May 1945 as the Red Army fought their way into Berlin and 

towards final victory, men like Connor and Barnett, and their followers, held out in their own 

bunkers of white supremacy and Jim Crow against the rising tide of the victorious armies of the 

Civil Rights Movement.  

 
518 An example is a speech broadcast to the people of Mississippi by Governor Ross Barnett to the people of 

Mississippi. This speech called for continued resistance against the Federal Government and its quest to integrate the 

schools of Mississippi. Text of that speech can be found at: 

https://microsites.jfklibrary.org/olemiss/controversy/doc2.html.  
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 While their bunkers were eventually overwhelmed and political civil rights were 

extended to all Americans throughout region, including in Birmingham and Mississippi, the 

residue of their struggle still exists throughout the region in various contexts. Civil rights 

community memory institutions like the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi 

Civil Rights Museum were organized, formed, and constructed to counteract this particular 

context and many others. The organizers and founders of these institutions knew that the lessons 

of the Civil Rights Movement should, and needed, to be passed down to current and future 

generations of their chosen communities to make sure that the context is understood and 

overcome. 

 

Methodological and Technological Framework  

 Supporting this engagement with the historical generated contexts of their chosen 

communities is a complex methodological and technological framework. Because of the 

complexities, and similarities, of their chosen communities, and Birmingham and Mississippi in 

general, both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum 

have employed similar methodological and technological frameworks to attempt to successful 

fulfill their mission statements. Both civil rights community memory institutions use archival 

ideas surrounding justice and community relationships, rhetoric, explanatory history, historical 

distance, and technology like the Internet and social media to accomplish their goals. These 

frameworks support a wide range of relationships from research, to public education, and general 

community engagement. 

 One example the frameworks at work at both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and 

the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum are curriculum guides. As was discussed in Chapter Seven, 
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both institutions have compiled and placed online, and free to download, various guides that 

cover a variety of subjects related to Birmingham History and Mississippi History.519 Each 

institution, through the production, and maintenance of these curriculum guides tries to keep 

these up to date with educational and cultural changes in their chosen communities and following 

the most current and up-to-date state educational guidelines. Both civil rights memory 

institutions employ historical distance, explanatory history, archival relationships with 

communities, and archival ideas of justice, plus the reach of the Internet to reach as many 

students as they can throughout and beyond their chosen communities.  

 One final aspect of the frameworks deployed by the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

and Mississippi Civil Rights Museum is flexibility, which includes a willingness to change and 

adapt. This is probably the hardest aspect of the framework for these institutions to follow and 

one that they often fail at. Like any group, person, or organization, it is sometimes hard to 

practice what one preaches. Sometimes it is hard to change a “good” story is hard to change even 

when it needs to be changed. It is something these civil rights community memory institutions 

need to always work on and improve on.  

 

Community Engagement 

 Both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum are 

designed to, and actively do so, engage with their chosen communities. During their 

organizational periods and during their past, present, and future operations, each institution 

chose, and continues to choose, their own communities to serve and engage with. The 

 
519 A list of curriculum guides at the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute can be found at: 

https://www.bcri.org/curriculum-guide/. A list of curriculum guides at the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum can be 

found at: https://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/teachers/classroom-materials/lesson-plans-and-teaching-units/.  
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Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s chosen community is made up of four aspects. Those 

aspects are: 

 

1. Historical Tourists  

2. School Groups 

3. The General Public  

4. Researchers 

 

The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum’s chosen community is made up of two aspects. 

Those aspects are:  

 

1. School Groups  

2. Adult Groups (The General Public) 

 

Both these civil rights memory institutions work to serve and engage these chosen 

communities, and all aspects of those community. Each of these communities, and all their 

respective aspects, have been designed in ways to talk about, discuss, learn from, and overcome 

the historical generated contexts in Birmingham and Mississippi. 

Community engagement takes place in multiple ways at each of these civil rights 

memory institutions. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights 

Museum engage with their chosen communities through educational and school programs, 

exhibits, physical events, and online information, available both on their unique websites and 

social media. All these aspects of community engagement are designed to talk about, discuss, 
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learn from, and overcome the historical generated contexts from both Birmingham and 

Mississippi. Birmingham’s historical generated contexts were:  

 

1. The Founding Of Birmingham  

2. The Convict-Leasing System  

3. The Creation of The Jim Crow System  

4. Immigration into Birmingham  

5. The Rise of Birmingham as a Stronghold of Jim Crow 

6. The Great Depressions and World War II  

7. The Collapse of The Jim Crow System  

8. The Aftermath of The Civil Rights Movement and Unfulfilled Promises 

 

Mississippi’s historical generated contexts were:  

 

1. First Contact between Europeans and Indigenous Americans  

2. American National Expansion  

3. Conflicts with Indigenous Americans  

4. The creation, maintenance, and growth of African chattel slavery  

5. The American Civil War 

6. Reconstruction and the collapse of reform attempts 

7. The creation, expansion, and maintenance of Jim Crow  

8. The destruction of Mississippi’s environment and people  

9. The rise of the Populists  
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10. World War I, The Great Depression, World War II, and being dragged into the 

modern period 

11. The Civil Rights Movement 

12. The aftermath and the push for a better Mississippi  

 

The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum try to 

maintain a successful relationship with their communities to manage, learn, and overcome these 

contexts. Success here will lead to successful interactions between the Birmingham Civil Rights 

Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and their communities. In the early twenty-

first century, the success of this relationship, interaction, or engagement, is extremely important 

to the overall successful operation of civil rights community institutions in the American South, 

the United States, and the wider world.  

 

Final Thoughts 

 Both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum are 

located in the farthest south portion of the American South. While Birmingham was founded 

after the American Civil War, both political units, Birmingham and Mississippi, generated the 

same, or very similar, historical contexts that both the civil rights community memory 

institutions of this study have to deal with to successfully engage with their chosen communities. 

Both institutions also deploy complex methodological and technological frameworks to support 

their engagement with their chosen communities with their exhibits, in their archives, at physical 

events, and in their digital spaces. Understanding how these institutions engage with their chosen 

communities, is important to understanding how civil rights community memory institutions 
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work in the deepest part of the American South, but it is only one part of the wider story of this 

relationship.  

 This study is designed to serve as the first stone in the foundation of a wider, and long 

term, analysis of the relationship between community memory institutions, whether they be civil 

rights based or not, and their chosen communities in four overlooked geographic areas; the rest 

of the American South, the American Midwest, the American Great Plains, and the American 

Mountain West. All of these regions, while having some scholarship about them, have very little 

scholarship surrounding them compared to political units like New York, South Africa, or 

Cambodia.520 Each of these American geographic regions have community memory institutions 

that operate based on rules and regulations and ideas created to talk about, discuss, learn from, 

and overcome various historical generate contexts. Successful engagement with their chosen 

communities is based on each institution’s ability to manage and understand these contexts. 

Because this is a unique relationship across, and in, each of these geographic regions, 

understanding this relationship means understanding the historical generated contexts and what 

roles they played, and continue to play, in each region, and their associated political units, in 

influencing community memory institutions throughout each region. Understanding this 

relationship, and all its complexities, will fill in gaps of knowledge across multiple fields from 

museum studies to archival studies to anthropology and history. It will continue to add to the 

infinite diversity available to these fields for many years to come.  

 

 
520 Examples include Yo Soy Colorado: Three Collaborative Hispanic Cultural Heritage Initiatives from Colorado, 

Slavery's Archive, Slavery's Memory: Telling the Story of Gilbert Hunt, Hero of the Richmond Theatre Fire of 1811 

from Virginia, and The Hmong Archives as a Community Resource for Social Studies Educators in Saint Paul, 

Minnesota from Minnesota.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

The historically generated contexts associated with Birmingham and the Birmingham 

Civil Rights Institute can be partnered with various issues surrounding class, economic status, 

the environment, gender, politics, race, and religion that affect both Birmingham and the 

Birmingham Civil Rights Institute. The Birmingham contexts can be divided up like such:  

Class Issues  

• The Founding of Birmingham 

• The Creation of The Jim Crow System 

• The Rise of Birmingham as a Stronghold of Jim Crow 

• The Collapse of The Jim Crow System 

 

Economic Issues  

• The Founding of Birmingham  

• The Convict-Leasing System  

• Immigration into Birmingham  

• The Rise of Birmingham as a Stronghold of Jim Crow 

• The Great Depression and World War II  

• The Collapse of The Jim Crow System  

• The Aftermath of The Civil Rights Movement and Unfulfilled Promises 

 

Gender Issues  

• The Founding Of Birmingham  

• The Convict-Leasing System  

• The Creation of The Jim Crow System  

• Immigration into Birmingham  

• The Rise of Birmingham as a Stronghold of Jim Crow 

• The Great Depressions and World War II  

• The Collapse of The Jim Crow System  

• The Aftermath of The Civil Rights Movement and Unfulfilled Promises 

 

Political Issues  

• The Founding of Birmingham  

• The Creation of The Jim Crow System  

• Immigration into Birmingham  
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• The Rise of Birmingham as a Stronghold of Jim Crow 

• The Great Depression and World War II 

• The Collapse of The Jim Crow System  

• The Aftermath of The Civil Rights Movement and Unfulfilled Promises 

 

Racial Issues 

• The Founding Of Birmingham  

• The Convict-Leasing System  

• The Creation of The Jim Crow System  

• Immigration into Birmingham  

• The Rise of Birmingham as a Stronghold of Jim Crow 

• The Great Depressions and World War II  

• The Collapse of The Jim Crow System  

• The Aftermath of The Civil Rights Movement and Unfulfilled Promises 

  

Religious Issues  

• The Founding Of Birmingham  

• The Creation of The Jim Crow System  

• Immigration into Birmingham  

• The Rise of Birmingham as a Stronghold of Jim Crow  

• The Collapse of The Jim Crow System  

• The Aftermath of The Civil Rights Movement and Unfulfilled Promises 
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APPENDIX B 

 

 The historically generated contexts associated with Mississippi and the Mississippi Civil 

Rights Museum can be partnered with various issues surrounding class, economic status, the 

environment, gender, politics, race, and religion that affect both Mississippi and the Mississippi 

Civil Rights Museum. The Mississippi contexts can be divided up like such:  

Class Issues  

• The creation, maintenance, and growth of African chattel slavery  

• The American Civil War 

• Reconstruction and the collapse of reform attempts 

• The creation, expansion, and maintenance of Jim Crow  

• The destruction of Mississippi’s environment and people  

• The rise of the Populists  

• World War I, The Great Depression, World War II, and being dragged into the modern 

period 

• The Civil Rights Movement 

• The aftermath and the push for a better Mississippi  

 

Economic Status Issues  

• American National Expansion  

• Conflicts with Indigenous Americans  

• The creation, maintenance, and growth of African chattel slavery  

• The American Civil War 

• Reconstruction and the collapse of reform attempts 

• The creation, expansion, and maintenance of Jim Crow  

• The destruction of Mississippi’s environment and people  

• The rise of the Populists  

• World War I, The Great Depression, World War II, and being dragged into the modern 

period 

• The Civil Rights Movement 

• The aftermath and the push for a better Mississippi  
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Environmental Issues  

• First Contact between Europeans and Indigenous Americans  

• American National Expansion  

• Conflicts with Indigenous Americans 

• The creation, maintenance, and growth of African chattel slavery  

• The creation, expansion, and maintenance of Jim Crow  

• The destruction of Mississippi’s environment and people  

• The rise of the Populists  

• World War I, The Great Depression, World War II, and being dragged into the modern 

period 

• The Civil Rights Movement 

• The aftermath and the push for a better Mississippi  

 

Gender Issues  

• First Contact between Europeans and Indigenous Americans  

• American National Expansion  

• Conflicts with Indigenous Americans  

• The creation, maintenance, and growth of African chattel slavery  

• The American Civil War 

• Reconstruction and the collapse of reform attempts 

• The creation, expansion, and maintenance of Jim Crow  

• The destruction of Mississippi’s environment and people  

• The rise of the Populists  

• World War I, The Great Depression, World War II, and being dragged into the modern 

period 

• The Civil Rights Movement 

• The aftermath and the push for a better Mississippi  

 

Political Issues 

• American National Expansion  

• Conflicts with Indigenous Americans  

• The creation, maintenance, and growth of African chattel slavery  

• The American Civil War 

• Reconstruction and the collapse of reform attempts 

• The creation, expansion, and maintenance of Jim Crow  

• The destruction of Mississippi’s environment and people  

• The rise of the Populists  

• World War I, The Great Depression, World War II, and being dragged into the modern 

period 

• The Civil Rights Movement 

• The aftermath and the push for a better Mississippi  

 

Racial Issues  

• First Contact between Europeans and Indigenous Americans  
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• American National Expansion  

• Conflicts with Indigenous Americans  

• The creation, maintenance, and growth of African chattel slavery  

• The American Civil War 

• Reconstruction and the collapse of reform attempts 

• The creation, expansion, and maintenance of Jim Crow  

• The destruction of Mississippi’s environment and people  

• The rise of the Populists  

• World War I, The Great Depression, World War II, and being dragged into the modern 

period 

• The Civil Rights Movement 

• The aftermath and the push for a better Mississippi  

 

Religious Issues  

• First Contact between Europeans and Indigenous Americans  

• American National Expansion  

• Conflicts with Indigenous Americans  

• The creation, maintenance, and growth of African chattel slavery  

• The American Civil War 

• Reconstruction and the collapse of reform attempts 

• The creation, expansion, and maintenance of Jim Crow  

• The destruction of Mississippi’s environment and people  

• The rise of the Populists  

• World War I, The Great Depression, World War II, and being dragged into the modern 

period 

• The Civil Rights Movement 

• The Aftermath and push for a better Mississippi 

 


