


Famous images of segregationist excess—Birmingham's snarling police dogs and clothes-
rending fire hoses, Selma’s carele prods and billy clubs—presented impulsive violence as the
face of whire racism and cast black protestors as passive vicrims. As Berger observes, such im-
ages minimized “the bravery and accomplishments of blacks,” who were risking life and limb
in locales where African American assertivencss had historically been reciprocated with bombs
and lynch mobs. Bur such photographs had other effects as well,

Protest ar Selnmea and relared works of early civil rights scholarship established the powerful
impact such widely diseribured images had in mobilizing vocal suppore for che legislacive re-
forms enacred in the Civil Righes Act of 1964 and the Voting Righes Act of 1963, As Berger
writes, the iconic phortographs from Birmingham and Selma presented black protestors as
victims of unwarranted aggression from violent lawmen and thus generared “white sympachy
For blacks, and hence more supporr for legislative action.” Similarly, in an irony perhaps firse

articulared in President John F. Kennedy's well-known wisecrack thar the infamous Birming-

ham public safery commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor “has dene more for civil riyJ':L.ﬁ than
almost anvhady else,™ a scholarly consensus has emerged that Connor and his compatriots
must be understood as unwitting “agents of progressive social change.”
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messages that che frst generation of civil rights historiography failed to appreciare and under-

stand. For one, the photographs provided an emotionally compelling portrayal ofwhite racism
that not only mobilized conscience-stricken viewers arainst southern violence but simulcane-
ously offered them a powertul definition of racism thar absolved them from complicicy. As
Berger argues, by “picruring ‘racists’ as the mose violent southern thugs,” the photographs en-
abled northern whites to conclude reassuringly that they of course were not racises in any way.

Further, the news media’s promulgation of images thar emphasized blacks' physical vicrim-
ization focused “white atrention on acts of violence and away from historically rooted inequi-

ties,” as Berger points out. Indeed, Berger's analysis parallels one of the 1960s" most insightful

contemporaneous documents, a lengehy private leceer char Marein Luther King Jr. received
trom his closest and most influencial political counselor, white New York attorney Stanley D.
Levison, soon after the triumphal Selma to Montgomery mass march. “The coalition of Selma
and Montgomery, with its supporting millions,” Levison warned King, "is a coalition around

a fairly narrow objective. . ., a coalition for moderate change, for gradual improvements which
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are to be atcained wicthour excessive upheavals as it gencly alvers old parerns. Jz is militant os

against shocking vielence and gross injustice. It is not for deep radical change.

In asimilar vein, Berger suggests not only thar northern whites mistook their horror at the

behavior of Alabama lawmen fora commirment to racial eqquality but also that che phuLuqmphh
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in the whire press “presented story lines that allowed magnanimous and sympatheric whites




o imagine themselves beseowi ng n;_',h:s” on vulnerable Blacks who merited bach protecrion
and sympathy. Berger, however, also contends that northern whites’ reacrions to the iconic
southern civil rights images "both promoted incremental reforms and served as a barrier to
systemic change.” Some readers may, like me, remain somewhat unpersuaded by this element
of Berger's analysis. He contends that the ubiquity of such photographs may have “limired the
extent of reform from the start, To the dl.'f.’_‘l'l:.'{‘ thar narracives i“.'.lhl.'l':’il"iilg whire power aver
blacks helped make the images nonth reatening to whites, the photographs impeded efforts o
enact—or even imagine—reforms that threatened white racial power.”

W hile Berger concludes in his epilogue that “the mostsignificant social work of civil _-'-_Shcs
photographs will continue to be the limits chey place on che exercise of black pewer,” my view
of the nonsouthern barriers encountered by the freedom movement in the mid-i9éos remains

highly similar ro Levison’s in his lecter to Dr. King: “America roday is nor ready for a radical

restructuring of its economy and social order,” and if leaders like King failed o acknowledge

that fact, “the movement can head into a eul-de-sac ifit can see no real progress without radical
aleerarion of the nation.” Wich CUSTOMATY bluntness, Levison warned King thart it would be
“rertainly poor tactics to present to the nation a prospect of choosing berween equality and
freedom for :\r\'_":[]'f.l\'_‘h wirh the revolutionary alteration of our SGCIETY, OF to maintain the status
queo with discriminarion. The American people are not inclined to change their sociery in
order to free the Negro. Thev are ready ro undercake same, and perhaps major, reform, but not
to make a revolution.” Bur even if Berger’s argument about the agenda-limiring impacr of
those images is not indispurably convincing, his broader conrention thar the photographs have
plaved a major role in perperuating 196 s construetions of black-white dynamics in the popular
irmagination isa uigniﬁcunr interpretive contribution,

The final major element in Berger’s provocative analysis contrasts the most controversial
:_xhuu-gr.LMJE-_ images of the post-1966 “black power” era with the earlier iconic pictures from
the Deep South. Especially in Birmingham, cthe presence of voung black children among the
victimized protestors generared parricular sympachy, Berger believes, because of "the predis-
positions of whites to see them as innocent and lacki ng in agency.” Even in Selma, he argues,
the national news media made “children (or adults possessing childlike qualities) a near re-
quirement for the sympathetic coverage of white-on-black violence.” The crucial if dishearcen-
ing conclusion, according to Berger, is thar America’s response needs to be seen as “compas-
sion . .. for a nonchreatening individual racher than for blacks per se.” Stanley Levison would
have hearrily concurred.

In contrast, black power era photographs “illustrate black men as self-fashioned and power-

ful agents,” and picrures “thar made the agency of blacks all roo obvions diminished che odds

of reaching otherwise sympatheric whites” because of “the predisposition of whires to see




expressions of black power as aberrant and threageni ng.” The controversy that engulfed, and
significantly misporeeayed, African American medal winners Tommie Smich and John Carlos
following their “black power” salutc arthe 1968 Olympics encapsulates the contrast thar Berge:
secks to illuminate. In a social coneext where black .-cuI:"urinf_; resonared in polirically useful
but inherently limiting ways, the two strong and successful young African American achleres
*delivered their Message froma position L‘:t'?c.".'.'r.'r" and were met notr wich SYTH vachy or under-
sra Iad'ln_'._; bur with w 'uJ;.’.spr-_".{d denunciation and condemnarion.

Seeing through Race is a powertul and important work of impressive scholarship and is a
ﬁnldy that students of the black freedom movement of the 19605 will read, cite, and widely

discuss for many years to come,
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