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Abstract
After Emmett Till’s murder in 1955, African-Americans mobilized political mourning to oppose 
the status quo of white power. Till’s death and media coverage that followed generated an 
affective connection by white Northern liberals to the plight of African-Americans in the South; as 
a result, Till’s death and the mourning that followed contributed to subtle but important changes 
that enabled the burgeoning Civil Rights Movement to appeal to the white majority. This effort 
succeeded in generating white sympathy because it exposed the distance between formal law and 
law on the ground and expanded the audience to the conflict.
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Born in Chicago, 14-year-old Emmett Till persuaded his mother to let him visit her uncle 
in Mississippi in August 1955. Before he left, his mother stressed that he was to do any-
thing, including getting on his knees and begging forgiveness, to avoid white wrath. 
Emmett, outgoing and exuberant, waved her warnings off with a smile.

About a week into his visit, Till went to the local, white-owned corner store with a 
group of cousins and friends. Till allegedly ‘‘talked fresh’’ or whistled at Carolyn Bryant, 
the white woman behind the counter, and he and his peers departed in a rush. Four days 
later, two men – Carolyn Bryant’s husband, Roy Bryant, and brother-in-law, J. W. Milam – 
invaded Till’s host’s house in the middle of the night and dragged Emmett to their car at 
gunpoint. Shortly after, they tortured and killed young Emmett, tied a cotton gin fan around 
his neck, and threw his body into the Tallahatchie River. Till’s body surfaced on August 31.

Challenging the local sheriff’s order that the body be buried in Mississippi immedi-
ately, Till’s mother demanded that her son’s body be shipped to Chicago, where, in a 
glass-covered open casket, she displayed his body so people could see what race hatred 
looked like. For four days in September, tens of thousands viewed his mangled and 
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2 Law, Culture and the Humanities

waterlogged corpse, many fainting at the sight. Every major African-American paper of 
note published pictures of his body, and his funeral was covered in most national 
news outlets.

Till’s killers were tried later that month in Sumner, Mississippi. The courtroom was 
racially segregated, the sheriff testified for the defense, and several members of the jury 
donated to the defense fund. White journalists from several major papers and NBC, CBS, 
and ABC television news reported daily on the trial. The all-white jury took just over an 
hour to exonerate the accused. Less than two months later, a grand jury refused to indict 
Bryant and Milam for kidnapping, despite their earlier confessions to the crime.

Reactions in Northern states and abroad were swift and condemnatory. One survey of 
European public opinion showed that Till’s death and the farcical trial of his killers had 
significant negative impacts on European perceptions of America. Shortly after the 
Mississippi jury failed to convict, a handful of Northern Republican congressmen pushed 
the Justice Department to investigate. While the Justice Department and the FBI asserted 
that there was no legal justification for federal involvement, the Attorney General’s 
response to Till’s murder and the failure of Mississippi law to hold his killers accountable 
was to begin working on civil rights legislation. The legislation proposed at the end of 
1955 and the beginning of 1956 eventually led to the 1957 Civil Rights Act, the first suc-
cessful civil rights bill in the United States since the end of Reconstruction.

I. Introduction
The Civil Rights Movement (CRM) is one of the most exhaustively researched social 
movements in the history of the United States. While each discipline and subdiscipline 
uses different lenses to interpret the events and contexts in which actors moved, I offer 
here a qualitatively different way to read the subtle shift that occurred in America 
regarding civil rights in the middle of the 1950s: through a politics of mourning, with a 
focus on the murder of Emmett Till in 1955. I offer this re-reading of well-traveled 
ground not as a challenge to compelling theories that focus on movement building,1 
legal tactics,2 or the impact of international relations on the American government’s 
interest in civil rights,3 but as a supplement to them. That is, I want to consider how 

1. Doug McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency 1930–1970, 2nd 
Edition. (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1999) and Aldon Morris, The Origins of 
the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities Organizing for Change (New York: The Free 
Press, 1984).

2. Mark Tushnet, The NAACP’s Legal Strategy against Segregated Education, 1925–1950 
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2004).

3. Mary L. Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000); Azza Salama Layton, International 
Political and Civil Rights Policies in the United States 1941–1960 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000); and Carol Anderson, Eyes Off the Prize: The United Nations and 
the African American Struggle for Human Rights, 1944–1955 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003).

 at UNIV WASHINGTON LIBRARIES on August 22, 2012lch.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://lch.sagepub.com/


Pool 3

affect – specifically, how mourning Emmett Till – contributed to subtle but important 
changes that enabled the burgeoning CRM to appeal to the white majority.4

I argue that Till’s death helped expand the audience to the contest over the role of 
white power in the South when other events – most notably Brown v. Board, but also 
other lynchings of African-American political activists in Mississippi that very summer – 
had failed.5 Till’s death accomplished this because it mobilized white sympathy and 
encouraged reflection about racial justice in America in 1955 by white citizens far 
removed from the conflict over African-American civil rights in the South. In the wake 
of Till’s death, political mourning was mobilized by African-American political agents 
to challenge the political status quo of a white supremacist South.

Political mourning successfully opposed the status quo for two reasons. First, it 
exposed the difference between formal law and law on the ground. Claims about the suc-
cessful achievement of formal equality could not withstand the reality of a segregated 
courtroom in Mississippi, and the jury’s failure to hold Till’s murderers accountable 
highlighted the vast differences between the formal, abstract language of legal cases and 
law on the ground. It was an unusually visible death of someone defined by his youth, 
and Till’s apolitical youthful identity could more easily be used by agents to generate 
visibility and support for political ends. Till’s murder and the publicity that followed dur-
ing the display of mourning changed the interpretive context6 and provided whites with 
a new way to understand the growing political demands by African Americans for full 
citizenship. In essence, Till’s broken body breathed life into the law by pulling the 
abstract claims about equality of Brown v. Board into the realm of flesh and blood. Till’s 
death generated oppositional political mourning that linked the vulnerability of actual 
bodies to the vulnerability of the political body of the United States; if the United States 
could not protect or procure justice for citizens of all colors, its standing in the world was 
vulnerable to pointed challenges from the Soviet Union.7 The close juxtaposition of these 
bodies – actual and political – contributed to an important change of tone and shift of 
center in the national debate about civil rights.

4. Here, I follow McAdam’s exhortation in the introduction to the 2nd edition of Political Process 
to take seriously the effects of interpretive processes on constructions of collective identities, a 
call similar to the one made by Rogers Smith (“Identities, Interests, and the Future of Political 
Science,” Perspectives on Politics 2 (2004), pp. 301–12).

5. I am not arguing that Till’s death was the “true” start of the CRM as Clenora Hudson-Weems 
does in Emmett Till: The Sacrificial Lamb of the Civil Rights Movement (Troy, MI: Bedford 
Publishers, 1994) nor am I claiming that without Till’s death the CRM would never have hap-
pened. Instead, I am suggesting that the mourning after Till’s death enabled white Americans 
to see the circumstances of African Americans in new ways. I focus only on the circumstances 
surrounding Till’s death to make this argument, but once made, the more general argument 
about mobilizing mourning can and should be applied to other instances of loss.

6. McAdam, Political Process, “Introduction to the Second Edition,” pp. vii–xlii.
7. Both Dudziak in Cold War Civil Rights and Layton in International Political and Civil Rights 

Policies argue that elites saw the “race problem” as a significant challenge for American for-
eign policy. The perception of vulnerability to Communism overlays with the bodily vulner-
ability to racial violence in interesting ways depending on one’s place in the fight about white 
supremacy.
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Second, Till’s murder challenged Northern whites’ ability to maintain what James 
Baldwin called “innocence”8 about their identity in a democracy that privileged whiteness. 
The widespread media coverage – the first time a “race story” was so extensively covered 
by a white Northern press in decades9 – made it impossible for Northern whites to pretend 
that things in the South were not that bad. They were that bad, and Till’s death made the 
circumstances abundantly clear. Certainly, this moment was overlaid by other structural 
and cultural trends that helped the CRM coalesce. My goal here is not to minimize the 
importance of big, overtly political moments like Brown v. Board or the Montgomery Bus 
Boycott, moments often considered the ‘‘beginning’’ of the CRM. Instead, I argue that 
focusing only on these large-scale quantifiable events does not adequately recognize the 
role of affect in generating popular support to challenge a formerly stable political status 
quo. The political mourning over Till’s death helped generate white liberal sympathy for 
the nascent CRM; thus, failing to recognize the role of mourning in generating a sympathetic 
white audience leaves explanations and conceptualizations of political change during 
the CRM incomplete.

The structure of the argument is as follows. First, I briefly discuss political mourning 
and argue that in the right context, mourning can be understood as a political effort and 
mobilized to oppose the status quo. Political mourning includes five components: con-
tested identities, visibility, a failure of law, attributions of collective responsibility, and 
political change, each of which will be addressed in substantive sections below (with 
the exception of legal failure and collective responsibility, which I combine). I conclude 
by arguing that political mourning is a powerful moment when citizens can be shaken 
out of their willful innocence and moved to act politically.

II. Oppositional Political Mourning: Overcoming the 
Invisibility of Loss
Political mourning occurs when political actors mobilize the deaths of average citizens to 
argue for political change. Mourning provides a moment when citizens can acknowledge 
or eschew the complex responsibility that resides in collectives. When mourning enables 
recognition of collective responsibility for injustice, it can generate more inclusive 
political institutions that incorporate marginalized citizens and contribute to democratic 
institutional outcomes because it makes obvious the failures of democratic politics. 
However, when the polity denies complicity in creating conditions that lead to loss, domi-
nant identities can harden and exclusionary policies be more easily enacted.

As a result, moments of political mourning offer a lens through which we can exam-
ine whose losses count and whose losses are ignored, and, by doing so, gain insight into 

8. James Baldwin, “My Dungeon Shook: Letter to My Nephew on the One Hundredth 
Anniversary of Emancipation,” in The Fire Next Time (New York: Vintage International, 
1993), pp. 1–11.

9. Gene Roberts and Hank Klibanoff, The Race Beat: The Press, the Civil Rights Struggle, and 
the Awakening of a Nation (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006), p. 86.
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how political identity and conceptions of belonging are constructed and transformed. 
Political mourning contributes to identity formation and transformation in part because 
it is not politics-as-usual; overtly political demands, struggles, protests, or campaigns 
often fail to achieve what a singular moment of visible and visceral grief can accomplish. 
This article and the larger project of which it is a part argues that mourning, by evoking 
an affective response, enables new conversations that more traditional political expres-
sions of rights-claiming do not. The legacy of the dead exerts a powerful call to consider 
whether their deaths needed to occur. Such calls may open into political change, because 
mourning can make visible the invisible violence of everyday life suffered by those on 
the margins.

While I argue that Till’s murder and the failed trial of his killers led to political mourn-
ing that opposed the status quo, this is not always the outcome of political mourning. I 
have argued elsewhere that the Triangle Fire of 1911 helped incorporate laborers and 
recent immigrants into the American body politic. But this occurred in part because 
laborers and immigrants sought inclusion within the boundaries of whiteness rather than 
challenging the extant racial hierarchy. As a result, the mourning after the fire helped 
consolidate an expanded conception of whiteness within American politics, with mani-
festly unjust effects.10 Similarly, the American response to the events of September 11 
has reaffirmed a racialized vision of the body politic.11 These other cases demonstrate 
that while political mourning is powerful, it does not always lead to justice. In general, 
political mourning can affirm the status quo (September 11), oppose the status quo (Till’s 
murder), or affirm and oppose the status quo on different axes (the Triangle Fire). For 
this reason, it is imperative that we trace the conditions that lead to more just outcomes: 
that is, the conditions under which political mourning can be mobilized to oppose an 
unjust status quo. This goal is taken up here.

In a democracy where all citizens have equal standing, there would be political change 
when any collectively-enabled set of arrangements harmed one group of citizens more 
than other groups, particularly if one group suffered all the harms while other groups 
suffered none. This ideal democracy is not the one we live in today – vast disparities in 
health, suffering, and mortality across and within national borders signal that losses are 
not equally borne or equally recognized.

Judith Butler highlights this disparity by pointing out that some lives are grievable 
while others are not; some losses speak to and generate a ‘‘we,’’ while others fail to gen-
erate that collective sense of connection and shared loss. She asks, “Who counts as 
human? Whose lives count as lives?’’ And, finally, “What makes for a grievable life?”12 
Drawing on Judith Shklar’s conception of standing, Americans typically mourn the 
losses of those who have standing, who are seen as belonging.13 These, then, are 

10. Heather Pool, “The Politics of Mourning: The Triangle Fire and Political Belonging,” Polity 
44 (2012), forthcoming.

11. Heather Pool, Political Mourning, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Washington, 2011.
12. Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (New York: Verso, 

2004), p. 20 (emphasis in original).
13. Judith Shklar, American Citizenship: The Quest for Inclusion (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1991).
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obviously grievable lives. In a racialized democracy,14 the result is that mourning for the 
losses of those who are racially privileged is more obvious while the losses of the less 
privileged remains invisible.

While these disparities in mourning tend to endure, there are moments when the 
disproportionate losses suffered within socially and politically marginalized communi-
ties obtain wide visibility. When this occurs, losses may be mobilized to call for insti-
tutional change through collective politics. That is, political mourning mobilizes 
conceptions of standing but under the right circumstances, it can also transform them. 
By drawing those outside the realm of a particular loss into the circumstances that led 
to that loss, mourning can, as Schattschneider argued, expand the audience to a conflict 
and change the game.15 To rephrase in terms of mourning, when usual harm garners 
unusual affective attention, it change the political context.

When agents mobilize a politics of mourning after a specific loss, it helps shift our 
collective understanding of what we owe one another because it invokes our reflective 
sympathy. Sharon Krause and Michael Frazer argue that by engaging us on an affective 
level, sympathy and fellow-feeling provide the motivation needed to help us act justly, 
and that this motivation depends on both rationality and sentiment. Sharon Krause argues 
that a citizenship drawing on civil passions “asks us to feel with other citizens who are 
differently placed, to evaluate the laws and policies that govern us all in light of the 
legitimate sentiments and concerns of all.”16 Similarly, in his discussion of Adam Smith’s 
improvements to David Hume’s sentimentalism, Frazer argues “a proper commitment to 
justice stems primarily from sympathy with particular individuals – specifically, sympa-
thy with the resentment felt by individual victims of injustice.”17 Drawing on Hume, both 
Krause and Frazer argue that affect has important implications for both the practice and 
study of just and democratic politics. The political mourning I theorize here accords with 
their theoretical commitment to excavate the role of affect in politics and attend to the 
political outcomes of sympathy motivated by loss.

In a related vein, Sara Ahmed argues “emotions are not simply ‘within’ or ‘without’ 
but that they create the very effect of the surfaces or boundaries of bodies and worlds.”18 
Emotions circulate among subjects and objects, and affective economies bind some 

14. Joel Olson argues that American democracy is a white democracy, where “whiteness . . . func-
tions as a norm in which racial privilege is sedimented into the background of social life as the 
‘natural outcome’ of ordinary practices and individual choices;” see The Abolition of White 
Democracy (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2004), p. 74.

15. E. E. Schattschneider, The Semisovereign People: A Realist’s View of Democracy in America 
(Australia: Wadsworth Thomson Learning, 1988), pp. 1–19. David Garrow picks up on 
Schattschneider’s point about audience in Protest at Selma: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1978), p. 5. My goal here 
is similar to Garrow’s but occurs much earlier in the struggle for civil rights. One might argue 
that episodes like Till’s death early in the CRM made clear to leaders like Martin Luther King, 
Jr., the power of using loss and suffering to widen the audience.

16. Sharon Krause, Civil Passions: Moral Sentiment and Democratic Deliberation (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008), p. 201.

17. Michael L. Frazer, The Enlightenment of Sympathy: Justice and the Moral Sentiments in the 
Eighteenth Century and Today (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 12.

18. Sara Ahmed, “Affective Economies,” Social Text 79 (2004), p. 117.
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subjects together into a collective by ensuring that other subjects are excluded. In show-
ing the elision between asylum seeker and terrorist, Ahmed demonstrates that fear is 
uncontainable but that this uncontained-ness is the very property that enables the illusory 
coherence of political boundaries. While Ahmed’s work focuses closely on the circula-
tion of fear as an affect, her larger claim has broader implications. She argues that “emo-
tions do things, and they align individual with communities – or bodily space with social 
space – through the very intensity of their attachments.”19 Till’s death became a focal 
point for a nascent political movement because “feelings appear in objects, or indeed as 
objects with a life of their own, only by the concealment of how they are shaped by his-
tories, including histories of production … as well as circulation or exchange.”20 For 
African Americans, Till’s body did not hold a hidden history, but embodied the reality of 
white power. But for white Northerners, Till’s broken body became an affective signifier 
that enabled them to see black suffering in new ways. However, white Northerners saw 
this suffering as unconnected to their own inaction, because the horror of race hatred 
could be laid at the feet of Southerners. In this instance, then, the object of Till’s body 
was dehistoricized as the result of white Northern apathy after the failure of Reconstruction. 
But the failed trial of Till’s killers signified a much larger problem – a brief glimpse of 
the perpetual American fear that legal justice was based not on evidence but on identity. 
If the United States was no better than that, perhaps Soviet propaganda was right.

To this point, I have been describing political mourning as a concept. But to make 
sense of how political mourning turns into a politics of mourning, we must trace the 
process by which political and legal change occurs. Several components are necessary to 
successfully generate a politics of mourning that opposes the status quo. I offer here only 
a quick sketch of general argument, which will be fleshed out in greater detail below. 
First, the political identities of those who die must already be contested; that is, there 
must already be debate about where someone from this identity category ‘‘fits’’ in the 
political community. Without a previous political challenge to the status quo – even if 
that challenge is abstract or rhetorical – a loss will be interpreted as a one-off tragedy 
rather as a symbol of a deeper problem. Slightly more than a year before Emmett Till’s 
murder, the NAACP’s legal strategy of challenging segregated education had finally 
invalidated Plessy v. Ferguson; the Court’s May 1954 decision in Brown v. Board was a 
sea change, at least in theory. While Brown v. Board may have only been the most visible 
of the NAACP’s series of cases that built toward this outcome,21 it signaled the intention 
by the federal government to intervene into an area that had been widely seen as a state 
problem. While the justifications for this intervention may have been only partly related 
to justice for African Americans,22 Brown v. Board was surely important as a symbolic 
recognition of the need for more than platitudes.

19. Ibid., p. 119 (emphasis in original).
20. Ibid., pp. 120–1.
21. Tushnet, NAACP’s Legal Strategy.
22. As demonstrated by both Dudziak in Cold War Civil Rights and Layton in International 

Politics and Civil Rights Policies, the federal government appeared far more concerned about 
the impact of Jim Crow on international opinion about the United States than it was about 
justice for African Americans.
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Second, a loss and the mourning that follows it must be visible to those outside the 
affected community. In the case of Till’s murder, his mother’s decision to transport young 
Emmett’s body to Chicago and display it for public viewing was an intentional challenge 
to efforts of Southern white supremacists to keep the violence required to maintain the 
‘‘Southern Way of Life’’ invisible. In choosing to publicly display her mourning, Till’s 
mother made visible the known but ignored reality of pervasive violence against African 
Americans in the South.

Third, law must be invoked as a potential solution and found incapable of remediating 
the loss. Till’s murder and trial is not necessarily a story of law’s failure, so much as it 
illustrates the complexity of law in American life and the liberal conceptions of individual 
responsibility that it rests upon.23 This event demonstrates how “the law” is not a given, 
but changes as we change; our dissatisfaction with legal outcomes prompts political 
change that opens new doors of legal challenge to the political status quo.24 In this sense, 
then, the law can be understood as a means of attributing responsibility. When a Mississippi 
court failed to hold anyone responsible for Till’s murder, it challenged the dominant 
understanding of what law should do, which is hold individuals accountable for their 
crimes. Arguably, this shift enabled a brief recognition that perhaps all Americans bore 
collective responsibility for the circumstances that contributed to this event.

Fourth, political agents mobilize the loss for political ends in an effort to assert col-
lective responsibility for the conditions that led to the loss. Surely, young Emmett’s 
identity as a school-aged African American mattered to the broader American public, as 
did his mother’s respectability and her connections to well-respected African-American 
leaders. Till’s death itself was initially political only in the broadest sense (in that race 
in America is a politically constructed category with material effects), but how his death 
was mobilized in the battle over civil rights for African-Americans was all about 
politics.

Finally, the combination of these previous factors helps convince agents in positions 
of power to call for institutional change. These agents are often not party to the events 
themselves but are moved by the circumstances to act on behalf of those who are. In the 

23. Chad Lavin’s work, The Politics of Responsibility (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 
2008), offers a compelling challenge to liberal conceptions of responsibility that rest on a nar-
row conception of individual autonomy. Lavin argues that we need a more capacious under-
standing of responsibility that can take account of structures and not just individual actions. 
Lavin’s work enables us to consider how law and responsibility are linked, and how a failure 
to assign individual responsibility may contribute to a much broader recognition of collective 
responsibility.

24. It could be argued that the legal system has not changed in any fundamental way since Till’s 
death but has only become subtler at criminalizing blacks and vindicating whites. The differ-
ent rates of conviction for murdering whites as compared with blacks, the greater likelihood 
of blacks being convicted for practically every crime, and the much higher rate of black 
executions all gesture toward the real possibility that nothing has changed. However, the 
existence of civil rights and hate crimes legislation provides at least the possibility of redress 
for crimes such as Till’s murder.
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case of Emmett Till, the time between the trial of his murderers and the movement by 
Republican congressional representatives toward a civil rights bill was short enough that 
it is difficult to argue that they are not connected even if a direct causal relationship 
cannot be established.

While I suggest that Till’s death and the failed effort to convict his murderers con-
tributed to the passage of civil rights legislation, calls for political change need not be 
successful to count as political mourning. Consider the example of the Scottsboro 
Boys. The NAACP and the Communist Party both engaged in sustained efforts to pub-
licize the injustice suffered by the Scottsboro Boys in the 1930s.25 Although this effort 
failed, the movement generated cohesion and a Deweyian public that could identify a 
problem and articulate a political, democratic solution.26 Similar to McCann’s argu-
ment in Rights at Work, even a failed effort to legally and politically challenge injustice 
can change identities in important and lasting ways, which can change people’s percep-
tions of the legal system itself.27

I argue that a politics of mourning can challenge the political status quo when these 
elements combine in the right circumstances. Not all deaths lead to a politics of mourn-
ing, and not all deaths should. But there are moments when a loss and the legal response 
to it so deeply disrupts our sense of collective identity that the only reasonable response 
is political change. We know of Till’s death because it came on the heels of Brown v. 
Board, because his mother refused to let her grief remain private, because the law failed 
to address the conditions that caused his murder, and because political actors within the 
African-American community were able to use the mourning following his death to call 
for political change.

I now turn to the events surrounding Till’s racially motivated murder to analyze how 
and why the politics of mourning helped expand the boundaries of belonging in the 
months and years after his death. The remainder of the article will trace the components 
of a politics of mourning by considering contested identities, visibility, legal failure, 
collective responsibility, and political change.

III. Contested Identities: Race and Law
When a tragic loss of a type that has been invisible suddenly attains visibility, it usually 
occurs after a contest about belonging. That is, visibility is enabled by a priming event or 
set of events that has opened formerly set identities up to contestation. Preceding Till’s 
murder, two contexts primed the public to be able to see the murder of a young black man 
in new ways: the history of lynching and Brown v. Board.

25. Dora Apel, Imagery of Lynching: Black Men, White Women, and the Mob (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2004), pp. 83–131.

26. John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1954).
27. Michael W. McCann, Rights at Work: Pay Equity Reform and the Politics of Legal Mobilization 

(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1994).
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The use of lynching as a means of controlling African Americans has resurfaced as an 
area of scholarly inquiry.28 As Robert Cover reminds us, law is fundamentally about 
violence, although violence usually papered over by action-at-a-distance and words of 
justice.29 However, for African Americans in the 1950s, there was little veneer; Southern 
law represented stark violence.30 Between the end of Reconstruction and the Civil Rights 
Act of 1957, the federal government failed to stop the violence perpetrated upon Blacks 
in the South, a position reflecting white apathy in the North.31 Ida B. Wells, W. E. B. Du 
Bois, and the NAACP advocated for federal anti-lynching laws beginning in the early 
years of the twentieth century, but to no avail. Proposed legislation would have enabled 
federal prosecution of lynching perpetrators when local justice failed.

Practically every scholarly work that discusses Emmett Till links his death to this his-
tory of “lynch law,” in no small part because the NAACP did so immediately after his 
death in 1955, and because the killers’ later confession to Look explicitly connects the 
threat of interracial sex to their decision to kill Till.32 Early in his ground-breaking 1963 
master’s thesis on Till’s murder, Hugh Stephen Whitaker foregrounds the important role 
that sex played in the justification for lynchings and links that history to Till’s murder.33 
Stephen Whitfield’s A Death in the Delta similarly begins with the tortured relationship 

28. For insightful discussions of the power of lynching images and discussions of lynching 
practices, see James Allen, Histon Als, John Lewis, and Leon Litwack, Without Sanctuary: 
Lynching Photography in America (Santa Fe, NM: Twin Palms Publishers, 2000); Apel, 
Imagery of Lynching; and Michal Belknap, Federal Law and Southern Order: Racial Violence 
and Constitutional Conflict in the Post-Brown South (Athens, GA: University of Georgia 
Press, 1987). In relation to Till’s lynching, see also Jacqueline Goldsby, “The High and Low 
Tech of It: The Meaning of Lynching and the Death of Emmett Till,” Yale Journal of Criticism 
9 (1996), pp. 245–82.

29. Robert Cover, Narrative, Violence, and the Law: The Essays of Robert Cover, eds. Martha 
Minow, Michael Ryan, and Austin Sarat (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 
1995), pp. 203–38.

30. Northern law was perhaps subtler but often equally violent; see, for example, Matthew D. 
Lassiter and Joseph Crespino, “Introduction: The End of Southern History,” in The Myth of 
Southern Exceptionalism, eds. Lassiter and Crespino (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2010), pp. 3–22

31. David Blight argues in order to “heal” from the wounds of the Civil War, white Northerners 
chose not to challenge white supremacy in the South; see Race and Reunion: The Civil War 
in American Memory (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001). Michal Belknap 
argues that while Congress initially provided means for federal intervention, the Supreme 
Court shut down that avenue of redress beginning with in United States v. Cruikshank in 1876 
and culminating in United States v. Harris in 1883. Congress itself then proved stubbornly 
resistant to legislative campaigns by the NAACP and other groups throughout the next several 
decades. See Belknap, Federal Law and Southern Order, pp. 1–26.

32. William Bradford Huie, “The Shocking Story of Approved Killing in Mississippi,” Look, 
January 24, 1956.

33. Hugh Stephen Whitaker, “A Case Study in Southern Justice: the Emmett Till Case,” unpub-
lished MA Thesis, Florida State University, 1963, pp. 2–16.
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between white fear of black male sexuality and the violence that often accompanied it.34 
But while the purported reasons for lynching were often accusations of rape or attempted 
rape by African-American males, Ida B. Wells demonstrated that these claims were often 
pretextual; lynching was, in fact, an all-purpose means of dominating and controlling 
Southern blacks that could be triggered by a variety of transgressions, including Black 
economic success, failure to be appropriately subservient, and efforts to gain political or 
other power.35 However, in the minds of white Southerners, lynching remained tied to the 
specter of uncontrollable black male sexuality set loose upon helpless white women. 
White Southerners interpreted the threat of integrated schools, a threat realized in law by 
Brown v. Board, as the first step toward breaking down the racial barriers that miscege-
nation laws were instituted to maintain.

Although the nature of lynching as communal carnival decreased around the start of 
World War II, by the 1950s it remained an important cultural, economic, and political 
referent meant to remind African Americans of ‘‘their place’’ in the Southern world.36 As 
Harold and DeLuca write, “by the time of Emmett Till’s murder, lynching was no longer 
an acceptable public spectacle, though it was still an acceptable community practice … 
by 1955, lynching had become an invisible public event.”37 Invisible, perhaps, but dan-
gerously omnipresent. Because the federal government refused to seek redress for the 
civil rights violations that produced all-white voter rolls, any violation of an African-
American citizen’s rights – criminal or civil – was investigated by white law enforcement 
officers, prosecuted by white attorneys, and passed judgment upon by white juries. The 
status quo in Mississippi in 1955 utterly disenfranchised and silenced African Americans, 
a situation reinforced by the constant threat of unmitigated extralegal violence and a 
good deal of legally-sanctioned violence as well. To observers seeking change, the 
very existence of lynching as practice indicted not only individuals perpetrating extrale-
gal violence, but also entire communities who condoned or tolerated it. So while lynch-
ing as a public event had gone underground, its silencing effect had not diminished.

As a counterpoint to the visibility of Till’s murder, it is important to recall that ear-
lier in the summer of 1955, two other Black men, George Lee and Lamar Smith, had 
been murdered in Mississippi. Both had been working to register and organize Black 
voters.38 Although his head was filled with lead slugs, Lee’s death was ruled a traffic 

34. Steven Whitfield, A Death in the Delta: The Story of Emmett Till (New York: The Free Press, 
1988), pp. 1–14.

35. Ida B. Wells, Southern Horror and Other Writings: The Anti-Lynching Campaign of Ida  
B. Wells, 1892–1900, ed. Jacqueline Jones Royster (New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 1997).

36. Christine Harold and Kevin Michael DeLuca, “Behold the Corpse: Violent Images and the 
Case of Emmett Till,” Rhetoric & Public Affairs 8 (2005), pp. 263–86; see also James Allen 
et al., Without Sanctuary.

37. Ibid., p. 269.
38. The number of registered black voters in Mississippi had fallen precipitously in the first half 

of the 1950s. Smith and Lee were both actively working to register black voters and were 
having moderate success in their work. Their murders were directly related to their voter 
registration and mobilization efforts. See Roberts and Klibanoff, Race Beat, pp. 80–83.
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accident. Lee’s wife left his casket open at the funeral, and while the African-American 
community in Mississippi and Chicago widely mourned his death, it failed to capture 
the attention of whites.39 Smith was shot in the middle of a town square in the 
Mississippi Delta shortly after noon on a weekday, and although the square was filled 
with bystanders, including several law enforcement officers, no one could identify the 
shooter.40 Neither murder led to an indictment.41 Till’s murder overcame this context of 
invisible Black deaths in the South, and it is crucial to discern why.

In addition to the context of a long history of lynching, the nation was uncertain of the 
impact of Brown v. Board I and II. The scale of racial segregation in all parts of the 
United States was significant, ranging from ghettoization and redlining in the North to 
the pervasive culture of violence against African Americans in the South. Born, raised, 
and educated in the North (although in predominantly African-American schools) but 
killed in the South, Till’s mutilated body signalled the South’s intention to reject racial 
integration and equality offered by the Supreme Court in Brown v. Board, a refusal 
accomplished through a spectacular act of violence against the very image of a new gen-
eration’s promise: a smart, confident African-American youth.

After years of pursuing a federal denunciation of de jure segregation with a particular 
focus on education,42 the NAACP finally succeeded. On May 17, 1954, the Supreme Court 
issued its landmark Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka. The response of Southern state 
governments was, for the most part, a weak series of saber-rattling statements (although 
bolstered by outrageously racist tracts and strong grassroots activism against integration43). 
While Brown overturned Plessy v. Ferguson, it provided little clarity regarding compliance 
or implementation. This clarity was instead provided in Brown II, the ‘‘implementation’’ 
decision, which followed a year later on May 31, 1955. Brown II left both timing of and 
responsibility for compliance up to local school boards, albeit under the supervision of the 
federal judiciary.44 Given the centuries-long subjugation of African Americans at the hands 

39. The Chicago Defender ran images of Lee’s open casket funeral and reported that over 1,000 
people attended his funeral in Belzoni, Mississippi. I have not been able to locate any similar 
images or even many reports of Lee’s death in mainstream media. “Exclusive Pictures of 
Lynch Victim’s Funeral,” Chicago Defender, May 28, 1955.

40. Roberts and Klibanoff report that Southern press coverage focused more on the “question-
able” legality of Smith’s efforts to use absentee ballots for African-American voters rather 
than questioning the circumstances of his death or unwillingness of witnesses to identify the 
shooter. Roberts and Klibanoff, Race Beat, p. 81.

41. Michal Belknap, Federal Law and Southern Order, p. 32.
42. Tushnet, The NAACP’s Legal Strategy.
43. See, for example, the inflammatory anti-Brown booklet, Black Monday (Winona, MS: 

Association of Citizens’ Councils, 1955), penned by Mississippi Circuit Court Judge Tom 
Brady in 1955 and printed by the White Citizens’ Council of Mississippi. Brady argues that 
segregation is a breach of citizens’ rights to free association. Brady went on to win a seat on 
the Mississippi Supreme Court in 1963.

44. See James Patterson, Brown v. Board of Education: A Civil Rights Milestone and Its Troubled 
Legacy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001) and George Lewis, Massive Resistance: 
The White Response to the Civil Rights Movement (New York: Hodder Arnold/Oxford, 2006), 
pp. 27–69.
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of whites in the South, any effort to meaningfully desegregate schools through the courts 
seemed doomed from the start, in part because the NAACP’s strategy of seeking legal 
victories failed to generate a mass movement. According to Morris, “white repression, the 
NAACP’s bureaucratic structure, and the complexity of the legal procedures that absorbed 
its attention all discouraged mass participation,” and although the NAACP had widespread 
support, at no point in time did its membership rolls exceed 2 percent of the nation’s 
African Americans.45 Furthermore, a federal court ruling meant little to local white school 
boards, who could effectively stall for years both via legal and extralegal means. 
Nonetheless, Brown was a considerable symbolic victory that provided a real morale boost 
to the African-American community. It provided some hope that the federal government 
had at last recognized their exclusion from the political community and might offer sub-
stantive help contesting it.46

These two legal worlds – symbolic legal equality as pronounced by the Supreme 
Court paired with the always-present threat of physical violence ignored or enabled by 
Southern law – coexisted in Mississippi in 1955 (as they do in many places still). 
Northern whites were perhaps pleased with the Supreme Court’s decision, but tried hard 
to avoid knowledge of the violence visited upon African Americans in the South. 
Southern whites tried to avoid implementation of the Court’s decree, while holding fast 
to their racial privilege through undisguised threats and acts of violence. African 
Americans, then, were caught between two realities of the law – an abstract, federal court 
decision that gave them hope and some legal standing paired with a reality of a state legal 
system that rarely, if ever, delivered justice for African Americans. But while African 
Americans in the South were caught in a twilight zone between two legal realities, the 
legal contests up to and including Brown had helped make their status as second-class 
citizens a question rather than a given. Their standing had been visibly challenged, even 
if the outcome of that challenge was not yet clear. The explicit contest over the place of 
African Americans in the American political community set the stage upon which the 
events surrounding Till’s death played out.

IV. Making Loss and Mourning Visible
While these contested identities enabled the visibility of Till’s murder, they did not 
ensure it. It was instead a combination of circumstance and human agency that made it 

45. Aldon Morris, Origins of the Civil Rights Movement, p. 15.
46. Gerald Rosenberg argues that Brown v. Board and the delay between decision and imple-

mentation exemplifies his “constrained court” view that courts are not the dynamic policy 
makers some have claimed, while Lovell and McCann argue that courts are a part of the com-
plex political context at any point, a context that sometimes empowers courts and sometimes 
ignores their decrees. My argument is more in line with Lovell and McCann’s constitutive 
view. To be clear, my argument is not about the efficacy of courts per se, but about a larger 
view of law as it relates to conceptions of political belonging. See Gerald Rosenberg, The 
Hollow Hope: Can Courts Bring About Social Change? (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press, 1991) and George Lovell and Michael McCann, “A Tangled Legacy: Federal Courts 
and Democratic Inclusion,” in The Politics of Democratic Inclusion, eds. Christina Wolbrecht 
and Rodney E. Hero (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2005).
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widely visible to those not directly affected. For example, one suspects that if Till had 
been a Mississippi native without direct ties to an empowered African-American com-
munity in the North, his death would have failed to garner national or international 
attention. The lack of national outcry after the deaths of Lee and Smith bears this out. 
However, because Till was connected to a community that had access to political power 
and media outlets, his death did not disappear but became visible. But equally impor-
tant were the actions of his mother and the community of activists she alerted. Had she 
not demanded that his body be sent north and then put it on public display, the visibility 
of Southern violence against African Americans may have remained invisible for a 
time. Likewise, had organizations like the NAACP not helped generate considerable 
media attention, it is unlikely that white Northerners outside of Chicago would have 
known of the event. What shifted this mourning from private or merely public mourn-
ing to political mourning was how actors mobilized that mourning for specific political 
ends.47 In sum, both location (both structurally and geographically) and human agency 
were critical to the expansion of belonging that followed Till’s death.

Young Emmett Till was outgoing, self-reliant, whip-smart, thoughtful, and protec-
tive.48 His peers confirm his leadership, geniality, and general good humor.49 Although 
his mother, Mamie Till-Bradley, had been born in Mississippi, her parents left for 
Chicago shortly after her birth. She stayed in Chicago and raised her son within the 
protective confines of Argo, Illinois, a mostly black enclave with plentiful industrial 
employment, where African Americans could exhibit “runaway ambition” within the 
confines of familiarity.50 Mrs. Till-Bradley was a model citizen in many ways; graduat-
ing first in her high school class, she was one of the first African Americans to gain civil 
service employment in Chicago.51 Mrs. Till-Bradley, in short, was a force to be reck-
oned with. Despite deep reservations about Emmett’s request to visit relatives in 
Mississippi, she relented but only after delivering a sharp lecture to her son. Assured by 
Moses Wright, her uncle, that he would watch out for young Emmett, she finally agreed.

A few days after arriving in Mississippi, Emmett and a group of friends and cousins 
went to the local white-owned store to buy some candy on August 24, 1955. What trans-
pired between Till and Carolyn Bryant, the white woman behind the counter, remains 
disputed, but there was enough of an interaction to worry the dozen African Americans 

47. Mourning can be public without being mobilized in support of political ends. For example, 
the mourning over the death of someone like Michael Jackson or Grace Kelly may be widely 
visible but remain disconnected from political movements.

48. Mamie Till-Mobley and Christopher Benson, Death of Innocence: The Story of the Hate 
Crime That Changed America (Newark, NJ: One World/Ballantine Books, 2003).

49. See interviews with his 7th grade classmates in Stanley Nelson, Marcia Smith, Andre 
Braugher, Robert Shepard, Lewis Erskine, Tom Phillips, Laurens Grant, Amilca Palmer, and 
Rena C. Kosersky, American Experience: The Murder of Emmett Till (WGBH Educational 
Foundation, 2003, DVD), 11:45–12:30.

50. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, p. 19.
51. Nelson et al., American Experience, passim; Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, 

pp. 19–25.
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present.52 Till’s cousin, an eyewitness, claims that as Emmett left the store, he turned to 
look at Mrs. Bryant and said either ‘‘goodbye’’ or ‘‘bye baby.’’ Till also might have 
‘‘wolf-whistled’’ at Mrs. Bryant as she walked outside,53 at which point an older African 
American man forcefully suggested that the young folks leave.54 Emmett and his cousins 
did so, but at Till’s insistence none of them spoke of the incident to Moses Wright. 
Whatever occurred, Mrs. Bryant did not call out to her sister-in-law in the next room for 
help or inform her husband about the incident when he returned home later that day, an 
indication either that she did not find the breach significant enough to mention or that she 
knew mentioning it to her husband would produce a violent response.

However, Roy Bryant eventually heard about the incident from one of the young 
black men present that afternoon.55 On August 28, Bryant and his half-brother, J. W. 
Milam, knocked on Wright’s door at 2 a.m. and demanded to see ‘‘the boy from 
Chicago’’ who did the talking.56 Disregarding Wright’s entreaties to give the boy a 
whipping and be done with it or Wright’s wife’s offer to take what cash they had and 
leave, Milam and Bryant kidnapped Emmett and headed toward the town of Money.57 
Fearing for his family’s safety, Moses Wright put his wife on a train to Chicago before 
reporting Till’s disappearance to local authorities the next day.58

Once alerted to her son’s kidnapping, Till’s mother immediately sought local, state, 
and federal assistance to locate her son, including sending a telegram to President 

52. Numerous texts take up the question of what may or may not have happened between Carolyn 
Bryant and Emmett Till. The best account of the circumstances are found in Whitfield’s  
A Death in the Delta, but there are numerous other sources, including, among others, Till-
Mobley and Benson’s Death of Innocence; Henry Hampton and Stephen Fayer’s Voices of 
Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 1980s 
(New York: Bantam Books, 1990); and the excellent compilation of contemporary news 
accounts in Christopher Metress, ed., The Lynching of Emmett Till: A Documentary Narrative 
(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2002). Keith Beauchamp, The Untold 
Story of Emmett Louis Till (Thinkfilm, 2005, DVD) and Nelson et al., American Experience, 
try to determine what exactly happened by interviewing some of Till’s friends and relatives 
who were present that day. Even after viewing these interviews, however, the circumstances 
remain unclear.

53. Keith Beauchamp, Untold Story, 8:45–9:00. An alternate reading is that he whistled in appre-
ciation of a move in a game of checkers, and given his earlier impudence toward Mrs. Bryant, 
everyone present interpreted the whistle as directed at her. See Till-Mobley and Benson, 
Death of Innocence, p. 122, for a review of the various stories about ‘‘the whistle.’’

54. Nelson, et al., American Experience, 19:30.
55. Whitfield, Death in the Delta, p. 19.
56. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, p. 123.
57. Both of the authoritative documentaries on the Till case include interview footage with Moses 

Wright to this effect. See Nelson, et al., American Experience and Judith Vecchione and 
Henry Hampton, Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years. Awakenings, 1954–1956 
(Los Angeles: Pacific Arts, 1992, DVD).

58. Murray Kempton, “He Went All the Way,” in America Comes of Age: Columns 1950–1963, 
reprinted in Reporting Civil Rights: Part I, American Journalism 1941–1963 (New York: 
Library of America, 2003), pp. 214–16.
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Eisenhower directly.59 She also called Chicago area newspapers, the NAACP, and labor 
leaders, imploring them to do whatever they could to raise awareness of Emmett’s 
disappearance.60 Within days, Mayor Daley of Chicago, Governor William Stratton of 
Illinois, and United States Representative William Dawson were all involved.61 The 
result of these efforts was widespread knowledge of Till’s disappearance. While this 
might be seen as a shift in Mrs. Till-Bradley’s understanding of what she could ask from 
the larger community, it was in reality a continuity of the identity she had come to 
inhabit. As a well-educated, middle-class professional African American living in 
Chicago, she understood and mobilized these facets of her identity to make public 
appeals on behalf of her son. While she had never seen herself as a leader, she became 
one when she received the call every parent fears. To be clear, she did not mobilize this 
army of support because Emmett was Black but because Emmett was her son. The 
extraordinary response surely occurred because of those factors in combination, even as 
the intention of those who abducted her son was to silence.

On August 31, Emmett’s battered body was discovered floating in the nearby 
Tallahatchie River. Between the beating he had received and being in the water for three 
days, his body was practically unrecognizable; Wright could only identify him because 
he was wearing his father’s ring. As an indicator of the significance of this event in 
Chicago, local television stations interrupted I Love Lucy – the top-ranking television 
show in the nation – to report that Emmett’s body had been found.62 Following the local 
sheriff’s order to ‘‘get the body in the ground’’ immediately, Wright and his family gath-
ered at their Mississippi church to bury Till. As they were about to lower his body into 
the ground, they received word that the body was to be shipped to Chicago at Mrs. Till-
Bradley’s insistence and expense.63 Due to widespread newspaper, radio, and television 
coverage of Till’s disappearance and death in Chicago, a crowd of about 1,000 gathered 
to meet Till’s body on September 2.64

Mamie Till-Bradley’s quick and decisive effort to publicize her son’s disappearance com-
bined with her position within the professional class of a mostly white Northern city meant 
that Emmett’s demise – unlike the deaths of so many blacks in the South – reached headlines 
across the nation. A few weeks later, Life magazine, with a circulation of 5.3 million,65 

59. President Eisenhower never responded (Whitfield, Death in the Delta, pp. 74–5).  
Till-Bradley’s telegraph to the White House reads as follows: “I the mother of Emmett Louis 
Still [sic] am pleading that you personally see that justice is meted out to all persons involved 
in the beastly lynching of my son in Money Miss. Awaiting a direct reply from you.” See 
the Eisenhower online archives for a scanned image of this telegraph: http://www.eisen-
hower.archives.gov/research/digital_documents/Civil_Rights_Emmett_Till_Case/New%20
PDFs/1955_09_02_Bradley_to_DDE.pdf (accessed August 20, 2011).

60. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, pp. 118–21.
61. Ibid., p. 120.
62. Ibid., Death of Innocence, p. 130. Mrs. Till-Bradley reported that she received hate mail 

because of the interruption of I Love Lucy for months.
63. Beauchamp, Untold Story, 23:30.
64. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, p. 130.
65. The circulation figures for Life are from Jacqueline Goldsby, “The High and Low Tech of It,” 

p. 256.
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published an image of Mrs. Till-Bradley greeting her son’s casket at the train station in 
Chicago, with the extraordinary caption:

Homecoming of a Lynch Victim: A grief-torn mother, Mrs. Mamie Bradley, received in Chicago 
the body of her son, Emmett Till, 14. Visiting on a farm near Greenwood, Miss., he had been 
dragged from his bed, beaten and slain. Mississippi’s governor deplored the deed and local 
authorities arrested two white men on kidnap charges. Emmett’s alleged offense: he whistled at 
a white woman.66

The designation of Till’s death as a lynching immediately made clear to millions of 
Americans that this was a racially-motivated murder of a particularly sympathetic vic-
tim. The accompanying image shows a distraught young mother overcome with grief, 
supported on all sides by professionally dressed men. All are African American and 
clearly middle-class. These images of respectability combined with a mother’s love 
surely fostered widespread identification with Mrs. Till-Bradley’s overwhelming loss.

Till-Bradley recalls that officials in Mississippi would release her son’s body only if 
the casket would remain sealed. Her response to the undertaker’s word of caution that 
she could not open the casket because it would violate signed documents was: “‘I didn’t 
sign any papers … and I dare them to sue me. Let them come to Chicago and sue me.’ 
I just couldn’t imagine a judge anywhere finding me guilty of viewing the body of 
my boy.”67 Although she knew of the potential backlash, Mrs. Till-Bradley needed to 
confirm that this was her beloved son. In this, she demonstrated a sophisticated reading 
of the law’s limit based on her identity as a grieving mother. Even if she violated the law, 
her actions illustrated the inhumanity of holding her to such an illusion of equality. She 
was not an equal; she was a grieving mother. She asked the undertaker to open the casket 
so that she could identify her son, not so that she could start the CRM.

Her description is profoundly disturbing. She writes that upon her arrival at the funeral 
home, there “was the most terrible odor. We began to smell it about two blocks from the 
funeral home … I will never forget that smell. It was Emmett. At Rayner’s funeral 
parlor, they were shooting off bombs so people wouldn’t become ill from the smell.” 
When she entered the funeral home and approached the body, Mr. Rayner explained that 
the body had been packed in lime, presumably “to make the body deteriorate faster, to 
make it even harder to identify.” Mrs. Till-Bradley, overwhelmed by grief but determined 
to discover if this was her son, started her intimate examination at his feet. She writes:

At a glance, the body didn’t even appear human … [but] none of Emmett’s body was scarred. It 
was bloated, the skin was loose, but there were no scars, no signs of violence anywhere. Until I 
got to his chin … I saw his tongue resting there. It was huge … I forced myself to keep going on 
one small section at a time … I was putting him back together again, but only to identify the body 
… From the chin, I moved up to his right cheek. There was an eyeball hanging down, resting on 
that cheek. It looked like it was still attached by the optic nerve … right away, I looked to the 
other eye. But it wasn’t there. It seemed like someone had taken a nut picker and plucked that 

66. Life, September 12, 1955, p. 47.
67. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, pp. 131–2.
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one out … I looked at his teeth … there were only two now … I looked at the bridge of his nose 
… it had been chopped, maybe with a meat cleaver. It looked like someone had tenderized his 
nose.

Mrs. Till-Bradley, still unsure or perhaps unwilling to believe that this was her son, 
looked to his ears only to discover that his left ear was missing. She then realized that her 
son had not only been brutally beaten, but also shot; she could see daylight through his 
head. At that moment, she writes, “my momentum was broken. With all the grisly things 
I had just witnessed in silence, it was that one bullet hole that finally caused me to speak. 
‘Did they have to shoot him?’ I mean, he had to be dead by then.”68

Riven by grief, Mrs. Till-Bradley then told the funeral director that she wanted an 
open casket funeral, so that “the world could see what I’ve seen.” She explained: “It 
would be important for people to look at what had happened on a late Mississippi night 
when nobody was looking, to consider what might happen again if we didn’t look out. 
This would not be like so many other lynching cases, the hundreds, the thousand of cases 
where families would be forced to walk away and quietly bury their dead and their grief 
and their humiliation.”69 Mrs. Till-Bradley immediately recognized that the unique cir-
cumstances of her son’s death presented her and the nation with the chance to see the 
effects of Southern racism.

Her decision to share the experience of viewing her son’s disfigured body sparked a 
tremendous outpouring of grief and mourning by Chicagoans and others appalled at 
Till’s murder. The mangled body, enclosed in glass, was accompanied by three images of 
a smiling Emmett from the Christmas of 1954 taped to the lid of the casket, a juxtaposi-
tion that made his degradation all the more shocking. At least 100,000 (and possibly up 
to 600,000) people witnessed Emmett Till’s mutilated body in person as it lay first in the 
funeral parlor then in the church.70 Medical personnel stayed near because people kept 
fainting at the sight.71

68. All quotes in this paragraph are from Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence,  
pp. 132–7.

69. Ibid., p. 139.
70. Like all crowd estimates, there is wild variation regarding how many people viewed Till’s body. 

The Chicago Defender, probably the most reliable, estimates that 50,000 streamed by the casket 
at the funeral on Saturday, September 10, while over the four days that followed, 250,000 viewed 
the body: first at the A. A. Rayner Funeral, then at the funeral service at Chicago’s Roberts Temple 
Church of God in Christ. (See Robert Elliott, “Thousands at Rites for Till,” Chicago Defender, 
September 10, 1955; and “Hundreds Weep, Faint at Sight,” Chicago Defender, September 17, 
1955.) Jet Magazine, the popular interest African-American weekly of the period, gives an esti-
mate of 600,000 who viewed the body “in an unending stream.” (See “Nation Horrified by 
Murder of Kidnapped Youth,” Jet, September 15, 1955, p. 8.) Vecchione and Hampton’s Eyes on 
the Prize includes footage of viewers passing by the open casket. They are moving quickly and 
without pause, giving each person only two or three strides in which to view the body. Given that 
evidence and the claims of local media, the larger numbers are plausible.

71. “Hundreds Weep,” Chicago Defender. Footage provided of the funeral service in Vecchione 
and Hampton Eyes on the Prize, Nelson et al., American Experience, and Beauchamp Untold 
Story all show uniformed nurses as well as ushers standing near the casket to assist viewers 
who became distraught.
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While the sanitized vision of a mother’s grief in Life reached millions of Americans, 
with Mrs. Till-Bradley’s permission, the African-American press published images of 
Till’s mutilated body. (Although his mother asked that the body be displayed untouched, 
the funeral home director apparently removed Till’s hanging eye and bulging tongue, 
and sutured the torn-in-half scalp back together. Thus, the images of Till’s body that 
circulated were already sanitized.) Images of his body reached far more than those who 
viewed the body in person.72 Jet, with a 1955 circulation of 425,000,73 published two 
images of Till’s body, and reproduced them at least two additional times within weeks. 
The first issue with images of Till’s body sold out immediately, and for this first time 
ever, Jet went to press a second time for a single issue. Although Jet held exclusive 
rights to the images of Till’s body,74 the Chicago Defender, the Pittsburgh Courier, the 
New York Amsterdam News, and the Crisis – every paper of record in the African-
American press – published reproductions of these images.75 Nonetheless, it was not 
until the publication of Henry Hampton’s Eyes on the Prize in 1987 that most white 
Americans saw Till’s mutilated body.76 In making her son’s body visible, Till’s mother 
put young Emmett into circulation in what Ahmed terms ‘‘affective economies.’’ 
Recasting Ahmed’s argument for this case, after appearing as an object in an affective 
economy, Till’s body could become a site of adherence that helped build coherence 
around an expanded conception of American identity.77

In footage from the days after Emmett’s death, Mamie Till-Bradley stated, “I know 
the whole United States is mourning with me,”78 a statement at once a performance, 
demand, and plea. The huge turnout at the funeral, unprecedented white media coverage 
of his death, and blanket coverage in practically every African-American media outlet of 

72. For an overview of coverage by both African-American and mainstream media, see Michael 
Randolph Oby, “Black Press Coverage of the Emmett Till Lynching as a Catalyst to the Civil 
Rights Movement, ” unpublished Master’s Thesis, Georgia State University, 2007.

73. Jet was ubiquitous in most African-American owned or frequented places of business where 
one waited: barbershops and beauty parlors, in particular. Thus, while the figure of 425,000 
may not seem that high, each copy was likely read by several people who were not themselves 
subscribers. The accounts of several civil rights activists discuss the extraordinary staying 
power that Till’s death had in terms of community discussion. For weeks after the death and 
again after the trial, African-American communities across the nation continued to discuss 
Till’s death: see Whitfield, Death in the Delta, pp. 90–100, for several examples. For a dis-
cussion of black counterpublics that clarifies the importance of “everyday talk” to ideology 
and political identities, see Melissa Victoria Harris-Lacewell, Barbershops, Bibles, and BET: 
Everyday Talk and Black Political Thought (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004); 
see pp. 1–11 for a brief outline of the importance of places like barbershops and beauty par-
lors and magazines like Jet.

74. Vicki Goldberg, The Power of Photography: How Photographs Changed our Lives  
(New York: Abbeville Publishing Group, 1991), p. 201.

75. Goldsby, “High and Low Tech of It,” p. 250.
76. Goldberg, Power of Photography, p. 201. This finding is also supported by Oby, “Black Press 

Coverage,” pp. 56–8.
77. Ahmed, “Affective Economies,” p. 119.
78. Nelson, et al., Eyes on the Prize, 17:05; Beauchamp, Untold Story, 30:22.
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note could all be reasonably interpreted as an experience of national mourning. While the 
mourning was concentrated within the African-American community, it resonated 
outside this group, in part because the images of maternal grief that were published in the 
white press were visible and legible across racial lines.79 While the white press did not 
publish images of Till’s body itself, it did publish searing images of the rituals of mourn-
ing that surrounded his death. As Roberts and Klibanoff write:

The press responded sympathetically to Mrs. Bradley’s sorrow, in effect linking arms with her 
in portraying the evils of race discrimination in the South. The coverage in turn linked her with 
an empathetic nation. With all the reporters and photographers around her, Mamie Bradley, a 
heretofore anonymous face in America, had the overwhelming feeling that much of the nation 
was standing beside her, crying with her. Much of the nation felt the same way.80

Mrs. Till-Bradley’s statement was the claim of a full citizen whose loss deserved recog-
nition and recompense. It was a remarkable response to an event meant to silence and 
dehumanize her and every other African American.

The very words – “I know the whole United States is mourning with me” – are a pow-
erful rhetorical construction. First, it implies that her loss was, and should be, recognized 
as a loss not only within her (racialized) community, but by the entire nation. This was 
an extraordinary assertion of shared identity that defied the intent of the men who had 
murdered her son. Her loss, rather than leading to isolation or silence, enabled a moment 
of visceral connection between white and black communities. To use Ahmed’s language, 
Till’s body and his mother’s provocative display of it evoked emotions that aligned 
“individuals with communities,”81 but for the first time in years, drew whites across the 
boundaries of race and into the community of those who mourned racially motivated 
violence. Few but the most ardent racists could look upon the body of a young boy and 
not be repulsed by the excessive violence visited upon him.

Consider, for instance, the lack of similar affective draw across the lines of racial dif-
ference in the days after Brown v. Board. In the foreword to Mamie Till-Mobley’s mem-
oir, Jesse Jackson notes that “In 1954, Brown v. Board broke the legal back of segregation. 
But the murder of Emmett Till broke the emotional back of segregation. Emmett’s death – 
and Mamie’s life – gave us the backbone to resist racism.... When Emmett Till was killed, 
unlike with Brown there was no need for definition.”82 Unlike the law’s layers of knowl-
edge and removal, Till’s body offered an immediate emotional connection to the realities 
of Southern racism. This emotional connection was crucial to African American demands 
for justice.

Second, for the African-American community, her statements – in both words and 
deeds – were a call to action, because her son’s death was caused by racism.83 His 

79. See Goldsby “High and Low Tech of It,” pp. 264–9.
80. Roberts and Klibanoff, Race Beat, p. 89.
81. Ahmed, “Affective Economies,” p. 119.
82. Jesse Jackson, “Foreword,” in Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, p. xii.
83. Joy James points out how rare it is to say such things aloud, and that they are often confined 

to funeral or memorial services. See Joy James, Resisting State Violence: Radicalism, Gender, 
and Race in U.S. Culture (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), p. 46.
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mother’s action effectively circumvented any effort by Southerners to say that Till ‘got 
what he deserved.’ Lynching in the South was not news to African Americans. But this 
particular incident stirred individuals to recall instances of humiliation or fear that 
refused to be put to rest. Several people who later became prominent civil rights activists 
recall Till’s death as a moment of almost palpable change that prompted widespread 
discussion for months.84

Third, while she suffered more directly than the rest of the nation, this tragedy was not 
just about her loss, but also about a larger problem that affected every citizen in the 
nation. Till’s mother writes that as a nation, we had “averted our eyes far too long, turning 
away from the ugly reality facing us … I was guilty of the same thing… . People had to 
face my son … [but] people also had to face themselves. They would have to see their 
own responsibility in pushing for an end to this evil.”85 Her hope was that the nation – not 
just African Americans – would be moved to act. By asserting that the whole nation was 
mourning with her, she claimed that her loss – and, by extension, all similar losses 
suffered by African Americans on account of their race – deserved recognition, was pre-
ventable, and should not recur. This assertion of equality unnerved white Mississippians, 
and planted the seeds of a bitter resistance.

V. The Failure of Law and Recognition of Collective 
Responsibility
Till’s death might not have become a call to action if law in a Mississippi courtroom had 
not so blatantly protected white power. As a counterfactual, had these two white men 
been convicted for the murder of a black boy, it might have preserved the notion that 
even states of the former Confederacy could employ the law regardless of who was 
accused. That outcome might have deflated the more powerful critique of white power 
that followed in the wake of the trial’s farcical conclusion. That is not what occurred. 
Instead, the law failed to offer even the pretense of justice. But this failure provided the 
space for a much broader critique – not of the actions of two depraved men, but of a 
whole system that legally condoned the actions of those two men.

Immediately after Till’s body was located, white Mississippians condemned the act 
as a heinous crime. But when the terms of the debate shifted from murder to lynching, 
they closed ranks. Against “outside agitators” (code for the NAACP and African 
Americans from the North), white Mississippians asserted that the state legal system 
would do its duty without interference from others.86 Whites in Mississippi impugned 

84. For example, Amzie Moore, Charles Diggs, Myrlie Evers, Anne Moody, Eldridge Cleaver, 
Cleveland Sellers, Ruby Hurley, Shelby Steele, Michael Eric Dyson, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, 
Muhammad Ali all reference Till’s death in their memoirs as a turning point. For the best 
overview of a wide variety of references in memoirs, see Metress, Lynching of Emmett Till, 
pp. 226–88; see also Whitfield, Death in the Delta, p. 145; Hampton and Fayer, Voices of 
Freedom, pp. 1–15 and 321–34; and Goldsby, “The High and Low Tech of It,” fn 4.

85. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, p. 142.
86. Whitfield, Death in the Delta, pp. 25–7; Apel, Imagery of Lynching, p. 181; Metress, Lynching 

of Emmett Till, pp. 16–43.
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Mrs. Bradley-Till’s decision to display the body as “uncivilized”87 and tied NAACP 
advocacy on her behalf to the threat of communism88 as a means to minimize her loss; 
rather than accept any communal responsibility for the death, Mississippi whites 
invoked undisguised assertions of racial inferiority and threats to the national body’s 
well-being. Milam and Bryant, identified by Moses Wright as the men who abducted 
Emmett, were originally charged with kidnapping. Both confessed that they had in fact 
taken Till from Wright’s home, but had released him later that night after determining 
that he was not the young man from Chicago they sought. When his body was found 
three days later, the charge changed to murder, although the prosecution was shifted 
from Leflore County (where the kidnapping occurred) to Tallahatchie County (where 
the body was found).

Within weeks, the case was brought to trial in Sumner, Mississippi. At the start of the 
trial, reporters invaded the town of Sumner (population 550). About 70 reporters covered 
the five-day trial, including reporters from across the nation.89 Every paper in Chicago, 
plus Life, Associated Press, United Press, the Washington Post, New York Times, New 
York Post, and New York Daily News sent reporters. Also represented were papers from 
St. Louis, Atlanta, Memphis, Detroit, London, and Toronto. All three major television 
networks – NBC, CBS, and ABC – flew film to New York daily for use in national news 
coverage.90 For the first time since the trial of the Scottsboro Boys, the seal of silence that 
surrounded white-on-black violence in the South was broken.

This trial was also the first time in memory that an African American stood in a 
Southern court to accuse white men of murder. When asked to identify who had taken his 
nephew, Moses Wright stood up and said “there he is,” identifying first Milam, then 
Bryant.91 Wright pointedly stopped using the requisite “sir” after every response to the 
defense attorney.92 Wright himself said, “It was the first time in my life I had the courage 
to accuse a white man of a crime, let alone something [as] terrible as killing a boy.  
I wasn’t exactly brave and I wasn’t scared. I just wanted to see justice done.”93 Wright’s 
decision to stay in Mississippi in the days between Till’s death and the trial took enor-
mous courage. Having sent his family on to Chicago, he stayed in Mississippi, sleeping 

87. This condemnation is particularly ironic given the long history of white Southerners’  
public displays of lynched black bodies; see James Allen et al., Without Sanctuary, and Apel, 
Imagery of Lynching.

88. Nelson, et al., American Experience, 35:54–36:30. The first sentiment is voiced by a white 
man who appears to be in his mid-30s, the second by an older white woman who appears to 
be in her 50s or 60s.

89. Whitaker, “A Case Study in Southern Justice,” p. viii. Roberts and Klibanoff report 50 at the 
start of the trial; see Race Beat, p. 89.

90. Roberts and Klibanoff, Race Beat, pp. 90–94.
91. Actually, he is quoted by several witnesses as saying “thar he,” but that seems a stretch con-

sidering how well-spoken he is in footage in Hampton, Eyes on the Prize; Nelson et al., 
American Experience; and Beauchamp, Untold Story. See also Roberts and Klibanoff, Race 
Beat, p. 99; Metress, Lynching of Emmett Till, p. 68; Whitfield, Death in the Delta, pp. 38–9.

92. Kempton, “He Went All the Way,” p. 215.
93. Whitfield, Death in the Delta, p. 39.
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some nights in his car and some nights in the woods for fear of coming to the same fate 
as his nephew.94 Wright departed for Chicago immediately after the trial, leaving a full 
crop of cotton unharvested.95 Dan Wakefield, a reporter for The Nation who covered the 
trial, noted that:

Jim Crow was a “system in which a Negro citizen doesn’t call the police if a boy is dragged 
from his bed in the night by white men because the police are white too, and therefore the 
enemy. It is not really strange or remarkable that the people who are victims of such a system 
have begun to fight it with so little fear. They have, after all, nothing to lose.” … Wright had 
raised not only his own stature but elevated that of other subjugated Negroes as well.96

Thus, while Till’s death was shocking to many outside the South, it was almost more 
surprising to those in Mississippi that Wright stood up to identify the men who took his 
nephew. In a world where a whistle could get you killed, one can only imagine the 
response to sworn testimony in a murder trial.

After extraordinary efforts by activists and journalists to locate additional African-
American witnesses, more agreed to testify. The prosecution had done little investigation –  
hampered by time constraints and the fact that the chief law enforcement investigator 
(Sheriff Strider) was a witness for the defense – and so local NAACP leaders (Medgar 
Evers, Amzie Moore, Ruby Hurley, and Aaron Henry)97 and a cross-racial coalition of 
reporters went to work.98 They located a handful of witnesses who saw at least two, per-
haps as many as eight, additional people involved with Till’s death and identified a cot-
ton gin missing a fan in a storage shed owned by a member of Milam’s family.99 The 
prosecution used this information to the best of their ability, but it was coolly received by 
whites in the courtroom.

The defense’s case centered on an assertion it was not Till’s body they found in the 
Tallahatchie River, an assertion made by Sheriff Strider – rotund, arrogant, and stridently 
racist – and supported by testimony of two medical experts.100 These experts also claimed 
that the body from the river had been there so long that they could not tell whether it was 
white or black (an assertion called into question by the fact that Sheriff Strider had con-
tacted a black undertaker), and that it was so waterlogged, it must have been there for at 
least two weeks. All three testified that the body was unidentifiable. Mamie Till-Bradley 
was called to testify against this claim, and courageously did so.

The national press agreed that the prosecution and judge were as fair as could be 
expected given the circumstances.101 In the end, though, no one in the courtroom was 

 94. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, p. 140.
 95. Ibid., p. 196.
 96. Dan Wakefield, cited in Whitfield, Death in the Delta, p. 39: the last line is Whitfield’s.
 97. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, pp. 153–4.
 98. Ibid., pp. 168–9.
 99. Whitfield, Death in the Delta, pp. 40, 55–6; Beauchamp, Untold Story, 57:20–59:00.
100. Metress, Lynching of Emmett Till, pp. 97–103.
101. See Metress, Lynching of Emmett Till, pp. 115–51 for an overview of press reactions to the 

prosecution, including many that praise the district attorneys and the judge for their impartiality. 
The fact that impartiality was praiseworthy is notable.
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surprised by Bryant and Milam’s acquittal. African Americans attending the court  
proceedings vacated the courtroom before the verdict was read for fear of suffering 
violence.102 When the verdict of “not guilty” was returned, the courtroom and the sur-
rounding countryside turned celebratory. The courtroom itself erupted into cheers as 
the verdict was read.103 Mrs. Till-Bradley, staying about an hour away in Mound 
Bayou, recalled hearing several shots as whites fired guns in the air in celebration. The 
acquitted are pictured in the next day’s papers smoking cigars, kissing their wives, and 
accepting congratulatory handshakes from their neighbors and friends.

The racial order was upheld, even though, as most jurors admitted later, they believed 
that Bryant and Milam had killed Till. This was because, as Mrs. Till-Bradley later wrote, 
the defense focused not on the murder of a young man, but on “showing who was in 
charge.”104 The courtroom here became the site of a virtual lynching. Removed in time 
from the actual death, it nonetheless affirmed that white power was not to be stymied by 
the rule of law; the communal, carnivalesque aspects of lynchings-past resurfaced in that 
Sumner courtroom, almost inverted. While only a handful of men had perpetrated the 
crime, the entire community celebrated their acquittal. Lynching moved from the back-
woods to the courtroom, and no one in Washington or anywhere else intervened to call 
foul or demand a trial that approximated justice. This was a lesson the South learned 
well, as demonstrated by a legal system in which African-American men continue to 
receive racially disproportionate sentences for the murder of whites.105

While Mississippi was not surprised, the rest of the nation and the world were stunned. 
Condemnations from national news outlets were harsh, and those of international news 
outlets were even harsher. As reported by a later survey of European opinion and press 
coverage, American prestige abroad was severely damaged as a result of this incident.106 
But perhaps more importantly, America’s perception of itself was gravely affected by the 
murder and following trial. It was a moment of crisis requiring that the nation do some-
thing to maintain the ideology of liberal inclusion. White Northerners (and, to some 
extent, the CRM) responded by identifying the South as exceptional. Lassiter argues that 
“Southern exceptionalism” contributed to the North’s unwillingness to address the de 

102. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, p. 189.
103. See footage to this effect in Hampton, Eyes on the Prize; Nelson et al., American Experience; 

and Beauchamp, Untold Story; see also Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence,  
pp. 188–90.

104. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, p. 188.
105. The work of Baldus, Woodworth and Pulaski in 1990 demonstrated that when blacks kill 

whites, they are far more likely to be sentenced to death than when blacks kill other blacks, 
whites kill blacks or whites kill other whites. See David C. Baldus, George Woodworth, and 
Charles A. Pulaski, Equal Justice and the Death Penalty: A Legal and Empirical Analysis 
(Boston, MA: Northeastern University Press, 1990).

106. For a quick review of international headlines about Till’s murder and the acquittal of his 
killers, see Whitfield, Death in the Delta, p. 46. For additional discussions of international 
reactions to Till’s murder, see Layton, International Politics and Civil Rights Policies,  
pp. 20, 95, 164–5 (n 90–91); and Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights, p. 113.
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facto racism that ran rampant and unchallenged in Northern cities.107 It was easier for 
white Northerners appalled at Till’s death to assert white Southern responsibility than it 
was for white Northerners to see that they, too, might bear some responsibility for 
enabling the Southern way of life to continue unchecked by federal intervention.

The trial itself, then, generated a second moment of mourning; beyond the loss of life, 
there was a loss of idealism. No longer could the rest of America pretend that paternalis-
tic stories told by Southern whites about ‘‘happy Negroes’’ were true. The miscarriage of 
justice was too obvious, too great; the willful innocence of white Northerners had been 
disturbed, even as they sought to limit their responsibility to intervening in the South. 
This feeling of unease was confirmed when a grand jury blatantly disregarded Bryant 
and Milam’s prior confession to kidnapping and refused to indict them on kidnapping 
charges in Leflore County only weeks later.108

VI. Mobilizing Mourning for Political Change
How are ungrievable lives transformed into grievable ones? How do our conceptions of 
belonging expand to include those whose losses have previously remained invisible? 
Till’s lynching, when read through a theory of political mourning that takes account of 
how social movements aggregate and amplify the impact of individual agency, helps 
illuminate how this shift occurred in one instance. A combination of location, political 
actors, and larger geopolitical concerns interacted to enable this important expansion of 
belonging in ways that other events had not. A politics of mourning can, in the right 
circumstances, expand the boundaries of belonging and transform invisible losses into 
grievable losses.

In a discussion of how images of lynching have been used and contested, Dora Apel 
argues in reference to Till’s death that:

It was crucial that his body was not quickly and quietly buried but turned into a public occasion 
of mass mourning that was widely publicized, and that the circulation of the image of his 
mutilated body took place not among the white supremacists of the South but in the arena of the 
national black press and on television. Whereas such images formerly served to unite the white 
community across class lines, they now united the black national public with the left and liberal 
white public. ‘‘Grief was collective,’’ remarked black writer John Edgar Wideman, who noted 
that ‘‘the stolen face of Emmett Till’’ began to haunt the nation.109

Instead of a cautionary tale meant to be whispered and inspire fear, then, Till’s body 
became a provocative image to be displayed and to inspire action against fear.

Till’s murder helped push two groups to challenge the unjust exclusion of African 
Americans from the rights of full citizenship: African Americans and liberal whites in the 

107. Matthew D. Lassiter, “De Jure/De Facto Segregation: The Long Shadow of a National 
Myth,” in The Myth of Southern Exceptionalism, eds. Matthew D. Lassiter and Joseph 
Crespino (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), pp. 25–48.

108. Whitfield, Death in the Delta, p. 48; Apel, Imagery of Lynching, pp. 185–6.
109. Apel, Imagery of Lynching, p. 185.
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North. While there was a long tradition of political and social activism in the African-
American community before Till’s murder, something changed in the wake of Till’s 
death. In the weeks after the acquittal, Mrs. Till-Bradley spent weeks traveling the coun-
try and speaking on behalf of the NAACP. Several thousand citizens, mostly African 
Americans, attended each of these events, held in New York, Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, 
Youngstown, Baltimore and Los Angeles.110 There is also considerable evidence that 
Till’s death inspired many African Americans to stand fast in their support of the CRM 
or to do more. Belknap notes that African Americans across the country were particularly 
outraged at federal inaction regarding the Till murder, and felt that they had been com-
pletely abandoned by the federal government.111

Mrs. Till-Mobley recollects that she and Rosa Parks became friends later in life. Parks 
informed Mrs. Till-Mobley that she was thinking of Emmett as she stayed in her seat less 
than two months after the conclusion of the Till trial.112 We cannot know, of course, what 
motivates people to participate in mass actions like the Montgomery Bus Boycott, but it 
is worth asking if some events are more effective than others. While the literature of 
political science rightly looks to moments of collective political action, it is surely worth-
while to ask what motivates people to put their lives on the line. Till’s death arguably 
contributed to a deepened sense of solidarity amongst African Americans, a solidarity 
crucial to survive the decades of struggle that loomed ahead. Whitfield notes that “within 
the span of a decade, the impetus had passed from white supremacists to black activists, 
and it had been lifted out of the courts and into the streets.”113 The shift from abstract 
legal decrees to politics on the ground held great democratic potential.

Fredrick Harris argues that Till’s death is an example of how collective identity drives 
collection action, and his argument aligns with my larger point.114 Using the results of a 
1966 national survey of African-American respondents, Harris shows that knowledge of 
Till’s death was more motivational to political activism than knowledge of Brown v. 
Board or of the Montgomery Bus Boycott.115 Harris observes that “when entrepreneurs 
appropriate events after determining whether environmental conditions are ripe for col-
lective action they then construct frames for cooperative action.”116 To apply Harris’s 
insight to a politics of mourning, I suggest that when put to work by political agents, 
mourning can generate a new subjective response to objective conditions. A theory of 
political mourning – a theory that considers how loss and mourning are a resource for 
politics but which can also account for the roles of identity and standing in generating 
successful mobilization – is crucial to understanding how an event like Till’s death con-
tributed to greater collective action when Smith and Lee’s murders in the summer of 

110. Whitfield, Death in the Delta, pp. 86–7.
111. Belknap, Federal Law and Southern Order, p. 37.
112. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, p. 285.
113. Whitfield, Death in the Delta, p. 106.
114. Frederick C. Harris, “It Takes a Tragedy to Arouse Them: Collective Memory and Collective 

Action during the Civil Rights Movement,” Social Movement Studies 5 (2006), pp. 19–43.
115. Ibid., pp. 32–8.
116. Ibid., p. 23.
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1955 did not. Knowledge is unfailingly important, but mourning, once visible, forces a 
particular kind of knowledge; it forces us to recognize our failures and speak plainly for 
a future that must be different. Mourning helps make clear that this newly envisioned 
future can only come to pass if we engage politically.

Till’s death and the mourning that followed it sparked a changed response by white 
Northerners to claims to full citizenship by African Americans in the South,117 even as 
they continued to be cold to such claims in the North. Everyone knew that events like 
Till’s death happened, but when these events were publicized in a context preceded by 
celebrated assertions of equality (such as those in Brown v. Board) and of freedom (as 
compared to the totalitarian nature of Soviet communism), Northerners could no longer 
pretend ignorance or innocence. While the murder itself was disturbing, the failure of the 
legal system was even more so and indicated the need for wholesale political change. 
Following Apel and Ahmed, Till’s body provided a means to reconstruct a coalition 
across racial lines. While African Americans had long advocated specific political mea-
sures to achieve racial justice, as a minority population, their demands could not be real-
ized without white support. Till’s death helped mobilize that support.

However, this concern about Till’s death did not occur in a vacuum. At the same time 
Till’s death was front-page news, there were at least three other political contests under 
way that influenced how this particular event was perceived. First, the Cold War context 
was crucial.118 In October 1955, the American Jewish Committee (AJC) reported that the 
impact of Till’s death on public opinion in Europe was unusual in both scope and 
vehemence:

Europe’s condemnation came from all sections of public opinion, all political directions, and 
was expressed immediately and spontaneously. Surprisingly, on this occasion the Communists 
were less vociferous than many of the liberal and conservative elements. These protestations 
were expressed in hundreds of newspaper editorials, statements by public leaders in every 
country of Western Europe, and by men in the street … Seldom has a trial at such distance been 
reported so extensively.119

The AJC report made specific policy recommendations meant to repair America’s image 
abroad. These recommendations included institutional empowerment of civil rights 
investigation and enforcement mechanisms, as well as suggestions that attacks on the 
basis of race should be interpreted as a violation of federal civil rights statutes.120

117. While this is true, as shown in Lassiter and Crespino’s Myth of Southern Exceptionalism, 
another way to interpret the North’s interest in forcing Southern whites to integrate was 
simply to ignore white Northern responsibility to address its own racism. See Matthew 
D. Lassiter and Joseph Crespino, eds., The Myth of Southern Exceptionalism (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2010).

118. See Layton, International Politics and Civil Rights Policies, and Dudziak, Cold War Civil 
Rights. See also Whitfield, Death in the Delta, pp. 71–84.

119. See Metress, Lynching of Emmett Till, p. 139, excerpting “Memorandum from the Paris 
Office of the American Jewish Committee on European Reaction to the Emmett Till Case,” 
October 13, 1955.

120. “Survey Finds U.S. Hurt by Till Case,” New York Times, October 22, 1955.
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Second, electoral concerns continued to matter. African Americans were increasingly 
important to Northern electoral strategies.121 Representative Emanuel Celler, chair of the 
House Judiciary Committee, reported that in July 1955, there were seven anti-lynching 
bills before his committee, none of which were likely to succeed.122 As reported by the 
New York Times, the October AJC report about the impact of Till’s death on public opin-
ion abroad “appeared to foreshadow another and more intensive drive when Congress 
reconvenes in January for enactment of the long-pending civil rights program. It got 
nowhere in the first session.”123 Senator Paul Douglass and Representative Celler 
publicly approved of the report, and Celler suggested an “additional legislative ‘remedy’ 
to [ensure] strict enforcement of civil right law. He would deny Federal aid to states that 
in his opinion were lax.”124

Third, there was interbranch conflict over the proper location of civil rights advocacy 
within the federal government. In A Death in the Delta, Whitfield describes the 
Eisenhower administration’s refusal to intervene in part because they believed no federal 
law had been broken,125 and recounts a December 1955 cabinet meeting, chaired by 
Vice-President Nixon, where the idea was floated to punt the problem of civil rights to 
Congress since there was no chance the Dixiecrats would let it through.126 Southern 
Democrats had refused to support any civil rights bill for the previous 80 years and there 
was little reason to believe they would change course now.

But Till’s lynching pushed the administration to act. Throughout the summer of 1955, 
Attorney General Brownell had declined Representative Celler’s request to appear before 
the Judiciary Committee’s subcommittee on Civil Rights, while Eisenhower’s Justice 
Department had refused to support any Civil Rights bills. But Till’s death transformed 
reluctance into support. Historian David Nichols reports that by the end of 1955, the 
White House had received “three thousand communications as well as petitions with 
eleven thousand names protesting [Till’s] murder.”127 Historian Michal Belknap writes, 

121. The place of African Americans in the electoral strategies of both major parties in 
1950s America has been documented by, among others, Edward Carmines and James 
Stimson, Issue Evolution: Race and the Transformation of American Politics (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989); Paul Frymer, Uneasy Alliances: Race and Party 
Competition in America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999); Donald Jackson 
and James Riddlesperger, Jr. “The Eisenhower Administration and the 1957 Civil Rights 
Act,” in Reexamining the Eisenhower Presidency, ed. Shirley Anne Warshaw (Westport, 
CT: Greenwood Press, 1993), pp. 85–101.

122. Belknap, Federal Law and Southern Order, p. 40.
123. “New Drive Set in Congress,” New York Times, October 22, 1955.
124. Ibid.
125. In other areas of law enforcement, the lack of federal jurisdiction rarely hampered Hoover’s 

FBI. Whitfield offers an example of a bomb planted by a labor activist in Minnesota that 
sparked FBI involvement, even though no federal law was broken. Whitfield, Death in the 
Delta, p. 76.

126. Ibid., p. 75.
127. David Allen Nichols, A Matter of Justice: Eisenhower and the Beginning of the Civil Rights 

Revolution (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2007), p. 117.
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“The Till case had convinced Brownell that the attorney general needed more power to 
protect the constitutional rights of United States citizens,” and it was becoming increas-
ingly obvious that power could only be obtained via federal civil rights legislation.128 
After a December 1955 meeting organized by White House aide Maxwell Rabb to dis-
cuss with civil rights leaders the “mob violence in Mississippi,”129 Rabb urged Eisenhower 
to directly address civil rights in his 1956 State of the Union address, which Eisenhower 
did.130 In response to this new commitment to civil rights, the Justice Department began 
work in December 1955 on a civil rights bill to send to Congress.131

After a year and a half of political maneuvering, these proposals became the Civil 
Rights Act of 1957. Unfortunately, this Act was a sadly watered down version of a civil 
rights bill. After much debate and compromise, aided by Dixiecrat intransigence and 
executive ambiguity grounded in Eisenhower’s desire to maintain a distant federalism, 
the result was an Act that “protected from physical abuse and other forms of coercion 
only persons attempting to exercise the right to vote for candidates in federal  
elections.”132 While no more than a “mild victory for the forces of civil rights”133 (and 
possibly even a sign of their defeat), it created a Civil Rights Commission charged with 
upholding the civil rights of all Americans. Although not exactly a robust statement of 
support for African-American claims to political equality, it was the first federal civil 
rights law since 1875. The 1957 Civil Rights Act demonstrated that African American 
civil rights were an issue with national significance, a significance not limited to judi-
cial decisions alone. Till’s death helped pull a reluctant executive into the battle over 
civil rights. The failure of the 1957 Civil Rights Act to justify a robust federal response 
to the crisis in Little Rock demonstrated that more effective federal statutes and 
responses were necessary to protect civil rights.134

128. Belknap, Federal Law and Southern Order, p. 40.
129. Ibid., p. 40.
130. President Eisenhower mentioned mostly civil rights gains, including the “elimination of 

discrimination and segregation” in the Executive Branch and the District of Columbia vol-
untary moves to desegregate. Eisenhower also stated: “It is disturbing that in some locali-
ties allegations persist that Negro citizens are being deprived of their right to vote and 
are likewise being subjected to unwarranted economic pressures.” His response was not 
to call for vigorous enforcement of civil rights laws and federal oversight of state legal 
functions, but to call for a Bipartisan Commission. “Speeches,” Dwight D. Eisenhower 
Presidential Library, http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/all_about_ike/speeches.html 
(accessed December 3, 2011). Ironically, as demonstrated by Jackson and Riddlesperger, 
although one of the less controversial proposals at the time, the Civil Rights Commission 
established by the Civil Rights Act of 1957 ended up being quite important. See Jackson and 
Riddlesperger, “Eisenhower Administration,” p. 86.

131. Belknap, Federal Law and Southern Order, p. 40.
132. Ibid., p. 44.
133. Whitfield, Death in the Delta, pp. 82–3.
134. Belknap, Federal Law and Southern Order, p. 44.
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VII. Conclusion
James Patterson points out that the murder of Emmett Till garnered international atten-
tion, exposed the depth of violence used by Southern whites against Southern blacks, and 
“bared a range of white sexual concerns.” The latter was surely foremost in the minds of 
Southern whites in the fight against desegregation.135 It matters, then, that young Emmett 
Till was school-aged and that Bryant and Milam tied their decision to kill him to his 
purported confession that he had a white girlfriend. His killers looked at him and saw a 
confident, smart, African-American boy who might befriend their white children – or 
even marry their white daughters – if given half a chance. Threatened by the abstract 
specter of equality proposed by Brown v. Board and tales of civilization’s demise circu-
lated by the Mississippi Citizens’ Councils, they lashed out at a body in real life. 
Ironically, their actions might have spurred the very thing they meant to prevent.

The rhetorical power of Till’s body consisted of showing white Northern Americans 
what racial oppression looked like. When combined with the farcical trial, the horror of 
that image provoked politically oriented mourning that successfully demonstrated the 
need for society-wide change in ways that no other protest, speech, or rally had done: a 
mourning not for Emmett’s family and friends alone, but for our own skewed image of 
reality. Could white Americans, particularly those in the North, see Till’s face and not be 
shamed into action? This event made Americans ask if this was the future we wanted. It 
also gestured toward the possibility that we were all complicit in enabling the conditions 
that led to Till’s death. This is the moment of solidarity that political mourning can gener-
ate: not just passing sympathy, but a deeper appreciation of shared complicity and an 
abiding commitment to work toward a new future generated by a visceral sense of loss 
that reason alone cannot produce.

In her memoir, Mamie Till-Mobley writes that “somewhere between the fact we 
know and the anxiety we feel is the reality we live.”136 The fact known by white and 
black Americans in 1955 was that African Americans in the South led lives of excep-
tional difficulty where breaching the unwritten rules of a racial caste system was a 
potentially fatal mistake. The anxiety felt was that this situation was unjust and correct-
able in a nation asserting democratic equality. The unwillingness to bear the costs and 
consequences of relieving that anxiety coexisted with that certain knowledge. Till’s 
death and his mother’s efforts to mobilize his death in the service of political change 
compelled Americans to address the distance between facts and unspoken anxieties by 
making racial injustice an explicit conversation rather than something unmentionable in 
polite society. Political mourning generated a new interpretive framework that objective 
facts about racial violence in the South had not.

Without understanding the politics of mourning, it is difficult to make sense of why 
some deaths lead to political change while others do not. Of the hundreds of black men 
lynched in Mississippi, Till’s death stands out in our minds. Why? I argue that Till’s 
murder was different because it occurred shortly after a widely-visible battle over 
contested identities; achieved stunning visibility; demonstrated the failure of the 

135. Patterson, Brown v. Board of Education, p. 87.
136. Till-Mobley and Benson, Death of Innocence, p. 19.
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Mississippi legal system to attain anything like justice; and successfully generated a 
sense of collective responsibility that helped move the federal government toward polit-
ical change. Till’s death prompted a nationally significant moment of mourning that 
drew reluctant political agents and citizens into the fray as well as empowering those 
already fighting to continue. Ironically, although Till’s killers and the jury that acquitted 
them meant to quell their own anxieties about the place of African Americans in a 
changing world, their actions sharpened the rest of the nation’s resolve to address them.

A spectacular loss – when it occurs at the right time, when the law fails to approximate 
justice, and when it coincides with a movement able to keep the loss in view – can focus 
citizens on issues we would prefer to ignore. While we desire to remain blissfully igno-
rant, the affective power of loss and grief rivet our attention by exposing our collective 
political failures and compelling us to act collectively to change our shared future. This 
is the power of mourning; it can expand our conceptions of belonging in powerful ways 
that approximate our stated ideals of justice and democratic inclusion.

But while the story told here is a mostly positive one, where mourning provoked a just 
and correct opposition to an oppressive political status quo, it also illustrates the limita-
tions of political mourning. While liberal whites and the vast majority of African Americans 
supported civil rights activism, Till’s death and the trial that followed helped solidify 
Southern white opposition in dangerous ways. Initially calling Till’s murder inhuman and 
unjustified, the display of Till’s body provoked widespread denigration of both Mrs. Till-
Bradley and the NAACP. Southern whites, cast as villains by Northerners and the Southern 
black population they meant to control, responded to national interest in the case by 
becoming even more set against “outside agitators.” Their steadfast resistance continued 
for decades. For many white Southerners, then, a politics of mourning hardened their 
opposition to desegregation, federal intervention, and ‘‘race-mixing’’ of any kind. Cast by 
the media and liberal Northerners as a story with only one side, white Mississippians tried 
to change the story from Till’s death to the death of their way of life. Perhaps white 
Southerners also invoked a politics of mourning for the South’s second defeat. But this 
mourning failed, at least in the short term, to produce a movement that matched the CRM.

While political mourning may expand our conceptions of belonging, it does not 
always tend toward justice. Some instances – September 11 is the most recent example – 
harden boundaries and provide justifications for exclusion. If the same process of con-
tested identities, visibility, legal failure, agents mobilizing loss, and political change can 
lead to radically unjust outcomes, it is imperative that we understand at least one instance 
when political mourning expanded our conceptions of belonging and helped Americans 
see our failures.
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