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Introduction:	

The	analysed	document	 is	an	article	that	was	published	by	a	British	newspaper,	“The	Guardian”,	
on	March	13,	1965.	It	follows	some	of	the	events	that	took	place	during	the	marches	from	Selma	
to	Montgomery,	which	are	considered	today	as	a	milestone	of	the	Civil	Rights	Movement,	while	
also	providing	us	with	some	insight	into	how	white	people	perceived	these	protest	marches.		

Historical	context:	

Even	though	the	15th	Amendment,	which	was	ratified	in	1870,	granted	African	American	men	the	
right	 to	vote,	which	was	extended	 to	women	 in	1920,	almost	a	 century	 later	African	Americans	
were	 still	 often	 denied	 the	 right	 to	 register	 to	 vote	 by	white	 supremacist	 officials,	 especially	 in	
southern	 States,	 such	 as	 Alabama.	 Therefore,	 in	 1965,	 Selma,	 a	 city	 in	 Alabama	 with	 a	 black	
majority,	 became	 the	 starting	 point	 of	 three	marches	 for	 the	 black	 voter	 registration	 campaign	
lead	by	Dr.	Martin	Luther	King.		

The	 first	of	 the	non-violent	protest	marches	 from	Selma	 to	Montgomery,	 the	state	capital,	 took	
place	on	Sunday,	7	March	1965.	As	a	crowd	of	about	600	marchers	was	crossing	the	bridge	that	
lead	 out	 of	 Selma,	 they	were	 stopped	by	 state	 troopers	 and,	 after	 the	warning	 to	 disband	was	
ignored,	 they	were	attacked	with	 tear	 gas	 and	 clubs	and	dispersed	by	 force.	Nearly	100	people	
were	 brought	 to	 hospitals	 with	 serious	 injuries.	 The	 event	 soon	 became	 known	 as	 “Bloody	
Sunday”.	The	second	march	was	held	on	March	9,	but	the	marchers	turned	around	as	they	were	
once	again	blocked	by	the	troopers	and,	therefore,	a	third	march	was	organised.	In	the	meantime,	
president	Johnson	announced	that	a	new	voting	bill	was	to	be	approved	and	a	federal	judge	ruled	
that	the	marchers	had	a	right	to	protest	and	that	the	state	troopers	could	not	stop	them.		

On	March	21,	1965,	thousands	of	people	set	off	for	their	50-mile	march	to	Montgomery.	By	the	
time	they	arrived	in	the	capital,	on	March	25,	the	number	of	protesters	had	reached	30	000.	The	
Voting	Rights	Act	was	ratified	in	August	1965	and	is	still	considered	today	as	a	great	achievement	
of	the	Civil	Rights	Movement.	

Document	analysis:		

The	 first	 part	 of	 the	 article	 focuses	 on	 the	 situation	 in	 Selma,	 where	 people	 were	 preparing	
themselves	 for	 a	 third	march	and	waiting	 for	 a	 verdict	 from	 the	 federal	 judge	on	whether	 they	
were	allowed	to	protest.	In	fact,	the	article	was	written	on	March	13,	after	the	first	two	marches	
but	before	the	third,	and	final,	one,	at	a	time	where	it	was	still	unclear	whether	all	these	efforts	
had	been	in	vain.	Nevertheless,	the	title	of	the	article,	“things	will	never	be	the	same	in	Selma”,	
underlines	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 situation	was	 bound	 to	 change	 after	 there	 had	 been	 such	 a	 great	
disruption	of	 normal	 life,	 and	 that	 the	 awareness	 that	 these	marches	would	have	 an	 incredible	
impact	on	history	(“Alabama	may	well	be	the	scene	of	one	of	the	most	dramatic	events	since	[…]	
1955”).		

Then,	the	article	shifts	towards	a	description	of	the	life	of	the	people	in	Selma,	while	juxtaposing	
that	 of	 the	 protesters,	 who	 had	 opened	 a	 canteen	 and	 sang	 freedom	 songs,	 and	 that	 of	 the	
troopers,	who	blocked	the	approaches	of	the	canteen.	Even	though	the	police	chief	defended	the	
troopers	saying	that	they	too	were	tired	of	the	continuous	fighting,	they	are	still	criticised	in	the	
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article	 for	 their	 violent	 behaviour	 (“the	 State	 Troopers	 still	 look	 as	 though	 they’d	 like	 to	 take	 a	
crack	with	their	clubs	at	anyone	who	passes”).		

The	third	part	starts	by	once	again	talking	about	violence,	in	particular	the	murder	of	James	Reeb,	
a	white	pastor	who	went	to	Selma	to	join	the	protests	after	the	events	of	“Bloody	Sunday”.	The	
article	 states	 that,	 even	 after	 these	 bloody	 clashes,	 the	 hatred	 of	 local	 white	 supremacists	 has	
remained	 unchanged.	 The	 writer	 of	 the	 article	 then	 reports	 an	 interview	 with	 the	 assistant	
manager	 of	 the	 local	 Woolworth	 store,	 who	 was	 convinced	 that	 black	 people	 already	 had	
everything	they	could	wish	for	and	that	the	Government	should	have	looked	at	the	Vietnam	war	
instead	 of	 paying	 attention	 to	 the	 unjustified	 demands	 of	 the	 “nigrahs”.	 This	 belief	 was	 very	
common	at	that	time	since	most	people	were	still	convinced	of	the	superiority	of	the	“white	race”	
and	of	 the	 fact	 that	African	Americans	 shouldn’t	 have	 the	 same	 rights	 as	white	 people.	On	 the	
other	 hand,	 African	 Americans	 rightly	 fought	 for	 equality	 and,	 therefore,	 for	 the	 right	 to	 vote	
without	having	to	give	a	literacy	test	that	greatly	disadvantaged	them.		

Nevertheless,	 the	majority	of	the	white	population	still	saw	their	black	fellow	citizens	as	 inferior	
beings	who	should	regard	the	rights	they	had	as	privileges	and	not	aim	for	racial	equality.	Thus,	as	
we	 can	 once	 again	 see	 in	 the	 analysed	 article,	 the	 reaction	 of	 the	whites	 at	 the	 protests	were	
extremely	 violent	 and	 this	 hatred	 was	 expressed	 not	 only	 through	 actions,	 e.g.	 the	 murder	 of	
James	Reeb,	but	also	through	threats,	e.g.	“we	are	going	to	burn	them	out”	and	“next	time	they	
can	drown”.	As	the	days	went	by,	the	tensions	grew	and	grew	as	both	sides	of	the	conflict	were	
opposed	to	compromise	and,	therefore,	as	the	article	states,	violence	seemed	“unavoidable”.		

The	article	was	published	by	the	British	newspaper	“The	Guardian”,	which	released	articles	about	
the	situation	 in	Selma	almost	every	day	for	nearly	a	month	and,	 thus,	showed	that	the	marches	
from	 Selma	 to	Montgomery	 had	 become	 a	matter	 of	 international	 importance.	 “The	Guardian”	
also	send	 journalists	 there	to	report	on	the	events.	One	of	 them	was	Gavin	Young,	 the	reporter	
who	wrote	the	article	shown	above,	but	another	reporter	to	remember	was	Hella	Pick,	who	wrote	
down	her	own	experience	of	the	marches	and	freely	declared	her	support	of	the	marchers.	Even	
Gavin	Young’s	article	is,	at	some	points,	openly	critical	towards	the	violence	of	the	state	troopers	
and	of	the	common	white	people.	Therefore,	in	my	opinion,	this	article	is	very	interesting,	because	
not	only	 it	reports	some	of	the	events	that	took	place	at	that	time,	but	mainly	 it	 focuses	on	the	
perception	of	these	events	by	the	people	and	it	especially	outlines	the	reactions	of	white	people	
form	an	objective	perspective,	while	also	justly	criticizing	them.		

As	I	said	before,	the	marches	form	Selma	to	Montgomery	were	a	fundamental	turning	point	in	the	
history	of	the	Civil	Rights	Movement,	but	they	were	also	just	one	step	towards	the	achievement	of	
racial	equality,	 in	a	 fight	 that	still	 takes	place	 today.	This	 is	 the	reason	why	 it	 is	 so	 important	 to	
remember	these	events	and	realize	what	a	long	way	people	have	gone	from	there	and	how	many	
changes	for	the	better	have	been	made,	but	also	what	a	long	path	that	still	lays	ahead	of	us.	
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Sitography	

- https://theguardian.newspapers.com/search/#query=selma&ymd=1965-03-14	

- https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2015/03/06/the-story-of-the-1965-
selma-to-montgomery-marches-as-told-by-washington-post-front-
pages/?utm_term=.b057e7a38ac4	

- https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/from-the-archive-blog/2015/mar/20/selma-montgomery-
freedom-march-martin-luther-king-1965#img-2	

- https://civilrightstrail.com/experience/marching-for-the-right-to-vote		

- https://guides.loc.gov/15th-amendment		

	

	


