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“From Voter Registration to Political Representation: The ‘Long Civil Rights Movement’ in Ruston, Louisiana, 1940s-1970s”

by Jacynda Ammons

Objectives

Using primary and secondary sources, I will show that the civil rights movement has a longer history than suggested by the conventional periodization.  In some areas of the South, including Ruston, Louisiana, the civil rights movement began in the 1940s and continued through the 1970s as African Americans fought for economic equity and political representation.  My thesis will thus add to the growing emphasis on what Southern Oral History Program historian Jacquelyn Dowd Hall calls the “long civil rights movement.”  I will also show that it took the actions of individuals at the local level—not national government officials or more prominent civil rights leaders to end white supremacy in Ruston.  My thesis will analyze the efforts of Ruston’s African-American residents to organize the parish into single-member districts that allowed African Americans to win local elective offices.  Because local civil rights activists filed a lawsuit in the state Fifth District Court to end at-large districts, the role of the southern judiciary is also an important aspect of my thesis.  My thesis will show the critical role of the Southern judges who helped end white supremacy, focusing on white District Court Judge Benjamin Dawkins’ court in Shreveport, who presided over the Ruston case.  Because my thesis revises previously held views about the civil rights movement and the ending of white supremacy in the small town south, I am proposing a new analytical term, which I am naming civil rights extensionism.  This term defines how the movement extended past the mid-1960s, extended to the smallest of communities, extended to “ordinary” people, and also extended to the lower federal courts.  This term also defines the activism of Ruston African Americans to extend political rights through voting and winning local offices. 

Related Research

The historiography of the civil rights movement has shifted from a “top-down” leader- driven interpretation, as characterized by the work of Taylor Branch in Parting the Waters and Pillar of Fire, toward a “bottom-up” individual-driven interpretation as seen in Adam Fairclough‘s book on Louisiana.  A new focus on community studies, massive resistance, and the southern judiciary shows how changes in periodization, subject, and sources transform conceptual understandings of the civil rights movement.

Research Need

Although all of the main themes of my thesis have been examined separately, they have rarely been synthesized to provide a satisfactory explanation of historical change during the civil rights movement.  My thesis unifies the actions of state officials—through the southern judiciary—with the actions of what historian John Dittmer calls, “local people” at the community level.  I will be able to develop the history of the reapportionment cases using interviews with the people involved and local newspapers’ reports to produce an analysis of the apportionment cases.  I will use the secondary works to support my claims and give background information, but my focus will be on providing answers to questions about the civil rights movement and supporting my new analytical term of civil rights extensionism.

Methodology
Introduction

Historiography

This section will place my thesis within the proper context of the historiography of the modern civil rights movement.  It will continue the trajectory of moving from the studies by David Garrow and Taylor Branch that imply the significance of leader driven and formal national institutions to those of John Dittmer and Charles Payne that examine ordinary people and local institutions.  I will also analyze the place of southern political culture in the civil rights movement through the classic works of V.O. Key and C. Vann Woodward, and the massive resistance movement through the work of Michael Klarman and Kari Frederickson.  This section will conclude with an analysis of the historiography of the civil rights movement in Louisiana as analyzed by Adam Fairclough, Greta de Jong, and Lance Hill.  My research will show that the civil rights movement did not begin in the mid-1950s and end in the mid-1960s, and it relied more on the activism of local people than famous activists.  As the case of Ruston shows, white supremacy did not end until the 1970s, when African Americans and judges worked together to at the local level to secure political rights.  I have given my interpretation of the civil rights movement the title civil rights extensionism because I am extending the periodization of the movement and giving more credence to the role of individuals at the local level.

Chapter One:


Phases of Politicalization and the Long Civil Rights Movement

A.  Coming Back to Ruston


a.  African Americans who served in World War II and Korea in defense of 

     democracy, but they came home to a white supremacist society that 


     denied them the democratic values they had fought for in other 



     countries.



b.  Being in the military during the 1940s-1950s many African 



     Americans became civil rights activists when they came back to 


    
     Ruston. 




B.  What Ruston Was Like



a. White supremacy in Ruston prevented many African Americans from 


     being able to register to vote and pursue economic opportunities.


C. The Beginning of the End of White Supremacy



a.  Registering African Americans to vote was the first step in ending 


     white supremacy because they could then make political decisions that 


     would be beneficial.



b.  Former soldiers helped led the campaign for registering African 



     Americans to vote in Ruston.

D. Brown Decision in Ruston



a.  Showing how entrenched white supremacy was in Ruston, anyone who 

  
     supported the Brown decision was considered a liberal and suspect.


E. Filing of Lincoln Parish Lawsuits



a. John Tellis and other members of the Voter’s League file a lawsuit with 


    the Fifth District Court create single-member districts.


F.  Role of Republicans


a.  Ironically, Louisiana Republicans were a leading force in ending white 


     supremacy as Republicans like District Court Judge Benjamin C. 


     Dawkins helped African Americans end segregation in all its forms.

Chapter Two: 


Judge Benjamin Dawkins and the Role of Lower Federal Courts in the Louisiana 
Civil Rights Movement

A.  Background on Dawkins


a.  Dawkins’ background influenced his views on white supremacy in the 


     South.  



b.  Dawkins grew up in Monroe seeing racial injustice.



c.  Despite seeing the effects of white supremacy, Dawkins was called a 


     “segregationist” in the Civil Rights Commission Report in 1959.



d.  Something caused Dawkins to cast aside these old titles to become a 


     part of the extension of the civil rights movement.  Most likely, this 


     was caused by resentment of his rulings being reversed by the Circuit  


     Court. 


B.  Importance of Dawkins and Other Southern Judges to Civil Rights


a.  Dawkins and southern judges ruled in cases and implemented Supreme 


     Court decisions that helped end white supremacy in Ruston.


C.  Role of Republican Judges



a.  Despite conventional thinking about the civil rights platforms of 


     
     Democratic and Republican Parties from the 1950s, to the 1970s, 


     Republican judges like Benjamin Dawkins were ruling in favor of 


     African Americans during the 1970s.


D.  Dawkins other Civil Rights Rulings



a.  Examining whether Dawkins’s ruling in favor of single-member 


     
     districts either followed his support of civil rights or it was a deviation 


     from his view on civil rights.



b.  This will speculate also if his characterization as a segregationist was 


     warranted.


E.  Reapportionment in Ruston and Dawkins’ Ruling



a.  Dawkins ruling for single-member districts in Lincoln Parish allowed 


     for reapportionment of the Parish.



b.  With the district lines reapportioned, African Americans could finally 

 
      win election to local political offices.

c.  Now that African Americans could win local elections, the last bastion                    

    of formal and entrenched white supremacy would end.

Chapter Three: 


Reapportionment in Action

A.  African Americans Winning Elections



a.  After district lines were reapportioned from an at large to a single-


     district member plan, African Americans were able to win elective 


     offices at the local level.


B.  The Ending of White Political Supremacy in Ruston 



a.  African Americans are now able to hold elective office and pursue 


     policies that are advantageous for them.



b.  This allows African Americans to break down economic white 


     
      supremacy in the South also.


C.  Creation of Two-Party Competition in Ruston



a.  As African Americans begin full participation in politics, a two-party 


     system developed in Ruston as whites abandoned the Democratic Party 


     for a white dominated Republican Party.



b.  The creation of a two-party system helps end political white supremacy. 

Epilogue:

A.  My Contribution to Civil Rights Literature



a.  My thesis shows the significance of the local level and extending the 


     periodization to the historiography of the civil rights movement.



b.  My thesis moves Ruston from the periphery to the center of the civil 


     rights movement. 

c.  My thesis shows an appreciation of the dialectic the national legal realm                                                                        


     and the community reality.

d.  My thesis examines the civil rights movement from the 1940s through                                                           

1970s, breaking from other histories that only study the movement from                    

the 1950s through 1965 or 1965 through 1968.  My thesis reconciles the             

discontinuity of other studies by examining the movement at the local 

level over several decades.  

e.  My thesis will show that it is feasible and productive to examine the civil 

rights movement at the local level through the actions of “ordinary”         people over a long period of time.
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