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Abstract 

 This thesis uses a lens of rhetoric, race, and media scholarship to analyze the first 

New York Times articles published after the deaths of Emmett Till, Fred Hampton, and 

Michael Brown – black individuals killed by white men in positions of power. The 

analysis indicates that themes of personal details, race identification, governmental 

discourse, and dissenting voices in the articles participate in the conditions of possibility 

for governmental action. Media matters and institutional racism is still a prominent issue 

in the United States; it is in part through these themes within news media that whiteness 

is able to subtly protect itself and continue to marginalize black bodies. 

 

 



Rhetorical History of Black Men and Media in the United States 

 The struggle for black rights in the United States has been a long and painful 

journey. The subjugation of black bodies has been a societal norm since the country was 

established. It is still a prominent issue today. The United States was founded in 1776 in 

the midst of slavery, a practice not abolished for nearly 100 years after the U.S. became 

independent. White colonists and Europeans brought black individuals to the United 

States from Africa and treated them as property, forcing them to work for no pay. White 

people used slaves throughout the country, but a large percentage of the slaves worked in 

the South on cotton, tobacco, and other agricultural plantations. Slavery was a cheap 

source of labor that “helped build the economic foundations of the new nation.”
1
 The 

civil war marked the legal end of slavery in 1865.  

Although the end of slavery was a monumental step, it was followed by a period 

of sharecropping and Jim Crow laws. Sharecropping became commonplace during 

reconstruction after the civil war; newly freed slaves could rent small plots of land from 

white landowners in exchange for a portion of the year’s crops. Black individuals now 

had independence over their daily lives, but the sharecropping system put most 

sharecroppers in enormous debt to the landowners, resulting in poor, unhygienic 

conditions, similar to those of slavery.  

The Jim Crow laws legally ensured that black people were second-class citizens. 

For example, according to the laws, a black man could not shake the hand of white man, 

black individuals could not kiss in public, and black people always had to refer to white 

                                                 
1
 “Slavery in America - Black History,” HISTORY.com, accessed November 3, 

2015, http://www.history.com/topics/black-history/slavery. 
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people with courtesy titles of respect.
2
 Black individuals, usually men, could be killed for 

even the smallest infractions, or accusations of infractions, against whites.  

The civil rights movement, including the abolition of Jim Crow, took place in the 

beginning of the 1950s and 1960s. Leaders such as Malcolm X and Martin Luther King 

Jr. led the movement to integrate schools, allow interracial marriages, and gain civil 

equality between the races. Towards the end of the century, housing zones and 

incarceration systems subjugated the United States’ black population in an apparent 

backlash against the civil rights movement.
3
 An intense discussion about black lives in 

America has been brought to the forefront of public discourse as a result of highly 

publicized deaths of black persons in recent years.  

 Throughout the history of black lives in the United States there have been 

movements for racial justice taking place simultaneously in the courts and in the streets. 

The movement within the court system revolves around changing laws and acquiring 

legal rights within the governmental sphere of society. This work is often seen as the 

more “civil” portion of the movement as it functions within the bounds of structured 

systems and rules. The part of the movement that chooses to work outside of structured 

legal systems, the streets movement, relies on protests, media, and the greater public 

sphere. The part of movements for racial justice that refuses to work within structured 

systems is often considered the “uncivil” portion, but is by no means less powerful. Both 

                                                 
2
 David Pilgrim, “What Was Jim Crow,” Jim Crow Museum: Origins of Jim 

Crow, September, 2000, accessed September 10, 2015, 

http://www.ferris.edu/jimcrow/what.htm. 
3
 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 

Colorblindness, New York: The New Press, 2012, 1-19. 
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aspects – movements in the structural system and movements outside of that system – are 

essential to the creation of material change within society. 

Despite these different approaches to improving the livelihood of blacks, both 

methods are inextricably linked. Governmental and public opinions reflect societal values 

and work simultaneously to influence society as a whole. At the same time, governmental 

and public opinions also influence each other in a bidirectional relationship. Government 

standpoints structure public conversations, while public opinions influence government 

action. Although there is often public pressure to grant more power to movements 

working within the courts over movements working outside of the structural system in 

the streets, both aspects of movements for racial justice are in constant dialogue and are 

essential to instigating societal change.  

The ongoing discrimination against black bodies is heavily nuanced. There is no 

single law or framework that creates the vast inequality between whites and blacks that 

currently permeates our public sphere. The United States social justice system is a 

conglomerate of practices, policies, and traditions that create the conditions that make 

violence against the black body feasible. It would be nearly impossible to examine every 

facet of racial inequality in the United States, so we must break the system into 

manageable pieces to analyze and eventually influence if we are to instigate long-term 

change and more equitable social systems.  

Throughout this thesis I do not intend to account for the entire black experience in 

the United States. I do not even intend to speak for most black experiences. Instead, I will 

focus on three well-publicized and influential moments in history in which specific black 

bodies suffered significant violence at the hands of white men. It is my hope that future 
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research can shed light on other instances I am unable to include, but three incidents 

encompass the scope of my work in this project. I direct my attention to a point of 

intersection between race, media, and government by analyzing the initial articles 

published by the New York Times after the deaths of Emmett Till in 1955, Fred Hampton 

in 1969, and Michael Brown in 2014. In addition to the New York Times articles, I also 

examine the governmental responses following the deaths of these black men.  

In this thesis I argue that widely circulating, credible news outlets participate in 

the conditions of possibility
4
 for governmental action as they function behind the guise of 

“factual truth.” In an examination of New York Times articles immediately following the 

deaths of Emmett Till, Fred Hampton, and Michael Brown, I find that the initial reporting 

serves as a foundation from which much of the following discussions and repercussions 

stem. I argue that institutional racism is still a prominent issue within the United States 

and that whiteness is able to subtly protect itself through moderate reporting of highly 

racialized issues paired with government action.  

Emmett Till 

 

Emmett Till was a 14-year-old black man from Chicago who was visiting family 

in Money, Mississippi. Till was fatally beaten and shot by Roy Bryant and J. W. Milam, 

two white men, on August 28, 1955. Till allegedly flirted with Bryant’s wife, a white 

woman. Till’s body was found in the Tallahatchie River three days later. Till’s story 

made headlines when his mother insisted on having an open-casket funeral so the public 

could see the effects of the beating Till had suffered. Photographs of Till’s disfigured 

                                                 
4
 Ronald Walter Greene, “Another Materialist Rhetoric,” Critical Studies in Mass 

Communication 15, no. 1 (March 1998): 21–40.  
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face were widely publicized and thousands of people visited the funeral home in Chicago 

to see Till’s almost unrecognizable body for themselves. Several newspapers and 

magazines printed photos of Till’s corpse and his death began to spark public outrage, 

especially after the head of the N.A.A.C.P., Roy Wilkins, labeled the death a lynching.
5
 

The two men who kidnapped and murdered Till were arrested and tried, but despite 

witness testimony and evidence to the contrary, both men were acquitted after less than 

an hour of deliberation by an all-white jury. Less than a year later, protected by double 

jeopardy, Bryant and Milam confessed to killing Till and sold their story to Look 

Magazine. Till’s murder came at the end of the Jim Crow’s reign in the South and many 

believe it served as a “catalyst”
6
 for the start of the 1950s and 1960s civil rights 

movement. 

Fred Hampton 

On December 4, 1969, police fatally shot Fred Hampton, a 21-year-old black 

man. He was a leader of the Black Panther Party and was killed during a weapons raid of 

Panther headquarters in Chicago. Another Panther leader, Mark Clark, was killed, while 

three other Panther members and one officer were injured. At the time of the raid, the 

shootout between police and the Panthers was vehemently disputed. The Chicago police 

claimed the Panthers had started shooting when they arrived, while the Panthers insisted 

the police entered the apartment firing their weapons. The twelve officers involved in the 

shooting were never convicted of a crime, although the investigation into the incident 

                                                 
5
 Douglas O. Linder, “The Emmett Till Murder Case: A Chronology,” The 

Emmett Till Murder Case: A Chronology, accessed September 9, 2015, 

http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/till/emmetttillchrono.html. 
6
 “Emmett Till,” History.com, 2009, accessed September 18, 2015. 
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found that only a single shot came from a Panther weapon while the officers fired nearly 

100 bullets.
7
 Almost ten years later in 1976, it was exposed that the FBI had arranged for 

Hampton’s killing as part of the COINTELPRO counterintelligence program; this 

revelation damaged the reputation of FBI director, J. Edgar Hoover.
8
 Hampton’s death 

sparked controversy and protest, and Hampton became an “improbable hero of the Civil 

Rights Movement.”
9
  

Michael Brown 

 

Michael Brown was an 18-year-old black man killed by a police officer on 

August 9, 2014 in Ferguson, Missouri. He was shot in the street after an alleged 

altercation with the officer, Darren Wilson. Although there are many competing reports 

on the details of Brown’s death, all agree he was unarmed. Many believe he was raising 

his arms in surrender when he was shot by the officer, though some witnesses claim 

Brown was attacking Wilson. After the shooting, Brown’s body was left in the street for 

more than four hours. This delay of action prompted criticism and outrage against the 

Ferguson police department. In the weeks after Brown’s murder it was revealed that he 

had stolen cigars from a local shop, but this was not the reason for the altercation. 

Brown’s death sparked protests, which some classified as riots, throughout Ferguson; in 

the months following his death the National Guard was summoned twice to Ferguson to 

                                                 
7
 “The Black Panther Raid and the Death of Fred Hampton.” Chicagotribune.com, 

accessed September 9, 2015, 

http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/politics/chi-chicagodays-pantherraid-

story-story.html. 
8
 Ron Grossman, “Fatal Black Panther Raid in Chicago Set off Sizable 

Aftershocks,” Chicago Tribune, December 4, 2014, Chicago History Section, accessed 

September 17, 2015, http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/history/ct-black-panther-raid-

flashback-1207-20141206-story.html. 
9
 Grossman, “Fatal Black Panther Raid in Chicago Set off Sizable Aftershocks.”  

http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/politics/chi-chicagodays-pantherraid-story-story.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/politics/chi-chicagodays-pantherraid-story-story.html
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temper protesters. Brown’s death was widely publicized and served as a catalyst for 

national conversations, the Black Lives Matter Movement, and public outrage all over the 

country.  

I have chosen to study the initial New York Times articles following the deaths of 

Till, Hampton, and Brown. All three were young, black men killed by gunshot in the 

United States. Hampton and Brown were both killed by police, while Till’s murderers 

were never convicted due to a lack of evidence, which, considering the confession made 

by Bryant and Milam only months after the trial, at least gestures toward police 

complicity with the death. In all cases the victims were unarmed black men, while the 

killers were white men in positions of power. None of the killers were convicted of 

murder or served any time in jail. The deaths of Till, Hampton, and Brown also initiated 

wide-spread public response and mobilization of large groups of people. In Till’s case, 

thousands saw the photo of his corpse and/or attended his funeral. Some say his death 

sparked the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s.
10

 Riots and altercations with 

police followed the death of Hampton as well as increased militancy from the Black 

Panther Party. Brown’s death prompted months of protests and riots, the Black Lives 

Matter Movement, and extensive national debate about current race relations. Finally, the 

three deaths span nearly 60 years of history. It is productive to study how the reporting 

and governmental decisions surrounding black male deaths at the hands of white 

individuals has evolved in the history of the United States.
11

  

                                                 
10

 Clenora Hudson-Weems, “Resurrecting Emmett Till: The Catalyst of the 

Modern Civil Rights Movement,” Journal of Black Studies 29 (2), Sage Publications, 

Inc., (1998): 179–88.  
11

 By choosing the deaths of Till, Hampton, and Brown I do not mean to exclude 

other examples of racialized deaths as there have been many in the past 60 years. Instead, 
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New York Times 

 

The New York Times is one of America’s longest running newspapers and has 

been viewed throughout history as a consistent source of reliable information. In 2014 the 

paper had approximately 831,000 electronic subscribers
12

 and a print circulation of nearly 

700,000.
13

 The New York Times claims to be an unbiased source of fact; a portion of its 

mission statement reads, “the goal of The New York Times is to cover the news as 

impartially as possible — “without fear or favor,” in the words of Adolph Ochs, our 

patriarch — and to treat readers, news sources, advertisers and others fairly and openly, 

and to be seen to be doing so.”
14

 Today, the New York Times maintains this reputation 

and many view it as one of the nation’s “most respected newspapers.”
15

 Although some 

argue the New York Times has a slight liberal bias.
16

  

The New York Times reported on the deaths and immediate aftermaths of Till, 

Hampton, and Brown. This initial reporting makes it a relevant source to study public 

discourse after all three deaths. The New York Times is a self-proclaimed unbiased and 

                                                                                                                                                 

I hope to use Till, Hampton, and Brown as a representative case study. I believe they are 

representative of the many black individuals who have been killed at the hands of white 

individuals. 
12

 Ravi Somaiya, “New York Times Co. Gains Circulation, but Profit Falls 21%,” 

The New York Times, July 29, 2014, accessed September 17, 2015, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/30/business/despite-circulation-gains-profit-falls-21-at-

new-york-times-co.html. 
13

 “New York Times: Circulation 2014,” Statista, 2015, accessed September 18, 

2015, http://www.statista.com/statistics/193792/average-paid-circulation-of-the-new-

york-times/. 
14

 “Standards and Ethics,” The New York Times Company, accessed September 

19, 2015, http://www.nytco.com/who-we-are/culture/standards-and-ethics/. 
15

 Neil Weinberg, “NYT vs. WSJ: Liberal Bias Vs. Conservative Bias?,” Forbes, 

October 23, 2010, accessed September 16, 2015, 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/neilweinberg/2010/10/23/nyt-vs-wsj-liberal-bias-vs-

conservative-bias/. 
16

 Weinberg, “NYT vs. WSJ: Liberal Bias Vs. Conservative Bias?”  
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reliable media outlet that has become a staple in the United States’ news system. It is read 

and trusted by a large percentage of the population and it is my goal to investigate how 

such news sources function within society to aid material outcomes such as governmental 

action.  

Moving forward, I explore rhetorical theories of race – blackness and whiteness – 

and media credibility in chapter one. In chapter two, I analyze the initial New York Times 

articles after the deaths of Till, Hampton, and Brown. In chapter three, I situate the 

articles in a larger social, political, and historical context and draw some conclusions 

about the analysis this thesis offers. Ultimately, I investigate the intersection between a 

prominent media source and government action. I argue that institutional racism is still a 

prominent issue in modern society and that widely circulating, credible news media 

sources participate in the conditions of possibility for racialized government action. 
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Race Theory and Credibility in Media 

In order to adequately study the initial New York Times articles published after the 

deaths of Emmett Till, Fred Hampton, and Michael Brown, it is vital to situate my 

analysis within the current literature. I review theories of race – blackness and whiteness, 

media credibility and influence, as well as theories of race within news media. I begin 

with a review of critical race theory. Second, I review discussions of blackness. Third, I 

discuss current theories of whiteness. Fourth, I review the literature on news media 

credibility. Finally, I end with a review of literature that is situated at the intersection of 

race and news media. It is this nexus of literatures and arguments into which my thesis 

presents its conclusions. 

Critical Race Theory 

Critical Race Theory is a “comprehensive movement in thought and life – created 

primarily, though not exclusively, by progressive intellectuals of color.”
17

 Critical race 

theory “compels us to confront critically the most explosive issue in American 

civilization: the historical centrality and complicity of law in upholding white supremacy 

(and concomitant hierarchies of gender, class, and sexual orientation).”
18

 It is a 

movement, with roots in legal scholarship that critically analyzes race and white 

supremacy in American culture.
19

 Critical Race scholarship, according to Crenshaw et. al. 

is  

                                                 
17

 Kimberlé Crenshaw, Neil Gotanda, Gary Peller, and Kendall Thomas, 

eds., Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings That Formed the Movement, New York: 

The New Press, 1996, xi. 
18

 Crenshaw et al., Critical Race Theory, xi 
19

 Ibid., xiii 
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unified by two common interests. The first is to understand how a regime of 

white supremacy and its subordination of people of color have been created and 

maintained in America, and, in particular, to examine the relationship between 

that social structure and professed ideals such as ‘the rule of law’ and ‘equal 

protection.’
20

  

 

Through my analysis of the New York Times articles following the deaths of Till, 

Hampton, and Brown, I intend to participate in, and add to, Critical Race scholarship with 

a discussion of how news media participates in the creation of racialized legal 

consequences and governmental action.  

Blackness 

 Negative attitudes between races can give rise to interracial conflicts and frames 

of discourse utilized by one race against another. Stereotypes are a type of negative 

attitudes and have been defined as “simplistic” categorizations that, “resist disconfirming 

evidence, and create self-fulfilling prophecies when mutually stereotyping groups 

interact.”
21

 Lee Siegelman and Steven A. Tuch found that unfavorable images of blacks 

are still commonplace and have an influence on attitudes toward integration and 

multiculturalism.
22

 Stereotypes have the potential to influence attitudes of both the 

majority and the minority. Siegelman and Tuch also observe that black people are aware 

of white people’s negative stereotypes toward them and this awareness has the potential 

to influence interracial attitudes.
23

 Stereotypes are one of the central causes for interracial 

conflict. 

                                                 
20

 Ibid., xiii 
21

 Lee Sigelman, and Steven A. Tuch, “Metastereotypes,” Public Opinion 

Quarterly 61, no. 1 (Spring 1997): 87. 
22

 Sigelman et al., “Metastereotypes,” 99. 
23

 Ibid., 99. 
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 One response to racial inequality and negative stereotypes of black persons has 

been the creation of the black power trope. Black power is a common rhetorical trope, 

born from the Black Panther Party in the 1960s that emphasizes black individuals taking 

control of their lives and communities. Bryan J. McCann argues that the discourse 

surrounding the death of Trayvon Martin abandoned the trope of black power, and 

allowed for colorblind readings of the incident, by focusing only on two key narratives: 

“One pitted a violent Black youth against a dutiful neighborhood watch captain defending 

his life. The other posited Martin as an innocent young man.”
24

 McCann argues that, 

“both narratives foreclosed others that would potentially acknowledge the legitimacy of 

Black anger regarding White supremacy”
25

 while reinforcing “an ideological matrix in 

which Black violence is either vicious and therefore inexcusable or essentially absent.”
26

 

McCann contends that tropes of black power and black anger are essential for the 

development of antiracism.
27

 According to McCann’s theory, abandoning discourses of 

black self-defense in the Trayvon Martin case allowed for colorblind readings of the 

incident that conceal white supremacy. 

Whiteness 

White is a racial category just like Black, Asian, or Hispanic, but it is rarely 

discussed as such because whiteness commonly functions invisibly in modern society. 

Richard Dyer’s essay White was one of the first notable essays about whiteness and how 

                                                 
24

 Bryan J. McCann, “On Whose Ground? Racialized Violence and the 

Prerogative of ‘Self-Defense’ in the Trayvon Martin Case,” Western Journal of 

Communication 78, no. 4 (July 2014): 481.  
25

 McCann, “On Whose Ground?,” 481. 
26

 Ibid., 486. 
27

 Ibid., 493. 
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it functions through invisibility. Dyer claims, “white power secures its dominance by 

seeming not to be anything in particular, but also because, when whiteness qua whiteness 

does come into focus, it is often revealed as emptiness, absence, denial, or even a kind of 

death.”
28

 It is the invisibility and normalization of whiteness, he argues, that gives it its 

representational power. Ellen Cushman also states that, “whiteness is the baseline against 

which all other racial identities are read” and that the skin color of the face is the most 

common marker of racial categorization.
29

 

 Recently, whiteness has entered the academic sphere as a racial category worthy 

of study. Tammie M. Kennedy, Joyce Irene Middleton, and Krista Ratcliffe define 

whiteness studies: it “is not about individual white people per se; rather, it is about how 

whiteness as a cultural and racial category functions within US language use and haunts 

US people, literature, and institutions.”
30

 They argue that whiteness has thus far been 

unable to be discussed in the same manner as other races because,  

during and after the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, talking about 

whiteness became associated in the dominant white culture with racists and white 

supremacist groups. As a result, polite white society deemed it bad manners to 

discuss whiteness. As a result, discussions of white privilege and its power went 

underground, ultimately becoming invisible to most whites even as it remained 

visible to most nonwhites.
31

  

 

The desire to appear non-racist functioned to normalize whiteness, rendering it invisible. 

Whiteness gains much of its power through invisibility. Academia is often 

complicit in this process, as well. Raka Shome states, “race scholarship usually tends to 

                                                 
28

 Richard Dyer, “White,” Screen 29, no. 4 (September 1988): 44. 
29

 Ibid., 390. 
30

 Tammie M. Kennedy, Joyce Irene Middleton, Krista Ratcliffe, Kathleen Ethel 

Welch, Catherine Prendergast, Ira Shor, Thomas R. West, Ellen Cushman, Michelle 

Kendrick, and Lisa Albrecht, “Whiteness Studies,” Rhetoric Review 24, no. 4 (October 

2005): 360. 
31

 Kennedy et al., “Whiteness Studies,” 366. 
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study the ‘other’ (the non-whites) and in so doing leaves the ‘norm’ (whiteness) intact 

and free of any critical scrutiny.”
32

 Therefore, academia has the burden of bringing 

whiteness into race scholarship. It is also important to recognize that the study of 

whiteness does not necessarily mean the study of white supremacist organizations. 

Instead,  

whiteness, as an institutionalized and systemic problem, is maintained and 

produced not by overt rhetorics of whiteness, but rather, by its "everydayness," by 

the everyday, unquestioned racialized social relations that have acquired a 

seeming normativity and through that normativity function to make invisible the 

ways in which whites participate in, and derive protection and benefits from, a 

system whose rules and organizational relations work to their advantage.
33

  

 

Whiteness is not a single concept, but a process through which individuals of all races are 

socialized; whiteness is taught and learned, rather than an intrinsic quality. 

Although whiteness usually functions within a realm of normativity and 

invisibility, this is not always the case. Shome states, “when the normalcy of whiteness 

gets contested (even if it constitutes a very small challenge to its power), when whiteness 

begins to feel insecure about its power and future, different strategies of self naming 

emerge.”
34

 When whiteness is threatened, it comes to the forefront and names itself, 

becoming “a ‘full’ category.
35

 Whiteness therefore functions both in an invisible, 

normative sphere as well as in the forefront of discourse. The deciding factor of where 

whiteness will fall in a particular context depends on the threat whiteness faces in the 

rhetorical moment.  

                                                 
32

 Raka Shome, “Outing Whiteness,” Critical Studies in Media 

Communication17, no. 3 (September 2000): 366.  
33

 Shome, “Outing Whiteness,” 366. 
34

 Ibid., 368. 
35

 Ibid., 368. 
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Ruth Frankenberg builds on the notion that whiteness is a dynamic concept. She 

posits that, “variability in how whiteness is seen is anything but random: rather, it can be 

accounted for, analyzed, and challenged.”
36

 She argues, “whiteness is always constructed, 

always in the process of being made and unmade. Indeed, its characterization as 

unmarked marker is itself an ‘ideological’ effect that seeks to cover the tracks of its 

constructedness, specificity, and localness, even as they appear.”
37

 Whiteness is a 

dynamic concept that is constantly being constructed to fit the needs of the situation. 

Through its dynamism, whiteness functions to protect itself and remain dominant. Race 

and racism are also not independent from each other; they are “fundamentally 

interwoven.”
38

 Whiteness is a complex and constantly changing force that consistently 

functions to protect itself and remain dominant. 

Whiteness is able to assert dominance through a lens of historical context. bell 

hooks argues, “in white supremacist society, white people can ‘safely’ imagine that they 

are invisible to black people since the power they have historically asserted, and even 

now collectively assert over black people accorded them the right to control the black 

gaze.”
39

 Furthermore, hooks contends, “most white people do not have to ‘see’ black 

people (constantly appearing on billboards, television, movies, in magazines, etc.) and 

they do not need to be ever on guard, observing black people, to be ‘safe,’ they can live 

as though black people are invisible and can imagine that they are also invisible to 

                                                 
36

 Ruth Frankenberg, ed., Displacing Whiteness: Essays in Social and Cultural 

Criticism, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997, 6. 
37

 Frankenberg, Ed., Displacing Whiteness, 16. 
38

 Ibid., 9. 
39

 bell hooks, “Representing Whiteness in the Black Imagination,” In Displacing 

Whiteness, edited by Ruth Frankenberg, NC: Duke University Press, 1997, 168. 
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blacks.”
40

 hooks argues that whiteness is invisible to white people because historical 

context and lack of black visibility allows them to do so. 

Fear and terror also preserve the power of whiteness. Thomas R. West argues that 

whiteness can function to produce extreme material consequences through the production 

of fear and terror. He says, “Attacks on the World Trade Center have served to mobilize a 

perceived beset whiteness that historically has used racial violence and terror as its 

supreme strategies to police and defend ‘white’ interests and power.”
41

 This has led 

whiteness to represent an image of terror in the black imagination, but this representation 

of whiteness in the black imagination is invisible to whites.
42

 hooks writes,  

in contemporary society, white and black people alike believe that racism no 

longer exists. This erasure, however mythic, diffuses the representation of 

whiteness as terror in the black imagination. It allows for assimilation and 

forgetfulness. The eagerness with which contemporary society does away with 

racism, replacing this recognition with evocations of pluralism and diversity that 

further mask reality, is a response to the terror, but it has also become a way to 

perpetuate the terror by providing a cover, a hiding place. Black people still feel 

the terror, still associate it with whiteness, but are rarely able to articulate the 

varied ways we are terrorized because it is easy to silence by accusations of 

reverse racism or by suggesting that black folks who talk about the ways we are 

terrorized by whites are merely evoking victimization to demand special 

treatment.
43

  

 

Discussions of a colorblind society mask the terror that whiteness evokes to block it from 

discourse. Colorblindness aids in the association of whiteness with terror and serves to 

keep whiteness in a position of dominance. 

 Colorblindness is another method through which whiteness remains invisible and 

dominant. Colorblindness is an “ally to White supremacy” because it disregards the 
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differences in lived experiences between whites and people of color which “upholds and 

affirms dominant ways of being, knowing, and doing at the expense of alternatives.” 
44

 

Colorblindness also allows racism to continue to function at an unconscious level. 

Charles R. Lawrence III argues, “a large part of the behavior that produces racial 

discrimination is influenced by unconscious racial motivation.”
45

 Colorblindness not only 

functions to keep whiteness invisible, but it also functions to occlude racism and allow it 

to operate unconsciously. In order to have productive dialogues about race in America, 

ideas of colorblindness will have to be left behind. 

Credibility 

The news media possesses tremendous influence over beliefs and attitudes of both 

the public and political spheres. Framing and agenda setting are two ways in which media 

functions to have an effect on mass audiences. Framing is “based on the assumption that 

how an issue is characterized in news reports can have an influence on how it is 

understood by audiences,” and agenda setting “refers to the idea that there is a strong 

correlation between the emphasis that mass media place on certain issues (e.g., based on 

relative placement or amount of coverage) and the importance attributed to these issues 
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by mass audiences.”
46

 Through framing and agenda setting, mass media can have an 

immense impact on audience interpretations. 

 Public audiences expect news media to present facts about incidents and events. 

But editors and journalists have the authority to choose which facts are reported and 

which are not. Yigal Godler and Zvi Reich posit that, “journalists may well perceive facts 

differently not only under different personal, social and institutional circumstances, but 

also as a function of infinitely diverse professional situations encountered in their minute-

by-minute practical experience with given stories, sources and types of information.”
47

 

Journalists are extremely influenced by the context in which they investigate and report a 

story, but many journalists are committed to simply reporting the facts. This creates an 

imbalance between many journalists’ view of the facts and their commitment to reporting 

them.  

 The imbalance created between facts and bias by journalists’ use of narratives 

effect audiences. John Street posits that a productive method to analyze content is to “not 

ask about the balance or truthfulness in the report, but rather to focus on the narrative; to 

be less concerned with the events and details, and more with the way they are linked to 

tell a story.”
48

 Stories and narratives invite readers to view events in a certain way, but 

audiences also interpret the symbols and signs within these narratives.
49

 Street argues that 

the media should be “viewed, not as having a distinct influence which allows particular 
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texts to generate particular effects, but rather as putting a set of ideas into circulation, as 

normalizing a set of practices and attitudes, representing ‘common sense.’”
50

 The media 

encourages audiences to read and interpret from a particular, normalized perspective, but 

it is audiences who actually create meaning from media. 

 The media’s influence can be determined, in part, by its source’s credibility. Ann 

E. Williams argues that media trust is correlated to media attention. She reports that 

audiences are more likely to interact with and, therefore allow themselves to be 

influenced by, media they deem trustworthy.
51

 For newspapers, trust in those who deliver 

the news plays an important role in audience attention and consumption. 

Even the most reputable news sources, however, may still be biased. Lee Artz 

studied the New York Times reporting of the Gaza-Israeli conflict and found that a both 

sides framing narrative
52

 allowed the New York Times to “present a ‘balance sheet’ with 

wide disparity in depiction and representation.”
53

 The both sides narrative permits the 

newspaper to appear unbiased while actually shaping the issue in favor of Israel. Artz 

observes that even though the New York Times is considered to be a neutral and unbiased 

source of information, it actually frames issues in a particular way. This is especially 

concerning given the newspaper’s potential influence on audience perceptions and 

interpretations. 
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 Media influence spreads beyond public audiences. Douglas A. Van Belle reports 

that, “news can serve reasonably well as an indicator for the study of bureaucratic 

responsiveness.”
54

 Van Belle studied network television news coverage as well as the 

New York Times. Based on the assumption that news media plays in important role in 

modern politics, Van Belle concludes that “the news media act not just as disseminators 

of news from the government to the public, but also serve as a source of information used 

by decision makers in government.”
55

 Not only do news sources influence public 

audiences, but they can also influence government action as well.  

Race and Media  

I have outlined current discussions on race and media as they function 

independently from one another, but race and media can also operate simultaneously. My 

thesis intervenes at the intersection of media and race; in this section, I review several 

prominent articles that fall within the same sphere.  

In 1969, Robert E. Smith claimed that whiteness permeated every facet of news 

media.
56

 Smith posits, “white editors, reporters, and news managers, are always slightly 

surprised when black people behave like something other than savages.”
57

 He also notes, 

“ reporters, commentators, and especially editorialists, find it hard to realize that their 
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audience is made up of people of many races and colors.”
58

 Smith claims that news 

sources of the 1960s were written for white audiences from a white perspective with a 

critical lens toward people of color. 

News sources are still criticized of being oriented in a white perspective, although 

the influence of the media is laden with nuance and complexities. It is argued that the 

media has a tremendous influence on societal perceptions when media “reinforces and 

channels attitudes and opinions that are consistent with the psychological makeup of the 

person and the social structure of the groups with which he or she identifies.”
59

 The 

media’s portrayal of minorities has an effect on individuals of all races, but the effect is 

complex and rooted in each person’s individual social, emotional, psychological, and 

familial experiences.
60

  

Effects are made even more complex because many media sources are invested in 

making a profit. The news industry is a business and “media ‘marketing’ of the news has 

led to, among other questionable practices, an increased emphasis on information 

targeted to high-economic-profile audiences.”
61

 Media influences audiences of all races, 

but content and framing are often marketed to those with the greatest social and economic 

power. In terms of race, news media is targeted to middle-class white people. 

Credibility perceptions also play an important role in the complex effects of 

racialized news media. Esther Thorson and Christopher E. Beaudoin analyze responses to 

news media concluding, “blacks viewed news coverage of Blacks as being less credible 
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than did non-Blacks, and Blacks viewed news coverage of Whites as being more credible 

than did non-Blacks.”
62

 People recognize news credibility problems in regards to their 

own race, but are unable to translate those credibility inconsistencies to reporting of other 

races. 

Research has concluded that media has a complex effect on audiences of all racial 

backgrounds. Studies also show that media “often depicts Blacks as being violent, lazy, 

poor, and threatening toward Caucasians,” and numerous studies posit the conclusion that 

blacks are portrayed negatively in media much more commonly than their white 

counterparts.
63

 Carolyn Martindale found that between 1950 and 1989, “Positive changes 

in coverage of African-Americans include the increased volume of coverage and greater 

attention to Everyday Life Coverage of black Americans. These changes must be set 

against rising Stereotypic Coverage in some papers and decreased exploration of black 

problems.”
64

 Martindale found that before, during, and after the Civil Rights Movement 

of the 1960s newspaper coverage of black Americans increased, but also continued to 

portray the minority in stereotypical situations. This portrayal of African Americans in 

stereotypical situations is still a prominent issue today. 

Reporting of racialized incidents also functions to obscure racial inequality. In an 

analysis of news articles after the death of Rodney King, Nicole Maurantonio reports 
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that, “history, journalists asserted, happened to both Rodney King and Emmett Till.”
65

 

Newspapers framed the deaths of King and Till as historical accidents, a frame that 

weakens arguments about racial inequality in America. She concludes, “The myths of 

King as victim and journalism as hero bear consequence for understandings of how 

journalistic mythologizing can reinforce racism and narratives of history that privilege 

whiteness.”
66

 By creating a myth of King as a victim in the news stories after his death, 

newspapers function to reinforce understandings of history that overlook the severity of 

historical racial inequality and circumvent conversations about race in contemporary 

society. In the majority of news reports, African Americans are either portrayed in 

stereotypical roles or portrayed in a manner that obscures the racialized history in the 

United States. 

Racialized media can influence more than just public opinion. Lawrence III 

argues, “judicial exploration of the cultural meaning of governmental actions with 

racially discriminatory impact is the best way to discover the unconscious racism of 

governmental actors.”
67

 Lawrence calls for an analysis of institutional racism through the 

lens of the judicial system, with an understanding that media can have an influence on 

audiences’ perceptions of the world. 

The intersection of race and media is a robust area for research. Current 

discourses about race argue that whiteness functions to protect its dominance through 

invisibility. Narratives of colorblindness also serve to protect social order while 
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stereotypes foster interracial conflict. News media appears to be unbiased, but actually 

has a significant effect on audience perceptions, especially since it is rooted in a white 

perspective. Media in the United States is highly racialized, usually portrays African 

Americans in stereotypical roles, and obscures racial inequality. In the next section I add 

to discussions about race and media by analyzing the New York Times articles published 

after the deaths of Emmett Till, Fred Hampton, and Michael Brown.  
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Analysis of Articles 

 

Using the lenses of blackness, whiteness, and media theories discussed in chapter 

two, I now analyze the initial New York Times articles written after the deaths of Emmett 

Till, Fred Hampton, and Michael Brown. I first analyze each article individually, 

beginning with the article after Till’s death, followed by the article after Hampton’s 

death, and ending with the article after Brown’s death.
68

 Next, I analyze the articles with 

a focus on trends that span across all three.  

Emmett Till 

 The New York Times published the first article on the death of Emmett Till on 

September 4, 1955, six days after he was killed. The article is titled, “SLAIN YOUTH’S 

BODY SEEN BY THOUSANDS.”
69

 It consists of seven paragraphs and approximately 225 

words. The focus of Till’s article is not on his death, but rather his open-casket funeral. 

The article quotes two people – Till’s mother, Mamie Bradley, and an unnamed funeral 

minister.  

 The article names only Till and Bradley. While the presiding minister offers 

several quotes, he remains unnamed. The two men who were charged with kidnapping 

are unnamed, as is the woman at whom Till reportedly whistled. All individuals who 
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came to view the body are unnamed as well. The article also uses the term “slain” to 

describe Till’s killing twice, once in the title and once in the article. The first sentence of 

the article states, “Services for a 14-year-old Negro boy slain while vacationing in 

Mississippi.” Slain is a term that implies an agent, although the article does not explicitly 

specify who the agents were. 

Fred Hampton 

The first article written by the New York Times after the death of Fred Hampton 

was published on December 4, 1969, the same day Hampton was killed. The article is 23 

paragraphs long and split between two sections of the paper. The article has two titles, 

one at the beginning of each part. The first title reads, POLICE IN CHICAGO SLAY 2 

PANTHERS: Illinois Chairman of Party is Killed in Shoot-Out.
70

 The second title reads, 

2 Black Panther Leaders in Illinois Slain in Clash With a Police Raiding Party.
71

 Two 

entities are quoted within the article, the police, including St. Daniel Groth, and Bobby 

Rush, Black Panther Party deputy minister of defense.  

The article refers to “The Black Panther Party” (also known as the Black 

Panthers, the Panthers, the Party, the group, and other names) seventeen times 

throughout, while Hampton’s name is used only twice. The first sentence of the article 

states, “Fred Hampton, the Illinois chairman of the Black Panther party, and another 

Panther leader were killed today in a pre-dawn shootout with a police raiding party.” This 

sentence immediately associates Hampton with the Panthers; he is a Panther leader killed 
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by a police raiding party. Discussing the Panthers rather than Hampton throughout the 

article puts emphasis on the Party rather than the individual.  

The article summarizes clashes between Panthers and police when it reads, “The 

battle came amid increasing friction between the police and the black community here. 

The friction has involved several incidents in which the police killed black youths under 

controversial circumstances and incidents in which blacks have opened fire on the 

police.” The article then describes a past scenario in which Panthers initiated a conflict 

with police. It reports, “police responded to a report that armed men were on the street 

near an abandoned building, and the men opened fire when the police closed in on them.”  

The article hails the previous description by using the same language, “opened fire.” The 

article, however, does not discuss an incident in which police killed black men “under 

controversial circumstances.” The article describes a conflict in which both parties are at 

fault, but then only describes an incident that indicts one of the sides. The article also 

states, “the party’s leadership has been decimated in recent months by a wave of arrests 

and police actions.” Panthers’ past illegal activity is implied. The article also describes 

the police action as a “raid.” The term raid is used six times throughout the article, and it 

also states that the “raid was carried out on a warrant.” Raid and warrant are both legal 

terms that suggest the police were acting in a just manner. 

Throughout the article, police represent all law enforcement. The article describes 

“a police raiding party,” stating, “the police said they seized a quantity of weapons,” and, 

“policemen with helmets and rifles were stationed on nearby roofs.” At the end of the 

article law enforcement is described as “the authorities.” The article states, “The 

authorities said that all seven would be charged with attempted murder” and ends with a 
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paraphrased quote from Bobby Rush asserting, “Hampton was ‘murdered’ while he slept 

in bed in a ‘search and destroy mission’ by the authorities.”  

Finally, the article focuses on accounts of the police and Panthers in opposition. 

The article does not include a description of an instance when Panthers and police 

interacted peacefully. 

Michael Brown 

 The New York Times article published after the death of Michael Brown is longer 

than the previous two I analyzed. It was published on August 10, 2014, the day after 

Brown’s shooting. The article comprises 27 paragraphs and contains quotes from seven 

different people. The article is titled: Grief and Protests Follow Shooting of a Teenager: 

Police Say Mike Brown Was Killed After Struggle for Gun in St. Louis Suburb.
72

 The title 

does not indicate that Brown’s death was the result of a police shooting, although it is 

clarified in the first sentence of the article. The first line reads, “The fatal shooting of an 

unarmed black teenager Saturday by a police officer in a St. Louis suburb came after a 

struggle for the officer’s gun.” Readers immediately learn that an officer killed Brown, 

but it is not mentioned in the title.  

 The article emphasizes the physical altercation between Brown and the officer. 

The term “struggle” is used five times throughout the article, always as a description of 

the interaction between Brown and the officer. The article states, “killed after struggle for 

gun,” “a struggle for the officer’s gun,” “the two had struggled over the officer’s gun,” “a 
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struggle occurred ‘over the officer’s weapon,” and “the encounter occurred and the initial 

struggle ensued.” The struggle is paired with the officer’s gun in four out of the five 

instances. The article goes on to describe that Brown was, “killed after he had assaulted a 

police officer,” “the genesis of this was a physical confrontation,” and asserts that Brown 

“pushed the officer back into the car and ‘physically assaulted’ him.” The article insists 

that Brown was killed as the result of the physical altercation. 

The officer involved in the shooting remains unnamed throughout the article;
73

 he 

is referred to exclusively as “the officer.” Brown is referred to as “Mike Brown,” “an 

unarmed black teenager,” “Michael Brown,” “youth,” and “Mr. Brown.” Also notable is 

the description of a statement from the St. Louis County police chief, Jon Belmar, which 

states, “the St. Louis County prosecuting attorney would determine whether the shooting 

was justified or charges should be filed.” The term “justified” is notable because it, like 

“the police,” is connected with justice and the legal system.  

The article also connects an investigation with resolution. It states, “community 

and civic leaders pleaded for calm and to allow the investigation to run its course. ‘We 

have to do this in a constructive manner,’ Mayor James Knowles III of Ferguson said.” 

The investigation is designated as constructive, however when discussing the protests, the 

article begins by stating that the police explanation was “met with outrage and 

skepticism” and that “people gathered at the scene of the shooting to question the police 

and light candles.” Residents are described as “distressed.” As the article progresses, 

descriptors change. The article states, “tensions between the police and the African-

American community were on display . . . Witnesses described a peaceful protest that 
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later turned volatile, and there were scattered reports of violence.” Then later in the same 

paragraph: “rioters shattered the windows . . . it was not immediately clear if anyone was 

injured or arrested during the protests.” Finally, “police officials, fearing civil disorder, 

dispatched officers with police dogs to control the crowds.” Within the article, dissenters 

against the police handling of the incident are initially signified as individuals who 

question police, then are categorized as protesters, then become rioters, and finally are 

depicted as threats to society who need to be controlled by further police action.  

 Lastly, the article links Brown’s killing to the deaths of two other black men, Eric 

Garner and Trayvon Martin. A quote from Ester Haywood, the president of the 

N.A.A.C.P. in St. Louis County states, “We are hurt to hear that yet another teenaged boy 

has been slaughtered by law enforcement, especially in light of the recent death of Eric 

Garner in New York, who was killed for selling cigarettes.” The link to Martin comes at 

the end of the article with the statement: Brown’s “family has retained Benjamin Crump, 

the lawyer who represented Trayvon Martin’s relatives.” The first article written by the 

New York Times after Brown’s death links his killing to the deaths of two other black 

men who were also killed by individuals in positions of power.  

Trends Across Articles on Till, Hampton, and Brown 

 These three articles differ in length; the variation correlates to the time in history 

when they were written. The article after the death of Till was the shortest, followed by 

the article written after Hampton’s death. The longest article was written after the death 

of Brown. Although the articles vary in length, there are many trends that span across 

them.  
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 First, all of the articles imply some kind of investigation or legal action. The 

article after Till’s death reports, “Two white men have been charged with kidnapping the 

boy.” The article after Hampton’s death describes, “all seven would be charged with 

attempted murder.” The article after Brown’s death discusses an ongoing investigation at 

several points, one of which states, “Chief Jackson wanted an independent investigation.” 

Future legal action is implied in all three articles, although the person who is being 

investigated or charged is different in each article. In the case of Till, the men who 

kidnapped him are charged. In the case of Hampton, other Panthers will be charged, and 

in the case of Brown, the entire incident is under investigation, including the officer who 

shot him. 

 It is also notable that none of the articles give the name of the shooter. Till’s 

article states, “two white men have been charged with kidnapping the boy.” Hampton’s 

article discusses and quotes several of the officers who were a part of the raid, but never 

identifies who was shooting at whom. Instead, the article states that Hampton “died in a 

hail of shotgun and pistol fire.” The article after Brown’s death reports that the police 

“did not identify the officer involved by either name or rank.” All of the articles identify 

the victims, but none identify the shooter.  

 All of the articles report the age of the victims. Till’s article states, “Services for a 

14-year-old Negro boy.” Hampton’s article says, “Hampton, 21 years old, and Mark 

Clark, 22.” Hampton’s article also gives the ages of all Panthers in the building. Finally, 

Brown’s article reports, “youth, Michael Brown, 18.” While all articles offer ages for the 

victims, none give ages of involved officers or white perpetrators.  
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 All of the articles reference the victim’s dead bodies. Till’s article uses the term 

“body” more often than it uses “boy” to refer to Till. The article uses “body” five times 

and “boy” four times throughout the article. Hampton’s article describes where Hampton 

and Clark were found and where they had been shot, although it does not specifically use 

the word “body.” Brown’s article reports, “His body remained in the street for some 

time.”  

 Discussions of race are also present in all of the articles. Each article explicitly 

refers to the blackness of the victims and other parties. In the first sentence Till’s article 

states, “a 14-year-old Negro boy.” The article also identifies the minister as black 

reporting, “a Negro minister in the pulpit.” And, the article defines the mourners 

exclusively as black stating, “thousands of Negros today to a South Side church where 

the body was placed on view.” Hampton’s article extensively discusses the Black 

Panthers, which is popularly known as an all-black organization. The article also states, 

“The battle came amid increasing friction between the police and the black community 

here. The friction has involved several incidents in which the police killed black youths 

under controversial circumstances and incidents in which blacks have opened fire on the 

police.” The article uses both references to the Black Panthers as well as explicit terms of 

blackness to talk about the victims and their companions. Brown’s article racializes the 

incident in the first paragraph. The article states, “an explanation that met with outrage 

and skepticism in the largely African-American community.” Later the article includes a 

quote from a city councilman stating, “This situation has brought out whatever rifts were 

between that minority community and the Ferguson government.” The article also 

discusses the protests as being led by black individuals. It states, “heightened tensions 



33 

 

between the police and the African-American community were on display.” Brown’s 

article refers to blackness at several other points, but this is a representative sample. In 

both Hampton and Brown’s articles, blackness is placed in opposition to the police. The 

races of police officers remain unidentified in all of the articles.  

 Although blackness is explicitly hailed in all of the articles, only the articles after 

Till’s death and Brown’s death mention whiteness. Till’s article states, “he reportedly 

whistled at a white woman in a Money store. Two white men have been charged.” 

Brown’s article quotes the city councilman, “Ferguson has a white government and a 

white mayor, but a large black population.” In the case of Till, whiteness is indicated as 

an explanation for the incident, while in the case of Brown, whiteness is revealed in 

opposition to blackness. In the article after Hampton’s death, whiteness is never explicitly 

mentioned.  

 Conflict and violence between blacks and whites and/or the police is also evident 

in all of the articles. Till’s article states that Till, already identified as black, reportedly 

whistled at a white woman and that white men have been charged with his kidnapping. 

Hampton’s article refers to “friction between the police and the black community.” 

Brown’s article refers to conflict in the aforementioned quote from the city councilman. 

All of the articles identify contention between blackness, whiteness, and law 

enforcement.  

 All of the articles imply cause-and-effect. Till was killed because he whistled at 

the white woman. Hampton because he and Clark had weapons and did not comply with 

the warrant. The article reports, “The raid was carried out on a warrant issued on the basis 

of a report by an informer indicating there was a cache of weapons in the apartment . . . 
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Inside the apartment, he said, he saw a woman lying on a bed pointing a shotgun at the 

door. She opened fire on them.” The article implies that if they had not been collecting 

weapons or had not initiated the gunfight, Hampton and Clark would not have died. 

Finally, Brown’s article uses cause-and-effect language to discuss both Brown’s death 

and responses to protests. The article discusses the physical altercation between Brown 

and the officer as the reason for the shooting. The article refers to the physical altercation 

seven separate times, always in reference to the end result of the shooting. The article 

implies that Brown was killed because he engaged in the physical altercation. The 

protests are also described as violence that was met with police violence. The article 

states that protesters were: 

Met by hundreds of police officers in riot gear, carrying rifles and shields, as well 

as K-9 units . . . Witnesses described a peaceful protest that later turned volatile, 

and there were scattered reports of violence. Images and videos captured on 

cellphones and posted on social media sites appeared to show people spray-

painting and looting a QuikTrip gas station and other stores. Rioters shattered the 

windows of the gas station and damaged several police cars. 

 

The protests are understood as invoking violent police action; the police simply reacted to 

the violence of the protests. In all cases, the articles imply that actions of the victims and 

protesters are the cause of the initial contact that led to violence and death.  

 In addition, both Hampton and Brown’s articles link the deaths to previous 

incidents. Hampton’s article refers to “The last shooting incident in which a Black 

Panther and two policemen were killed.” Brown’s article refers to the deaths of Eric 

Garner and Trayvon Martin. Both Till and Brown’s articles refer to the number of people 

who protested and dissented against the killings. The Till article states that “thousands of 

Negros” came to the church and later contends that “and estimated 10,000 persons stood 

in long lines waiting to view the body.” Browns article does not give a specific number 



35 

 

but instead reports that “hundreds of people gathered at the scene of the shooting” and a 

“crowd estimated in the thousands flooded the streets.” Crowds of dissenters do not 

appear in Hampton’s article.  

 Finally, all articles include dissenting voices. In Till’s article the minister is 

quoted saying the “funds would be used ‘so this will not happen again.’” Hampton’s 

article quotes Bobby Rush, the Black Panther minister of defense, saying “that Hampton 

was ‘murdered’ while he slept in bed in a ‘search and destroy mission’ by the authorities. 

Brown’s article includes several dissenting voices including Louis Head, Brown’s 

stepfather, Lesley McSpadden, Brown’s mother, Ester Haywood, the president of the 

N.A.A.C.P. in St. Louis County, and Antonio French, a St. Louis County city 

councilman. In is notable that all articles end with a quote from a dissenting voice. Till’s 

article ends with a quote from the minister: “‘Pamphlets were passed out in from the of 

the funeral parlor last night telling us what to do,’ he said. ‘These pamphlets were passed 

out by Communists. Pay no heed. We don’t need Communists.’” Hampton’s article ends 

with the aforementioned quote from Rush, and Brown’s article ends with a quote from 

McSpadden. The article reports, “‘You took my son away from me,’ she told the 

television news station KMOV. ‘Do you know how hard it was for me to get him to stay 

in school and graduate? You know how many black men graduate? Not many. Because 

you bring them down to this type of level, where they feel like they don’t got nothing to 

live for anyway. “They’re going to take me out anyway.”’” Each article not only includes 

dissenting voices, but also ends with a quote from one of the dissenters.  

 The analysis of each individual article as well as the analysis of trends that span 

all three can be narrowed into four overarching themes, use of personal details, use of 



36 

 

race signification, use of governmental discourse, and use of dissenting voices. I expand 

on these themes and their consequences in the following section.  



37 

 

Conditions of Possibility 

Four themes emerge from the three articles; there is a theme of personal details, a 

theme of race discussions, a theme of governmental discourse, and a theme of dissenting 

voices. These themes participate in the conditions of possibility for larger societal and 

governmental consequences; they create a foundation for future conversations about both 

the incidents and race in general. The themes also provide evidence that institutional 

racism is still a prominent issue in the United States. It is through these themes that 

whiteness is able to subtly protect itself and continue to marginalize black bodies. 

Ultimately in this thesis I conclude that systemic racism is still a dominant issue in 

society and that seemingly credible news sources participate in the conditions of 

possibility for governmental and societal action. 

Themes 

 The first theme present in the articles about Till, Hampton, and Brown is the use 

of personal details. The use and omission of personal information about the individuals 

involved in the incidents humanize the victims and dehumanize the shooters. The names 

of Emmett Till, Fred Hampton, and Michael Brown are all revealed, while the names of 

the shooters are never given. The ages of the victims are also disclosed as an identity 

marker, while the ages of the shooters are never released. A significant amount of 

information about the victims is revealed compared to the personal details given about 

the shooters. By giving the name and age, the New York Times humanizes the victims. 

Till, Hampton, and Brown are portrayed as single individuals who died at the hands of 

white men in positions of power. The lack of information about the shooters, however, 
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serves to do exactly the opposite. The shooters are not humanized, and are therefore less 

likely to be recognized as individuals. The use of the victims’ personal details and the 

omission of the shooters’ information create an imbalance between individuals and larger 

entities. In Till’s article, that entity is the population of white men. In the cases of 

Hampton and Brown the entity is the police. This is especially emphasized in Hampton’s 

article when the police serve to represent all law enforcement. The imbalance between 

individuals and larger entities directs public focus and discourse to the victims. It is 

simpler and easier for publics to discuss individuals rather than entire entities and 

institutions. The focus is therefore pointed to the victims rather than the shooters. 

Although humanizing the victims may allow for publics to feel greater sympathy for the 

victims, the humanization directs focus away from the entities of government, whiteness, 

and institutional racism, consequently allowing them to remain largely unscrutinized. The 

killings are more likely to be discussed as isolated incidents and the entities of whiteness 

and institutional racism are able to remain invisible and dominant. 

 The second prominent theme throughout the articles is race. Blackness is 

highlighted throughout all three articles. The victims and dissenters are all identified 

explicitly as black individuals. Whiteness is only mentioned briefly in the articles after 

Till and Brown’s deaths, and the police officers’ races are never identified. Although it 

can be assumed that the majority of law enforcement officers are white, especially the 

ones involved in the shooting, whiteness, unlike blackness, is not an identifying factor. 

Race is also prominently discussed as conflict within the articles. Blackness is portrayed 

in opposition to the majority, whiteness. Discussing hostility while only mentioning 

blackness, implicitly creates a connection between blackness and aggression. Instead of 
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focusing on racial tensions, the newspaper articles frame blackness as the impetus for 

conflict. 

The physicality of blackness is also operative in the discussions about race. The 

black bodies of the victims are all referenced in the articles. A common narrative about 

blackness focuses on the physical characteristics of black individuals. By discussing the 

dead bodies of each of the victims, the articles participate in the narrative of black 

individuals as purely physical beings. The discussions of race within the articles serve to 

further the narratives about blackness as physical and rooted in conflict. Whiteness 

remains nearly invisible within the articles and the incidents are racialized because 

blackness is highlighted. Blackness is the operative factor within the incidents, while 

whiteness remains invisible. 

The articles after Hampton and Brown’s deaths link the killings to previous 

racialized incidents. The link of Hampton and Brown’s deaths to previous incidents 

serves to further demonstrate racial conflict with a focus on blackness. By discussing an 

instance in which the Black Panthers engaged in a shootout with officers and hailing the 

deaths of Trayvon Martin and Eric Garner, the New York Times further categorizes the 

deaths of Hampton and Brown as racial conflicts focused on blackness. 

 The third prominent theme throughout these articles is the discourse surrounding 

government actions before, during, and after the incidents. All three articles use cause 

and effect language that implicitly supports the actions of the shooters. Till is killed 

because he reportedly whistled at a white woman. Hampton is killed because he is a 

Black Panther who has been illegally obtaining guns and other weapons. Brown is killed 

because he enters into a physical altercation with the police officer. It is implied that if 
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Till, Hampton, and Brown had not done something wrong, they would not have been 

killed; the perpetrators were justified in their actions. This language indicates that Till, 

Hampton, and Brown share in the blame for their own deaths and could potentially enter 

the discourse about the illegality of black individuals’ actions.  

 Another part of this government theme is impending investigations. All three 

articles mention some kind of investigation into the incident. The articles state that Till’s 

killers will be charged with kidnapping, the remaining Panthers will be charged with 

attempted murder, and the entire incident surrounding Brown’s death is under 

investigation. Investigations are widely seen as impartial collections of evidence and 

reviews of facts. Investigations are expected to be colorblind and nondiscriminatory. By 

discussing investigations into the incidents, an image of the government is created that it 

is colorblind as well. Since it is investigating, the government must want to make 

impartial judgments about the incidents. This allows for complacency in moderate 

publics. Since the government is conducting investigations, it must be impartial, and 

therefore can be trusted to make fair judgments about the incidents and individuals 

involved. 

 The final theme seen throughout the articles is that of dissenting voices. All three 

of the articles include voices that protest the deaths of Till, Hampton, and Brown. By 

including dissenting voices, the newspaper appears to simply be reporting the myriad 

facts and opinions about the incidents. But, as noted in the Brown article, the dissenting 

voices can also be equated to rioters and dangerous law-breakers. Reporting dissenting 

voices allows the New York Times to appear unbiased and detached from prejudice about 

the incidents, which therefore allows the newspaper to preserve it’s neutral reputation and 
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credibility. Using these themes, identified in the three articles I analyzed, I will now 

conclude this project by pointing to the ways themes like these function to mobilize 

governmental and social responses that limit the possibilities for anti-racist politics and 

spaces. 

Governmental and Societal Responses 

 The trends and themes across the three articles I have identified participate in the 

conditions of possibility for governmental and societal responses. Ronald Greene argues, 

“rhetorical practices create the conditions of possibility for a governing apparatus to 

judge and program reality.”
74

 The rhetorical practices in the news articles I analyze 

participate in the conditions of possibility for the actions of the United States’ 

government. Here I outline a few of the relationships between the language of the news 

articles and larger social responses. I do not intend to argue that these articles, the New 

York Times, or even media in general correlate directly to larger governmental and 

societal responses in a causal relationship. Instead, I argue that media participates in the 

creation of material realities as part of a complex and nuanced set of factors. Although I 

draw relationships between the language used in governmental responses and the 

language used in the New York Times, their correlation is far more complex than one-to-

one, cause and effect. 

 After Till’s death, J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the FBI issued a letter to the 

Attorney General, Herbert G. Brownwell. In this letter, Hoover recommends that the 

federal government not take action against Till’s killers. He states that the kidnapping and 

killing of private citizens by private citizens is not a Civil Rights issue. He also says, “It 
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should be noted that recently in Washington, D.C., a group of white boys from the State 

of Mississippi were beaten and knifed by Negro youths and this Bureau did not conduct 

an investigation into that matter upon the instructions of the Criminal Division.”
75

 

Hoover attempts to use a colorblind, or a color-equal, argument to claim that the incident 

should not be investigated. Similar to the New York Times articles, Hoover acknowledges 

racial conflict. He asserts that black and white people are killing each other, but uses a 

colorblind argument to explain why the federal government should not get involved. 

Hoover also connects Till’s killing to a previous incident, therefore implicitly creating a 

connection between the circumstances surrounding Till’s death and the death of the white 

boys in Washington D.C. The assertions and arguments made by Hoover in the letter are 

strikingly similar to those posited in the New York Times articles; both the articles and 

Hoover’s response use narratives of colorblindness and links to previous incidents.   

 Links can also be made in the government response after Hampton’s death. In the 

spring of 1970, the grand jury of Illinois investigated Hampton’s death. In the conclusion 

of the report the grand jury wrote:  

Given the political nature of the Panthers, the Grand Jury is forced to conclude 

that they are more interested in the issue of police persecution than they are in 

obtaining justice. It is a sad fact of our society that such groups can transform 

such issues into donations, sympathy and membership, without ever submitting to 

impartial fact finding by anyone. Perhaps the short answer is that revolutionary 

groups simply do not want the legal system to work.
76

 

 

The grand jury positions the Panthers in opposition to the government, much like the New 

York Times article. This statement by the grand jury indicts the Panthers for not 
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cooperating in the investigation while echoing the narrative that government 

investigations are non-biased and racially colorblind. 

 Assumptions made in the New York Times articles are duplicated, and circulated, 

in other governmental responses as well. On July 13, 1970, Hoover gave a public 

statement saying the Black Panthers were “the most dangerous and violence prone of all 

extremist groups.”
77

 This statement mirrors the image of the Panthers created New York 

Times coverage of Hampton’s death. The article describes the Panthers as violent and 

threatening, a narrative echoed by Hoover in this statement just seven months later.  

 Finally, the government response following Brown’s death also bears striking 

resemblance to the New York Times articles. The Department of Justice issued a report 

regarding the criminal investigation of Darren Wilson. The report was issued after an 

investigation of the incident and states that Wilson, “reasonably perceived a deadly threat 

from Brown even if Brown’s hands were empty and he had never reached into his 

waistband because of Brown’s actions in refusing to halt his forward movement toward 

Wilson.”
78

 In the report, Brown moving toward the officer is enough of a threat to justify 

shooting him. Just as the news article focuses on the “struggle” between Brown and 

Wilson before the shooting, the Department of Justice focuses on Brown’s perceived 

threat toward the officer. The assumption that Wilson acted in a justified manner toward 

Brown’s perceived threat is one of the main arguments the Department of Justice 

provides for not prosecuting Wilson.  
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 Many of the trends and themes present in the New York Times articles are 

mirrored in the responses from the government. Here I want to call attention to the 

similarities and point to the way in which credible, widely circulating media discourse 

more generally participates in the conditions of possibility for government response and 

action. This is all the more of an important conclusion because many of the themes seen 

in the articles are also present in societal perceptions more generally.  

In her book, The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander demonstrates how systems 

of mass incarceration unfairly target the United States’ black population. Narratives about 

blackness as scary, violent, and criminal are present in the New York Times articles, 

government responses, and also serve as reasoning for mass incarceration. Alexander 

states,  

mass incarceration is predicated on the notion that an extraordinary number of 

African Americans (but not all) have freely chosen a life of crime and thus belong 

behind bars…a widespread belief that a majority of black and brown men 

unfortunately belong is jail is compatible with the new American creed, provided 

that their imprisonment can be interpreted as their own fault.
79

  

 

The argument used to support policies of mass incarceration is that black people are 

incarcerated at higher rates because they are committing more crime. This resembles the 

language in the New York Times articles when discussing why particular shooting events 

occurred. The articles state that Till, Hampton, and Brown were killed for committing a 

governmental or social crime. The cause and effect language is present both in the 

articles after the deaths, and also in justifications for mass incarceration. The language of 

media is echoed in governmental responses, but also in societal justifications for black 

subjugation more generally. 
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 While it may be a public taboo to overtly express racist opinions in the United 

States in 2015, racism and the subjugation of black bodies continue to function through 

the disguise of crime and delinquency. Narratives of colorblindness and crime make it is 

easy for discourses of criminality, whiteness, and order to allow white citizens to 

overlook issues of racial inequality. Whiteness functions invisibly and protects its 

position of dominance.  

 In this thesis, I argue that widely circulating news sources that are understood by 

a public to be credible participate in the conditions of possibility for governmental and 

societal action. In an analysis of the first New York Times articles published after the 

deaths of Emmett Till, Fred Hampton, and Michael Brown, I argue that the initial 

reporting bears a striking resemblance to the conclusions and statements made by 

governmental agencies about the incidents. I posit that the invisibility of whiteness aids in 

allowing racism to be operative in social and political policy in the United States. 

Whiteness functions to subtly protect its dominance through highly racialized, but not 

publically recognized, reporting in a moderate newspaper. 

 Although I have only analyzed three articles published by the New York Times, 

future research should focus on larger selections of articles that include a greater number 

of incidents. For example, future research could examine the reporting after the deaths of 

Malcolm X, Huey Newton, Rodney King, Oscar Grant, Eric Garner, Laquan McDonald 

and hundreds more. Efforts should also be made to analyze a wider selection of news 

outlets. Media matters and it is only through exposing our own biases and assumptions 

that we will be able to address racism and begin to achieve equality between racial 

minorities and the white dominant class.  
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Conclusion 

In the Letter from Birmingham Jail Martin Luther King Jr. writes,  

I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s greatest 

stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s Counciler 

or the Ku Klux Kanner, but the white moderate, who is more devoted to ‘order’ 

than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a 

positive peace which is the presence of justice.
80

  

 

King argues that it is white moderates who most obstruct racial equality. It is white 

moderates who produce narratives of colorblindness, allow whiteness to function 

invisibly, and keep social orders in place. If we are going to disrupt the processes and 

institutions of racism in the United States, white moderates must be forced to recognize 

white privilege; whiteness must be exposed and narratives of colorblindness must be 

disrupted. Newspapers should not pretend to be unbiased and ideas of media credibility 

should be scrutinized. Racial inequality has been a prominent issue in the United States 

since the country was established and is still a significant subject today. Racism has never 

been effectively challenged and if we are to begin to fight it, white moderates must be 

willing to give up their place of power in society and allow the possibility for an anti-

racist society. 
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