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Emmett Louise Till may have grown to be just one more citizen unknown to the entire American population or maybe a great leader in the nation. However, whatever he might have grown up to become remains and will continue to be unknown to all because his life was taken way too soon before he could see his dreams materialize. Like every other teenager of his time, one cannot help but imagine that Till had dreams of becoming something or someone of importance to the society. Today he is studied by many scholars, not for the wrong reasons but because his untimely death at the tender age of fourteen spurred an activist movement that is very significant to the American history[footnoteRef:1]. He was an African American born on the 25th day of July 1941 in the United States, Chicago, Illinois to his parents Mobley Louis and Mamie Carthan Till. Little did they know that fourteen years later he would be brutally murdered by the whites while on a visit to his uncle’s in Money, Mississippi for purportedly flirting with a white woman. It is alleged that he spoke flirted with Carolyn Bryant, a 21-year-old married white woman and owner of a small grocery store in the town as he bought a pack of bubblegum. A few nights later, on the 28th of August 1955, Carolyn’s husband, Roy and his step-brother, Milan abducted Till from his great-uncle's house, and that was the last he was seen alive. His severely mutilated body was retrieved from Tallahatchie River, Mississippi[footnoteRef:2]. Till’s lynching acted as a wake-up call to end the injustices against black people in America, and this paper examines the impact that boy’s death had in the emergence of the Civil rights movement. [1:  E. Alexander, ""Can You Be Black And Look At This?": Reading The Rodney King Video(S)", Public Culture 7, no. 1 (1994): 80]  [2:  Christine Harold and Kevin Michael DeLuca, "Behold The Corpse: Violent Images And The Case Of Emmett Till", Rhetoric &amp; Public Affairs 8, no. 2 (2005): 263-264] 



The accounts of exactly what transpired between Emmet Till and Carolyne on the evening of 24th August 1955 remain unclear. Some accounts have it that he blocked her way and even went as far as putting his hands around her waist. Others say that he wolf whistled at her referred to her using flirty names such as baby, and there are also those who claim that he only remarked that she looked like a movie star[footnoteRef:3]. However, despite the disparaging accounts, the undisputed truth is that whatever happened on that fateful evening led to one of the most brutal and most widely publicized and condemned race murders in the history of America. It is reported that his tongue had been pulled out, one of his eyeballs was loosely hanging on his cheek, and the other one was missing altogether. The nose had been chopped off. Other reports have it that he was shot in the head and his private parts cut off and stuffed in his mouth[footnoteRef:4]. At the request of the boy’s mother, Till was given an open-casket funeral. The mortician was asked to leave the mutilated face unretouched so that the world would see the extent of the atrocities done to her son – one can only imagine what a gory site it must have been for those who had the strength to view the boy’s body. The pictures in the published stories spread quickly, far, and wide and inspired various reactions that in turn mobilized the civil rights movement[footnoteRef:5]. In other words, it acted as a catalyst for the black Americans who were at the time fledging civil rights movements.  [3:  Christine Harold and Kevin Michael DeLuca, "Behold The Corpse: Violent Images And The Case Of Emmett Till", Rhetoric &amp; Public Affairs 8, no. 2 (2005): 264.]  [4:  E. Alexander, ""Can You Be Black And Look At This?": Reading The Rodney King Video(S)", Public Culture 7, no. 1 (1994): 87]  [5:  Kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu, "Till, Emmett Louis (1941-1955)", Kingencyclopedia.Stanford.Edu, last modified 2016, accessed November 17, 2016, http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/encyclopedia/enc_till_emmett_louis_1941_1955.1.html.] 



It was the final blow that would spur the blacks into actions and bring their anger to an uncontrollable level. It was time to act and put an end to the racial injustices once and for all. However, the journey towards this was not to be easy, and neither was it to be as short as many might have hoped. However, as scholars note, “the visceral imagery of Till’s murder refuses to be filed away in a dusty archive of American civil rights history”[footnoteRef:6] so much so that in 2004, nearly five decades after the original trial, the Justice Department decided to reopen the Till murder case. Till was not the only black American to have been murdered and floated in the rivers by whites, but his was without a doubt the one story that sat atop the pinnacle racial murders and victimization. Martin Luther King Jr. continually used it as an example of the “the evil of racial injustice”[footnoteRef:7]. At this point, it is important to note that despite the hard evidence against the two murder suspects the all-white jury and justice system ruled that both Roy and Milan were not guilty as charged[footnoteRef:8]. Later on, however, the jurors confessed that none of them ever doubted the guiltiness of the two[footnoteRef:9]. They knew they were guilty, but they were white and being tried by fellow whites – that is all the license they needed to walk scot free. In their [Roy and Milam] confession to Huie, a reporter, Milam confessed that he would do anything in his power to ensure that Negros stayed in their place and never had a chance to vote[footnoteRef:10]. Till would act as a lesson to all the blacks who thought that they would finally get the right to vote in America.  [6:  Christine Harold and Kevin Michael DeLuca, "Behold The Corpse: Violent Images And The Case Of Emmett Till", Rhetoric &amp; Public Affairs 8, no. 2 (2005): 265.]  [7:  Kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu, "Till, Emmett Louis (1941-1955)", Kingencyclopedia.Stanford.Edu, last modified 2016, accessed November 17, 2016, http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/encyclopedia/enc_till_emmett_louis_1941_1955.1.html.]  [8:  Douglas O. Linder, "Emmett Till Murder Trial: An Account", Law2.Umkc.Edu, last modified 2012, accessed November 17, 2016, http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/till/tillaccount.html.]  [9:  E. Alexander, ""Can You Be Black And Look At This?": Reading The Rodney King Video(S)", Public Culture 7, no. 1 (1994):]  [10:  William Bradford Huie, "The Shocking Story Of Approved Killing In Mississippi", Look 24 (1956): 47] 



It, therefore, seems that Tills death did not serve the purpose that the murderers were intended. Rather it spurred the complete opposite of what they expected. From the confession, for which the two killer half-brothers received a $4000 payment, they hoped that the boy’s death would scare off the blacks and allow the power structure to remain unperturbed. The flirting allegation were therefore just a mask to hide the real motive behind the act. As Milan said, the Chicago boy, as he referred to Till in the confession to Huie had come to challenge the order of things and stir trouble. He is quoted as having told Till before torturing him that “I’m tired of having ‘em sending your kind down here to stir up trouble. I’m going to make an example of you… just s everybody can know how me and my folks stand”[footnoteRef:11]. The reason for saying that his death did not serve the intended purpose is because instead of instilling fear in the black Americans who were thinking of ways on how they could be gain civic rights like other Americans, it infuriated them and made them wish then more than ever to stop all the racial atrocities instigated against the black race. They did not just blame the two killers, they blamed the entire government system that allowed such injustices to occur, they blamed anyone [white or black] who refused to stand up and say no to political, social, and economic inequalities as well as ethnic killings and other forms of injustices. In the 2004 reopening of the case, Charles Schumer, the then New York senator pointed out that Till’s murder was one of the seminal moments in the country’s civil-rights movement and that a failure to bring the murderer to book is and will remain a stain on America’s record of reconciliation[footnoteRef:12]. I could not agree more. [11:  E. Alexander, ""Can You Be Black And Look At This?": Reading The Rodney King Video(S)", Public Culture 7, no. 1 (1994): 84.]  [12:  Christine Harold and Kevin Michael DeLuca, "Behold The Corpse: Violent Images And The Case Of Emmett Till", Rhetoric &amp; Public Affairs 8, no. 2 (2005): 265] 
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