GORDON PARKS

SEGREGATION STORY IN MOBILE, 1956

In the wake of the Montgomery bus boycotts of 1955–1956, Life magazine photographer Gordon Parks documented the everyday activities
and rituals of one extended black family, the Thorntons, living in rural Alabama under Jim Crow segregation. The twenty-six photographs that
were eventually published in the magazine’s September 1956 photo essay “The Restraints: Open and Hidden” appear to have little in common
with the images we have come to associate with civil rights photography. They are in color, unlike most photographs of the movement. Their
subject matter was neither newsworthy nor historic, unlike more widely published journalistic images of the racial murders, police brutality,
demonstrations, and boycotts that characterized the epic battle for racial justice and equality. Yet, as effectively as any other civil rights photograph, each was a forceful “weapon of choice,” as Parks would say, in the struggle against racism and segregation.
Most of the images are optimistic and affirmative. They focus on the Thornton family’s everyday activities, and their resolve to get on with their
lives as normally as possible, in spite of an environment that restricts and intimidates: children play in their front yard; a woman and her granddaughter window-shop; and families hang out in front of a country store. Not all the images are prosaic, however. Some are ominous and
intense, providing stark evidence of the injustice of segregation and the ways it endangered democracy: the “Colored Only” signs that marginalized one community as assuredly as they enriched another; the backbreaking labor; the squalor and overcrowding; and the unequal,
ramshackle accommodations.
More than anything, Parks’s serene images challenged the abiding myth of racism: that the races are innately unequal, an illusion that allows
one group to declare its superiority over another by capriciously ascribing to it negative traits, abnormalities, or pathologies. It is the very
fullness, even ordinariness, of the lives of the Thorntons that most effectively contests such notions of difference, which had flourished in a
popular culture that offered no more than an incomplete or distorted view of African-American life.
These quiet, compelling photographs elicit a reaction that Parks believed was critical to undoing racial prejudice: empathy. Throughout his
career, he endeavored to help viewers, white and black, understand and share the feelings of others. It was with this goal in mind that he set
out to document the lives of the Thornton family, creating images meant to alter the way Americans viewed one another and, ultimately,
themselves.
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