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Ross Barnett and Racism
Objectives: Students will examine primary source material to understand racism in Mississippi 
history. Students will learn that Governor Ross Barnett and his pro-segregation attitudes were 
symptomatic of white attitudes during the Civil Rights Movement; examine campaign materials 
and racist propaganda; and analyze how this entrenched racism affected Ross Barnett’s response 
to James Meredith’s attempts to register at the University of Mississippi.

The Ross Barnett and Racism lesson plan is adaptable for grades 8-12.

“I have been able to delve more deeply into information 
that I want to share with my students and I have been 
able to create a lesson plan that not only I can use, but 

also my fellow teachers.”

Berri Gordon has a B.A. and a M.A. in history from the University of Mississippi and has taught 
since 1997. She teaches Mississippi studies, world geography, world history, and dual enrollment 
survey of American history at North Delta School in Batesville, Mississippi, where she is chair 

of the history department. She was the Batesville Civitan Club’s 2009-10 Teacher of the Year and 
North Delta School’s 2013 STAR Teacher. Berri serves on MDAH’s Teacher Advisory Group and 

participated in the MDAH’s first annual Summer Teacher’s School in 2015.
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Mississippi Studies 4b, 6b
Introduction to World
Geography

4b

U.S. History from Post 
Reconstruction to the Present

4b, 4c, 7c

Advanced World Geography 5b
U.S. Government 5b, 7a, 7c
Minority Studies 4a
African American Studies 1c
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Grade 8 RI 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8; SL 1, 
2, 3, 4, 5, 6; L 1, 3, 4, 5; RH 1, 
2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9

Grades 9-10 RI 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8; SL 1, 
2, 3, 4, 5, 6; L 1, 3, 4, 5; RH 1, 
2, 4, 6, 8, 9

Grades 11-12 RI 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7; SL 1, 2, 3, 
4, 5, 6; L 1, 3, 4, 5; RH 1, 2, 4, 
6, 7, 8, 9
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Materials: Theodore Bilbo and Ross Barnett; Voluntary Resettlement of American Negroes in 
Africa; newspaper article (1); Theodore Bilbo and Ross Barnett Discussion Guide; Ross Barnett 
campaign materials (2); Internet; “Roll with Ross” Campaign Song; Racism as a Campaign Tool 
Discussion Guide; Ross Barnett and James Meredith Discussion Guide; 30 for 30: Ghosts of Ole 
Miss documentary (available through MDAH’s Mississippi History on Loan program); 30 for 30: 
Ghosts of Ole Miss Discussion Guide. 

Procedures:

Activity One: Theodore Bilbo and Ross Barnett
1. Distribute and have students read Theodore Bilbo and Ross Barnett.
2. Distribute copies of Theodore Bilbo’s speech “Voluntary Resettlement of American Negroes 

in Africa” to students.
3. Distribute copies of the newspaper article titled “Legal School Advisory Group Told 

Voluntary Segregation Would Solve Race Problem” to students.
4. Using Theodore Bilbo and Ross Barnett Discussion Guide, lead a class discussion about the 

documents and the viewpoints of Bilbo and Barnett.
5. Teachers may divide the class in half or into groups and give one group Bilbo’s speech 

and another group the newspaper article quoting Barnett. Students can then summarize the 
viewpoints of each and discuss.

Activity Two: Racism as a Campaign Tool
1. Distribute copies of Ross Barnett’s two campaign pamphlets to students or project on the 

overhead.
2. View the 1956 WLBT film clip “Ross Barnett Campaign Speech” 

• Part 1 at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oCuEVlsss3Y (0:22 long) 
• Part 2 at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Br2YpW8Pjqw (2:40 long)

3. Distribute the “Roll with Ross” Campaign Song and project the “Roll with Ross” campaign 
song clip from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=888y90wrvic .

4. Using the Racism as a Campaign Tool Discussion Guide, lead a class discussion about Ross 
Barnett’s stance on segregation and integration using the provided discussion questions.

Activity Three: Ross Barnett and James Meredith
1. View the WLBT film clip “University of Mississippi vs. University of Kentucky Football 

Game” at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P2q6_XNBG8Y (4:01 long)
2. Lead class in discussion of the University of Mississippi’s integration using the Ross Barnett 

and James Meredith Discussion Guide.
3. Have the class view ESPN’s 30 for 30: Ghosts of Ole Miss, a documentary that examines 

James Meredith’s entry at the University of Mississippi, the ensuing riot on the night of 
September 30, 1962, and the championship football team that were eyewitnesses to this 
pivotal moment in civil rights history. Included are interviews with James Meredith, members 
of the 1962 Ole Miss football team, reporter Dan Rather, and  former Mississippi governor 
William Winter. 51 minutes. This film can be borrowed free of charge from the Mississippi 
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History on Loan Collection. Go to http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/
mississippi-history-on-loan-film-collection/ or contact the Outreach Programs Coordinator at 
601-576-6997.

4. Using the 30 for 30: Ghosts of Ole Miss Discussion Guide, conduct a class discussion about 
the film.

5. If time allows, students may read William Thompson’s article “Ghosts of Mississippi” online 
at http://sports.espn.go.com/espn/eticket/story?page=mississippi62 for additional information 
about the Ole Miss riot, it’s 1962 football team, and the lasting impact of the school’s 
desegregation.

Extension Activities:
1. Visit the campus of the University of Mississippi to see where James Meredith was admitted 

and the events of September 1962 took place.
2. Access the Mississippi Department of Archives and History teaching unit Civil Rights 

in Mississippi along with additional lesson plans relating to the Civil Rights Movement 
available online at http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/lesson-plans-
and-teaching-units/

3. For additional information, access the following articles on the Mississippi History Now 
website:

• “Theodore Gilmore Bilbo: Thirty-ninth and Forty-third Governor of Mississippi: 1916-
1920; 1928-1932” by David G. Sansing, available at http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.
ms.gov/articles/265/index.php?s=extra&id=140

• “Ross Robert Barnett: Fifty-third Governor of Mississippi: 1960-1964” by David 
G. Sansing, available at http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/articles/265/index.
php?s=extra&id=150

http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/mississippi-history-on-loan-film-collection/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/mississippi-history-on-loan-film-collection/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/lesson-plans-and-teaching-units/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/lesson-plans-and-teaching-units/
http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/articles/265/index.php?s=extra&id=140
http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/articles/265/index.php?s=extra&id=140
http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/articles/265/index.php?s=extra&id=150
http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/articles/265/index.php?s=extra&id=150
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Theodore Bilbo and Ross Barnett
 
On Sunday, September 30, 1962, James Meredith arrived on the campus of the University of 
Mississippi (also known by its nickname Ole Miss) to enroll as the first African American student 
the following day. Meredith’s enrollment was a pivotal event in the Civil Rights Movement in 
Mississippi that capped weeks of drama and caused rioting on the university campus. Mississippi 
Governor Ross Barnett was the voice of opposition to Meredith’s admission to the university.

Ross Barnett had a history of speaking out against integrating African American and white 
students in public schools, despite the United States Supreme Court’s order to do so in Brown v. 
Board of Education of Topeka in 1954. Barnett was one of a long line of Mississippi politicians 
and leaders who opposed integration. In a 1976 interview for the Mississippi Department of 
Archives and History, Barnett described former governors James K. Vardaman and Theodore 
Bilbo as “great leaders in segregation of the races in the schools and in the churches.” 

Ross Barnett ran for governor of Mississippi in 1951 and 1955 before being elected to that 
office in 1959. Maintaining segregation was one of his campaign platforms. His stance led to a 
showdown with the United States government and President John F. Kennedy over the admission 
of James Meredith to Ole Miss.

An Interview with Ross Barnett July 14, 1976, conducted by historians Elbert Hillard and Hank Holmes. 
MDAH Archives and Records Services.
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July 13, 1954. MDAH Archives and 
Records Services. Used with the 
permission of The Clarion Ledger.
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Theodore Bilbo and Ross Barnett Discussion Guide

1. Why does Bilbo say in his speech that he feels that he has to speak out about race relations in 
the midst of World War II?

• African Americans are taking advantage of the war (in his opinion) to raise the        
 issue of race relations.

• African Americans and others are publishing articles encouraging civil rights  
 legislation.

• Many public officials seem to be “submitting and agreeing” to African American   
 demands.

2.   What are Bilbo’s arguments against allowing African Americans their rights?  
• Rights will lead to intermarriage and miscegenation between the races.
• It will bring about “strife, riots, and bloodshed.”

3.   What does Bilbo propose as a solution to what he sees as the race relation problem?
      What does he use to support his argument? Do you think that this solution is practical?

• The solution would be to move African Americans to Africa once World War II is over.
• Bilbo reads from several letters from an African American pastor from Georgia who 

proposes sending African Americans to Africa. His argument is that they are asking to be 
separated, and it would be good for both races to have a physical separation.

• Have the class discuss whether Bilbo actually received these letters. In addition, students 
can discuss whether large numbers of African Americans really want to be sent to a new 
country in Africa, and why or why not. Students should see that physical separation 
would mostly benefit whites.

4.   Brown v. Board of Education ordered integration of schools in 1954. In this article, Ross
      Barnett proposes three solutions to this order. What are they and do you think they would
      meet the requirements of the court order?

• Maintain segregated schools because all African Americans want them; build truly equal 
schools; abolish the public school system.

• None of these options meet the Brown order to desegregate public schools “with all 
deliberate speed.”

5.   What are Barnett’s arguments in favor of maintaining segregation? How does he support his
       argument?

• Integration will destroy the southern and American way of life, destroy the government, 
the races would mix, and cause the destruction of schools and churches.

6.   Compare and contrast Bilbo and Barnett and their beliefs about mixing races.
• Students should note that both politicians argue that segregation is what African 

Americans want. They both argue that integration will destroy American society and 
cause the mixing of races.



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

14 15

M
D

A
H

 A
rc

hi
ve

s a
nd

 R
ec

or
ds

 S
er

vi
ce

s.



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

16

M
D

A
H

 A
rc

hi
ve

s a
nd

 R
ec

or
ds

 S
er

vi
ce

s.



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

16 17

M
D

A
H

 A
rc

hi
ve

s a
nd

 R
ec

or
ds

 S
er

vi
ce

s.



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

18

M
D

A
H

 A
rc

hi
ve

s a
nd

 R
ec

or
ds

 S
er

vi
ce

s.



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

18 19

M
D

A
H

 A
rc

hi
ve

s a
nd

 R
ec

or
ds

 S
er

vi
ce

s.



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

20

M
D

A
H

 A
rc

hi
ve

s a
nd

 R
ec

or
ds

 S
er

vi
ce

s.



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

20 21

M
D

A
H

 A
rc

hi
ve

s a
nd

 R
ec

or
ds

 S
er

vi
ce

s.



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

22

M
D

A
H

 A
rc

hi
ve

s a
nd

 R
ec

or
ds

 S
er

vi
ce

s.



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

22 23

M
D

A
H

 A
rc

hi
ve

s a
nd

 R
ec

or
ds

 S
er

vi
ce

s.



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

24

Climb on the wagon, it’s rolling along, 
Climb on the wagon, you cannot go wrong,
Shout from the rooftops this victory song,

Roll with Ross, roll with Ross, he’s his own boss!
For segregation, one hundred per cent,

He’s not a moderate, like some other gent;
He’ll fight integration, with forceful intent,

Roll with Ross, roll with Ross, he’s his own boss!

“Roll with Ross” Campaign Song

Erle Johnson, I Rolled with Ross! (Baton Rouge: Moran Publishing 
Corporation, 1980), 134.
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Racism as a Campaign Tool Discussion Guide

1. In examining Ross Barnett’s campaign pamphlets, he says on the cover of one that his goal is 
“To Keep Segregation and Improve our Standard of Living.” Is that possible? 

• Students should understand that maintaining a segregated society will prevent 
investment in Mississippi. In addition, when a significant portion of the population has a 
substandard education, industries find it difficult to find educated, skilled labor.

2. He claims to be a “vigorous segregationist.” What do you think he means when he says he’s 
“opposed to ‘moderation’?”  Who are the “moderates?”

• Moderates believed in maintaining segregation but did not outwardly oppose it. White 
moderate politicians and leaders worked to subvert national court orders and laws by 
working around them rather than openly defying them. Barnett argues that he is not a 
moderate, so this means that he will openly defy any attempt by the federal government 
to force integration on Mississippians.

3. What does Barnett claim his strengths to be in dealing with segregation?
• As a lawyer, he defended segregationists in Tennessee and is a founding member of the 

White Citizens Council. He has strong character and will fight for his convictions.

4. One pamphlet describes Ross Barnett’s character. Do you think the description of his 
character is at odds with his stance on segregation?
• He attends church, teaches Sunday School, and does not drink or smoke. He is a Christian, 

a businessman, a lawyer, and a veteran. He claims to have “love of family and fellow 
man.” This seems to be at odds with his efforts to maintain segregated schools.

5. Both pamphlets include a poem by Sam Walter Foss that speaks of Barnett being a “friend 
of man.” Examine the poem closely. What does it mean to be a “friend of man?” Why does 
Barnett include this poem in his campaign literature?  Is it ironic that the poem includes the 
line “Where the race of men go by?” Why or why not?
• Students should grasp that the majority of Mississippians who were voting at this time 

were white, so when he claims to be a “friend of man,” he’s claiming to be a friend 
of whites, with their interests at heart. Obviously, with its pro-segregation stance, this 
campaign literature is not meant to appeal to African American voters.

• Teachers should point out that the line “where the race of men go by” is ironic because 
it implies that there is only one race—that of man. The rest of the pamphlet is devoted to 
keeping the races segregated.

6. In Barnett’s campaign speech, what does it mean that Barnett speaks of segregation while 
standing behind a Confederate battle flag? What do you think the flag represents?
• Students should connect Barnett’s stance on maintaining segregation to the Civil War, 

which was in part about maintaining slavery. The Civil Rights Movement deals with the 
unfinished business of the Civil War, and white southerners brandish icons from the Civil 
War era as they mount a resistance.
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7. In the speech, who does Barnett accuse of “stabbing” the people of Mississippi?
• Barnett claims that northerners are interfering with Mississippi’s state sovereignty. He 

goes as far as to say that they are “stabbing” Mississippi—implying that the federal 
government is out to destroy the state.

8. The term “moderate” was used in his campaign literature. What is Barnett’s “moderate 
approach?” Is he using it differently in this speech?
• Barnett seems to be claiming to be a moderate in this speech. This would mean that he is 

not openly defying the federal government’s order to integrate schools but instead working 
within the system to avoid integration. This seems to be an earlier speech, and he may 
have changed his stance as he moved into a later campaign.

9. Ross Barnett’s campaign song claims “he’s his own boss.” Why does he make this claim? 
What does this have to do with segregation?
• Barnett wants white voters to know that he will not answer to anyone outside Mississippi. 

He wants voters to understand that he will maintain segregated schools.

10. Do you find a common theme in all of Barnett’s campaign materials? What words are used 
multiple times? Why would this appeal to white Mississippians?
• Common theme is opposition to segregation.
• Segregation; moderates.
• White Mississippians do not want any changes to occur, so Barnett’s claim to maintain the 

segregated status quo would appeal.
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Ross Barnett and James Meredith Discussion Guide

1. Have students note that the students are waving Confederate battle flags in the stands. How is 
this similar to or different from the other images that you have seen so far?
• Ross Barnett gave a campaign speech behind a Confederate battle flag. At this point of 

the film clip, you see large numbers of them. This would imply that his stance against 
integrating the University among Ole Miss fans.

2. When the honor guard presents the flags, note the three flags. They are the United States flag, 
the Confederate battle flag, and the honor flag. Ask students what flags they would expect to 
be presented today. What would be similar or different? 
• In most cases, the American flag and the state flag are presented by the color guard. In this 

case, the Confederate battle flag is presented, and the state flag is absent. Students could 
infer that support for a past era is stronger than representing the state government on the 
football field.
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30 for 30: Ghosts of Ole Miss Discussion Guide

1. Why would it be difficult for a person who lived through these times (white or African 
American) to relive them? Should people be allowed to leave that night in the past? Why or 
why not?

2. Why does the narrator choose not to question a family member’s name/picture found in the 
archives?

3. How do the people who tell this story seem to feel about it over fifty years later?

4. Several of the interviewees state that they were raised in a segregated world and it never 
occurred to them to question it. Do you think this is possible? Why or why not?

5. What does it mean when the narrator says there are some questions Mississippians do not ask 
because they are not prepared to hear the answer?

6. Why is this an important story for Mississippians today to know and understand?

7. What does the saying, “Yes Mississippi was, but Mississippi is,” mean?

8. During his Old Miss football speech, Governor Ross Barnett declared “I love and respect our 
heritage.” The heritage he referred to could have included the Ole Miss students who joined 
the Confederate Army in 1862  and who were all killed or wounded one year later at the 
Battle of Gettysburg. It could also refer to the practice of segregation in Mississippi. What 
heritage should be loved and respected? How can you reconcile symbols, songs, and history 
that mean different things to different people? 

9. Consider the source of this film: An Ole Miss fan who wanted to discuss the story and 
address the disgraceful actions of that night published the article that served as the basis 
of the documentary. What clues reveal that his interests were not to disgrace the modern 
University? How would it have been different if someone who was not fond of the 
University of Mississippi  had written the article or made the film?
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MISSISSIPPI DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY LESSON PLANS
TEACHER EVALUATION

COMPLETE BOTH SIDES AND PLEASE MAIL OR FAX TO THE ADDRESS ON THE NEXT PAGE. THANK YOU!

TEACHER NAME  ___________________________________________________________________________

SCHOOL NAME & ADDRESS  _________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

EMAIL (OPTIONAL) _________________________________________________________________________

TOTAL NUMBER OF STUDENTS_____________           GRADE LEVEL _________________________________

LESSON TITLE Ross Barnett and Racism                                                                                                                                         

1. In your opinion, did this unit elicit better than average student response; if so, how?

2. Which segments of the unit exceeded your students’ attention span?

3. Will this unit be of assistance to you in developing future classroom activities; if so, how?

4. How did this unit add to your earlier teaching on the same subject?

5. Would this teaching unit be handier to use as a:
___multi-day unit   ___multi-week unit   ___other

6. Were the activities and lessons appropriate for your students?  How?
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Please rate the following lesson materials and activities by circling the appropriate number.
4=excellent, 3=good, 2=average, 1=inadequate

Directions and Notes       4 3 2 1
Curricular Connections       4 3 2 1 
Student Worksheets       4 3 2 1
Interactive Activities       4 3 2 1
Historic Images         4 3 2 1
References and Resources      4 3 2 1

Activity One: Theodore Bilbo and Ross Barnett   4 3 2 1
Activity Two: Racism as a Campaign Tool    4 3 2 1
Activity Three: Ross Barnett and James Meredith   4 3 2 1
Extension Activities      4 3 2 1
Overall Unit       4 3 2 1

We would appreciate any additional comments on this teaching unit and any suggestions for 
improvement. Comments may be entered in the space below. 

Museum Division
Mississippi Department of Archives and History

P.O. Box 571, Jackson, MS  39205
Phone: 601-576-6800    Fax:  601-576-6815

outreachprograms@mdah.ms.gov


