African-American's journey to civil rights era
It would be incorrect to date the Civil Rights struggle as occurring during the 1950s and 1960s only; the tension that exploded in the American South during the latter part of the 1950s and the early 1960s was a reaction and culmination to a centuries old for African American equality. Living with the threat of violence, meeting discrimination and marginalization at every turn, the lives of African Americans following their emancipation during the Civil War were anything but free. So deeply bound were they by a mentality of segregation and hatred, that the African American communities of the South became the first battleground for the Civil Rights movement. Anne Moody grew up as a product of this society; kept in poverty and denied the same rights and resources as her white counterparts, Moody matured in this hotbed of racial discontent. In her autobiography, Coming of Age in Mississippi, Moody traces the time line that led her from a broken home to the heart of the Civil Rights movement in the early 1960s. In her story, Moody describes the circumstances that defined the majority of African Americans' lives in the South. Her struggle through poverty and discrimination parallels that of the movement she eventually became a part of. These experiences were integral in directing her toward the fight for an equality that had been so long denied to her. In addition, Moody's own involvement in the movement becomes representative of the shift from the non-violence of Martin Luther King Jr. to the early separatist policies of Malcolm X and later the Black Power Movement.

To fully understand Moody's later involvement in the Civil Rights Movement, it is important to examine her account of her childhood and teenage years living in Centreville, Mississippi. Deeply entrenched in the values of segregation and racial equality, Mississippi was synonymous with the notion of inequality and fear. Being not only African American, but also female, Moody's struggle proved two-prong. When she was born, her parents lived the lives of sharecroppers for a white landowner. Weighted down by the unpredictability of nature and a slim profit margin, sharecrop farming is a recipe for poverty. Aggravating an already grim realism, the sharecropping system was, in itself, yet another mode of control used by the white political majority to control the African American community. Even at a young age, Moody was aware of the economic inequality that characterized the black and white relationship in the Mississippi of her childhood. Moody describes how her mother would regal her with stories of the goings on in the "big white house" (Moody 13) on the hill that so deeply contrasted her own life. Among these observations was Moody's seemingly born knowledge that African American hard labor was for the primary benefit of whites like Mr. Carter who sat in his house at night, "counting up all the money he made off Negroes" (Moody 13). Regardless of her parents' own backbreaking work, they rarely ever came out ahead of this vicious system that saw the majority of the share of profit going to Mr. Carter with little left over for the African American families (Moody 17). Combined with her father's philandering, this system saw Moody's childhood home broken and the family (minus her father) shifted to yet another margin of racism, that of the domestic worker.

Throughout Moody's childhood, her mother's primary work was that of a domestic servant. Working for only dollars a week, Moody's mother resorted to theft and leftovers to help supplement her income (Moody 20). Moody's mother plays an important role in her political development. Confronted constantly with the unequal system of society in the South, Moody's awareness of her blackness as a liability is ingrained. When she questions her mother concerning the obvious differences between whites and African Americans or racially motivated violence, Moody often hits a brick wall. Her mother, is archetypal of a generation that has been taught to keep their heads down for fear of reprisal. It is a generation that has adapted to their marginalization in society by turning further inward to their own community. Though Moody has been long privy to the systematic workings of racism, when she enters school and then later begins to interact with whites the illogical mechanics of Southern society become even more evident.

Moody's description of her schooling allows an inside look at the pre-segregated school system. The principal of her first school Mr. Willis, who is later termed the town's biggest "Uncle Tom," had just prior to Moody's entrance into elementary school expanded the education of local African Americans to the high school level. Previously, and highly indicative of the lengths to which Southern society went to ensure the subjugation of African Americans, children in Centreville were only provided with up to an 8th grade education (32). This denial of equal education is at the heart of the inequality that defined Mississippi during this era. If African Americans were unable to become educated beyond a basic level than they would not be able to move beyond the type of jobs that kept them in the service of white society and the domination of professional and political fields would remain white.

Despite an inherited sense of separation, Moody does not truly realize the extent to which she is excluded from the society outside the African American community until she attempts to unknowingly cross the barriers of race. Moody's experience in the movie theater when she follows her white friends into the white lobby, is really the first time she crosses the invisible boundaries of race that crisscrossed Southern society. This incident opens her eyes to these, now very visible, lines of race that separated her from them, highlighting how race becomes an awareness of being that is influenced not simply by genetics but also the political and social circumstances that surround the individual. As Moody explains,

I had never really thought of them as white before. Now all of the sudden they were white, and their whiteness made them better than me. I now realizes that not only were they better than me because they were white, but everything they owned and everything connected with them was better than was available to me [...] Now that I was thinking about it, their schools, homes, and streets were better than mine [...] It really bothered me that they had all these nice things and we had nothing. "There is a secret to it besides being white," I thought.

The struggle of Moody's young mind to ascertain the reasons behind the social inequalities of her community, underlines the purely illogical basis for the racial system of Southern society as well as the first awakening of her political subconscious.

Despite this awareness, Moody is able to develop friendships with some whites throughout her childhood; she earns the respect of a large majority of her white employers with the exception of Mrs. Burke. However, she comes to realize that despite the exceptions she encounters in the Claibornes and Linda Jean, Southern society was not controlled by their interests but instead by people like Mrs. Burke. During the parade for the homecoming procession, of which Moody is queen, she is reminded of the sharp divide in the community between white and black. As the marching band played "Swanee River" Moody becomes aware of the distinct difference in the reaction of whites and blacks in the crowd, "The faces of the whites had written on them some strange yearning. The Negroes looked sad [...] There was also something that made the older Negroes even sadder. I got a feeling there existed some kind of sympathetic relationship between the older Negroes and the whites that the younger people didn't quite get or understand". For the whites its a nostalgia for a system broken in the Southern defeat of the Civil War but rebuilt socially in the enactment of the Jim Crow laws following the Reconstruction. The older blacks, perhaps, sense the danger in the growing discontent of the younger generations who would lead the culture through the fight.

This younger generation, of which Moody proves to be representative of, grew up with the stories of lynching and racial violence but with the death of Emmett Till the whole country began to pay attention. Told by her mother when she was a child that the deaths she overheard talk of were the works of "an Evil Spirit" (Moody 122), the death of Till is a turning point in her understanding of the danger inherent to blackness that pervades the South. That her mother chose to describe this white on black violence is telling of the older generation's cynicism and acceptance of the inevitability of white hatred toward African Americans. Racism could quite rightly be likened to an evil spirit, since it infects and pervades the very fabric of the society itself. Though it can be personified in people such as Mrs. Burke and her Guild members, by Moody's generation is was deeply ingrained in almost every aspect of life. Till's murder provided one of the many flames that ignited the anger of African American's such as Moody, targeting not only whites but the African American community who had let it occur for so long.

Moody's anger was not unique, the death of Till helped to focus the attention of America on the racist system in the South, with the NAACP and the media paying attention, the white community responded in kind by creating a new hell for the African Americans in their sphere. In the white community of Mississippi, Till's murderers became martyrs for those who feared a threat to their way of life (Crowe). That the men, Bryant and Milam, were cleared of charges after only one week (Crowe) was indicative of the political and social atmosphere that had allowed Till's murder in the first place. In Centreville, Moody describes the results of this defensive measure of whites against the onslaught of criticism over Till's murder including the death of the Talpin's due only to their close proximity to a black man who'd kept a white mistress, the firing of black maids and the increased suspicion against black men concerning interracial relationships (134). All of these tactics were designed to inspire fear and keep the boiling anger dormant, "I shall never forget the expressions on the faces of the Negroes [as they watched the Talpin's home burn]. There was almost a unanimous hopelessness in them". They were in many How can you fight an enemy who controls every part of your livelihood, from where you live, whether you work, and who you love?
 Initially Moody desires only to leave behind the racism of Centreville, thinking that beyond the boundaries of Southern society and outside of the constructs of its expectations of African Americans she will find some peace. However, even as she enters into a long awaited dream of college, she realizes that as long as the system itself persists it will continue to bear down on her life just as it had her parents' lives. Moody's involvement in the growing Movement, is in retrospect of her life and the pervasiveness of the racist mindset, was an inevitability. She had essentially been fighting her whole life, attempting to come out from under the thumb of the fate assigned to her from birth. The affect of this fate is evident in her initial trepidation over joining her campus chapter of the NAACP, "The more I remembered the killings, the beatings, and intimidations, the more I worried what might possibly happen to me or my family if I joined the NAACP" (248). But a life spent fighting towards her own betterment, teamed with the growing awareness of the need to destroy the systematic racism from the roots, were an unavoidable combination of motivation.

From there, Moody's fight grows, and her desire to better herself is replaced by a desire for overall change. Moody realizes that despite how hard she may work for her own education, as long as the system remained there would be no real growth. From her joining of the NAACP through the end of her biography, Moody becomes the personification of the young, African American activist pushing and pulling at the inner workings of racism. At this point, the Movement itself was concentrated around the doctrine of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the participative organizations of SNCC and CORE. Though King believed in the notion of non-violent protest, he nonetheless expressed the necessity of conflict as a resolution for the problems of the American racial system. In his "Letter From a Birmingham Jail" in 1963, King expresses to his fellow clergyman that the futile efforts of the handful of African American leaders had done little to stem the continuation of the institution of injustice. Like Moody, he was aware of the need to act cohesively with the entire community, as a single persons triumph still paled in comparison to the shadow that hungover the majority of African Americans, "Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly" (King).

However, as non-violence was met with more and more direct violence against African American Communities and Civil Rights workers, Moody and others began to doubt the effectiveness of trying to change the lives of people who were too cowed by fear to retaliate in any meaningful way. Raised by the same American ideals of freedom and justice, it became increasingly difficult for Moody to work within a system she saw fraught with hypocrisy, "I imagined myself in Nazi Germany, the policemen Nazi soldiers [...] Yet this was American, "the land of the free and the home of the brave'" (Moody 280). That the non-violent approach appeared to create more violence, even as it gained momentum on the federal level, if not the state, was little consolation. The deaths of several key leaders, such as Medgar Evers, led to the first major fracturing of the ideology within the movement. Fear became even more pervasive and their anger began to grow. Moody notes that after Evers's murder, the groups at the center of the Movement, CORE and SNCC, became more "militant" as the older and more conservative generation stayed the course.

Though the younger generation initially failed in exerting their beliefs for more direct action in the manner of increased demonstrations, the turn of the movement only years later would show how much that anger had grown to define the Movement itself. At the base of this was the belief that the actions of King and his supporters to enact freedom from within the African American community was irrelevant as long as the whites were opposed. In a 1966 speech in Berkley, California, Black Power leader Stokely Carmichael expressed this discontent, we are not going to wait for white people to sanction Black Power. We're tired waiting; every time black people move in this country, they're forced to defend their position before they move. It's time that the people who are supposed to be defending their position do that. That's white people. They ought to start defending themselves as to why they have oppressed and exploited us.

The injustice of racial inequality, while effecting African Americans directly, is not a creation of their own community but that of the white power structure. For this reason, the restructuring of ideals must take place within the context of their community. While non-violence was effective in promoting visibility to the cause, it had done little in Carmichael, or even Moody's, opinion to actually change the underlying causes of discrimination and violence. As Moody explains to George after the bombing of the church in Birmingham, "Nonviolence is through and you know it [...] First of all we were only using it as a tactic to show, or rather dramatize, to the world how bad the situation is in the South. Well, I think we've had enough examples. I think we are overdoing it. After this bombing, if there are any more nonviolent demonstrations [...] then I think we are overdramatizing the situation" (319). Under Moody's guidance, throughout the narrative of her life, we come to see the inevitable trajectory of terror.

In the end of her autobiography, Moody is once more on a bus bound for a demonstration despite her misgivings over the direction of the movement. Dated before the full onset of the Black Power movement and the growth of discontent not only in the Southern African American communities but the North as well, Moody's final comment, "I wonder" is indicative of the general feeling of uncertainty as to whether they would ever truly overcome a system built to keep them not only separate but less than the equal. Though we now know that the direction of the movement's growth and the results of their campaign, Moody allows us a distinct understanding not simply of the context of the movement but the individualized mental and emotional toll of battling such hatred. Her experiences growing up in Mississippi, replete with stories of segregated schools, poverty, violence, and abject hatred against African Americans allows a historical examination of the mindset that propelled the Movement itself. In viewing the story of individuals such Moody, who overcame the ingrained fear of being black and moved beyond the constraints of racism, we can see the soul of the true emancipation of African Americans in society and how an individual can help change the world.
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