
BASIC BIOGRAPHY
Fannie Lou Hamer (1917–1977) was born Fannie Lou Townsend 
on October 6, 1917, in Montgomery County, Mississippi. 
She later moved to Sunflower County where she began 
sharecropping at the age of six. She married Perry Hamer in 
1944 and moved to a plantation in Ruleville, Mississippi. Due to 
her eighth grade education, she was asked by the plantation 
owner to serve as the timekeeper, which she did for 18 years. 
Hamer traveled, unsuccessfully, to Indianola to attempt to vote 
in 1962. Upon returning to the plantation, she lost her job, 
forcing her family to find somewhere else to live and work. 
In 1963, Hamer was named field secretary of the Student 
Non-violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). That fall, while 
traveling back from a training session, she was arrested and 
brutally beaten in jail. Through her tireless efforts, Hamer was 
appointed vice-chair of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic 
Party (MFDP). The following year, the 1965 Voting Rights 
Act was passed. This pivotal legislation would not have been 
possible were it not for the efforts of the Mississippi Freedom 
Democratic Party.

KEY EVENTS
1964 Democratic National Convention, Voting Rights Act (1965)

KEY PEOPLE
Ella Baker, Bob Moses, Lyndon B. Johnson

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
African Americans, despite Constitutional amendments were 
often barred from voting by literacy tests and violence. 
African Americans needed the vote because they were 
denied basic rights in the courts, employment, and schools. 
Since they were not allowed to vote, elected politicians did 
not cater to the needs of African Americans or poor whites. 
This lack of political representation and voter intimidation led 
to the formation of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party 
(MFDP). The mission of the MFDP was to gain political power 
and have a voice in local and national decisions that affected 
the daily lives of black people. Fannie Lou Hamer was elected 
its chairperson in 1964. The group traveled to the 1964 
Democratic National Convention in Atlantic City in August. 
During the Credentials Committee hearing, Hamer stated “If 
the Freedom Democratic Party is not seated now I question 
America…Is this America, the land of the free and the home of 
the brave, where we have to sleep with our telephones off the 
hooks because our lives be threatened daily, because we want 
to live as decent human beings, in America?”

FANNIE LOU HAMER
Written by: Julian Hipkins, III | Theodore Roosevelt High School | Washington, D.C.

DOCUMENT ANALYSIS
•	 Make and distribute one copy of the article, “ ‘Tired 

of Being Sick and Tired,’ ” for each student.
•	 Ask students to read the article and engage in the 

“Sentence, Phrase, Word” thinking routine:
»» Record a sentence that was meaningful to you 

and helped you gain a deeper understanding of 
the text.

»» Record a phrase that moved, engaged, or 
provoked you.

»» Record a word that captured your attention or 
struck you as powerful.

Teacher Tip: Learn more about this reading strategy 
here: http://www.rcsthinkfromthemiddle.com/
sentence-phrase-word.html.  

LEARNING ACTIVITY
•	 Divide students into groups of three or four 

students each.
•	 Ask students to create an artistic representation 

that simulates the reading. Students may choose 
to create a piece of art (drawing, cut outs, collage), 
write a song, or perform a dramatic piece.

Warren K. Leffler, Fannie Lou Hamer, Mississippi Freedom 
Democratic Party delegate, at the Democratic National 
Convention, Atlantic City, New Jersey, August 22, 1964, Library 
of Congress (LC-U9- 12470B-17), http://www.loc.gov/pictures/
item/2003688126/
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FUN FACT
El-Hajj Malik El Shabazz (Malcolm X) introduced Fannie Lou 
Hamer at the Williams Institutional CME Church in Harlem, 
New York on December 20, 1964. Even though Fannie Lou 
Hamer was part of SNCC, which is often associated with Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., she was motivated to hear multiple 
perspectives to solving the problem of racial injustice in the 
United States. You can find audio of Malcolm X’s speech in the 
audio book Malcolm X Speaks, edited by George Breiman. Read 
Fannie Lou Hamer’s speech here: http://www.crmvet.org/
docs/flh64.htm.

LOCAL CONNECTION
You can visit the Fannie Lou Hamer Civil Rights  
Museum in Belzoni, Mississippi. To learn more, go to:  
https://www.thefannielouhamercivilrightsmuseum.com/.

LEARN MORE

PRIMARY SOURCES

Civil Rights Movement Veterans (CRMVet)
Tougaloo College
http://www.crmvet.org/
 
Civil Rights in Mississippi Digital Archive
Historical Manuscripts and Photographs Digital Collection, 
University of Southern Mississippi
http://digilib.usm.edu/cdm/landingpage/collection/manu
 
Freedom Summer Digital Collection
Wisconsin Historical Society
http://content.wisconsinhistory.org/cdm/ 
landingpage/collection/p15932coll2

 

SECONDARY SOURCES

Fannie Lou Hamer
SNCC Digital Gateway
https://snccdigital.org/people/fannie-lou-hamer/
 
Julian Hipkins III and Deborah Menkart, “‘Is This America?’:  
50 Years Ago Sharecroppers Challenged Mississippi Apartheid, 
LBJ, and the Nation,” August 17, 2014
Zinn Education Project
https://zinnedproject.org/2014/08/sharecroppers-
challenged-mississippi-apartheid-lbj-and-the-nation/
 
Kay Mills, “Fannie Lou Hamer: Civil Rights Activist,” April 2007
Mississippi HistoryNow
http://mshistorynow.mdah.state.ms.us/ 
articles/51/fannie-lou-hamer-civil-rights-activist
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Jerry DeMuth, “ ‘Tired of Being Sick and Tired,’ ” The Nation, June 1, 1964 (excerpt), Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party Papers, 
Wisconsin Historical Society, http://content.wisconsinhistory.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15932coll2/id/37821

71

http://content.wisconsinhistory.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15932coll2/id/37821


Record a sentence that was meaningful to you and helped you gain a deeper 
understanding of the text.

 

 

Record a phrase that moved, engaged, or provoked you.

 

 

Record a word that captured your attention or struck you as powerful.
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