
The Orangeburg Massacre 
 
Introduction: 
 
1968, in the Civil Rights movement in the United States, represented a tragic and momentous 
year with both the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr and the passage of Federal Fair 
Housing Act shortly after Dr. King’s assassination. However, there were some significant events 
from that year, in South Carolina, which have not perhaps been remembered as much as they 
should. One of those events transpired on Feb. 8, 1968 in Orangeburg, SC that has come to be 
known as the Orangeburg Massacre. Such events deserve greater attention and discussion and 
one way to do so is to use visuals narratives to engage audiences with fresh and new ways of 
seeing the events through both words and sequential images via comic books. 
 
Preliminary Literature Review: 
 
Statement of Problem:  
 
Modern students and younger audiences need to have a greater awareness of crucial events of the 
past. These larger audiences can be reached by taking upon a newer form: sequential art or comic 
books. Will Eisner and Scott McCloud both note that such approaches have potential to activate 
audiences and potential responses. In particular, and this one of the fundamental reasons why the 
representation via comic and visual form would serve of great potential to modern audiences and 
students, Eisner points out that “Comprehension of an image requires a commonality of 
experience…an understanding of the reader’s life experience if his message is to be understood” 
(7). In other words, presenting young African-American students and others today with 
depictions of past events that mirror or connect to their own experiences in life today are 
paramount. Taking into consideration that events of the Orangeburg Massacre involved students 
seeking what today would be easily recognized as social justice via peaceful protest that was met 
with violence from law enforcement remains an issue recognizable to young people today. 
 
In their work The Power of Comics, Randy Duncan and Matthew Smith, when noting 
reasons for studying comics and defining their potential, point out the important growth of visual 
literacy in the 21st century. They define this as “the ability to understand pictorial information 
[that has become] one of the basic skills required for communication” (14). Comic books have 
the potential to reach and engage students and younger audiences who are often steeped in a 
culture of visual literacy. Audiences today rely on memes and other mixed modes of 
communication that utilize both words and images working in conjunction to communicate. 
 
McCloud specifically highlights that words and images function in separate cognitive 
modes and that comics have a way, like memes one could argue, of bringing those modes 
together. McCloud, in Understanding Comics, “illustrates” that “Pictures are received 
information [and therefore] We need no formal education to” understand what they are trying to 
tell us while “Writing is perceived information [and] takes time and [sometimes] specialized 
knowledge to decode” (49). What McCloud points to here is that language in written form can 
sometimes hold an audience at a distance, but when combined with images, such issues can more 
easily be overcome. All of this ideally points out that construction of a comic book adaptation of 
works, like Jack Bass and Jack Nelson’s book The Orangeburg Massacre, can provide a pathway 
for critical information to reach newer, younger, and more visually literate audiences that would 
otherwise perhaps fail to encounter this historical information. 



Hypothesis:  
 
The growing acceptance of visual narrative forms (comic books and graphic novels) 
to communicate and formulate discussion of the past concerning race relations and civil rights in 
the United States, such as The Silence of Our Friends and the March series, makes the idea of 
developing a comic book about the Orangeburg Massacre not only timely but also an essential 
tool for communicating to younger generations the struggles, triumphs, tragedies, and hopes of 
our cultural past. 
 
Significant of the project:  
 
The significance of this project rests on a desire to draw attention to 
historical events, personalities, and figures of the Civil Rights movement and surrounding events 
in a vein similar to the method used by Jack Long, Jim Demonakos, and Nate Powell in the 
graphic novel The Silence of Our Friends, which recalled historical events of racial struggle, 
police violence, protests, and systemic racism in 1967-8 Houston, TX (and covers events that 
transpired at Texas Southern University months before the Orangeburg Massacre and influenced 
student reactions before, during and after, and the March series (3 books) by John Lewis, 
Andrew Aydin, and Nate Powell recounting the experiences of John Lewis and his involvement 
in events of the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s. John Lewis’ opening dedication of Book I 
of March opens with the lines: “To the past and future children of the movement” (3). He is 
referring of course to those who struggled and continue to struggle today for equality and civil 
rights. Such works have created a renewed interest in the events of the Civil Rights movement as 
well as produced new discourse and dialogue about issues of the past and how some remain 
issues still being struggled over today. 
 
Methodology: 
 
Using pencil, pen, and paper, along with research and writing, a rough copy version of 
both a script and story boards will be created for publication of a comic book surrounding the 
events of the Orangeburg Massacre. These rough elements will be moved into a digital form and 
developed into a publishable product that can be used to promote and draw attention to the 
events and current issues that remain in our culture today. 
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