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Lesson Plan 

Race, Representation, and History: 
Los Angeles & The Liberator

Overview 
The Liberator is an early 20th century (1900–1914) Los Angeles African American monthly news magazine whose owner 
and editor, Jefferson Lewis Edmonds, was born enslaved and spent his young adulthood in bondage before Emancipation. 
Edmonds was educated in Mississippi Freedmen’s Bureau schools and went on to become a farmer, a teacher, and an ardent 
proponent of voting. In 1875, he testified before a congressional committee investigating violent incursions against the voting 
rights of African Americans.  He moved west to Los Angeles due to threats against his family1. 

He established The Liberator in Los Angeles in 19002 and was an early booster of Los Angeles as a destination for African 
American migration. He spoke out against racism and injustice in Los Angeles while also proclaiming the city to be a haven 
compared to the South’s Jim Crow and constant threats of violence. The Liberator was one of LA’s earliest African American 
newspapers along with the California Eagle and the Los Angeles Sentinel in 1933. 

In this lesson, students will learn to work with historic sources by reading stories from digitized issues of The Liberator. They 
will examine how the paper portrayed a community that was mostly misrepresented or ignored by larger news publications. 
They will discuss whether the same issues of misrepresentation and inattention still plague mainstream news outlets today.   

Materials:  

• The Liberator, Volume 9, Issue 5, November 22, 1912
• Video: The Black Press: Soldiers Without Swords3 (available free on Canopy with LA Public Library card)

Theme focus: Representation in the Media 
75-90 minute lesson
Recommendation for two shorter 45-50 minute class periods: Do activities 1-3 on the first day.   
On the second day, begin with revisiting what they learned on the first day before doing activities 4-6.
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Activities

1. For background, watch the first 20 minutes of  
The Black Press: Soldiers Without Swords. 

2. Journal prompt:  Consider the quote below.   
 
What does Vernon Jarett mean when he says, “we were 
truly invisible?” Can you explain a time when you felt 
invisible? Why? Can you identify a time when you felt 
visible in LA media? In what way did you see yourself 
represented in the news? 
 
In the documentary, The Black Press: Soldiers Without 
Swords, the late journalist Vernon Jarett described the  
importance of African American community newspapers 
to the communities they covered. 
 
“We didn’t exist in the other papers. We were neither 
born, we didn’t get married, we didn’t die, we didn’t 
fight in any wars, we never participated in anything of a 
scientific achievement. We were truly invisible unless we 
committed a crime. But in the BLACK PRESS, the negro 
press, we did get married. They showed us our babies 
being born. They showed us graduating. They showed 
our PhDs4.”

3. Dive into the newspaper.   
Have students in groups look closely at one issue of  
The Liberator. What types of news did The Liberator 
cover? Find an example of each of the following:
•  Los Angeles political news
•  National political news
•  News about local businesses
•  Local events
•  Social news

Group discussion: Within these examples, what picture 
does The Liberator paint of LA identity?

Read the next two stories as a whole class to be able to 
discuss the questions that follow.

4. In the story “NO COLORED ZONE Undertaker  
Has Monopoly” on page 3, why were the undertakers 
denied a lease?
• How does this story show the invisibility of the 

African American community at the time? 
• Why is it important today?
• Have you seen examples of this in your community? 

 

5. In the story, “Heroic Elevator Boy Saves Many Lives,” 
what does Jefferson Edmonds have to say about the  
way white-run newspapers depict African Americans?
• The Los Angeles Times did print several stories 

related to the fire at the St. George Hotel, but it did 
not print any about the elevator operator. What factors 
might have contributed to the difference in coverage 
between the Los Angeles Times and The Liberator?

• How might this story have been covered by  
other newspapers?

• Do you believe that Mr. Edmonds’ opinions on the  
way African Americans were represented in the  
white-owned news media of his day are still true today?

• What other groups might be misrepresented or 
underrepresented or feel  “in visible” in today’s 
mainstream press?

6. After the group discussion, revisit the initial journal. What 
did you learn about how The Liberator made previously 
invisible people and experiences visible? What  
questions or hopes do you now have about LA media 
today? Optional: Invite students to share some of their 
thoughts on representation in media after this lesson.

 
ENDNOTES

1. Lonnie G. Bunch, “The Greatest State for the Negro: Jefferson L. 
Edmonds, Black Propagandist of the California Dream,” in Seeking 
El Dorado: African Americans in California (University of Washington 
Press, 2001), p 132.

2. Douglas Flamming, Bound for Freedom: Black Los Angeles in Jim 
Crow America (University of California Press, 2005), P. 106.

3. The Black Press: Soldiers Without Swords is available for free from 
Kanopy.com through Los Angeles Public Library with a library card. 
https://www.kanopy.com/product/black-press-soldiers-without-swords

4. The Black Press: Soldiers Without Swords - Transcript,” accessed 
April 8, 2019, https://www.pbs.org/blackpress/film/fulltranscript.html

Contributions made by: 

The California African American Museum is a state-supported agency and a Smithsonian Affiliate.
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