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During the time of this case (January 6, 1964), attackers from the South bombed Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s home, endangering his child and wife on the night of January 30, 1956, in the times of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, causing social injustices (Equal Justice Initiative). Also, following the performance of "My Country, 'Tis of Thee" on the steps of the State Capitol in Montgomery, Alabama, students' leaders were dismissed from the school, and the Alabama State College campus was surrounded by truckloads of police officers brandishing shotguns and tear gas. In an effort to starve them into submission, the whole student body declined to re-sign up, protesting to state officials. As a result, their dining hall was padlocked by the officers. In the case, New York Times v. Sullivan, judges decided for the first time how much a state's ability to grant damages in a libel suit, filed by a public official against those who criticized his official behavior, is restricted by the constitutional rights for speech by the press.

While the court’s opinion was given by Mr. Justice Brennan, the jury, in the Circuit Court of Montgomery County, were the ones who decided to grant Commissioner L.B. Sullivan damages of half a million dollars ($500,000). Commissioner Sullivan testified of his supervisory responsibilities while the critics of The New York Times were found guilty in performing libel against Sullivan. The Supreme Court of Alabama then sustained the ruling.

Unanimously, also known as per curiam, Judges Learned Hand, Mr. Justice Brandeis, Mr. Justice Black, Mr. Justice Douglas, decided concurrently, that Sullivan’s reputation and behavior had been manipulated by the petitioners, the critics of The New York Times.

Judge Learned Hand’s opinion stated that the First Amendment assumes that correct conclusions are more likely to be drawn from a variety of sources than from any form of formal selection. He continued in summary to think many people thought that was foolish and always would be, but the legal justice system has put everything on it.

Mr. Justice Brandeis concurred, stating that arguments about public issues should be free and might as well include harsh criticism on public and government officials.


In addition, Mr. Justice Black, joined by Mr. Justice Douglas, concurred, stating their opinion. In summary, based on the judges’ conviction that the First and Fourteenth Amendments not only "delimit" a State's authority to grant damages to "public officials against critics of their official conduct," but also outright forbid a State from doing so, the judges vote to overturn. The Court continues by holding that if "actual malice" can be demonstrated against such critics, the State may impose damages on them. It is difficult to show or refute the elusive and abstract idea of "malice," even as defined by the Court. The First Amendment's strong protection of the right to critically examine public affairs is far superior to the requirement that malice be proven, which at most offers a transient protection. Therefore, in contrast to the Court, the Court continues by holding that if "actual malice" can be demonstrated against such critics, the State may impose damages on them. It is difficult to show or refute the elusive and abstract idea of "malice," even as defined by the Court. The Judges sided with Sullivan to restore his merits and award him the monetary damages of $500,000.


In the case New York Times v. Sullivan, I think the Judges got the verdict right because the critics had manipulated and distorted the conduct and reputation of Commissioner Sullivan by using the ongoing social injustices of events happening as fuel for their fire. Sullivan was doing his job right when the critics had been the ones demonstrating malice toward Sullivan and the underprivileged negro students and protesters. Discrimination against those workers and students and protesters of color was strong in these times. If it were not for the verdict of the judges, this could have been another hate crime executed against Commissioner Sullivan by racist, manipulative, biased, and prejudiced critics. The critics had intentionally and purposely harmed Sullivan’s reputation with libel in their article because they wanted to attempt to shift the power more into corrupt, white hands like the officers who tried to starve the protesting students.
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