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Mississippi Burning Alternate Assignment

The film is based on the real-life murders of civil rights workers in Mississippi in 1964. Andrew Goodman, Michael Schwimmer and James Cheney are in Mississippi to register blacks to votes but are arrested by the local police.  The police then release them and tell the KKK where the three are going.  After the three are reported missing, two FBI agents are sent to investigate the incident in rural Jessup County, Mississippi (modeled after Neshoba County where the real murders took place). The two agents take completely different approaches: Agent Alan Ward (Dafoe), a young northerner, takes a direct approach to the investigation; Agent Rupert Anderson (Hackman), a former Mississippi sheriff who understands the intricacies of race relations in the South, takes a more subtle tack.

Agent Ward, who is from the north is very surprised at the segregation in the South and finds it hard to investigate the crime as the local sheriff's office is linked to a major branch of the Ku Klux Klan, and the agents cannot talk to the local black community, due to their fear of Klan retaliation. Slowly but steadily, relations between the FBI and the local Jessup County sheriff's office deteriorate. 

Anderson uses new information to send fake invitations to the involved KKK parties, who turn up for a meeting. They soon realize that it is a set up and leave without discussing the murders. The FBI, who are eavesdropping, home in on Lester Cowens, a junior member of the outfit, as being particularly nervous and unable to stop talking. He is later picked up by the FBI and driven prominently around town to make it appear that he may be cooperating with them. He then is dropped off in the black side of the segregated community to "think" about his position.

Agents Anderson and Ward use Cowens’ information about the crimes to make arrests The FBI now has evidence admissible in court and can prosecute the culprits. They charge them with civil rights violations to ensure that they will be tried at the federal level; four of them had previously been convicted in a state court of firebombing a black man's home, only to receive five-year suspended sentences. Most are found guilty and receive sentences from three to ten years. Sheriff Stuckey is acquitted. 

Questions: (answer on back or separate paper)
1. What happened to the civil rights workers?

2. What are the different approaches of the FBI agents?

3. What surprises Agent Ward?

4. Why won’t black people talk to the FBI?

5. What does Agent Anderson do with the new information he receives?

6. How does the FBI set up Lester Cowens?

7. What does the FBI now have?

8. What was the result of the case?

