CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY

J. MORGAN KOUSSER
(b. 1943)

INTERVIEWED BY
i HEIDI ASPATURIAN

1 April 2016 — October 2020

Morgan Kousser, 2011

Pasadena, California

Subject area

History and social science, civil rights

Abstract

Interview in eleven sessions (April 2016—October 2020) with J. Morgan Kousser,
professor of history and social science, emeritus, and a pioneer in the field of
historical expert witness testimony in voting rights and civil rights legislation.
Kousser describes his upbringing and education in Nashville, Tennessee,
including his youthful exposure to segregation, local politics, and the civil rights
movement, as well as his undergraduate and graduate studies at Princeton (BA
1965) and Yale (PhD 1968), and his work with PhD advisor C.V. Woodward. He
recalls his growing interest in quantitative history, and his involvement in antiwar
and civil rights activism. He offers his thoughts on the character and evolution of
the Caltech humanities and social sciences (HSS) division, particularly its social
science program, and on numerous Caltech faculty, staff, and administrators, from
his arrival on campus in 1969 to the present day. He recalls his participation on a
range of Caltech administrative committees, his experiences teaching Southern
politics, the Civil War and Reconstruction, and the history of the U.S. Supreme
Court to Caltech students, and his recollections of sabbaticals at Harvard, Oxford,

http://resolver.caltech.edu/CaltechOH:OH_Kousser M



and the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology.

Kousser’s five decades of research, writing, and expert witness testimony on
racial injustice and discrimination, as well as voter disfranchisement and voter
suppression in the American South, from the Jim Crow era to the present day,
form the backbone of this narrative. He discusses a wide range of historical and
courtroom work, including cases in Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee,
and Texas; his testimony before state and federal legislatures; and his longtime
involvement in landmark redistricting efforts and voting rights initiatives
throughout California.

Administrative information

Access
The interview is unrestricted.

Copyright
Copyright has been assigned to the California Institute of Technology © 2021.
All requests for permission to publish or quote from the transcript must be
submitted in writing to the University Archivist and Head, Special Collections.

Preferred citation
Kousser, J. Morgan. Interview by Heidi Aspaturian. Pasadena, California, April
2016 to October 2020. Oral History Project, California Institute of Technology
Archives. Retrieved [supply date of retrieval] from the World Wide Web:
http://resolver.caltech.edu/CaltechOH:OH_Kousser M

Contact information
Archives, California Institute of Technology
Mail Code B215-74
Pasadena, CA 91125
Phone: (626)395-2704 Fax: (626)395-4073
Email: archives@caltech.edu

Graphics and content © 2021 California Institute of Technology.

http://resolver.caltech.edu/CaltechOH:OH_Kousser M



CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY ARCHIVES

ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

INTERVIEW WITH J. MORGAN KOUSSER

BY HEIDI ASPATURIAN

PASADENA, CALIFORNIA

Copyright © California Institute of Technology, 2021

http://resolver.caltech.edu/CaltechOH:OH_Kousser_M



Kousser—ii

Morgan Kousser, 2011

http://resolver.caltech.edu/CaltechOH:OH_Kousser M



Kousser—iii

NOTE TO READERS

Per agreement between Professor Kousser and the Caltech Archives dated
October 14, 2021, portions of this interview are currently closed. Closed

portions are clearly marked in the transcript.

ALSO, PLEASE NOTE

Oral history interviews are historical documents that provide valuable first-hand
testimony of the past. The views and opinions expressed in them are those of the
interviewees, who describe events based on their own recollections and from their
own perspective. They do not necessarily reflect the views or official history of
the Caltech Archives and Special Collections or of the California Institute of

Technology.

This oral history contains racial slurs and other expressions of bigotry used in

quoting third parties.
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ASPATURIAN: This is April 21, 2016, and this is the first oral history interview session
with Professor Morgan Kousser. I usually start by asking about your family background
and your roots. So, let’s begin with that. Where do the Koussers and your mother’s

family originate?

KousseRr: The Koussers originated in Austria, but that’s basically all I know about them.
My grandfather Kousser was a carpenter and an immigrant. My father was born basically
off the boat: My grandmother apparently was pregnant with him when they landed in
New York. My grandfather had some sort of illness—not enough to throw him back to
Europe but enough to keep him out of New York for a while. So apparently my paternal

grandmother—whom I never met or the grandfather either—came into New York City,
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found a place to live, and I guess found a job for him, and two weeks later he was let off
of Ellis Island. That’s what I was told, at least. So, they moved around.

My father grew up in Little Austria in Chicago, which at that point was entirely
German speaking. He did not speak more than one phrase of English by the time he got
to school; and the story that my mother told me that he had told her is that he was
ridiculed when he got to school—I guess for not speaking real English. And he used the
one phrase he had, which was something like “I’'m going to cut your guts out” in
response to this. [Laughter] My mother’s family had been in Tennessee for a long time,
on both sides. I think some relative or another managed to get here before the American
Revolution, so my grandmother said.

They were from Wales, I think, more than any place else. The Morgan part of it,

which is my mother’s maiden name, comes from Wales.

ASPATURIAN: Of course.

KOUSSER: And they had been sort of educated but poor for a long time. They started a
school called the Morgan School—I think as far back as the antebellum period even—in
central Tennessee. My grandfather Morgan, who died when I was two and a half, was a
Methodist preacher.

My parents met in New York City at the start of the Second World War. My
mother, although she’d graduated from college, was a secretary. She was also a singer.
She was actually in the first Robert Shaw Chorale [a nationally known choral group that
toured frequently and produced numerous popular recordings between 1948 and 1965.
—FEd.]. In fact, if she had not been good enough to be a paid soloist in church, we would
have starved entirely.

It was a wartime love affair—they met in 1942 and married in three weeks, |
think. I was born in ’43. My mom went back to Tennessee, and [ was born in a little

town called Lewisburg, which is about fifty-five miles southeast of Nashville.

ASPATURIAN: What were your parents’ names?

KOUSSER: Joseph and Alice Holt Morgan Kousser.
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ASPATURIAN: Do you have Confederate roots on your mother’s side?

KOUSSER: It’s possible but I don’t think they served. They were ministers and teachers.
There’s nothing I know of that said that they served. My grandmother—my mother’s
mother—was a segregationist, but she was kind in her patronizing way to Black house
servants. | mean, at that time, in 1940, seventy percent of Black women in the workforce
were maids. And they were almost all in the workforce, unlike white women. And so,
lower-middle-class white people could have a maid one day a week; and that was the

case for us in Nashville, although my mother didn’t have any money at all.

ASPATURIAN: When Hillary Bhaskaran [staff writer and editor in the Caltech Public
Relations Office, 1992-2003] did a very nice story about you about twenty years ago in
Caltech News, 1 think you told her that your dad became ill in the service and then your

mother moved home.

KOUSSER: Yes. I don’t know what his mental state was before the war, but certainly
afterward—today he would have been diagnosed with PTSD [post-traumatic stress

disorder].

ASPATURIAN: Where did he serve?

KOUSSER: Europe—Italy. So far as [ know, they never used the fact that his German was
still good. The Italian battles took a long time, and they were relatively brutal. I don’t
know that he was ever physically wounded. I didn’t meet him until 1946, and then there
was no obvious physical wound; but he was in and out of VA [Veterans’ Administration]
mental hospitals for several years. After the war, he first taught school in Tracy City,
Tennessee; I’m sure that must have been arranged by my mother’s family. A year later
we all moved to Indianapolis and shortly thereafter to Chicago, and he got a master’s
degree in accounting from Northwestern, and I don’t know that he ever practiced
accounting, but—it was quite tough. There was very little support from the federal
government for the wives of people who had been damaged in the Army; and so, we were

living on welfare. And then my brother was born in 1948.
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ASPATURIAN: This is interesting because you hear so much about the benefits of the GI
Bill.

Kousser: Well, he did go back to school on the GI Bill, but there wasn’t much in the
way of support. I remember very well; we lived in a minister’s basement. It was

possible to live there but not really a living space.

ASPATURIAN: A shelter, essentially.

KOUSSER: Yes, a shelter. And my mother worked in a kindergarten for a while in

Chicago.

ASPATURIAN: She was a teacher?

KoUSSER: Yes. I will go into that. I’'m doing this chronologically.

ASPATURIAN: That’s fine.

KOUSSER: But she was able to take my little brother with her in a wagon, and then either
take the wagon on the subway, or maybe she could walk to wherever she was going. |

think she had to go on the subway some of the time.

ASPATURIAN: You must have been very young, and yet you remember all this.

KOUSSER: Yes, I particularly remember it because of one sort of incident. I started first
grade in a little working-class suburb of Chicago called Maywood—I had tonsillitis, and I
actually got paralyzed. There was a big street that [ had to go underneath to get to the
school—there was a sort of underpass—and one day I had gone home for lunch, and I got
down underneath this big street, got paralyzed, and I couldn’t walk up. And fortunately,
she came along with my little brother in the wagon and took me back home. And then

before that Christmas, she tucked her tail between her legs, and went home to mommy.
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ASPATURIAN: Had she not wanted to do that?

KOUSSER: No. She didn’t want to do that. It meant that the marriage was a failure; it
meant that her independence was compromised. She had wanted to break out of the
family; that’s why she ended up in New York. She’d gone to SMU [Southern Methodist
University] in Dallas and did graduate. Going home to Tennessee was a very hard thing

for her. And then she went back to school.
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The second largest teacher’s college in the country then was George Peabody
College, which is now part of Vanderbilt [University]. Next to Columbia, it was the
biggest school to educate teachers. So she went there and got a master’s degree. And
interestingly, for me at least, her mentor there was the last secretary of the Progressive
Education Association, which was a Deweyite organization [i.e., founded on principles
established by American educational reformer John Dewey —Ed.]. Nobody remembers
progressive education any more in the way that it existed back then, but this had a
profound influence on her as a teacher and actually eventually on me [See Session Eight].
We lived in Lewisburg with my grandmother, and my mother commuted up to Nashville
to go 