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 “A powerful and moving film about ordinary women armed with  
sheer determination…” 

 
Jackson Free Press
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Synopsis 
 
 
In 1965, when three women walked into the US House of Representatives in Washington D.C., 
they had come a very long way. They weren’t lawyers or politicians. They were not rich. They 
were women from Mississippi who had been descendants of African slaves. They had worked the 
cotton fields in the U.S. State of Mississippi and had come to their country’s capitol to seek their 
civil rights. And they were the first black women to be allowed in the senate chambers in nearly 
100 years.  
 
STANDING ON MY SISTER’S SHOULDERS is the award-winning documentary that tells the 
history of the Mississippi women who played a crucial role in the US Civil Rights movement. 
These living legends give their firsthand testimony and capture a piece of history that is often 
overlooked in history books. Their achievements go beyond the cotton fields of Mississippi or 
even the coasts of America. These are true grassroots heroines, who in the most oppressive of 
societies, proved that anyone can take a stand and fight for human rights.  
 
 

 
Festivals and Awards 

Savannah Film and Video Festival – World Premiere/Special Jury Prize 

Atlanta Film Festival – Audience Award 

USA Film Festival – Finalist 

African American Women in Cinema Festival – Audience Award 

Long Island Film Expo – Humanitarian Award 

Dances with Films – Audience Award 

Chicago Women in the Director’s Chair International Film Festival 

Sedona International Film Festival 

Big Muddy Film Festival 

Pan-African Film and Television Festival of Ouagadougou (FESPACO) 
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BIOS 

 
 
Laura J. Lipson 
 
Laura Lipson, director and writer of STANDING ON MY SISTER’S 
SHOULDERS, also penned the lyrics for the original opening song, “Freedom 
Will Come,” which was sung by June Pointer of the Pointer Sisters. She is 
currently Associate Director of movie promotion at ABC and is an awar- winning 
writer/producer. She has 15 years experience in film and television and is a 
member of the Writers Guild of America (WGA) and the American Society of 
Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP). After graduating with honors from 
U.C. Berkeley in Visual Arts and winning the Eisner Prize for filmmaking, she 
worked in Paris as an assistant editor for filmmaker Raoul Ruiz. 
 
 
 
Joan Sadoff 
 
Before producing documentaries, Joan Sadoff, M.Ed., M.S.W., spent her professional career as a 
clinical social worker in hospital, school, family agency, and community settings. On a national and 
international level, she has lectured to academic, professional and community organizations on the 
subject of societal change in the family. Joan has often been interviewed as an expert on these 
issues on television. In addition, she has participated in over 5,000 interviews including survivors of 
the Holocaust and their families. 
 
 
 
Dr. Robert Sadoff 
 
Dr. Robert Sadoff, a practicing forensic psychiatrist, is a clinical professor of psychiatry and director of 
the Center for Studies in Social-Legal Psychiatry at the University of Pennsylvania. He is past 
president of the American Academy of Psychiatry and the Law, as well as the American Board of 
Forensic Psychiatry. An award-winning professional in psychiatry, forensic psychiatry, and legal 
medicine, Dr. Sadoff is a sought-after international speaker, who has also authored six books on 
forensic psychiatry and over 100 articles. 
 
 
 
DeAnne Sakaguchi 
 
DeAnne Sakaguchi, editor of the documentary, started her editorial career in commercials and 
went on to edit feature films, music videos, trailers, and television shows. She began editing on 
film and now edits on non-linear computer based technology. She is currently cutting promotional 
trailers at ABC television. DeAnne graduated from California State University at Long Beach with 
a Bachelor of Arts in Radio/Television/Film. She feels blessed to have had the opportunity to 
bring to light the strength, bravery and spiritual courage of these remarkable women. 
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BACKGROUND INFO 
 
Inspiration for the film 
 
Laura J. Lipson’s early interest in the civil rights movement was originally influenced by her 
grandmother, who was one of the first to become involved in the Head Start program in California.  
Her grandmother’s mobile pre-school brought her national acclaim and an appointment to a Health 
Education and Welfare (HEW) Committee for Disadvantaged Children.  Laura hopes to carry on in 
her grandmother’s footsteps with her own contribution to the Civil Rights movement with the one-hour 
documentary “Standing on My Sisters’ Shoulders.” 
 
Drawn to filmmaking in an unusual way, Dr. Robert and Joan Sadoff found themselves intellectually 
and emotionally inspired to produce documentaries.  Taken by the image of a “Freedom Rider” bus 
being set on fire, the Sadoffs traveled to the South to learn more about the Civil Rights movement. 
 
During such a trip, they became lost while searching for Mount Zion Church in Philadelphia, 
Mississippi and approached a local woman for help.  Upon hearing of the Sadoffs’ interest in the Civil 
Rights movement, the woman said, “If you’ve got a tape recorder…we’ve got stories.” 
 
And so began their journey.  In 1994, the Sadoffs produced their first documentary, “Philadelphia 
Mississippi: Untold Stories” about the impact of the Civil Rights movement on the town where three 
Civil Rights workers were brutally murdered. 
 
A few years later, the Sadoffs returned again to Mississippi to produce their second documentary 
“Standing on My Sisters’ Shoulders,” which was completed in 2002.  The film tells the personal 
stories of the Mississippi women, both black and white, who stood up and fought for the right to vote 
and the right to an equal education in the country’s most segregated state. 
 

 
Selected Biographies of the Featured Women 
Fannie Lou Hamer-  “Fannie Lou Hamer was one of the most eloquent speakers for the civil 
rights movement in the south. She worked for political, social and economic equality for herself 
and all African Americans; she fought to integrate the national Democratic Party, and became 
one of its first black delegates to a presidential convention.”  

Annie Devine- “Mrs. Devine, a soft-spoken woman with a ready smile, became deeply involved 
in the civil rights movement of the early 1960's. She helped organize voter registration drives in 
Canton and surrounding Madison County, where fewer than 100 of the county's estimated 10,000 
black adults were registered… She attended the 1964 Democratic National Convention in Atlantic 
City along with Victoria Gray-Adams and Fannie Lou Hamer. Their objective was to unseat their 
state's all-white delegation and be recognized as delegates of the Mississippi Freedom 
Democratic Party, of which Mrs. Devine was a founder.”
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Unita Blackwell- “ ‘I'm proof that things can change,’ says Unita Blackwell, a living legend who 
went from picking cotton to a leadership role in the civil rights movement. Later, she also became 
mayor of Mayersville, a small town in the Delta, a mostly poor region Mississippi. She is the first 
African American female mayor in the state…The year that changed her life was 1964 -- 
Mississippi Freedom Summer. She joined forces with "the freedom riders and with activists 
working for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)." The objective was to 
register African Americans -- fully 36 percent of the state's population -- to vote.” 
 
 Mae Bertha Carter-  “When the Civil Rights Act of 1964 ordered the desegregation of all public 
schools receiving federal aid, Matthew and Mae Bertha Carter were the only Black parents to 
enroll their children in all-white schools in Drew for three years under a "Freedom of Choice" 
policy, before others followed. Although five of the Carters' thirteen children were educated in all-
Black schools, there were seven school-age children (and one baby) living at home when 
implementation of the Civil Rights law was enforced in Mississippi.” 

Victoria Gray Adams-  “was a community activist in the Hattiesburg area even before the arrival 
in the state of national Civil Rights workers. Mrs. Adams, a young mother and businesswoman in 
Hattiesburg in the early sixties, began her Civil Rights work by teaching voter registration and 
literacy classes that assisted other African Americans to pass the voter registration test requiring 
interpretation of the state constitution. At that time, although 30 per cent of Hattiesburg's citizens 
were African Americans, only 50 of them had been allowed to register to vote. Today, the state of 
Mississippi has more black elected officials than any other state, partly because of the efforts of 
Victoria Gray Adams.”  

 

Quotes from their Stories 

Where they found the Courage 
“I was standing on my sister’s shoulders.” 
Professor L.C. Dorsey 
 
 
Registering to Vote 
“The ballot is perhaps the most powerful weapon to bring about a diversified society.” 
 Constance Slaughter Harvey 
 
Equal Access to Education 
“I wanted [my children] to get a good education because I knew that was the key to unlocking the 
doors.” 
 Mae Bertha Carter 
 
Lives on the Line 
“We had been told that we were not going to get out of jail alive.  They had really planned to kill 
us.”  

June Johnson 
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White Women Join the Struggle 
“One of the roles of a white person in the movement, particularly a white Southerner, was to 
blend in and fetter out information that would be useful… you had a positive impact, that you were  
not some outsider coming down from New York telling them what to do, but you were one of their 
own with a different opinion and that did make an impact.” 
 Joan Trumpaurer Mulholland  
 
Founding the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party 
“I said, ‘America, you need to think about your soul.’” 
 Annie Devine 
 
We Must Remember This 
“The young people in America, my hopes for them are they will find out what it is all about. Why is 
it so important to register?  Why is it so important to participate in the political process of our 
country?  The reason: people gave their lives –black and white, for freedom…” 

Mayor Unita Blackwell 
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