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The Facts 
● The New York Times published an advertisement advocating for Dr. 

Martin Luther King Jr.
● Trying to collect donations for the perjury charges he was about to face
● L.B. Sullivan was the City Commissioner during that time 

○ One of the departments he was in charge of was the police 
department

● Maltreatment of African American students protesting segregation by the 
police department.

● The article/ advertisement had several minor factual mistakes
○ The amount of times MLK was arrested (4 instead of 7) 
○ Some actions by police officers at Alabama State College 

● L.B. Sullivan was not mentioned in the advertisement



The Advertisement 



● Sullivan saw the criticism of his subordinates as criticism on 
himself as well. He thought the article put him in a bad light 
since he oversaw the department

● Sullivan sent a written request to the New York Times to 
publicly retract the information in the ad

● In the state of Alabama, a public figure can seek punitive 
damages in a libel action

● The New York times refused to retract the statement, and were 
confused by his request

● Sullivan then filed libel action against the Times and multiple 
African American ministers who were also mentioned in the ad.

● Alabama State courts jury awarded Sullivan 500,000 dollars in 
damages 

● State Supreme court affirmed their decision, but the Times 
appealed

● The verdict was affirmed by the Supreme Court of Alabama that 
the statements in the advertisement were libelous and that the 
evidence showed malice on the part of the newspaper.



Issue: Did Alabama's libel law unconstitutionally infringe on the First 
Amendment's freedom of speech and press protections?

Analysis: The First Amendment requires that the plaintiff show that the 
defendant knew that a statement was false or was reckless in deciding to 
publish the information without investigating whether it was accurate. 



The Supreme Court
● Evaluated by writ of certiorari to the Supreme Court of the United States.
● In a unanimous opinion written by Justice Brennan, the Court ruled for 

the Times.
● The court held that there was no evidence was shown of the Times actual 

malice 
● The First Amendment required a rule that prohibits a public official from 

recovering damages for a defamatory  statements relating to the public 
official's official conduct unless the plaintiff  can prove that the 
statement was made with actual malice

● Defined actual malice “the defamatory statement was false or made with 
reckless disregard of whether it was false or not”


