
By 1960, another influential civil rights 
group emerged--the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), mostly made up of 
college students, black and white. Members of this 
group felt that change for African Americans was 
occurring too slowly.   

One protest strategy that SNCC ( or“snick”) 
used was the sit-in. During a sit-in, African 
Americans sat at whites-only lunch counters, refusing 
to leave until they were served. In February 1960, 
African-American students staged a sit-in at a lunch 
counter at a Woolworth’s store in Greensboro, North 
Carolina, where whites hit them and poured food 
over their heads in front of television cameras. By 
late 1960, students had desegregated lunch counters 
in 48 cities in 11 states.  

Another group, the Congress of Racial 
Equality (CORE) was one of the nation’s older civil 
rights groups, formed in 1942 by James Farmer and 
others. As the civil rights movement of the1950s and 
1960s grew, CORE became more active. 

 In the 1960s, CORE decided to promote 
the Supreme Court ruling that banned segregation on 
buses traveling national routes. White and black 
activists known as freedom riders rode together on 
the buses into the South.  Many riders were met by 
angry mobs that attacked and beat them. As more 
attacks occurred, the Kennedy administration 
stepped in, sending U.S. marshals to protect the 
riders. The Interstate Commerce Commission, which 
regulated bus companies, also helped out, banning 
segregation in all interstate travel facilities.  

Civil rights workers soon turned their 
attention to further integrating Southern education. 
In September 1962, a federal court allowed James 
Meredith to attend the all-white University of 
Mississippi.  However, because Mississippi’s 
governor and angry mobs refused to admit him, the 
Kennedy administration sent in U.S. marshals to force 
the issue, at the cost of several lives. 

Another confrontation occurred in 1963 in 
Birmingham, Alabama. There, King and other civil 
rights leaders tried to desegregate the city. Police 
attacked activists with dogs and water hoses. Many 
Americans witnessed the attacks on television and 
were outraged by what they saw. Eventually, 
Birmingham officials gave in, agreeing to end 
segregation in the city.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
            
             Abuse of Protestors 
The growing civil rights movement 

impressed President Kennedy. He became convinced 
that the nation needed a new civil rights law, calling 
on Congress to pass a sweeping civil rights bill.  
President Kennedy’s civil rights bill outlawed 
discrimination based on race, religion, national 
origin, and gender. It also gave the government more 
power to push for school desegregation. Civil rights 
leaders wanted Congress to pass the bill, staging a 
massive march on Washington, D.C. 

On August 28, 1963, more than 250,000 
blacks and whites marched into the nation’s capital. 
There, they demanded the immediate passage of the new 
civil rights bill. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., spoke to the 
crowd. He called for peace and racial harmony in his now 
famous “I Have a Dream” speech. Several months later, 
President Kennedy was assassinated. Lyndon Johnson 
became president, using slain president’s legacy to win 
passage in Congress of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 

 

 

  

This opened up many new jobs for African 
Americans, in the military and the defense 
industries.  

Second, about 700,000 African 
Americans had served in the armed forces, helping 
to liberate Europe and safeguard the American 
way of life.  Many returned from the war ready to 
fight a new battle—one to secure their own 
freedom.  

Third, during the war, President 
Franklin Roosevelt’s executive order outlawing 
racial discrimination in all federal agencies and 
war-related companies gave an example of the 
power of federal action in securing civil liberties. 

World War II had given blacks a taste of 
equality and respectability. When the war ended, 
many blacks were more determined than ever to 
improve their status, challenging southern Jim 
Crow Laws enforcing segregation and other racial 
injustices. 

 Even before the civil rights movement 
began, African-American lawyers had been 
challenging racial discrimination in court. 
Beginning in 1938, a team of lawyers led by 
Thurgood Marshall began arguing several cases 
before the Supreme Court.  

Their biggest victory came in the 1954 
case known as Brown v. Board of Education of 
Topeka, Kansas. In this case, the Supreme Court 
ruled that separate schools for whites and blacks 
were unequal—and thus unconstitutional. Many 
Southern communities refused to accept the Brown 
decision.  

In 1955, the Supreme Court handed 
down a second Brown ruling, ordering schools to 
desegregate more quickly. The school 
desegregation issue reached a crisis in 1957 in 
Little Rock, Arkansas, as the state’s governor, Orval 
Faubus, refused to let nine African-American 
students attend Little Rock’s Central High School. 
President Eisenhower had to send in the 101st 
Airborne Division to ensure the safety and 
attendance of the “Little Rock nine.” 

 School was just one place where African 
Americans challenged segregation. They also 
battled discrimination on city buses. In 
Montgomery, Alabama, a local law required that 
blacks give up their bus seats to whites. 

 In December 1955, Montgomery 
resident Rosa Parks and others refused to give 
their seats to whites. Parks was arrested, after 
which, African Americans in Montgomery 
organized a yearlong boycott of the city’s bus 
system. The boycott lasted 381 days, finally ending 
in late1956, the Supreme Court ruling that 
segregated buses were illegal. 

 
The Leadership 

The leader of this non-violent bus 
boycott, reverend, Martin Luther King Jr., would 
become the leader of a whole movement across the 
South and the nation for an end to segregation and 
restrictions on civil liberties.  

Martin Luther King, Jr. preached non-
violent resistance. He termed it “soul force.” He 
based his ideas on the teachings of several people. 
From Jesus, he learned to love one’s enemies. From 
the writer Henry David Thoreau, King took the 
idea of civil disobedience, the refusal to obey an 
unjust law. From labor organizer A. Philip 
Randolph, he learned how to organize huge 
demonstrations. From Mohandas Gandhi, King 
learned that a person could resist oppression 
without using violence. King joined with other 
ministers and civil rights leaders with similar 
beliefs in 1957—the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC) was born. 
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The Path of African-American Civil Rights 
 

The Background 
Between 1910 and 1920, hundreds of 

thousands of African Americans moved from the South to 
the big cities of the North—the Great Migration. This 
was a response to racial violence and economic 
discrimination against blacks in the South, and existing 
opportunity in the North. By 1929, 40 percent of African 
Americans lived in cities, increasing racial tensions and 
resulting in race riots.  

The National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People (NAACP) worked to end violence in the 
North and South against African Americans. To address 
these problems, W. E. B. Du Bois led protests against 
racial violence, while the NAACP and James Weldon 
Johnson fought to get laws against lynching passed by 
Congress. No law against lynching was passed, but the 
number of lynchings gradually dropped, thanks to these 
efforts.  

Others like Marcus Garvey advocated 
separation from, not acceptance in, white society, by 
voicing a message of black pride that appealed to many 
African Americans through the 1920s.  Forming a black 
nationalist group called the Universal Negro 
Improvement Association (UNIA), Garvey promoted 
black-owned businesses, and even urged African 
Americans to return to Africa to set up an independent 
nation. 

In the 1920s, many African Americans moved 
to a section of New York known as Harlem.  Black 
immigration from the West Indies, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and 
Haiti helped make Harlem the world’s largest black urban 
community. 

This neighborhood was also the birthplace of 
the Harlem Renaissance--a literary and artistic 
movement celebrating African-American culture, the 
result of the Great Migration and the blossoming of 
culture expression (previously limited in rural South).  

The optimism of the Harlem Renaissance gave 
way to the realities of the Great Depression by the 1930s. 
Although President Roosevelt gave a number of African 
Americans a voice in government, the programs of the 
New Deal failed to provide equality in relief.  

Mary McLeod Bethune was an educator who 
became head of the Minority Affairs Office of the National 
Youth Administration (NYA) New Deal program. Here, 
she worked to ensure that the NYA hired many African 
Americans. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                           Bethune & Eleanor Roosevelt 
 

 Bethune and Eleanor Roosevelt also helped 
organize the “Black Cabinet.” This was a group of 
influential African Americans that advised President 
Roosevelt on racial issues, despite the fact that the 
President did not push for full civil rights for African 
Americans, afraid of losing the support of white 
Southerners. 
The Beginning 

World War II may have ended the New Deal, 
but it also, more importantly, proved to be the catalyst for 
the modern Civil Rights Movement.  

First, the demand for soldiers during the war 
had created a shortage of white male workers.  
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The Victory 

Civil rights activists next worked to gain 
voting rights for African Americans in the South. The 
voting project became known as Freedom Summer. 
The workers focused their efforts on Mississippi. They 
hoped to influence Congress to pass a voting rights act. 
Robert Moses was a former New York City school 
teacher. He led the voter project in Mississippi. The 
project met with much opposition and violence. 

Meanwhile, civil rights activists challenged 
Mississippi’s political structure. At the 1964 Democratic 
National Convention, SNCC organized the Mississippi 
Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP).The new party 
hoped to unseat Mississippi’s regular party delegates at 
the convention. Civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer 
spoke for the MFDP at the convention. She gave an 
emotional speech. As a result, many Americans 
supported the seating of the MFDP delegates. However, 
the Democratic Party offered only 2 of Mississippi’s 68 
seats to MFDP members.  

In 1965, civil rights workers attempted a 
voting project in Selma, Alabama. They met with violent 
resistance. As a result, Martin Luther King, Jr. led a 
massive march through Alabama (the Selma to 
Montgomery march). Due to white southern violence, 
President Johnson responded by sending protection for 
the marchers and asking Congress to pass a new voting 
rights act. Congress responded by passing the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965, prohibiting state laws that 
prevented African Americans from voting. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. & President Lyndon Johnson 
 
The Fractured End 

By 1965, the civil rights movement had 
turned its attention to the North. In the South the 
problem had been de jure segregation, or segregation 
based on law. The problem in the North was de facto 
segregation, or segregation that exists by practice or 
custom. This type of segregation was more difficult to 
overcome, as it was easier to change laws than it was to 
change people’s attitudes.  

De facto segregation increased as African 
Americans moved to Northern cities after World War II. 
Many white people left cities (as did businesses, jobs, 
and tax revenue) for the suburbs by the mid-1960s, 
leaving many African Americans in the North in decaying 
urban slums. There, they dealt with poor schools and 
high unemployment. The terrible conditions in Northern 
cities angered many African Americans. This anger led to 
many episodes of violence, as it did in the Los Angeles 
neighborhood of Watts in 1965.  

During the 1960s, new African American 
leaders emerged. They called for more aggressive tactics 
in fighting racism. One such leader was Malcolm X. 
Malcolm preached the views of Elijah Muhammad. 
Muhammad was the head of the Nation of Islam, or the 
Black Muslims. Malcolm declared that whites were 
responsible for black misery. He also urged African 
Americans to fight back when attacked.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Black Panther Party members 
 
Eventually, Malcolm changed his policy regarding 
violence. He urged African Americans to use 
peaceful means—especially voting—to win 
equality. In February 1965, he was assassinated. 

Another new black leader was Stokely 
Carmichael. He introduced the notion of Black 
Power. This movement encouraged African-
American pride leadership, and resistance. In 
1966, some African Americans formed a political 
party called the Black Panthers. The party was 
created to fight police brutality. Because they 
urged violent resistance against whites, many 
whites and moderate African Americans feared the 
group.  

Adding to the charged atmosphere of 
the mid-1960s, in April 1968, a gunman shot and 
killed Martin Luther King, Jr., in Memphis, 
Tennessee. Many leaders called for peace, but 
anger over King’s death led many African 
Americans in several cities to riot.  

A bullet claimed the life of yet another 
leader in1968. In June, a man shot and killed 
Senator Robert Kennedy, a strong supporter of 
civil rights. The assassin was a Jordanian 
immigrant, allegedly angry about Kennedy’s 
support of Israel. Kennedy had been seeking the 
Democratic nomination for president when he was 
killed.  

In 1967, President Johnson formed a 
group known as the Kerner Commission to 
investigate urban violence. In March 1968, the 
commission issued its report, naming one main 
cause for violence in the cities—white racism.  
 
The Post Civil Rights Era 

What, then, did the civil rights 
movement achieve? The movement claimed many 
triumphs. It led to the passage of important civil 
rights acts, including the Civil Rights Act of 1968, 
banning discrimination in housing. The movement 
also led to the banning of segregation in education, 
transportation, employment, and also helped 
African Americans gain their full voting rights. 

Yet many problems remained. Whites 
continued to leave cities. Throughout the years, 
much of the progress in school integration began 
to be reversed. African Americans continue to face 
high unemployment, even though the government 
had taken steps to help African Americans and 
other disadvantaged groups.  

During the 1960s federal officials began 
to promote affirmative action, making special 
efforts to hire or enroll minorities through the use 
of quotas.  In 1978, the Supreme Court ruled 
unconstitutional a university’s use of racial quotas 
in its admissions process, but held that affirmative 
action programs could be constitutional in some 
cases (Regents of University of California v. 
Bakke).  Using race as one of several admissions 
qualifications, not the only qualification, was 
deemed constitutional. 

By the 1980s and 1990s blacks had 
made substantial strides both politically and 
economically, yet problems still persisted.  In 
1992, the L.A. Riots erupted after the acquittal of 
police officers involved in the beating of Rodney 
King.  Today, unemployment, poverty, crime, and 
discrimination continue to plague many African 
American neighborhoods. 

 
 
 

TIMELINE OF MAJOR EVENTS 

1954 

-Brown v. Board of Education decision 

1955 

-Emmett Till murder  -Rosa Parks arrest 

1956 

-Montgomery bus boycott 

1957 

-Civil Rights Act passage  -Little Rock desegregation 

violence 

1960 

-Greensboro, NC “sit-in”  -Civil Rights Act passage 

(established Federal inspection of voter registration 

polls and punishments for violations) 

1961 

-“Freedom Rides” 

1962 

-James Meredith riots 

1963 

-Birmingham violence   -University of Alabama 

integration  -Civil rights bill to sent to Congress     

-Medgar Evers murder   -King jailing 

-March on Washington  -16th St. Baptist Church 

bombing 

1964 

-“Freedom Summer”  -3 civil rights workers 

disappearance  -Civil Rights Act passage (outlaws 

segregation in the U.S. schools and public places) 

-24th Amendment adoption (bans literacy tests)   

1965 

-Malcolm X murder  -Jimmy Lee Jackson murder 

-Selma Marches  -Voting Rights Act passage 

-Watts Riots 

1966 

-Black Power movement forms under Stokeley 

Carmichael  -Black Panther Party forms under Bobby 

Seale and Huey Newton 

1968 

-Martin Luther King, Jr. murder 

-Civil Rights Act passage (expands on previous acts 

and prohibits discrimination in the sale, rental, and 

financing of housing based on race, religion, national 

origin, or sex 

1970 

-Civil Rights Act passage 

1971 

-Jesse Jackson establishes PUSH and the National 

Rainbow Coalition  -School busing ordered by 

Supreme Court 

1975 

-Nation of Islam forms under Louis Farrakhan 

1978 

-Supreme Court rules race can be considered for 

college admissions 

1984 

-Crack Cocaine epidemic in African American 

communities begins 

1992 

-Los Angeles Riots 

1995 

The Million Man March in Washington D.C. 

2003 

Gratz v. Bollinger decision. A state university's 

admission policy violated the Equal Protection Clause 

of the Fourteenth Amendment because its ranking 

system gave an automatic point increase to all racial 

minorities rather than making individual 

determinations. 

2014  

Ferguson unrest/riots after the shooting of Michael 

Brown 

 

 

 


