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Introduction

Have you ever heard people mention the civil rights movement and wondered what they were talking about? What are civil rights? Who was involved in the movement, and what were they fighting for?

Let’s blast back in time for a little adventure and find out….
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A Brief History of the Civil Rights Movement

Civil rights are an individual’s legally protected rights to social, political, economic, educational, and other similar opportunities. These rights must be the same for everyone regardless of individual characteristics such as race, religious beliefs, and national origin.

[image: images]

[image: images]

Black people in the United States have been deprived of their full civil rights since the time of slavery. The organized struggle for these civil rights, especially during the 1950s and 1960s, is called the civil rights movement. This movement resulted in many changes to the laws. It was also filled with much resistance—at times violent—from white people, including police officers and politicians.

The word “movement” refers to a group working together for a common cause. The word “civil” comes from the Latin word civis, which means “citizen.” Some civil rights, such as the right to vote in elections, apply specifically to the citizens of a particular country. But other civil rights, such as the right to free speech, apply to all people who are living in or visiting that country, regardless of citizenship.
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Civil Rights for All

The term “civil rights movement” is commonly used to describe the struggle for Black Americans to achieve equality. But other groups have had to fight—and continue to fight—for their civil rights, too. These groups include (but are not limited to)

Girls and women

Asian Americans

Muslim Americans

Hispanic Americans and Latino Americans

The LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer and/or questioning) community

People with disabilities

Senior citizens

Minority groups around the world
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Human Rights

Human rights are the rights all people around the world are entitled to. They are not the same thing as civil rights, although the two can sometimes overlap.

In 1948, the United Nations—a multi-governmental organization that seeks to promote global peace, security, and cooperation—adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). The UDHR lists a number of human rights, including the right to live, be free, work, own property, marry, and have a family. The UDHR also lists prohibitions against things such as torture, inhuman punishment, and arbitrary arrest (which means being arrested without any reason or due process). The UDHR is not a code of law, however, but more of an aspirational document that spells out important principles and goals for the global community.
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Slavery in America

Beginning around the year 1500, millions of Africans were forced to leave their homes and were brought to the Americas (aka “the New World”), to become slaves for the European colonists who lived there.

Under slavery, Africans were considered to be the “property” of their white “owners.” They had to do whatever their owners wanted, including hard labor under horrific conditions. They were often beaten and abused. They had no freedom or rights.
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Until 1865, some states in the United States were “slave states,” which meant that slavery was legal within them. Others were “free states,” which meant that slavery was illegal or being phased out of those territories.


The American Civil War took place between 1861 and 1865, largely over the issue of slavery. The anti-slavery Union (states and other lands that were mostly in the north) eventually defeated the pro-slavery Confederacy (states and other lands that were mostly in the south). This led to the end of slavery in the country.
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The Emancipation Proclamation

On September 22, 1862, in the middle of the Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln issued a document that has come to be known as the Emancipation Proclamation. In it, President Lincoln declared that as of the first day of the new year, all enslaved people would be “thenceforth and forever free.”

Of course, he could not enforce the proclamation in the states that were under the control of the South. Still, the document was important because (1) it affirmed the Civil War about slavery; and (2) it paved the way for freedmen (former slaves) to join the U.S. Army. Around 180,000 freedmen did join the army and helped to bring about the surrender of the South in 1865.
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Reconstruction

The period after the Civil War was called Reconstruction and lasted until 1877. The idea was to “reconstruct” the nation and figure out how to go forward and set right the wrongs and inequities of slavery.
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During Reconstruction, three amendments—the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth—were added to the U.S. Constitution, granting freedmen and other Black people basic civil rights. (The Constitution is the document that spells out the fundamental laws and principles the country is governed by.) These amendments are sometimes referred to as the “Reconstruction Amendments.”


The Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery (and all involuntary servitude, which means being a servant against one’s will). An exception was made if the involuntary servitude was meant to be a punishment for a crime.
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The Fourteenth Amendment granted citizenship to anyone born or naturalized in the U.S. and provided equal protection under the laws for all citizens. (Naturalization is a process by which a foreign-born person can become a citizen.)
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The Fifteenth Amendment said that U.S. citizens could not be denied the right to vote based on race, color, or past enslavement.

Unfortunately, these and other Reconstruction efforts did not end unfair treatment of (or violence against) Black people in America.




The Ku Klux Klan

The Ku Klux Klan (or KKK) is a hate organization that started right after the Civil War in 1866. Klan members believed in a doctrine of “white supremacy,” which held that white people were superior to Black people and other non-white racial groups. They used violence, intimidation, and other terrorist tactics to try to keep freedmen from living in peace and exercising their newly granted civil rights (such as the right to vote).
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The Ku Klux Klan (which comes in part from the Greek word kyklos, meaning “circle”) was originally a social club of Confederate war veterans in Tennessee. Its leader was given the title of “grand wizard.”

Klansmen wore white robes and hoods to hide their identities and to cause fear. They went on raids at night, beating and killing former slaves and their families and burning down their homes. They murdered Black politicians and other Black leaders. They also targeted white supporters of freedmen.


The first Ku Klux Klan organization lasted until the late 1870s. A second wave of the Klan started up in 1915 and expanded its circle of targets to include Jews, Catholics, immigrants, and other groups. Its membership reached four million in the 1920s. These new Klansmen would sometimes leave a burning cross (the Klan’s symbol) at the scene of their violent crimes.
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The Ku Klux Klan still exists to this day, although in much smaller numbers and in separate, less-organized groups.



The Enforcement Acts

Congress passed the Enforcement Acts between 1870 and 1871. They were a set of laws that sought to protect the rights of Black people to vote, serve on juries, hold political office, and more. The main reason for the Enforcement Acts was to try to stop the Ku Klux Klan’s reign of terror.

Before the Enforcement Acts, many states were reluctant to stand up to the Klan. Some were too weak or too afraid. Some state and local political leaders were even Klan members or sympathizers.

The Enforcement Acts allowed the federal government to step in if and when the states failed to protect its Black citizens. With the Enforcement Acts, President Ulysses S. Grant was able to send federal troops to the worst-hit areas to try to stop Klan violence.
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The Civil Rights Act of 1875

In 1875, Congress passed a civil rights act that was intended to guarantee an individual’s access to various public facilities (such as inns and theaters), regardless of race or past enslavement. The new law also covered access to public transportation and the ability to serve on a jury.

Unfortunately, the Civil Rights Act of 1875 was hardly ever enforced. And in 1883, the Supreme Court (the highest court in the land) declared it unconstitutional, saying that it was not in line with the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments.




The Compromise of 1877

Reconstruction came to an end in 1877 after the election of President Rutherford B. Hayes, who was a Republican. (The Republicans were more supportive of the rights of Black people than the Democrats.)

The 1876 election
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