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Introduction

The Civil Rights Movement was a movement that began among the African American community in the mid-twentieth century to end racial discrimination and secure equal rights before the law. It lasted several decades (many see it as an ongoing fight that continues today), cost many lives, and involved massive upheaval, especially in the southern United States.

Many historians mark the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement with the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka in 1954 and the subsequent Montgomery Bus Boycott the following year. After that, famous leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X emerged to inspire millions of black and white Americans to fight for voting rights, end segregation, and secure equal protection for everyone. The movement came after the descendants of enslaved peoples endured nearly a century of brutal oppression and constant threats of violence and death.

Undoubtedly, the Civil Rights Movement brought about an incredible amount of change, including landmark legislation such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. It was aided by media attention, particularly television news broadcasts that brought the violence occurring in the South into American living rooms every evening. What was more, the extreme responses among whites became a source of national embarrassment, as the U.S. worked to secure international allies, especially in the decolonizing “Third World.”

But even when the movement lost momentum after the assassination of King in 1968 (and as national attention was drawn more and more to the Vietnam War), black leaders continued—and still continue today—to fight for equal protections, opportunities, and rights in the United States. This narrative will briefly explore the long causes of the movement and its legacy, as well as the events in the 1950s and 1960s especially that brought about so much change.


Chapter One

Background

“The slave went free; stood a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again toward slavery.”

—W. E. B. Du Bois

In order to fully understand the Civil Rights Movement, it is important to look back much further into the history of race in America. This is a very complex and long history; for that reason, this narrative will give a brief overview of the major shifts and events that led directly to the start of the Civil Rights Movement in the 1950s.

Slavery is an ancient practice that has haunted humankind for millennia. By the time America won its independence from Great Britain and began to form its own system of government in the 1780s and 1790s, slavery was deeply entrenched in the economics, culture, and society of the new United States. In fact, many of the elements that were included in the original Constitution were designed to protect slavery and enslavers and continue what they liked to call “the peculiar institution” for decades to come.

Slavery not only continued during the first half of the nineteenth century, it thrived, becoming a source of massive and unprecedented wealth in an emerging capitalist economy. It was most commonly practiced in the southern United States, though people across the world profited in a variety of ways (for example, northern textile factories bought cheap cotton grown and picked by enslaved peoples). This was not because Southerners were more racist or cruel than Northerners; it was simply because the land in the South was more conducive to growing cash crops and therefore slavery was more lucrative there. As time went on, they became more and more dependent on it.

Nonetheless, as the decades wore on, more Northerners began to revile slavery and wanted to see it stopped from spreading into the western territories that the U.S. was rapidly acquiring. There was a global movement against slavery happening, as other countries, particularly in Europe, outlawed the practice at home and in their colonies. Politics in the U.S. became largely divided along defense or derision of slavery, and eventually, war broke out among the states. The causes of the American Civil War are far more complicated than this, but nevertheless, the war would ultimately decide the fate of legal slavery in America. After four incredibly bloody years, the Civil War ended when the South surrendered. The Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which was passed in 1865, freed all peoples held in bondage in the United States.

Again, what happened next was very complicated. A period that became known as Reconstruction began. During this time, the American government occupied most of the South that had been in rebellion in order to rebuild after the massive damage caused by the war and also to enforce the new constitutional amendments. The Fourteenth Amendment passed in 1866 and granted all persons born in the U.S. citizenship (which ostensibly meant all the freed slaves) and promised them “equal protection under the laws.” The Fifteenth Amendment was ratified in 1870. It granted all citizens the right to vote and outlawed any attempts to deny this right on the part of states, local governments, or individuals. In addition, southern states were forced to draft new state constitutions that accepted federal guidelines, and many other laws were passed in an attempt to see the country through the transition smoothly.

It was anything but smooth, however. Southern society was based on bondage, and with the combination of abolition and the war, the upheaval was unimaginable. Many Southerners reacted to emancipation and the expansion of black rights with acts of violence and even terrorism. Eventually, Americans as a whole also grew tired of Reconstruction. They became increasingly concerned with expansion, economics, and other issues facing the nation. Therefore, Reconstruction was ended with the political Compromise of 1877. All United States troops withdrew from the South, which was left to govern itself.

The southern states immediately began codifying the oppression of former slaves and their descendants. The violence that had been so prevalent during Reconstruction continued unabated; any person of African descent who dared attempt to seize the rights he or she had been promised faced unimaginable violence and often death, not only for them but also for their families. Without legal protection, blacks were once again subjugated through a variety of methods, including sharecropper agreements, mass incarceration, lack of education or access to voting, and many other practices. The laws that created this new system were commonly called Jim Crow laws. By the early decades of the twentieth century, the South was completely segregated with very little mixing between the races outside of professional settings (for example, many black people worked in the service industry and had white patrons).

Some brave individuals tried to challenge the Jim Crow laws, arguing that they violated the protections granted by the Constitution and constitutional amendments. In a landmark case argued before the Supreme Court in 1896 (Plessy v. Ferguson), the highest court in the land sided with the southern states in declaring that “separate but equal” facilities were, in fact, constitutional. Southern states especially now had the go-ahead from the federal government to enforce segregation. In reality, the facilities—everything from schools to parks to libraries to telephone booths and more—were anything but equal.

After the codification of segregation, there were still many African Americans who attempted to win rights for themselves and their people. Different arguments, theories, and strategies emerged for “uplifting” the race. Many of these would become the basis for the Civil Rights Movement decades later.

It is also important to pause here and point out that life for African Americans in the North was not easy, either. Racist beliefs were widespread everywhere, and Northerners no more wanted southern blacks among them than they wanted many of the immigrants arriving on their shores. While most places in the North did not have Jim Crow laws on the books, de facto segregation nonetheless persisted, and blacks throughout the country lacked the right to vote, had poor educational opportunities, and faced enormous obstacles to becoming financially prosperous. The twentieth century thus began with segregation as the law and practice of the land, and an entire group of people treated as inferior by their peers, their government, their teachers, and almost everyone they came in contact with.


Chapter Two

Immediate Causes

“I think of two armies, one black, one white. I saw German prisoners free to move around the camp, unlike black soldiers, who were restricted. The Germans walked right into the doggone places like any white American. We were wearin’ the same uniform, but we were excluded.”

—Dempsey Travis, African American WWII veteran and writer

While the denial of the rights of and brutalities committed against the African American community in the United States were the long cause of the Civil Rights Movement, there were also several events in the mid-twentieth century that served as the specific catalysts for this movement to occur when it did. These included the second rise of the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s, the Great Depression, and World War II.

For a variety of reasons that are too complex for this narrative, the Ku Klux Klan experienced a massive resurgence in the 1920s. Fed by a wave of anti-immigrant sentiment and white supremacy, this new KKK was not relegated to the South. Chapters sprang up in the North, Midwest, and West as well, and membership boomed. Klansmen openly marched in parades or attended public events in their white robes.

Of course, they also committed acts of terror against blacks, Jews, immigrants, Catholics, and anyone they deemed a threat to a pure white society. They also influenced voters and politicians and worked to keep these “undesirable” groups disenfranchised and living in poverty. This experience, which came after decades of oppression, helped many blacks around the country see that waiting patiently for change was never going to yield results.

The Great Depression officially began in the autumn of 1929 with the stock market crash, but in reality, it had begun much earlier for many Americans, particularly African Americans, who were hard-hit by droughts throughout the 1920s.

In 1933, Franklin D. Roosevelt assumed the
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