
The years between 1877 and World War II were the Dark Ages of the equal rights movement in America. The Negro historian Rayford Logan called his book on this period The Betrayal of the Negro. Another historian, Avery Craven, speaks of it as a long gap in the process of Reconstruction.


This is not to say, however, that all Americans stopped working for equal rights for blacks. Between 1900 and 1950, three groups led the fight for equality. The National Association for Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), founded in 1910, did much toward defending Negro rights in court cases. The National Urban League, founded in 1912, helped blacks find jobs in cities. The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, one of the few labor unions which admitted Negroes during these years, worked for Negro rights and better wages. These and other groups fought to end discrimination and segregation. For the most part, however, they made little progress.


In the 1940’s and early 1950’s, things began to change. In 1941, President Franklin D. Roosevelt established the Fair Employment Practices Committee to increase the hiring of blacks in World War II industries. In 1946, the Supreme Court ruled that segregation in interstate travel was unconstitutional. Two years later, President Harry S. Truman struck a blow at racism when he ordered the armed forces integrated. The air force and the navy responded quickly. The army, with a larger number of Negroes in its ranks, dragged its heels. Within ten years, however, all branches of the armed services were integrated.


Then, in 1954, the Supreme Court declared that segregation in public schools was illegal. The decision marked the beginning of a second period of Reconstruction, an era of intense protest against segregation and discrimination. Two protest movements led the fight for Negro equality: the civil rights movement and the black power movement. The goals, methods, and accomplishments of both these movements are the subject of Part 4.





The Civil Rights Movement


As you read the items in the chronology, look for the goals, methods, and achievements of the civil rights movement between 1954 and 1970.

1954: 

As a result of a suit brought by the NAACP, the Supreme Court ruled that segregation in public schools was unconstitutional because it denied black citizens equal protection of the laws. This decision, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, overruled the Plessy v. Ferguson decision of 1896.

1955-1956: 

Dr. Marin Luther King, Jr., age 27, led a boycott to protest Jim Crow seating on buses in Montgomery, Alabama. For more than a year, blacks walked to work or rode in car pools. The NAACP took legal action, and in December 1956, the Alabama Supreme Court ruled segregation on buses illegal. As a result of the boycott, King and other Southern clergymen formed the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) to combat segregation and discrimination by using nonviolent methods such as boycotts, picketing, demonstrations, and voter registration.

1957:

Little Rock, Arkansas, was ordered to admit black students to Central High School. After repeated threats and counterthreats of violence by Little Rock whites and blacks, President Dwight D. Eisenhower sent federal troops to help blacks desegregate the school.

1960:

In Greensboro, North Carolina, four Negro college students decided to protest the custom of providing standing-room-only for blacks at lunch counters. They sat down at the lunch counter of a dime store and refused to leave until they were served. Scores of black students joined them. Thus the sit-in movement began.

Sit-in demonstrations against segregation and discrimination in public facilities, jobs, and housing spread rapidly throughout the South and then across the nation. By 1962, more than 70,000 blacks and whites had been involved in sit-ins. They endured violence and abuse, and thousands of them went to jail. The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) was created to continue the nonviolent protest movement. It was made up of whites and blacks, and it led vvoter registration drives in the South.

1961:

As the sit-ins spread, the Congress of Racial Equality, (CORE), another integrated group devoted to nonviolent protest, moved to break down segregation in buses, trains, and waiting rooms. Although segregation in interstate commerce had been ruled unconstitutional in 1946, it still existed throughout the South. CORE led to the Freedom Rides, in which blacks and whites rode integrated buses into the Deep South. Federal marshals were sent to protect the Freedom Riders when mobs attacked them in Alabama and Mississippi. The CORE riders were joined and aided by members of other civil rights groups such as the NAACP, SCTC, and SNCC.

After the Freedom Riders, the Interstate Commerce Commission banned segregation in interstate transportation.

President John F. Kennedy established the Committee on Equal Opportunity to persuade firms holding government contracts to provide equal job opportunities for blacks. In the next few years, executive orders were used to stop discrimination in other areas. For example, in 1968, the Department of Defense said that no member of the armed forces could rent housing from landlords who discriminated against blacks.

1962:

Congress passed the Twenty-Fourth Amendment outlawing poll taxes in federal elections. The amendment went into order in 1964.

Federal marshals accompanied James Meredith, a Negro, when he went to register at the all white University of Mississippi. After rioting broke out, federal troops were sent in to protect Meredith so that he could attend the university. By 1964, all state universities admitted blacks.

The Black Muslims, a religious group supporting the establishment of a separate nation for blacks within the United States, attracted attention. Black Muslims believed in the superiority of black men and the need for blacks to depend upon themselves. Said Malcom X, a prominent leader, “The worst crime the white man has committed has been to teach us to hate ourselves.” Elijah Muhammad, head of the Muslims, told blacks to “wake up, clean up, and stand up.”

1963:

Massive protests took place throughout the nation for equality in jobs, income, housing, and education. The Birmingham, Alabama demonstration was one example of this movement. Led by the SCLC, thousands of Birmingham blacks marched to end segregation and dicrimination. The Birmingham police, ordered to prevent the march from taking place, resisted the marchers with dogs and fire hoses.

President Kennedy then sent to Congress the most sweeping civil rights bill ever submitted. In 1964, after Kennedy’s death, President Lyndon B. Johnson succeeded in getting Congress to approve it. 

The bill, which became known as the Civil Rights Act of 1964, declared that segregation in public places such as hotels and restaurants was illegal, increased the power of the Civil Rights Commission, included some measures to protect Negro voting rights, and gave the President the power to take away federal funds from state and local agencies that discriminated against Negroes.

In the summer of 1963, a quarter of a million blacks and whites demonstrated in Washington, D.C. to persuade Congress to pass civil rights bill and other measures agaisnt segregation and discrimination. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I have a dream” speech was the keynote.

1964:

SNCC led a voter registration drive in Mississippi. This and other drives to register black voters in the South had the following results: In the eleven Southern states, black registration grew from 1.5 million in 1962 to 3.2 million in 1969. By 1969, about 65 percent of all Southern blacks of voting age were registered to vote, compared to about 80 percent of Southern whites.

The Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) was created as part of President Johnsons’ War on Poverty. OEO programs included the Job Corps., Neighborhood Youth Corps., Head Start, Upward Bound, and several legal, loan, and health services. Between 1964 and 1970, OEO spent about $10 billion. But despite OEO, there was still much poverty in 1970. 

1965:

Martin Luther King, Jr. march from Selma to Montgomery to gain voter registration. In 1967, a small percentage of blacks were still not registered. Governor George Wallace refused to give the group permission to march because he was afraid the march would block traffic or cause a riot. When King and five hundred followers decided to proceed in violation of the governor’s order, state troopers attacked them with clubs and dogs. 

A week after the Selma march, President Johnson asked Congress to pass a voting rights bill. In response to the sympathetic mood created by the Selam incident, Congress passed a the bill. Aimed directly at the Deep South, the Voting Rights Act did away with literacy and “good character” tests and authorized federal examiners to check any irregularities. 

A riot exploded in Watts, and all-black section of Los Angeles. Thirty-six people, most of them black, were killed; thousands were arrested; and $47 million worth of property was destroyed.

1966:

The term “black power” was heard more and more throughout the nation. The nonviolence of King’s SCLC, the NAACP, and the National Urban League was challenged by Stokely Carmichael and other militants. The civil rights movement split into many parts.

Robert C. Weaver became Secretary of Housing and Urban Development. He was the first Negro cabinet member. Edward Brooke was elected senator from Massachusetts. He was the first Negro senator since Reconstruction and the first Negro senator ever elected from the North. 

1967:

Major rioting rocked the nation. Newark, New Jersey, and Detroit, Michigan, were hurt the most. In Newark, a three-day riot cost $10 million and twenty-five lives. In Detroit, the worst riot of the 1960’s claimed forty-three lives and did $85 million worth of damage.

1968:

In April, Martin Luther King, Jr. was murdered. King’s successor, Rev. Ralph David Abernathy, led a poor people’s march on Washington, D.C. The result was the creation of a temporary camp site called Resurrection City, numerous demands, and little government response.

The Supreme Court blew the dust off an 1866 civil rights act and ruled that blacks have the right to “buy whatever a white man may buy, the right to live wherever a white man may live.” This, together with the open-housing legistration of the same year, gave any American the legal right to buy or rent any house or apartment he could afford.

1969:

The Supreme Court ordered the integration of all remaining segregated schools in the South. About six hundred school districts were affected by the order.

1970:

The Black Panthers, a black revolutionary group, became well known. Often involved in confrontations with the police, by 1970, Panthers had killed five policemen, and police had killed ten Panthers.

School integration again became an issue when many parents protested the busing of their children in order to acheive integration. However, many Southern schools were integrated peacefully. In 1970, about 40 percent of all Southern school children attended integrated schools.

