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AFRICAN-AMERICAN CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT IN THE 1950s & 1960s 

In what ways were African-Americans discriminated against?  

Segregation: 

 After the end of the American Civil War in 1865, legislation was passed 
to end slavery. For the first time since their transportation to the nation, 
African-Americans were legally free. Further legislation followed soon 
after to make it illegal for people to be denied the vote or discriminat-
ed against because of the colour of their skin.  

 However, African-Americans still faced hostility, bigotry and persecu-
tion.  

•  Although migration to the North and the West began soon after the 
Civil War ended, the great majority of African-Americans still lived in 
the Southern states where white superiority was enforced and where 
the slavery culture was still warmly remembered and embraced.  

 In many of these states discrimination was not just commonplace - it 
was legal. States such as Alabama introduced a series of laws to keep 
the races separated and the black population under control. These 
measures were nicknamed the 'Jim Crow' laws. Typical laws included:  

-  Public transport waiting rooms were strictly segregated.  

- Places open to the public such as shops, hotels, cinemas, - theatres and 

libraries had to provide separate rooms and facilities for the different rac-

es.  

- Education. Legally, black children could be educated in separate schools, 

so long as the schooling was of an equal educational standard. In reality, 

schools for black Americans were far from equal, and the quality of educa-

tion provided was inferior. In 1896, the Supreme Court upheld that this 

policy was legal and fair.  

- In most of the Southern states, inter-marriage between blacks and whites 

was illegal.  

- Voting rights were very limited in the south, as Grandfather Clauses 

and literacy tests were introduced stop the registration of African-

Americans.  

- African-Americans largely did menial and poorly paid work—as share-

croppers or domestic servants. 

Violence and intimidation:  

 It was virtually impossible for African- Americans to challenge seg-

regation in the South. To do so ran the risk of serious violence at 

the hands of white racists, particularly the Ku Klux Klan.  

 In the years after World War I, there had been a major revival in the 

strength of the Ku Klux Klan, the most well known of the racist or-

ganisations. By the mid-1920s, the Klan had over 100,000 members 

across the South and had begun to extend its influence into North-

ern and Western states. Its campaigns of hate and violence intensi-

fied and Klan violence, beatings, burnings, brandings, attacks with 

acid and lynching increased rapidly.  

 In 1919, 70 black Americans were lynched, 10 of them former sol-

diers.  

 A major race riot was sparked in Chicago, when a black youth acci-

dentally entered a 'whites only' beach. Race hatred was not simply 

confined to the South.  
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Civil Rights Movement during the 1950s  

a. Brown vs Board of Education 1954: On May 17, 1954, the Supreme 
Court ruled that "separate but equal" public schools for different rac-
es were unconstitutional, following a legal challenge by the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). 

 

b. The murder of Emmett Till 1955: Fourteen-year-old Emmett Till was 
visiting relatives in Money, Mississippi, on August 24, 1955, when he 
reportedly flirted with a white cashier at a grocery store. Four days 
later, two white men kidnapped Till, beat him and shot him in the 
head. The men were tried for murder, but an all-white, male jury ac-
quitted them. The nation was shocked by these events. 

 

c. The Montgomery Bus Boycott 1955: On December 1, 1955, four days 
before the boycott began, Rosa Parks, an African-American woman, 
refused to give up her  seat to a white man on a Montgomery bus. She 
was arrested and fined. The boycott of public buses by African-
Americans in Montgomery began on the day of Parks' court hearing 
and lasted 381 days. Montgomery’s buses were then officially deseg-
regated. 

   

d.  Little Rock, Arkansas 1957: Nine black students enrolled at formerly all
-white Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, in September 
1957, testing Brown vs Board of Education. On September 4, 1957, 
the first day of classes at Central High, Governor Orval Faubus of Ar-
kansas called in the state National Guard to bar the black students’ 
entry into the school. Later in the month, President Dwight D. Eisen-
hower sent in federal troops to escort the “Little Rock Nine” into the 
school, and they started their first full day of classes on September 25.  

Civil Rights Movement during the 1960s  

a. Sit-Ins 1960: Began at a lunch counter in Woolworth’s in Greensboro 
when four students refused to move from whites-only seats. The 
movement rapidly spread and led to the formation of SNCC. Much 
desegregation followed. 

b. Freedom Rides 1961: Members of CORE rode the Greyhound bus 
route through the south to see if previously agreed desegregation was 
being followed. The bus was firebombed at Freedom Riders were vi-
ciously attacked at Birmingham.  

c. Birmingham, Alabama 1963: King and SCLC led a series of events in 
this highly-segregated city. Teenagers were used in some marches and 
were attacked by police using dogs and high-pressure fire hoses. King 
was arrested and locked up in prison.  Contributed to passage of 1964 
Civil Rights Act 

d. March on Washington 1963: 250,000 people, about one-fifth of them 
white, came to listen to speakers, including King’s famous ‘I Have a 
Dream speech. Parts of the event were filmed live on TV. 

e. Freedom Summer 1964: Civil Rights workers went to Mississippi to 
help African-Americans to register to vote. Three of them were mur-
dered, leading to an FBI investigation. 

f. Selma 1965: A march from Selma to Montgomery, led by King, to 
campaign for African-American voting rights. Stopped by police, who 
used great violence on protesters. Contributed to passage of 1965 
Voting Rights Act. 
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Key Events in the life of Martin Luther King 

Key Terms: 

Jim Crow Laws passed in the southern states of the USA, which al-

lowed segregation in public places.  

Segregation Dividing people by race in schools, transport, cinemas or 

anywhere where people gather together. 

Supreme 

Court 

Highest court of law in the United States 

Grandfather 

Clauses 

Only if your grandfather was registered to vote, could you 

register. Used to block African-Americans.  

Literacy Tests Very complex tests which African-Americans were forced to 

pass in order to register to vote. 

Lynching Murder of African-Americans, sometimes in public, for vio-

lating racial codes operating in the southern states.  

Sharecropper Farmer who rented land and paid for it though a share of 

the crop—often cotton.  

Important Civil Rights Groups: 

NAACP National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

SCLC Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

CORE Congress on Racial Equality 

SNCC Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee 
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Civil Rights Movement during the 1960s 
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Why was Martin Luther King so significant? 

 Martin Luther King Jnr was an American campaigner for the fair and 

equal treatment of all people and an end to racial discrimination. He was 

the youngest ever person to win the Nobel Peace Prize.  

 Martin Luther King’s father was the pastor of the Ebeneezer Baptist    
Church in Atlanta, Georgia, USA.  

•   He was awarded several university degrees and became a Doctor of Di-

vinity.  He decided he wanted to become a minister and delivered his 

first sermon at his father’s church at the age of 18.  

 In December 1955, in Montgomery Alabama, Rosa Parks, a black wom-

an, was arrested for failing to give up her bus seat to a white man.  

 King, having become a minister in the city, was appointed president of 

the Montgomery Improvement Association which led the boycott of the 

Montgomery bus services.  

 The boycott lasted 381 days before the buses were desegregated.  

 King believed in non violent protest. He was heavily influenced by Ma-

hatma Gandhi. During the course of his campaign his house was 

bombed, he was arrested on numerous occasions and he was stabbed.   

•  King was a very powerful speech maker. His most famous I Have A 

Dream speech was delivered to an audience of 250,000 people during 

the March on Washington.  

•  King led other important events such as the Selma March and set up the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC)   

 He was murdered in 1968 at the age of 39.  

 His campaigns led to the end of segregation through the 1964 Civil 

Rights Act and also helped to bring about the  1965 Voting Rights Act. 

 

 

Why was Malcolm X so significant? 

 Malcolm X was born as Malcolm Little, but rejected his name be-
cause he said that it had been given to his ancestors when they were 
slaves.  

 He joined Nation of Islam, led by Elijah Mohamed, when he was re-
leased from prison, having committed a number of burglaries as a 
young man. 

 Nation of Islam argued that young African-Americans should be-
come Muslims and should reject alcohol, tobacco, drugs etc. They 
should aim to control as much of their lives as possible. This was 
sometimes called Black Nationalism. Their ideas were popular in cit-
ies in the North and West. 

 Malcolm X did not rule out violence in self-defence and used the 
phrase ’by any means necessary’ to explain how African-Americans 
should aim to gain more rights. He was very critical of Martin Luther 
King, who he called an ’Uncle Tom’ after a subservient slave in a fa-
mous novel.  

 He also rejected the support and help of sympathetic white Ameri-
cans.   

 Although he was assassinated in 1965, having left the Nation of Is-
lam, his ideas were very influential in what became known as the 
Black Power movement. 

 Groups like SNCC and CORE became more radical under leaders 
like Stokely Carmichael, who often referred Malcolm X’s ideas. 

 The Black Panthers were a controversial group who also followed his 
ideas. They took part in shoot outs with police officers, but also pro-
vided breakfast clubs to children and free medical and legal advice 
to poor African-Americans. 

 One of the greatest achievements of 
Black Power was to develop a sense  of 
pride and interest in African culture & 
history among African– Americans. 
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What do I need to know? 

1. What are civil rights? 

2. In what ways were African-Americans discriminated against prior to the 1950s? 

3. What were the key events of the civil rights campaign in the 1950s & 1960s? 

4. How did each event lead to change in the rights available to African-Americans?  

5. What do the key terms associated with this topic mean? 

6. What were the main civil rights organisations? 

7. How significant in bringing about change was Martin Luther King? 

8. How significant in bringing about change was Malcolm X? 

9. How much had African-Americans’ lives improved by 1968? 


