The Civil Rights Movement and the Unrest of the 1960s

Explaining the Civil Rights Movement

Social and economic changes during WWII:

1. black soldiers fighting

· valued as soldiers, fighting for ideals but returning to a country operating on basis of discrimination and segregation

· A Philip Randolph – president of black labour union, what have negroes to fight for?

· Fighting Hitler secondary to fighting black civil rights

· Must change domestic scene to advance ideas of liberty

· Image recycled during Cold War with USSR – theme of discrimination reinforced

2. war experience

· black soldiers didn’t experience same degree of racism in Europe

· resurgence of cult of heroism and manliness from winning the war -  stand up for right

3. Blacks moving into war industries 

· Moving into cities, away from small-town South

· Acquiring skills, financial independence, labour unions, liasing with other blacks

· Organisational movement arose from this

· Govt agencies affecting practice

· Legislative changes – FEPC – work place discrimination

Cultural Changes:

1. emergence of an institutional centre

· urban church spiritual backbone of civil rights movement

· church centre of social interaction – urban churches became centres of black activism ‘indigenous institutions’, owned and run by blacks

· financially secure, large congregations, ministers more educated – class interaction

2. process of reaffirmation provided by church

· southern church allowed people to build self-confidence

· blacks could develop pride, self-respect among those of low self-esteem

3. undermined myth that white power structures were invulnerable

· deliberate invisibility an accepted practice – good will came from whites in power

· marches revitalise black self-confidence, breaking social/spatial confinement

· could ignore myth and deal with white power

Groups:

· NAACP challenging discrimination in courts

· South Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) focus of organising in South

· Congress on Racial Equality (CORE)

· Student Non-violent Co-ordinating Committee (SNCC)

Legal Transformations:

· 1954, Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka brought by NAACP

· challenging decision of 1895 Plessy vs. Ferguson – legal basis of segregated facilities

· reversal of earlier decision – inherently unequal, led to desegregation of schools and eventually other facilities

· change in interpretation of 14th Amendment rights of due process and equal protection 

· not previously applied to state relationships with individuals or between individuals – changed in 50s and 60s

· state segregation laws and private arrangements declared illegal/unconstitutional

Strategies:

· economic – marches, boycotts, sit-ins

· political – Voting Rights Act, mobilisation of black voters, north and south

· legal – challenge segregationist laws e.g. interracial marriages

· spiritual – emergence from evangelical preaching – Martin Luther King JR

Backlash:

· some success of civil rights

· Southern whites organise resistance in late 50s/60s – emergence of new Right (George Wallace)

· Violent action – bombings, lynchings, assassinations of civil rights workers in Mississippi (two were whites)

· FBI persecuted civil rights leaders as they did spies – a dubious role

· Militant activism results in militant response – riots led to murder of black power figures

1960s:

· Move towards northern centres – rage oriented militancy

· Mythology in differences between MLK and Malcolm X

· Legal rights not same as rights in practice

· Underlying problems of socio-economic depravation and poverty

· Black middle-class move out leaving poorer blacks behind – segregated black community

