Civil Rights text:  The Civil Rights Movement Begins

When World War II ended, many African American soldiers returned home optimistic that the country would appreciate their loyalty and service.  In the 1950’s, when change did not come as quickly as they hoped, their determination to change prejudice in the United States led to protests and marches leading to the emergence of the civil rights movement.

Brown v. Board of Education


After World War II the NAACP continued to challenge segregation in the courts.  From 1939 to 1961, the NAACP’s chief counsel and director if its Legal Defense and Education Fund was the brilliant African American attorney Thurgood Marshall.  After World War II Marshall focused his efforts on ending segregation in public schools.

In 1954 the Supreme Court decided to combine several different cases and issue a general ruling on segregation in schools.  One of the cases involved a young African American girl named Linda Brown who was denied admission to her neighborhood school in Topeka, Kansas, because of her race.  She was told to attend an all-black school across town.  With the help of the NAACP, her parents then sued the Topeka school board.

On May 17, 1954, the Supreme Court ruled unanimously in the case of Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka, Kansas, that segregation in public schools was unconstitutional and violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.  Chief Justice Earl Warren summed up the Court’s decision when he wrote:  “In the field of public education, the doctrine of separate but equal has no place.  Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.
The Montgomery Bus Boycott


In the midst of the uproar over the Brown v. Board of Education case, Rosa Parks made her decision to challenge segregation of public transportation.  Outraged by Park’s arrest, Jo Ann Robinson, head of a local organization called the Women’s Political Council, called on African Americans to boycott Montgomery’s buses on the day Rosa Parks appeared in court.


The boycott was a dramatic success.  That afternoon, several African American leaders formed the Montgomery Improvement Association to run the boycott and to negotiate with city leaders for an end to segregation.  They elected a 26-year-old pastor named Martin Luther King, Jr., to lead them.


On the evening of December 5, 1955, a meeting was held at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, where Dr. King was pastor.  In the deep, resonant tones and powerful phrases that characterized his speaking style, King encouraged the people to continue their protest.  “There comes a time, my friends,” he said, “when people get tired of being thrown into the abyss of humiliation, where they experience the bleakness of nagging despair.”  He explained, however, that the protest had to be peaceful.

“Now let us say that we are not advocating violence….  The only weapon we have in our hands this evening is the weapon of protest.  If we were incarcerated behind the iron curtains of a communistic nation—we couldn’t do this.  If we were trapped in the dungeon of a totalitarian regime—we couldn’t do this.  But the great glory of American democracy is the right to protest for right!”




quoted in Parting the Waters:  America in the King Years


King had earned a Ph.D. in theology from Boston University.  He believed that the only moral way to end segregation and racism was through nonviolent passive resistance.  He told his followers, “We must use the weapon of love.  We must realize that so many people are taught to hate us that they are not totally responsible for their hate.”  African Americans, he urged, must say to racists and segregationalists:  “We will soon wear you down by our capacity to suffer, and in winning our freedom we will so appeal to your heart and conscience that we will win you in the process.”


King drew upon the philosophy and techniques of Indian leader Mohandas Gandhi, who had used nonviolent resistance effectively against British rule in India.  Like Gandhi, King encouraged his followers to disobey unjust laws.  Believing in people’s ability to transform themselves, King was certain that public opinion would eventually force the government to end segregation.


Stirred by King’s powerful words, African Americans in Montgomery continued their boycott for over a year.  Instead of riding the bus, they organized car pools or walked to work.  They refused to be intimidated, yet they avoided violence.  Meanwhile Rosa Parks’s legal challenge to bus segregation worked its way through the courts.  Finally, in December 1956, the Supreme Court affirmed the decision of a special three-judge panel declaring Alabama’s laws requiring segregation on buses to be unconstitutional.
African American Churches


Martin Luther King, Jr., was not the only prominent minister in the bus boycott.  Many of the other leaders were African American ministers.  The boycott could not have succeeded without the support of the African American churches in the city.  As the civil rights movement gained momentum, African American churches continued to play a critical role.  They served as forums for many of the protests and planning meetings, and they also mobilized many of the volunteers for specific civil rights campaigns.

After the Montgomery bus boycott demonstrated that nonviolent protest could be successful African American ministers led by King established the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) in 1957.  The SCLC set out to eliminate segregation from American society and to encourage African Americans to register to vote.  Dr. King served as the SCLC’s first president.  Under his leadership, the organization challenged segregation at the voting booths and in public transportation, housing, and public accommodations. 
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