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Abstract: It has been fifty years since 250 thousand people met at Lincoln´s Memorial in 

Washington, DC and listened to the dream of Martin Luther King, one of the leaders of the Civil 

Rights Movement. The article deals with racial problems in the USA in the first half of the 20th 

century and the role of the famous activist in the fight against racial discrimination, and with the 

problems of modern racism. It also explains various definitions of racism. 
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Introduction 

At a festive meeting in Washington, when thousands of Americans met in August 

2013 to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the famous King´s  speech known as “I have 

a dream”, the first African-American President Barack Obama claimed that the dream of 

Martin Luther King has changed the United States. In his “dream“ King described a society in 

which would not exist any racial differences and all people would be equal and would have 

the same opportunities. Has this dream really come true?   

 

What is Racism? 

 First of all, we should explain what racism is. This word is very often used in everyday 

speech and the media mainly today in our turbulent world. However, it is not easy to say what 

it really means. There is no literal definition of this term although we can find it in most 

dictionaries. In spite of the fact that there are many definitions made by various scholars and 

experts, we cannot exactly say what beliefs and models of behaviour can be considered racist. 

 Generally speaking, racism is superiority of one group of people over another based on 

the colour of their skin. Segal (2009: 54) defines racism as “a belief or doctrine that 

differences among the various human races determine cultural or individual achievement, 

usually involving the idea that one´s own race is superior, policy or system of government 

based on such doctrine.” Similarly, Business Dictionary (2009) explains racism as  

… determination of attitudes and policies on the basis of racial characteristics, often 

due to racialism. Racism manifests its hatred and fear of people of different 

ethnicity, and in overt or covert attempts to keep them in subordinate (less 

important and less powerful) positions. Whereas individual racism is expressed 

usually in open antagonism and prejudice, institutional racism involves subtle 

structuring of organizations and systems in a tacit understanding to keep ´them´ 

down or out.  

Such definitions are widely accepted in society, but Frederickson (2002: 6) argues that 

… racism is not merely an attitude or set of beliefs, it also expresses itself in the 

practices, institutions, and structures that a sense of deep difference justifies or 

validates. Racism, therefore, is more than theorizing about human differences or 

thinking badly of a group over which one has no control. It either directly sustains 

or proposes to establish a racial order, a permanent group hierarchy that is believed 

to reflect the laws of nature or the decrees of God.  

  

Contemporary Theories on Racism 

 Today, several theories describe differences among human races. These theories are 

mostly based on different physical features, different geographical origin or different religion.  

 Grolier (1996: 33) defines race as “a population group or subspecies within the living 

human species, Homo sapiens, set apart from other subspecies on the basis of arbitrarily 



45 
 

selected commonly visible or phenotypic criteria.“ The criteria according to which we can 

distinguish races are the colour of the skin, the shape of the facial features, and the form of the 

head and body. For example, African  subspecies have the following characteristic features: 

“...yellow brown to brown or black skin, dark and tightly spiraled hair, moderately abundant 

body hair, generally heavy bones, teeth of medium to large size, noses broad with flaring 

nostrils, turned-out lips and prominent buttocks.“ (ibid) 

 Such theories are based on the biological and geographical facts; therefore, we can 

believe their reliability. However, due to the migration and mixing of the members of 

different races, it is not possible to say that the person belonging to a certain racial group will 

possess all the features typical of a race. As a result, many divisions and subdivisions can be 

made, but without considering one race better than the other one. 

 Goodman and Marx (1978) claim that when we want to define a race, we must take 

into consideration also social differences between the particular racial groups. They (ibid: 

291) explain that the physical differences are not as important as “the differences people 

believe exist and, most important, what meaning people assign to these perceived 

differences“. According to them, sociologists are trying to describe these differences because 

they are important in human interactions. They explain that ethnic or racial groups differ from 

each other “in their regional or national origin, religion, language or dialect or a combination 

of these factors. The existence of any ethnic or racial group hinges on how people see 

themselves and how others see them. Ethnic and racial groups are made, not born” (Goodman, 

Marx, 1978: 292). 

  Both academic and social theories describe contrasts which are naturally given and 

inherited from one generation to another. Differences between various racial groups could 

enrich each other´s culture and they can serve as a valuable source of knowledge about human 

diversity. 

 

Civil Rights Movement 
   At the end of the 19th century, segregation, hostility, and discrimination in the South 

made many African Americans move to the northern states. Olson (1994) says that between 

1870 and 1890 more than 80, 000 blacks migrated to the North and West, and another 200, 

000 left the South between 1890 and 1910. Osiatynski (1988) explains that this massive 

migration was caused by several reasons. The most important reason was that no segregation 

laws existed in the northern states, which meant better treatment and equal opportunities for 

black people. Another reason was that agriculture in the South was on decline and so many 

poor farmers, among them many blacks, bankrupted and lost their land. On the other hand, 

northern industry was on the increase, especially during World War I, which required more 

workers. Black labourers were welcomed because they were willing to work for lower wages 

as opposed to white workers, who were usually poor immigrants from Europe.  

   Massive migration strengthened racial antagonism and gave rise to violent conflicts. 

White workers blamed black workers for stealing their jobs and spoiling their strikes. 

Osiatynski (1988) describes that as a result of this migration several riots in big cities, such 

as New York, Philadelphia or Chicago, took place. For instance, in 1908 in Springfield, Ohio, 

a white woman accused a black man of a rape. Her accusation later proved to be false, but the 

angry mob started to demolish houses and shops of black people.  Four whites and two blacks 

were killed before the order was restored. Olson (1994) claims that more than 1, 100 African 

Americans were lynched to death between 1900 and 1917.  

   Migration of blacks changed the social structure in the USA and moved racial conflict 

to the North where whites and blacks were not separated by the Jim Crow Laws  (laws passed 

between 1890 and 1910  in the South in order to maintain segregation of whites and blacks in 

many aspects of public life), but by the mutual hatred and prejudice. Growing racism and 
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discrimination gave rise to civil rights organizations. Their aim was to deal with these 

problems.  Probably the most influential among them was the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), which was established on February 12, 1909 as 

an opposition to the lynching riots and growing tension between white and black Americans. 

Among its founders were a white humanist W. E. Walling and a prominent black intellectual 

W. E. B. DuBois. According to the NAACP official web page (2009, online), their main goal 

was to “secure for all people the rights guaranteed in the 13th, 14th and 15th Amendments to 

the United States Constitution, to ensure the political, educational, social and economic 

equality of minority group citizens of the United States and eliminate race prejudice through 

the democratic processes.” 

  The NAACP spread their ideas in a magazine called The Crisis, founded by DuBois. 

Jonas points out that it became the oldest and the most influential black periodical in the USA. 

During the Harlem Renaissance, it published works of black authors, such as Langston 

Hughes and Countee Cullen. By the 1930s, the NAACP had established 1, 000 local branches 

with more than 200, 000 members. Among its most important victories belongs the case 

Guinn vs. United States in 1910, which officially overturned the legitimacy of the grandfather 

clauses (Jonas, 2005). 

  More and more African Americans started to realise that they had to take an action to 

achieve a more dignified position in the society. Organizations like the NAACP were 

supported by educated middle-class African Americans, who knew that intellectual 

development and economic stability were the only ways to be successful and to prove their 

abilities. Olson points out that several universities for black people, such as Howard 

University, Hampton College, and Atlanta University were established and they played an 

important role in supporting self-consciousness and pride of black students. Moreover, nearly 

400, 000 African Americans fought in World War I and majority of them served in Europe, 

where they experienced better treatment and more respect than they had received in the USA. 

Consequently, they realised that they must take an action against the society which treated 

them as second-class citizens (Olson, 1994). 

  According to O´Callaghan, the Civil Rights Movement started in the 1950s, and its 

first important achievement came in 1954, when in the case of Brown vs. Topeka the Supreme 

Court abolished segregation in schools. However, many whites disagreed with the decision as 

was shown in Little Rock, Arkansas in 1957, where a mob tried to prevent nine black students 

from entering a high school which had originally been attended by white students only. When 

the situation became dangerous, President Eisenhower was compelled to send there National 

Guardsmen to restore peace. (In: O´Callaghan, 1990) 

  Leaders of the Civil Rights Movement wanted to achieve equality by peaceful 

methods. Instead of violent riots and lynches, they rather organized boycotts and marches. 

Cincotta mentions that probably the most notable was the Montgomery´s Bus Boycott, which 

was a response to the arrest of Rosa Parks, a black woman activist who refused to leave her 

seat in the “white” section of the bus. The NAACP led by Martin Luther King Jr. appealed to 

all black citizens to boycott the city bus transportation. In 1956, after 13 months of the 

boycott, the Supreme Court declared segregation on buses unconstitutional (Cincotta, 1994). 

This decision meant an important victory and it encouraged blacks to fight for their rights also 

in other spheres of public life. O´Callaghan (1990) adds that they organized so called “sits-

ins” in restaurants which refused to serve black customers, or they boycotted shops which 

would not employ blacks.  

  Martin Luther King Jr. became a leader and a spokesperson of the Civil Rights 

Movement in the early 1960s. Osiatynski (1988) explains that he reorganized the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference, which, along with the NAACP, became the most influential 

African-American organization. King wanted to mobilise all passive blacks into an immediate 
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action. He refused violence, instead, he believed in peaceful but adamant methods which 

would help blacks assimilate to the American society.  

  In 1963, King organised a mass demonstration known as the March on Washington for 

Jobs and Freedom. Nearly 250, 000 people heard his emotive speech in which he said:  

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves 

and the sons of former slaveholders will be able to sit down together at the table of 

brotherhood. I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation 

where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their 

characters. (O´Callaghan, 1990: 113) 

  By this time John Fitzgerald Kennedy was President. He supported the Civil Rights 

Movement and proposed a plan ensuring equal rights for all Americans. After his 

assassination in 1964, his successor Lyndon Johnson in cooperation with Congress managed 

to pass the Civil Rights Act which prohibited discrimination in voting, housing, and all public 

facilities (O´Callaghan, 1990). 

  The act became an official law of the country, but it did not change the attitudes of all 

Americans. Many of them still practised discrimination and supported racist theories. King 

was awarded Nobel Peace Prize in 1964, but he knew that his fight was not over. In 1965, he 

organised a march from the city of Selma to Montgomery in Alabama, where black voters had 

had problems with registration because of extremely difficult tests. After solving a number of 

problems, the march was a success. It helped accelerate registration of black voters in the 

South and encouraged Congress to pass the National Voting Rights Act to eliminate any kind 

of voting discrimination (Osiatynski, 1988).  

 

Conclusion 

The segregation era was undoubtedly a difficult period for African Americans. It 

denied their freedoms which they were guaranteed by the Constitution of the United States. 

On the other hand, this period of humiliation and oppression also encouraged their self-

consciousness and national pride, and motivated them to fight for equal civil rights. Their 

tireless efforts were in spite of many difficulties successful, and they finally achieved 

a dignified position in the American society, although the differences between living 

standards of whites and blacks and racial discrimination in many aspects of the public life 

have remained unchanged. Unfortunately, Martin Luther King could not see whether his 

dream has come true because in April 1968 he was shot dead by a paid white assassin, James 

Earl Ray. He was only 39 years old. 
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