
79 

 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE CIVIL RIGHT MOVEMENT IN THE UNITED 

STATES 

____________________________________________________ 
 

Jana Ščigulinská 

 

 
Abstract 

The United States is still one of the most powerful countries in the world, the values of which are based 

on the rights and freedoms declared in the Constitution. As a nation, the country has passed a long 

journey during which it underwent events seriously affecting its multicultural society. Unfortunately, 

some of them are considered even today to be stains on the history of such a country as the United States 

has become. One of them is related to the American society and slavery, a system suppressing the human 

rights. This paper is focused on the events after the abolition of slavery, the post WW II period,  origins 

of the Civil Rights Movement in particular. The roles of organizations and their representatives, their 

development into various ideological fractions during the fight for the civil rights of the black 

community in the United States is put under a closer look of this paper. The Civil Rights Movement in 

the United States has affected the notion of equality regardless the race, color of skin or religion in many 

countries around the world, therefore, it is necessary to keep in mind the long struggle of the people who 

had taken part in it until the changes were achieved. 
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Abstrakt  

Spojené štáty sú stále jednou z najsilnejších krajín na svete, ktorej hodnoty sú založené na právach 

a slobodách deklarovaných v ústave. Ako národ si táto krajina prešla dlhou cestou, počas ktorej prešla 

udalosťami, ktoré mali vážny vplyv na jej multikultúrnu spoločnosť. Niektoré z udalostí sú nanešťastie 

aj dnes považované za škvrny v histórii krajiny, akou sa Spojené štáty stali. Jedna z nich je spojená 

s americkou spoločnosťou a otroctvom, systémom potláčania občianskych práv. Tento príspevok je 

zameraný na udalosti po zrušení otroctva, na obdobie po druhej svetovej vojne, konkrétne vznik hnutia 

za občianske práva. Príspevok sa zameriava na úlohy, ktoré zohrávali jednotlivé organizácie a ich 

predstavitelia černošskej komunity, ich vývoj do jednotlivých frakcií počas boja za ich práva 

v Spojených štátoch. Hnutie za občianske práva v Spojených štátoch ovplyvnilo vnímanie rovnosti bez 

ohľadu na rasu, farbu či náboženstvo v spoločnosti vo svete, napriek tomu je dôležité mať na pamäti 

dlhý zápas, ktorý tomu predchádzal. 

Kľúčové slová: Hnutie za občianske práva, segregácia, čierny nacionalizmus 

 

1 The Beginnings 

 

During and after the Second World War, and even after it the situation within the American 

society slowly started to change, especially when the country needed every hand in the factories to 

help the country to recover faster. The black Americans were allowed to work side by side the 
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white ones. The war times made them both be the “brothers in arms,” for there was an enemy 

threatening them all equally (O´Callaghan 1988). After a long period, the black population of 

Americans could enjoy some of the rights, the rest of the society had taken for granted, and that 

had a serious impact on the course of the history of the United States as the Civil Right Movement. 

The beginnings of the movement, that has changed the lives of most of the minorities, the black 

Americans including, can be traced to the activities of Booker T. Washington, whom Osiatynksi 

considers an initiator of the ideas related to the movement at the beginning of the 20th century 

(Osiatynski 1988). Another important activist for the civil rights of the black population was 

W.E.B. Du Bois, known as the founder of the National Association for Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP). He reacted to the government’s passivity in the area of the protection of the 

black population, as he formulated the demands requiring that the African Americans get “not only 

economic parity with the whites” but they should also get complete civil and political equality” 

(The NAACP Official Web Page: W.E.B Du Bois). 

 The establishment of NAACP meant an important step forward, for it covered people who 

knew about the injustice done to the black community by the whites and tried to do something. 

One of the main goals the organization tried to achieve was the cancellation of everything that was 

to eliminate discrimination and inequity among the white people and the colored part of the 

population.  From the very beginning, the organization focused on proving both injustice and 

discrimination and achieved several changes such as proving the illegality of “grandfather clauses” 

or living in the separate quarters on the Supreme Court. Actions like that could become possible 

also due to the support from other respected members such as “John Dewey, a philosopher, 

sociologist and psychologist, Jane Adams, a well-known public worker from Chicago, or a writer 

William Dean Howells” (Osiatynski, 1988, p.197). The growing number of black citizens in towns 

and cities had to be taken too into consideration for they expressed an obvious feeling of self-

comfort and strength to resist the oppression from the white part of the citizens. As mentioned 

above, the growing numbers among the educated black Americans influenced the importance of 

the arguments against the lack of rights for their community. They represented voices originating 

in the artistic and ideological movement that had started after the First World War in Harlem, New 

York, known as the Harlem Renaissance. 2 The experience of the black community and its desires 

to break the social and economic inequality through the artistic representation had a strong 

influence on the directions of the Civil Rights Movement, for many writers were the members of 

NAACP or inclined to it. 

 

 

                                                      
2 The movement raised significant issues affecting the lives of African Americans through various forms of 

literature, art, music, drama, painting, sculpture, movies, and protests. Voices of protest and ideological promotion of 

civil rights for African Americans inspired and created institutions and leaders who served as mentors to aspiring 

writers. The John Caroll University´s web page: The Harlem Renaissance 
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2 Fighting the Segregation  

 A year after being elected, President Henry Truman established the Committee on Civil 

Rights which was responsible for observance of the equality in getting any kind of education for 

colored people. According to the findings the Committee provided, there were several steps 

towards elimination of the segregation policy. In 1948, according to the President’s decision, the 

segregation was cancelled in the army, later in restaurants, hotels or interstate railways. A crucial 

step forward in fighting the segregation was the case Brown vs. Topeca3. O’Callaghan (1990) 

considers it a turning point due to the intervention of the Supreme Court, which “declared that the 

segregated schools were illegal and ordered that black children should be allowed to attend any 

school as pupils”(p.112), and its implementation was enforced by the troops sent by President 

Eisenhower. Another key case of fighting the segregation took place in Montgomery, Alabama. 

The organized boycott of the bus system which lasted almost a year started as a reaction on the 

arrest of Rosa Parks, a seamstress and secretary of NAACP, is today known an icon of the Civil 

Rights Movement. Park’s to leave a section reserved for white citizens became a milestone in the 

movement. The Supreme Court again decided that the segregation was unconstitutional.  

The Montgomery boycott maximized the efforts of the members of NAACP and their followers 

to be more efficient. Among the leaders of the Montgomery boycott was a clergyman of the Baptist 

Church, Martin Luther King Jr. According to his observations, the mass nonviolent protests were 

much more effective than any violent act. Osiatynski (1988) emphasizes King’s policy in the way 

King “was advocating an opinion that the blacks should not wait. He said that the word ‘wait’ is 

equal in the relationship with the racial conflict in America to the word ‘never’. Therefore, it is 

necessary to take direct actions in a form of demonstrations, marches, boycotts, economical 

pressure, the ‘sit-ins’[...]“(p. 220). King, Jr. and his supporters from the Southern Christian 

Leadership Confederacy fought for the support of the black people to vote, integration of black 

children at schools, and previously mentioned segregation restrictions in public transportation. The 

aim of those activities was to persuade the white part of the American population to change their 

attitude towards blacks. The success arrived after passing the Civil Rights Act in 1957, which 

secured “an authorized federal intervention in cases where African Americans were denied the 

chance to vote”(Cincotta 1994, p. 273).  

King, Jr. and his policy of nonviolent demonstrations inspired many black students who were 

fighting against segregation by the already mentioned “sit –in”. Such activities caught the attention 

of media that introduced the problem of segregation more publicly not only in the States but also 

in other countries. The victory of J.F. Kennedy in the elections of 1960 was expected as a chance 

to improve the civil rights of the black and other colored people. His campaign included the support 

for the fight for the civil rights such as  “stricter enforcement of existing civil rights laws and 

ordered an end to the segregation in public housing” (Gruver 1985, p. 862). His brother, an 

                                                      
3 See O´Callaghan 1990, p. 112-113   
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Attorney General, Robert Kennedy, employed the Justice Department “to aid school integration, 

force compliance with election laws in the South and end segregation of interstate transportation 

facilities”(Gruver 1985, p. 862). Numbers of unemployed people, high rents, a poor level of 

medical and social care together with the terrible standard of living in ghettos complicated the fight 

for civil rights. Those conditions were the result of the segregation.  Even though the 

movements were trying to change the situation, they were not able to succeed without the help 

from the Government. Social programs such as Kennedy´s New Boundaries or project of Johnson´s 

Great Society gave some solution of problems in ghettos in the north part of the country. The South 

was dealing with the serious problem of poverty and through the campaign of “war on poverty”.  

The Equal Opportunity Act was passed in 1963 and the Office of Economic Opportunities was 

established. Activities of the office included various forms of help, such as Food Program, Special 

Milk Program, National School Lunch Program or Job Forces. Their results were not enough to 

satisfy as it had been expected. (Osiatynski, 1988) The fear of losing the support of the white voters 

in the South disabled some of the law enforcement there. The Southern Christian Leadership 

Confederacy and similar organisations reacted to that decision through organizing “rallies, the 

largest of which was the “March on Washington” in 1963. More than 200,000 people gathered in 

the nation’s capital to demonstrate their commitment to equality for all “(Cincotta 1994, p .277).    

 After Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, Lyndon B. Johnson was appointed the position of 

President, and from the position of the Senate majority leader, he was able to manage to pass the 

“Civil Rights Act of 1964, which outlawed discrimination in all public accommodations“ (Cincotta 

1994, p. 277). Still, the situation called for other solutions to the racial and social problems which 

emerged. Passing the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and the Immigration 

Act of 1965 which represented the “national consensus” Glazer considers serious steps in fighting 

any racial or religious discrimination. However, he notes that the later passing the laws supporting 

“the affirmative action” led to breaking most of the achievements that had been reached by the 

previous acts (in Takaki 2002). Moreover, those acts and their enforcement did not change the 

situation of the blacks living in ghettos much. Osiatynski (1988) critically concludes that most of 

the buildings and shops in the ghettos were the property of the whites who had moved to suburbs, 

but their business policy was still very unfair and exploited the blacks. Such a situation disabled 

any attempt for social mobility. The disappointment coming from the feeling of powerlessness 

from such reality developed into alcoholism, drug addiction, criminality, and dysfunctional 

families all around the country. 

3 The Birth of the Black Nationalism 

Long-term negative experience and disappointment of the black population became a fertile 

soil for the growth of the black nationalism, this part of the paper returns to its beginning. The 

motto, “Be proud of your race,” comes from  Marcus Gray who is considered the first black leader 

in the 20th century. He was one of those who established and later participated in the UNIA, 

Universal Negro Improvement Association, in 1917. One of his proposals included the departure 

to Africa which was welcomed only by a small group of his followers. Still, the return to the African 
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roots played a significant role in the self-identification and self-determination of many black 

Americans.           Another 

influential movement with the nationalist tendencies was the group called The Black Muslims, 

established by W.D. Farah Muhammad and his follower Elijah Muhammad. According to 

Osiatynski (1988), the movement was strongly influenced by Garvey’s ideology about racial pride 

and black power. One of the critical issues this ideology questioned was the fact that the black 

population had been excluded from the process of assimilation, while the other non-white 

representatives of the American population had been included into it, willingly or unwillingly. 

During their attempt to unite the black population, the leaders of movements had to face 

several problems, and the religious heterogeneity was one of them. The Black Muslims, therefore, 

returned to African and the Middle East cultural and religious symbols. Surprisingly, even though 

they were for quick changes in society, the use of extreme tools was minimal.  

On the contrary, there were formed more radical branches. One of them was led by Malcolm 

Little, later known as Malcolm X after he converted to Islam and joined the Nation of Islam during 

the time of his imprisonment. At that time, Elijah Muhammad, the leader of the Black Muslims, 

was impressed by Malcolm X’s ideas, so it was quite natural, that Malcolm X was soon entitled a 

National Representative of the Nation of Islam. He was a formidable opponent to Martin Luther 

King, Jr., whom he criticised openly for his non-violent policy. His critical opinions and arguments 

drew from feelings of frustrated and angry black population of Americans. The arguments he 

started to use were in sharp contrast with those of both King, Jr., and Muhammad, as they were 

becoming too radical: “And the only way out of this bloodshed that it can be brought about is that 

the black man has to be given full use of the ballot in everyone of the 50 states. But if the black 

man doesn´t get the ballot, then you are going to face with another man who forgets to use ballot 

and starts using the bullet” (Malcolm X in Gruver 1998 p. 880). One of the effects of Malcolm X’s 

aggressive policy on the society was the language denoting the black population. The words such 

as “a negro” or “colored” had been replaced by words black and Afro-American.  

The growing number of black citizens in ghettos and suburbs and their right to vote became 

a determining factor in claiming the share of the control in the country. The establishment of the 

organized group, Black Power,  in 1964 was a result of its members to get their rights through 

united and organized black political party. According to Congressman Adam Clayton Powell, 

“...blacks had to attain political and economic party by their own effort before effective integration 

could take place”(in Gruver 1985, p.882). Moreover, the organisation “[SNCC] should be black – 

staffed, black-controlled, and black-financed. If we continue to rely upon the white financial 

support, we will find ourselves entwined in tentacles of the white power complex that controls this 

country” (Carmichael in Gruver,1985, p.882). The Black Power followed the ideology of 

radicalism and separatism, as they wanted to control schools and social programs for the black 

communities in ghettos. The leader of the group, Roy Innis, came with an even more radical 

proposal which was a formation of the black states and their further separation. The extremity of 

rejecting the white social standards and on the other hand the support of the unique identity of the 
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black people led to what Osiatynski (1988) refers to. As he continues, those ideas were quite unreal, 

so many black people who really wanted to take part in the prosperity of the country, sought for 

other options how to achieve that.  

In 1966, Bobby Seale, Huye P. Newton and Elridge Cleaver established the most radical 

group fighting for the rights of the black people, The Black Panthers. As a radical political 

organisation consisting of black members only, it had agenda based on revolutionary ideas. The 

activities and ideology were so extreme that John Edgar Hoover as a Head Chief of FBI considered 

them “the greatest threat to the internal security of the United States” (The Black Panther Party 

web page: Legacy). According to Osiatinski (1988), the main goals of the group were to form units 

protecting the blacks against the activities of the police, to give a system and structure to the other 

black organisations, and to establish black self-governments responsible for social activities in 

ghettos. Those ideas were similar to those of the Black Party, therefore, they caught the attention 

of many people. On the other hand, the Black Panthers Party acted more like a terrorist organisation 

mostly against the police, so the interest of the black community decreased. Later, the policy of the 

Party changed and reformed into the fight against “black capitalism.” Their political activities 

spread not only among the black communities of ghettos but also among the white American 

community. The Black Panthers supported the cooperation between their trade unions and the white 

trade unions what was a source of displeasure of the Government. The role of the F.B.I.  as one of 

the leading governmental agencies was often to provoke the Panthers and groups cooperating with 

them, what resulted into attacks. The Black Panthers soon lost their influence because many black 

Americans still preferred the non-violent resistance and the black middle-class wanted a complete 

integration into the American society. In 1971 the leaders Cleaver and Newton excluded each other 

from the Party and the party was divided and weakened and soon came to its end. (The Black 

Panther Party web page) 

Finally, part of the white Americans supported the changes and increase in the area of living 

and social conditions of the black community, although thses changes still did not guarantee their 

equal position within the society. The death of Martin Luther King, Jr., caused a beginning of the 

dissolution of most of the black movements and groups. Individual fractions accepted some of the 

methods and ideas from both the Black Power or the Black Panthers, and the previous support of 

the white population turned into the disgust towards the growing political power and improving 

social conditions of the black people. The radicalisation of the fractions caused that white 

population increasingly demanded law and order. Political crisis resulting from the black 

radicalism and growing power of the Left brought back conservative moods. The Conservatives 

had to find the way how to eliminate the radical black groups that were causing unrest not only in 

the social but also the political sphere. They had to find the way how to provide basic needs for the 

black people in the area of accommodation, education and work in order to enable them easier and 

better means how to adjust to the society. At any rate, it is possible to agree with Osiatynski (1988) 

who concludes that the presence of the police patrols in ghettos and their conflicts with the armed 

groups of young blacks isolated the black population again. In the South, the disturbances of blacks 

caused the strengthening of the extremist Right.  
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The organisations such as Ku-Klux –Klan, John Birch Society and American fascists 

became active again and affected the society during the 1970s and 1980s. The increase of the 

political power in the hands of the black Americans was apparent nevertheless, and by 1983, “[...] 

there were five thousand elected black officials, including congressmen and state legislators, while 

black mayors ran Los Angeles, Atlanta, Washington, Chicago and Philadelphia”(Gruver, 1985, 

p.915).  The great success on the political scene came in the person of Jesse Jackson, who as an 

African American, a leader in the fight for the civil rights, a minster in the Baptist Church, and a 

politician ran for the U.S. Presidency nominations two times, in 1983–84 and 1987–88. 

Considering the history of the African Americans, the victory of Barrack Obama in the presidential 

elections became the greatest success. Since 2009 he has become the 44th President of the United 

States and the first President of African American origin. He has been also the third African 

American who was elected to the U.S. Senate since 1877. “[F]or the African-American community, 

that path means embracing the burdens of our past without becoming victims of our past. It means 

continuing to insist on a full measure of justice in every aspect of American life. But it also means 

binding our particular grievances—for better health care, and better schools, and better jobs—to 

the larger aspirations of all Americans [...]” (Obama,2008). In accordance with Takaki (2002), the 

success resided in Obama’s respecting the American diversity, at the same time emphasizing the 

feeling of belonging to one united nation, what affected his re-election. 

Conclusion 

The paper critically focuses on the Civil Rights Movement and its development, as well as the 

role of the black political organizations and their leaders in it. Influenced by their history, 

contemporary African Americans still perceive their problems more sensitively, due to the 

hardships their predecessors had gone through, especially with the onset of the Republican 

administration of President Trump, which is always compared to Obama’s two terms. But as a 

matter of fact, the Civil Rights Movement has transformed American society, its laws and to some 

extent the way of thinking in relation to the African Americans and other minorities, their rights 

and freedoms.  
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Philippe, E. (2009). African-American Men during the Age of Obama. Retrieved from 

 <http://www.suite101.com/content/african-americans-men-during-the-age-of-obama-

 a158792> 

Takaki, R.., Barack Obama: A Candidate Whose Time Has Come. 2008. Retrieved from 

 <http://rentec.wordpress.com/2008/03/04/ronald-takaki-on-barack-obama/> 

Takaki, R. (2002). Debating Diversity: Clashing Perspectives on Race and Ethnicity in America. 

 New  York: Oxford University Press.  

African Americans by the Numbers, The U. S. Census Bureau. 2018. Retrieved from  

 <http://www.infoplease.com/spot/bhmcensus1.html#ixzz1IpA3ho6r> 

American Experience: Black Legislators. 2018. Retrieved from  

 <http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/reconstruction/activism/index.html> 

Barack Obama. Encyclopaedia Britannica. 2018. Retrieved from  

 <http://search.eb.com/blackhistory/article-9399848> 

Jesse Jackson. Encyclopædia Britannica. 2018.Retrieved from   

 <http://search.eb.com/blackhistory/article-9043164> 

The Harlem Renaissance Multimedia Source. 2002. John Carol University.com, Retrieved from 

 (http://www.jcu.edu/harlem/index.htm) 

Legacy. The Original Black Panther Party. 2018. Retrieved from 

  (http://www.blackpanther.org/Legacy1.html ) 

W.E.B Du Bois. The NAACP Official Web Page. 2018. Retrieved from  

 (http://www.naacphistory.org/#/bio_detail/203) 

http://www.blackagendareport.com/?q=content/du-bois-obama-%09african-american-intellectuals-public-forum
http://www.blackagendareport.com/?q=content/du-bois-obama-%09african-american-intellectuals-public-forum
http://search.eb.com/blackhistory/article-9473770
http://www.suite101.com/content/african-americans-men-during-the-age-of-obama-%09a158792
http://www.suite101.com/content/african-americans-men-during-the-age-of-obama-%09a158792
http://rentec.wordpress.com/2008/03/04/ronald-takaki-on-barack-obama/
http://www.infoplease.com/spot/bhmcensus1.html#ixzz1IpA3ho6r
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/reconstruction/activism/index.html
http://search.eb.com/blackhistory/article-9399848
http://search.eb.com/blackhistory/article-9043164
http://www.jcu.edu/harlem/index.htm
http://www.blackpanther.org/Legacy1.html
http://www.naacphistory.org/#/bio_detail/203


87 

 

 

Author: Mgr. Jana Ščigulinská, PhD., Institute of British and American Studies, Faculty of Arts, 

University of Prešov, Slovakia. E-mail: jana.scigulinska@unipo.sk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


