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Civil Rights 1955-1960  

Southern White Opposition to Brown vs Board 

The Supreme Court’s ruling of 1954 on Brown resulted in a massive backlash in the Southern States, especially those in the Deep South, against the idea of desegregation. 

The most important expression of this was the Southern Manifesto which was issued in March 1956, and signed by all but three of the South’s Congressmen.  (The only three to withhold their signatures were Senators Gore and Kefauver of Tennessee and Lyndon Johnson of Texas.) 
Its purposes were: to rouse white voters in defence of “state’s rights” against Federal interference, to defend the separation of the races as being within the meaning of the Constitution, and to encourage political unity against further erosions of segregation. 

The Montgomery Bus Boycott  

The refusal of Rosa Parks to vacate her seat to a white man on a bus on 1 December 1955 marked the beginnings of the grass-roots campaign in the South against segregation. 

The first organisation to become involved in support of Rosa Parks was the Women’s Political Council. 

· On 5 December the black churches in Montgomery responded to a call from the WPC to organise a boycott of the local bus network. 

The Montgomery Improvement Association was created as an umbrella-group to co-ordinate the management of the bus boycott. 

Dr Martin Luther King Jr, the minister at Dexter Avenue Church since 1953, accepted nomination as president of the MIA. 

The demands of the MIA: 

Initially these were very limited, and did not extend to full desegregation of local transport. 

The original aims were: 

· More courtesy to black passengers from white drivers

· The employment of black drivers 

· A change to the seating policy so that black people would not have to stand if there were empty white seats. 

However, the movement was soon radicalised by the violent opposition against the campaigners: e.g. the bomb attack against King’s house, his arrest on a false speeding charge, and the Police Commissioner’s joining of the Citizen’s Committee (a pro-segregation group). 

Support from the NAACP 

· The NAACP’s attorney, Robert Carter, suggested that a case could be brought to the Federal Courts, citing Brown vs Board to argue against segregation on public transport. 

The case against Montgomery’s bus company was known as Browder vs Gale. 

On 5 June 1956 a three man Federal Commission declared that municipal transport segregation was unconstitutional. In November the Supreme Court confirmed the judgement, which was sent to Montgomery (Alabama) on 20 December. 

· On 21 December 1956, MLK and the other Montgomery Bus Boycott leaders rode on that city’s first desegregated buses. 

Lessons for the Civil Rights Movement from the Montgomery Bus Boycott. 

· That Civil Rights activism had the potential to dismantle Jim Crow laws without reliance on action from Federal Government. 

· That the modern media could be used to highlight the injustices experienced in the South. 

· That co-operation between northern and southern civil rights activists could increase the effectiveness of campaigning. 

The Southern Christian Leadership Coalition (SCLC) 

In early 1957 several leading Civil Rights activists, including Bayard Rustin, came together to form the SCLC in Atlanta. The SCLC regarded MLK as the best asset of the Civil Rights movement on account of his success in the Montgomery Bus Boycott. 

Moreover, the NAACP was increasingly bound up in complicated and slow legal action against Southern authorities. 

· Therefore, from 1957 the SCLC became the most significant organisation in Civil Rights campaigning. 

The Increasing Rivalry between the NAACP and the SCLC 

· There were important organisational differences between the NAACP and the SCLC. While the NAACP had local branches with elected officials, the SCLC was rigidly controlled by MLK from Atlanta. Local leadership was provided by other Christian ministers. 
SCLC strategy in the period 1957-60  

From 1957-1960 MLK and the SCLC adopted more conventional and less dramatic tactics. The main focus of this period was voter registration. 

· The Crusade for Citizenship. The first reason for this campaign was the opinion of Roy Wilkins (leader of the NAACP) who argued that Civil Disobedience disrupted the NAACP’s campaign of litigation. NOTE: This difference of approach mirrored the contrasting paradigms of gradualist/accommodationist vs. activist/radical, in the tradition of Washington and Du Bois. 

This campaign failed, in large part because the two main political parties were attempting to recruit Black American voters for themselves, and thus opposed the SCLC’s own Crusade for Citizenship. 

One of the main limitations to the SCLC was that it lacked mass membership. Only when it could link up with local activists and the poorer black populations of the rural south would it be able to deliver serious political leadership. 

 The Little Rock High School Crisis (1957) 
The efforts by Governor Orval Faubus of Arkansas to resist the integration of Central High School tested the commitment of President Eisenhower to promoting Civil Rights. 

· On 14 September 1957 Eisenhower met Governor Orval Faubus at Newport (Rhode Island), as a result of which the President believed that Faubus was withdrawing opposition to segregation. 

However, Faubus was playing to his own electorate, as he wanted to be seen as the defender of state rights against the Federal government.  On 20 September 1957 he withdrew the National Guard from Central High School, ad three days later 500 whites rioted against desegregation. 

· 23 September 1957. Eisenhower sent the 101st Airborne Division to force open Central High School and escort the first black pupils wanting to enrol. 

Consequences of Little Rock  

Although Little Rock was very dramatic, Eisenhower only deployed the troops because he believed that Faubus had double-crossed him and was attempting to subvert Federal authority. Eisenhower was essentially reactive, and in spite of the Civil Rights Act of 1960, he did not have a positive programme for change. 

The Civil Rights movement did not suddenly exploit this victory to enforce desegregation in other schools. Rather, the NAACP and SCLC focused on voter registration and legal challenges to Jim Crow. 

 The Student Sit-Ins of 1960  

The success at Little Rock High School was not followed by voluntary desegregation of private and public facilities across the South. The next major campaign was launched by university students. 

· The first campaign was by students of North Carolina Technical College in Woolworth’s in Greensboro, North Carolina. The shop closed as a result of the demonstration. 

· Copy-cat demonstrations then followed in Winston-Salem, Raleigh and Durham. 

· By April 1960 78 Southern towns had been affected and 2,000 people arrested. 

The Response of the Mainstream Civil Rights Movement to the Sit-Ins 

Both the NAACP and CORE (the Congress of Racial Equality) were taken by surprise by these grass-roots campaigns. 

The national leadership of the NAACP was slow to react, but Dr George Simkins, the local leader in Greensboro, brought in help from CORE. 

· CORE sent white campaigners down to the South, and also organised sympathy demonstrations in the northern cities. 

· However, Roy Wilkins, the national leader of the NAACP, was sceptical of the benefits to be gained from civil disobedience and declined to offer active assistance to the sit-ins. 

The Student Non-Violent Co-ordinating Committee (SNCC)  

This new organisation was organised by Ella Baker, a leading member of the SCLC, to co-ordinate the sit-ins in the South. 

· On 16-18 April 1960 MLK spoke to students at Shaw University in NC where he urged them to prepare for a peaceful campaign of protest throughout the South against segregation in shops and lunch counters. 

James Lawson, the SCLC co-ordinator in Nashville (Tennessee), demanded that the new movement have an explicitly peaceful philosophy.  Although some of the SNCC delegates believed that the movement should concentrate on action rather than idea, he succeeded in encouraging the adoption of these principles. 

We affirm the philosophical or religious ideal of non-violence as the foundation of our purpose, the presupposition of our faith, and the manner of our action. Non-violence as it grows from the Judaic-Christian traditions seeks a social order of justice permeated by love.


Through non-violence, courage replaces fear; love transforms hate. Acceptance dissipates prejudice; hope ends despair. Peace dominates war; faith reconciles doubt. Mutual regard cancels enmity. Justice for all overthrows injustice. The redemptive community supersedes systems of gross social immortality.  

· John Brooks, leader of the NAACP voter registration campaign in Richmond (Virginia), accused the SNCC of being “opportunists”. 
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