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Directions: Read and annotate the source. Then, answer the questions. 

The Civil Rights Movement 
An Overview of the Civil Rights Movement 

The Civil Rights Movement did not suddenly appear out of nowhere in the twentieth century. Efforts to improve 
the quality of life for African Americans are as old as the United States. By the time of the American Revolution in 
the late eighteenth century, abolitionists were already working to eliminate racial injustice and bring an end to the 
institution of slavery. During the Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, which 
was codified into law as the Thirteenth Amendment to the US Constitution. The Thirteenth Amendment officially 
outlawed slavery and went into effect in 1865. 

After the Civil War, during the period known as Reconstruction, the passage of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 
Amendments established a legal foundation for the political equality of African Americans. Despite the abolition of 
slavery and legal gains for African Americans, racial segregation known as Jim Crow arose in the South. Jim Crow 
segregation meant that Southern blacks would continue to live in conditions of poverty and inequality, with white 
supremacists denying them their hard-won political rights and freedoms. 

"Colored" waiting room at the Durham, North Carolina bus 
station, May 1940. Photograph by Jack 
Delano. Image courtesy Library of Congress. 

The twentieth-century Civil Rights Movement emerged as a 
response to the unfulfilled promises of emancipation, partly 
as a result of the experiences of black soldiers in the Second 
World War. African Americans fought in a segregated military 
while being exposed to US propaganda emphasizing liberty, 
justice, and equality. After fighting in the name of democracy 
in other countries around the world, many African American 
veterans returned to the United States determined to 
achieve the rights and prerogatives of full citizenship. 

The Civil Rights Movement involved many different strategies and approaches, including legal action, nonviolent 
civil disobedience, and black militancy. 

Civil rights and the Supreme Court 
One of the earliest approaches was centered in the courts. Spearheaded by the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), this strategy initiated lawsuits to undermine the legal foundation of Jim 
Crow segregation in the South. The landmark Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka ruling held that separate 
facilities were inherently unequal and thereby declared segregation in public education to be unconstitutional. 

While the Supreme Court decision was a major victory for civil rights, white supremacists in the South pledged 
"massive resistance" to desegregation. In response to Brown v. Board, a group of Southern congressmen issued the 
“Southern manifesto,” denouncing the court’s decision and pledging to resist its enforcement. Ultimately, federal 
intervention was required to implement the ruling. 

       US History 
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Nonviolent protest and civil disobedience 
With authorities in the South actively resisting court orders to desegregate, some leaders of the Civil Rights 
Movement turned to direct action and nonviolent civil disobedience. Civil rights activists launched the Montgomery 
Bus Boycott in 1955, after Rosa Parks refused to vacate her seat on the bus for a white person. Martin Luther King, 
Jr. emerged as a leader of the boycott, which was the first mass direct action of the contemporary Civil Rights 
Movement and provided a template for the efforts of activists across the country. 

Protestors carrying signs at the March on Washington 
for Jobs and Freedom, 1963. Image courtesy the 
National Archives. 

Religious groups such as the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC), student organizations like 
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC), and labor unions such as the American 
Federation of Labor (AFL-CIO), all took part in massive 
protests to raise awareness and to accelerate the 
momentum for passage of federal civil rights legislation. 
The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom was the 
largest civil rights protest in US history, and contributed 
to the successful implementation of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

Mass direct action was highly effective, particularly due to widespread news media coverage of nonviolent 
protestors being harassed and physically beaten by law enforcement officers. 

Black Power 
Although comprehensive civil rights legislation represented a major victory for the Civil Rights Movement, the 
obstinacy of the white power structure in the South convinced some black activists that nonviolent civil 
disobedience was insufficient. Some African Americans were also concerned about the presence of so many 
northern middle-class whites in the movement. The Freedom Summer of 1964, during which northern white college 
students joined black activists in a voter registration drive in the South, was seen by some as an attempt to impose 
white leadership onto the Civil Rights Movement. 

As a response to the continued power of whites, both within and outside of the movement, a more militant variety 
of civil rights activism emerged. One of its most influential proponents was Malcolm X, born Malcolm Little, who 
advocated black self-reliance, cultural pride, and self-defense in the face of racial violence. The approach that 
Malcolm X spearheaded came to be known as Black Power, and it gained many adherents after the assassination of 
Martin Luther King, Jr. in 1968 at the hands of James Earl Ray, an escaped convict and white supremacist. Stokely 
Carmichael of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and the Black Panther Party were among the most 
vocal proponents of Black Power after the assassination of Malcolm X in 1965. 

The unfinished business of the Civil Rights Movement 
The Civil Rights Movement racked up many notable victories, from the dismantling of Jim Crow segregation in the 
South, to the passage of federal legislation outlawing racial discrimination, to the widespread awareness of the 
African American cultural heritage and its unique contributions to the history of the United States. The 2008 election 
of the nation’s first African American president, Barack Obama, was a striking indication of just how far the struggle 
for equality has come. Yet other indicators reveal that there is still much work to do. 
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The goal of full social, economic, and political equality still has not been reached. African Americans continue to be 
incarcerated at a rate greatly disproportionate to their percentage of the population. Black men are the most 
frequent victims of police brutality, while poverty rates among black children and families are higher than among 
either whites or Latinos. Stereotypical portrayals of African Americans remain prevalent in popular culture. Many 
black Americans suffer from poor access to social services and from systemic inequalities in institutions like public 
education. As successful as the Civil Rights Movement was, there still remains unfinished business in the struggle 
for full equality. 

Source: Khan Academy 

 
 

 

 

Write It Out 
1. Why did the Civil Rights Movement of the 20th century emerge? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
2. What were the different strategies and approaches used during the Civil Rights Movement? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
3. What are some examples of each strategy?  
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
4. Describe the reaction of white supremacists in the South to Civil Rights, including “massive 

resistance.” 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
5. Why did Brown bring suit to the Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
6. What was the court’s ruling? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
7. How does this court case impact your lives today? 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Directions: Read and annotate the source. Then, answer the questions on a separate sheet of paper. 
 

I Have a Dream – Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. –  
March on Washington -  August 28, 1963 

 
I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest demonstration for freedom in the 
history of our nation. 
 
Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the Emancipation 
Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had 
been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the long night of their captivity. 
But one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free. One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly 
crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination. One hundred years later, the Negro lives 
on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. One hundred years later, the Negro 
is still languished in the corners of American society and finds himself an exile in his own land. And so we've come 
here today to dramatize a shameful condition. 
 
In a sense we've come to our nation's capital to cash a check. When the architects of our republic wrote the 
magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note 
to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all men, yes, black men as well as white men, 
would be guaranteed the "unalienable Rights" of "Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness." It is obvious today 
that America has defaulted on this promissory note, insofar as her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of 
honoring this sacred obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check, a check which has come back 
marked "insufficient funds." 
 
But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to believe that there are insufficient funds 
in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. And so, we've come to cash this check, a check that will give us 
upon demand the riches of freedom and the security of justice. 
 
We have also come to this hallowed spot to remind America of the fierce urgency of Now. This is no time to engage 
in the luxury of cooling off or to take the tranquilizing drug of gradualism. Now is the time to make real the promises 
of democracy. Now is the time to rise from the dark and desolate valley of segregation to the sunlit path of racial 
justice. Now is the time to lift our nation from the quicksands of racial injustice to the solid rock of brotherhood. 
Now is the time to make justice a reality for all of God's children. 
 
It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the urgency of the moment. This sweltering summer of the Negro's 
legitimate discontent will not pass until there is an invigorating autumn of freedom and equality. Nineteen sixty-
three is not an end, but a beginning. And those who hope that the Negro needed to blow off steam and will now be 
content will have a rude awakening if the nation returns to business as usual. And there will be neither rest nor 
tranquility in America until the Negro is granted his citizenship rights. The whirlwinds of revolt will continue to shake 
the foundations of our nation until the bright day of justice emerges. 
 
But there is something that I must say to my people, who stand on the warm threshold which leads into the palace 
of justice: In the process of gaining our rightful place, we must not be guilty of wrongful deeds. Let us not seek to 
satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking from the cup of bitterness and hatred. We must forever conduct our 
struggle on the high plane of dignity and discipline. We must not allow our creative protest to degenerate into 
physical violence. Again and again, we must rise to the majestic heights of meeting physical force with soul force. 
 
The marvelous new militancy which has engulfed the Negro community must not lead us to a distrust of all white 
people, for many of our white brothers, as evidenced by their presence here today, have come to realize that their 
destiny is tied up with our destiny. And they have come to realize that their freedom is inextricably bound to our 
freedom. 
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We cannot walk alone. 
 
And as we walk, we must make the pledge that we shall always march ahead. 
 
We cannot turn back. 
 
There are those who are asking the devotees of civil rights, "When will you be satisfied?" We can never be satisfied 
as long as the Negro is the victim of the unspeakable horrors of police brutality. We can never be satisfied as long 
as our bodies, heavy with the fatigue of travel, cannot gain lodging in the motels of the highways and the hotels of 
the cities. We cannot be satisfied as long as the negro's basic mobility is from a smaller ghetto to a larger one. We 
can never be satisfied as long as our children are stripped of their self-hood and robbed of their dignity by signs 
stating: "For Whites Only." We cannot be satisfied as long as a Negro in Mississippi cannot vote and a Negro in New 
York believes he has nothing for which to vote. No, no, we are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until "justice 
rolls down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream." 
 
I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of great trials and tribulations. Some of you have come 
fresh from narrow jail cells. And some of you have come from areas where your quest -- quest for freedom left you 
battered by the storms of persecution and staggered by the winds of police brutality. You have been the veterans 
of creative suffering. Continue to work with the faith that unearned suffering is redemptive. Go back to Mississippi, 
go back to Alabama, go back to South Carolina, go back to Georgia, go back to Louisiana, go back to the slums and 
ghettos of our northern cities, knowing that somehow this situation can and will be changed. 
 
Let us not wallow in the valley of despair, I say to you today, my friends. 
 
And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted 
in the American dream. 
 
I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: "We hold these truths 
to be self-evident, that all men are created equal." 
 
I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave 
owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. 
 
I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering 
with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice. 
 
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 character. 
 
I have a dream today! 
 
I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor having his lips dripping with 
the words of "interposition" and "nullification" -- one day right there in Alabama little black boys and black girls will 
be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers. 
 
I have a dream today! 
 
I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, and every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough 
places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight; "and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed 
and all flesh shall see it together." 
 
This is our hope, and this is the faith that I go back to the South with. 
 
With this faith, we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith, we will be 
able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith, we 
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will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom 
together, knowing that we will be free one day. 
 
And this will be the day -- this will be the day when all of God's children will be able to sing with new meaning: 
My country 'tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. 
Land where my fathers died, land of the Pilgrim's pride, 
From every mountainside, let freedom ring! 
 
And if America is to be a great nation, this must become true. 
 
And so let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. 
Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. 
Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania. 
Let freedom ring from the snow-capped Rockies of Colorado. 
Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of California. 
 
But not only that: 
Let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia. 
Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee. 
Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi. 
From every mountainside, let freedom ring. 
 
And when this happens, when we allow freedom ring, when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from 
every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God's children, black men and white 
men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro 
spiritual: 
  
Free at last! Free at last! 
Thank God Almighty, we are free at last! 
 
Source: National Archives 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. at the March on 
Washington. Image courtesy Wikimedia Commons. 
 
View from the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC, on August 28, 1963, where more than a quarter of a million 
protestors gathered to hear Dr. Martin Luther King deliver his 'I Have a Dream' speech. Image courtesy Wikimedia 
Commons. 
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“I Have a Dream” Questions 
 

1. Find seven words about which you are unsure and look up their meanings.  Write the definitions and parts 
of speech. 

 
2.  “Five score years ago," the opening phrase of King's speech, is an allusion to what or whom?   
      Why was this an appropriate and strong way for King to begin his speech? 
 
3.  In the second paragraph, King says that "the life of the Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of 

segregation and the chains of discrimination."  
o These words bring up strong images of slavery. Why would this be an effective method of moving his 

audience?  
o What inference was King making about the progress of African Americans to enter the mainstream of 

American life in the one hundred years which followed the end of slavery?  
 
4.  List at least two possible effects upon King's audience of repeating the phrase, "I have a dream." 
 
5.  What are some of the specific acts of injustice against African Americans which King cites in his speech? 
 
6.  Near the end of his speech, King names many different states. Why do you think he did this? 
 
7.  "I Have a Dream" was a persuasive speech meant to convey to King's audience the need for change and 

encourage them to work for federal legislation to help end racial discrimination.  If you had been in the vast 
crowd that day, do you think you would have been moved my King's speech? Why or why not? 

 
8.  Besides the Declaration of Independence and the Bible, King cites "the American dream" as a source  
     for his own dream. What is the American dream? Discuss this concept with friends and family members and 

then write a composite definition for this commonly used term. 
 
9.  How does MLK's dream relate to you? 
 
10. What still needs to happen in order to realize the dream? What can be done to further realize the              
       dream? What can you do as an individual? What can you do as a part of a group within your school?  
       What can you do as a part of your community?  




