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HOMEWORK: Black Civil Rights – Timeline & MLK 
 

 Your homework for next class – Thursday, 1/19) has two parts: annotating the timeline below 
and taking notes on MLK’s “I Have a Dream” speech. Full details are below…and links are on the 
LibGuide 

 
PART I – A Timeline of Black Civil Rights (1954–1968) 

 

 For this section, please mark each event with a few brief notes. Two questions to guide your notes: 
 
1) What tactics were most successful in gaining rights? Which tactics were most successful in 
blocking rights? Do you notice any other patterns as you read? 
 
2) Historians often debate between two opposing ways of interpreting history. Top-down history is 
when things happen because of the decisions and actions of a few people at the “top” (e.g., leaders, 
politicians, etc.) – this is sometimes called the “Great Man/Person Theory”. Bottom-up history is 
when things happen because lots of average people take action, protest, etc. THE QUESTION: 
How much of the progress made during the Civil Rights Era can be described as “top-down”? 
How much was “bottom-up”? 
 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
1954 – Brown v. Board of Education. In the 1950s, school segregation was widely accepted 
throughout the nation. In fact, throughout the Jim Crow era, most Southern laws required it. After 
decades of battling the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson case legalizing “separate but equal” facilities, civil 
rights activists finally gained a landmark victory with Brown v. Board in 1954. Famously stating 
“separate educational facilities are inherently unequal,” the Supreme Court ruled unanimously that 
segregation was unconstitutional, thus kicking off the tumultuous civil rights era to come. 
  
1955 – The Emmett Till Case. Brown fueled a violent backlash of whites lynching blacks – acts that 
had occurred throughout the Jim Crow Era. Almost always, these brutal acts went unpunished by 
all-white juries. According to one historian, “the usual reasons for murder ranged from stealing food 
to talking back to a white person” (Williams 39). The violence could also be politically motivated; 
for example, two black men were murdered in 1955 for trying to register black voters.  

The most prominent case during this period was the murder of Emmett Till. Just 14 years 
old, Till grew up in Chicago and was visiting relatives in Mississippi during the summer of 1955. 
On a dare from his pals, Emmett spoke flirtatiously to a white woman as he left a local store. Several 
nights later the woman’s husband and her brother forced Emmett into their car and drove away. 
Ultimately, Till’s body was found in the Tallahatchie River; his forehead was crushed on one side, 
there was barbed wire around his neck, a bullet in his brain, and one eye gouged out. Despite 
overwhelming evidence of guilt based on eyewitness testimony, the two killers were found not guilty 
by an all-white, all-male jury. Several months later, the two men publically admitted they had 



murdered Till. Though the men never came to justice, Till’s funeral raised awareness of the horrors 
of lynching throughout the country.   
  
1955 – The Montgomery Bus Boycott. That same year, Rosa Parks – a 43-year-old black 
seamstress – was arrested in Montgomery, Alabama for refusing to give up her seat at the front of a 
bus to a white man. The following night, fifty leaders of the black community met at a local Baptist 
Church to discuss a possible response to the incident. Among them was the young minister, Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. Ultimately, the leaders organized the Montgomery Bus Boycott, which 
deprived the bus company of 65% of its income. It also cost Dr. King a $500 fine or 386 days in 
jail. He paid the fine, and eight months later, the Supreme Court ruled that bus segregation was 
unconstitutional.   
 
1957 – Desegregation and the Little Rock Nine. Little Rock Central High School in Arkansas 
became a flashpoint for Civil Rights controversy when nine African-American teenagers – the so-
called Little Rock 9 – put Brown v. Board to the test. Despite constant harassment and violence, the 
group successfully integrated the school by the end of the year, paving the way for desegregation 
throughout the country. 
  
A small but telling anecdote: “In 1958, a little white girl in North Carolina innocently kissed a 9-
year-old black friend named Hanover on the cheek. The police arrested the boy, along with his 7-
year-old companion, and a court sentenced him to 12 years imprisonment for attempted rape. (After 
publicity, the boy was eventually released.)”1  
 
1960 – The Sit-In Campaign. On February 1, 1960, 4 black freshmen college students sat down at 
the lunch counter of a Woolworth’s café in Greensboro, North Carolina and ordered coffee. As was 
customary throughout the South, they were denied service. The next day, 31 people showed up at 
the counter; two days later, there were 300 people. A New York Times article drew attention to their 
protest, and soon, thousands of students – of all races – were launching similar “sit-ins” in 69 cities 
throughout the South (and even a few in the North). 

The local authorities often responded with brute force. Still, despite being fined, arrested, 
imprisoned, beaten, and sprayed with acid, students continued to launch peaceful sit-ins at lunch 
counters throughout February and March. By late March, in response to the national publicity and 
over 2,000 arrests in total, authorities decided to stop prosecuting the demonstrators.  
  
1960 – Kennedy wins the Presidency. In one of the closest presidential races in American history, 
John F. Kennedy beat then-Vice President Richard Nixon on November 8th to become the 35th 
President of the United States. At age 43, Kennedy became (and remains) the youngest man ever 
elected to the presidency as well as the only Catholic ever.   
 
1961 – The “Freedom Riders.” During the spring and summer of 1961, a multiracial group of 
several hundred volunteers waged a cross-country campaign to try to end the segregation of bus 
terminals. Their plan was to test the Supreme Court’s 1960 ruling that segregated seating on 
interstate buses and trains was unconstitutional. Their legal action, however, was met with violence 
at many stops along the way (notice a pattern here?!). Local segregation laws were frequently used as 

                                                
1 Kristof, Nicholas. “The Obama Dividend.” The New York Times. 6 November 2008. Accessed 5 March 2009. 
<http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/06/opinion/06kristof.html>. 



justification for arresting the so-called “Freedom Riders”.  
 
As one group was arrested, more arrived to take their place. Throughout the summer, more 

than 300 Freedom Riders traveled through the Deep South in an effort to integrate the bus 
terminals. When Freedom Riders were savagely beaten in Montgomery, Alabama, one of President 
Kennedy’s representatives was also knocked unconscious and left lying in the street for half an hour. 
In response, Kennedy sent in 600 federal marshals in a showdown between the state of Alabama and 
the federal government. After this confrontation, Kennedy called for a national “cooling-off” period 
and made a deal with Democratic governors and other powerful Southern politicians. As long as 
there was no mob violence against the riders, JFK guaranteed that he would not send in federal 
troops.  
  
1962 – James Meredith and the Mississippi Riot. A year later, James Meredith became the first 
black student to enroll at the University of Mississippi. Fearing the prospect of more violence, 
President Kennedy ordered federal marshals to escort Meredith to campus. A riot broke out and 
before the National Guard could arrive to reinforce the marshals, two people were killed – both 
innocent bystanders. Later that year, a 21-year-old Bob Dylan memorialized the riot in one of his 
first protest songs, “Oxford Town”  
    
1963 – Birmingham heats up. Historically, Birmingham, Alabama was one of the most segregated 
cities in America. Drawing inspiration from the 1960 Sit-In Campaign, black men and women 
launched similar protests at lunch counters and “kneel-ins” on church steps in 1963. Hundreds of 
demonstrators were fined and imprisoned, which began to overload the Birmingham prison system. 
As the protests intensified, King led a protest march through Birmingham in May 1963. Police 
official Eugene “Bull” Connor met the peaceful protestors – many of them children – with police 
clubs, attack dogs, fire hoses, and even tanks. King was arrested and held in solitary confinement for 
three days; during this time, he secretly wrote his “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” a profound 
justification civil disobedience against unjust laws drawing directly from Gandhi and Thoreau.   
 
1963 – The March on Washington. Civil Rights leaders organized The March on Washington for 
Jobs and Freedom to take place on August 28th. Despite fears of violence breaking out and minimal 
support from President Kennedy, somewhere between 200,000–300,000 people congregated 
peacefully, roughly 80% of them black. It was here, in front of the Lincoln Memorial, that Dr. King 
delivered his iconic “I Have a Dream” speech. A reporter from the New York Times wrote, “no one 
could ever remember an invading army quite as gentle as the 200,000 civil rights marchers who 
occupied Washington.” The rally was so successful that many historians credit it with spurring the 
wave of Civil Rights legislation in the years to come.  
 

That said, the march was not without its critics. Malcolm X, the militant and charismatic 
leader of the Nation of Islam, dubbed it the “Farce on Washington,” criticizing the march for not 
demanding more. Moreover, X rejected the strategy of nonviolence, stating, “it is criminal to teach a 
man not to defend himself when he is the constant victim of brutal attacks.” Later, Malcolm X 
quipped, “While King was having a dream, the rest of us Negroes are having a nightmare.”  

 
Next page: the left image shows the March on Washington – the right one depicts the only time 

that MLK and Malcolm X ever met in person. 
 



       
 
 
1963 – The 16th Street Baptist Church Bombing. Founded in 1911, the 16th Street Baptist Church 
in Birmingham, Alabama was a hub for the life of the city’s black community. On September 15th, 
the Ku Klux Klan bombed the church, killing four little girls aged 11 to 14. Dressed in their Sunday 
best, the girls were preparing to lead the 11:00 a.m. adult service. By the end of the day, riots and 
fires had broken out throughout Birmingham and another two teenagers were dead. This tragic 
episode shocked the nation and further galvanized the civil rights movement.  
   
1963 – Assassination of President Kennedy. Rumors and conspiracy theories still abound as to 
who shot JFK on November 22nd. In a time of great national turmoil, Vice President Lyndon Baines 
Johnson (or LBJ) assumed the presidency.   
 
1963-1964 – The Civil Rights Act of 1964. On November 27th, 1963, in his first major address to 
Congress and the nation since Kennedy’s assassination, President Johnson called for the passage of a 
Civil Rights Bill to commemorate the nation’s fallen leader. While the House of Representatives 
passed the measure easily (290-130), the real battle was in the Senate, where the filibuster allows 
senators to block any law lacking a 60-vote “supermajority”. Indeed, Southerners had used this very 
tactic to block virtually all civil rights legislation of the past 90 years.  

However, Johnson and civil rights leaders countered by mounting a massive lobbying 
campaign, inundating DC with religious leaders of all faiths and colors. The strategy paid off, and by 
July 2, 1964, Congress passed and President Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, arguably 
the most important piece of civil rights legislation in American history. In particular, the law 
guarantees equal public accommodations, so that African Americans could no longer be excluded 
from restaurants, hotels and other public facilities.  
  
1965 – The Assassination of Malcolm X. By 1964, Malcolm X had broken with the Nation of 



Islam and somewhat moderated his views on civil rights. “In the past,” he stated, “I have made 
sweeping indictments [accusations] of all white people. I will never be guilty of that again.” X also 
renounced the use of violence as a means to fighting for civil rights. Just as he was modifying his 
philosophy, though, the 39-year old leader was killed on February 21st, 1965 at a rally in New York 
– gunned down by rivals from within the Nation of Islam.  
  
1965 – The Voting Rights Act of 1965. This landmark law prohibited literacy tests and poll taxes, 
which had been used since Reconstruction to deny blacks the vote. The act had a dramatic effect on 
the prevalence of black voters throughout the South. According to official census records, in 1960 
there were 22,000 registered black voters in Mississippi, but by 1966, the number had risen to 
175,000. During the same time period, South Carolina went from having a registered black voting 
population of only 58,000 to 191,000, and Alabama’s black registered voters spiked from 66,000 to 
250,000. 
  

 
1965–68: The Civil Rights Movement Unravels 

 

By 1965, the civil rights movement had won broad new legislation protecting the rights of 
black citizens. After the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, the 
federal government took a much greater role in monitoring school integration, registering black 
voters, and prosecuting racially motivated crimes. 

The movement gave black people throughout America a renewed pride. They had forced a 
federal government to recognize its responsibilities. They had established their own political 
strength. They had seen the rise of new and powerful black leaders. They had witnessed the 
structures of segregation dismantled by the courageous acts of ordinary people like themselves. 

Yet the exhilarating successes of the movement were accompanied by tensions within its 
ranks. Some of the younger civil rights activists criticized Martin Luther King, Jr. for devoting 
resources to mass marches instead of grassroots political organizing. Some questioned the doctrine of 
nonviolence. Others objected to the role played by whites in the movement and said blacks should 
build their own independent political structures. 

As we’ll study in our war unit after spring break, the Vietnam War raised another point of 
contention – some civil rights activists argued that the war drained national resources from the 
struggle against poverty and injustice at home; others thought civil rights and foreign policy should 
remain separate.  

 
Black Power and the Wave of Urban Riots 

 

The more militant activists became increasingly frustrated with the slow pace of change and 
the politics of the more mainstream leaders. The students in SNCC (the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee, which had led the Sit-Ins back in 1960) asked whites to leave their 
organization and chose black militant Stokely Carmichael as their leader. They took up the phrase 
“black power” to describe their new focus on building black-led political organizations in the 
South. Ultimately, a number would go on to lead the Black Panther Movement. Before he shifted 
philosophies in 1964, Malcolm X was also a nationwide spokesman for black power. 

The message of black militancy struck a chord in many urban youth whose lives had not 
improved from the successes of the civil rights movement. They lived in the midst of crime and 



poverty, they attended inadequate schools and dropped out early, and they had little chance to get 
decent jobs. New civil rights laws could not change the fact that their own futures were dim. 

Frustrated by a movement that seemed to be passing them by, many young blacks took their 
fury to the streets. Throughout the late 1960s, cities across America erupted in civil unrest. In 1965, 
black areas of New York City, Chicago and Philadelphia were torn by rioting. The next summer, the 
Watts Riot destroyed an enormous swath of LA, leaving 34 dead, 5,000 arrested, and millions of 
dollars of property burned. The rioting continued unabated through the summer of 1967. 

That same summer, President Johnson appointed a special commission to study the causes of 
urban race rioting. On March 2, 1968, the Kerner Commission released its report, and warned that 
America “is moving towards two societies, one black and one white – separate and unequal.” 

 
The Movement Loses Its Leader – and Direction 

 

 The riots dismayed civil rights activists, both militant and conservative, and awakened them 
to the enormous problems faced by urban blacks – problems that called for something more than sit-
ins and mass marches. 

 Seeking a new direction for the movement and an alternative to violence, Martin Luther 
King, Jr. planned a Poor People’s March on Washington for 1968. He hoped to revitalize the 
movement by bringing together all poor people – black and white – around common goals of fair 
wages and housing. 

 In March 1968, King took a break from planning the Poor People’s March to go to 
Memphis, where striking sanitation workers had asked for his support. On April 3, he stated: 
 

It really doesn't matter what happens now… Like anybody, I would like to live a 
long life. Longevity has its place, but I'm not concerned about that now. I just want 
to do God's will. And He's allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I've looked 
over, and I've seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But I want you 
to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land. 

The next day, King was assassinated. Like Malcolm X, he was only 39.  

 King’s vision of a civil rights movement to help the poor never came to fruition. After his 
murder, violence spread once more throughout the nation. Many cities imposed curfews to halt the 
riots. The night of King’s death, Senator Robert F. Kennedy – JFK’s younger brother, senator from 
New York and staunch supporter of civil rights – was about to give a speech in a predominantly 
black neighborhood of Indianapolis, Indiana. Fearing imminent riots, local authorities urged him to 
cancel the speech and leave immediately; Kennedy defied their advice and proceeded to deliver an 
eloquent, improvised speech calling for peace. In the following days, riots plagued over 100 
American cities, but Indianapolis was not one of them. 

 By this time, the weight of public opinion had turned against the militant factions in the 
movement. The FBI, helmed by J. Edgar Hoover from 1924–72, began a campaign to destroy 
groups like SNCC and CORE (the Congress of Racial Equality, which had led the Freedom Rides 
among other protests) by using illegal wiretaps and informers and by spreading false information 
about them. Indeed, before his assassination, King was one of the FBI’s main targets for these 
wiretaps and misinformation campaigns. 



 Their movement divided by philosophy and by sabotage, traditional civil rights leaders took 
up the task of crisis management. They worked to ease tensions in the ghettos and maintain calm 
during tense school desegregation battles. By the end of the 1960s, it was clear that a movement 
whose “marvelous militancy” King had praised in his “I Have a Dream” speech had come undone. 
 
1968 – Robert F. Kennedy is Assassinated. After the tragic losses of Malcolm X, JFK and Dr. 
King, Robert Kennedy had inherited the hopes of civil rights advocates throughout the nation. 
Pledging to carry on the legacy of his slain brother, Kennedy was on his way to securing the 
Democratic nomination for president. On June 5th, at the age of 43, Kennedy was shot dead in Los 
Angeles, California, just minutes after winning the state's crucial Democratic primary.   
 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

From Brown v. Board in 1954 to Los Angeles in 1968, the Civil Rights Movement made 
remarkable achievements. For one, it ended legal apartheid throughout the South and forever 
changed relations between blacks and whites. It also dramatically reshaped the relationship between 
state and federal governments. In the process, it gave new life to the women’s rights movement and 
inspired everyone from Latinos to LGBT Americans to fight for their rights as well. Yet as we will 
see, gross inequalities still remain today in America. Truly the fight for civil rights is far from over.  
 
 

Sources: Williams, Juan. Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years 1954-1965. New York: Penguin, 1988; Sara 
Bullard, Free At Last: A History of the Civil Rights Movement (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). 
 
 
 
 

PART II – The “I Have a Dream” Speech 
 

For the second and final part of your homework, your mission is to watch and take notes on 
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s landmark “I Have a Dream” speech. Recall that he delivered the speech on 
August 28th, 1963 at the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. At the time, he was 34 years 
old; a year later, he would become the youngest man in history to win the Nobel Peace Prize. 

 
To watch the speech, go here: http://bit.ly/zauJpK – and if you want to read the text as you 

listen, just go here: http://bit.ly/zqbz5 (though you’ll get a lot out of watching him speak too). Read 
over the three guiding questions first – then, take notes in the space provided as you watch. Rather 
than pausing the speech regularly, I’d encourage you to watch the whole thing straight – this will 
allow you to focus on the big-picture versus copying every single detail. 

 
----------------------------------------------------------- 

 
1) An allusion is a reference to a person, place, thing, event, idea, document, etc; a metaphor is an 

abstract analogy or comparison (e.g., “Her eyes were diamonds”). As you listen to the speech, 
write down the most striking allusions and metaphors (Warning: there are a lot!). Which are 
particularly effective – and why? In general, how do they help enhance the speech?   

 
 

(Flip for more space  ) 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2) In poll after poll, historians name King’s speech as one of the greatest ever. Rhetoric is the art of 

using language to persuade. What makes King such a master of rhetoric in this speech? Focus in 
particular on King’s delivery and intonation, as well as his use of alliteration (repeating the same 
sound in a series of words) and anaphora (repeating the same phrase in a series of sentences). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3) Lastly, how does King assess the state of civil rights in 1963 America? Beyond the “dream,” 
how would you summarize the overarching messages of his speech? 

 
 
 


