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Alabama, 1960. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. 
addresses demonstrators on 
the steps of the state capitol in 
Montgomery. In one speech, he 
said "...let us move on in these 
POWERFUL days of challenge 
to make America what it ought 
to be." 
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Free at Last? Race Relations in the USA 1918-68. A Revision Guide 

 
This revision guide should not replace your own active revision. Its purpose is to 
summarise the key points examiners would expect you to know and develop into 
meaningful, detailed answers. 
 

IMMIGRANTS 

• THE MELTING POT — no matter how people in the USA start out, once they 
have been in the country they become American and lose their individual identity. 

• SALAD BOWL — different ethnic groups mix together to create an American 
society but retain their own identities and cultures to enrich that society. 

• People went to the USA to escape problems in their own countries. These were 
called PUSH FACTORS e.g.  poverty, no free speech, no jobs, wars, no religious 
freedom, no land, no food, no money, hunger, dictators, no political freedom 

• Attractions of the USA were often called PULL FACTORS e.g. wealth, land,  
political freedom, new life, education, work, opportunity, religious freedom 

• In 1800 the American population was 2 million. By 1920 it was over 100 million. 
Immigrants came in search of the American Dream — the hope that hard work 
would make the poor richer and get a better standard of living. 

Tensions – Old v New 

• Old immigrants = people who have lived in the USA for several generations. 
They considered themselves important because they had money. Came from 
northern Europe. First wave of immigrants – 1850s to 1890s 

• Old immigrants were WASP’s = White Anglo Saxon Protestants. They thought 
they were better than everyone else and didn’t like the ‘new’ immigrants. The 
most successful people in America in early 20 Century were usually WASPs   

• New immigrants = people who have only just arrived in America and were poor. 
Most came from southern or eastern Europe. Often unskilled, uneducated. 
Second wave of immigrants – 1890s to 1920s. 

• New immigrants spoke little or no English so stayed near friends from their ‘old’ 
country. Tensions between ‘old’ and ‘new’ were the result of snobbery, racism, 
ignorance and prejudice. 

• Most crowded into growing cities. By 1920 most Americans were living in towns. 
Immigration meant cities grew quickly. 

• Slums grew up in the overcrowded cities. 

• Disease spread easily and crime was common. 

What Problems Did Immigrants Face? 

Bad living conditions (slums)- Overcrowding- Illness- Low life expectancy- Poor working 
conditions- Crime- Discrimination- violence- intimidation- Lack of rights/ representation- 
abuse by politicians- stereotyped as burden- seen as menace e.g. communist red scare. 
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Changing Attitudes to Immigrants in the 1920s 

Before 1920 the USA had an ‘open door’ policy — almost anyone could enter. In the 
1920s the USA made new laws which limited the number of immigrants entering the 
country. WHY did attitudes change after the First World War? 

• USA had tried to limit immigration before 1900. Convicts, lunatics and very poor 
were barred entry. Chinese and Japanese also found entry difficult — they were 
a threat to white jobs. 

• Plans to reduce immigration already discussed. Dillingham Commission — adult 
immigrants should be literate. 1917 Immigration Act banned almost all Asian 
immigrants- introduced a literacy test. 

• World War One. Americans accepted the ‘Melting Pot’ idea meaning all 
immigrants became American. However, during the war many German 
immigrants supported Germany when USA joined the war against them. Danger 
that American society would split 

• Red Scare. Americans were afraid immigrants brought in dangerous new ideas 
— anarchism and communism. These ideas were anti-American and used 
violence to change the system of government. 1919 saw strikes and violent 
protests. It looked like revolution was close. 

• Self interest — Americans wanted to stop immigrants competing for jobs during 
times of unemployment. 

Racism and prejudice. For many WASPs the change in the type of immigrant was 
worrying. Attempts to stop immigration were aimed at ‘new’ immigrants from southern 
and eastern Europe. They were afraid that Americans racial and religious strength would 
be weakened by more Catholic and Jewish immigration. 

PREJUDICE — pre-judging someone before you know what they are like. 

RACISM — the belief that your race is better than all other races who can be treated 
less well than your own. By 1920, America was becoming a prejudiced, racist society. 

1917-1924 America passed a series of laws designed to limit immigration. After three 
centuries of free immigration the USA tried to shut its doors on newcomers and the flood 
of immigrants ended. 

Immigration Laws 

1921 —USA introduced a limit of 3% of incomers from each nationality living in the USA 
in 1910. Let in more from Britain, Ireland and Germany and restrict immigrants from 
southern Europe and the Far East 

1924 — only 150,000 immigrants can come into the USA each year.  

 

Black Americans  

However, Black people did not choose to go to the USA — they had been taken and 
sold as slaves. In 1863 slavery was stopped but black peoples’ problems did not end 
there. Blacks were not immigrants so don’t include them in questions about 
immigrants. 
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Jim Crow Laws 

• passed in southern states by the end of the 19th  Century 

• intended to keep black and white people separate 

• named after a stage performer who depicted blacks as stupid, lazy and unreliable 

• separate seats on railways, separate waiting rooms, buses, schools, churches, 
hospital wards, cemeteries & even separate public drinking fountains 

• southern states could make up any law they wanted. Blacks could not vote 
against them 

• Blacks ended up with lowest paid jobs & housing 

American Constitution 

Constitution - a set of rules telling Americans what they can and cannot do. This 
Constitution has been amended to help black people. 

FOURTEENTH AMENDMENT 1868: black people should have full civil liberties. 

FIFTEENTH AMENDMENT 1870: no person in the USA could have his or her right to 
vote taken away. 

HOWEVER: 

• Southern states used their ‘State Rights’ to pass laws that discriminated against 
blacks. 

• By 1900 southern states stopped black people voting so they could not elect 
anyone opposing Jim Crow laws. 

• Southern states made up rules (voting qualifications) which made it difficult for 
blacks to vote. Result — black men who previously could vote lost the right. 

Supreme Court decision 1896 - “Separate but Equal” 

HOMER PLESSEY CASE — Homer refused to move on a train and sit with fellow 
blacks. The case was taken to the Supreme Court who ruled it was OK to have separate 
facilities for blacks and whites so long as they were equal. Segregation was now 
officially ‘legal’.  

The Ku Klux Klan 

There was another way of controlling people — fear and terror. Black people were 
beaten, tortured or lynched (hanged in front of a white crowd with no trial and no 
defence). 

One of the biggest terror groups in the USA. It began in the 1860s. They used violence 
and fear to control the black population. KKK was an extreme WASP organisation that 
attacked black people, Catholics and anyone they considered ‘non-American.’ 

The KKK believed: 

• Protestant religion must be supreme 

• Negroes were their biggest problem 

• Catholic church was un-American. Rome must not be allowed to rule America 
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• The history of the world is the fight for survival of the white race. Either they win 
or they die. The Klan will not die. 

• Blacks take cheap housing and are an alternative to white labour. 

1924 — KKK had nearly 5 million members. Nobody knew how strong it was because it 
was a secret organisation. Many powerful people were members and the Klan could 
make others do what it wanted by threats, blackmail and bribery. 

Why Was KKK Immune from Prosecution? 

Bribery of police & officials, threats to members who leave, blackmail people, racism in 
national government and police are some of the reasons.  
 
Why did Support for Klan Grow in 1920s? 

• Appealed to all who were anti-black, anti-Catholic, anti-Jewish & anti-immigrant 

• Lack of education (ignorance) of members 

• Felt they were protecting America 

• Appeal of ceremony & uniform, liked image 

• Appeal of anonymity (nobody knew who was behind white hoods) 

• Racism always existed, Klan gave it an outlet 

• Increase of black population in North due to industrial growth 

• Increase of immigrants who were threats to jobs & housing; threat of new religions & 
customs. 

The Move North 

1910 — 10% of black people lived in the North 

1940 — 22% of black people lived in the North 

North = no segregation but still racially prejudiced society. Black people could only get 
the worst jobs and lowest wages. Black people and poor whites competed for the same 
jobs and housing. This led to race riots. 

Life was better for black people in the North because 

• Pride in black culture led to boom in black music and art 

• No official segregation-  No Jim Crow laws 

• Forced govt to realise segregation and discrimination existed 

• Jobs and wages were better in the North, growing industry 

• Escaped Klan terror of lynchings / house burnings 

Life was not better for black people in the North because 

• More competition for housing and jobs 

• Black ghettos grew up 

• Race riots due to competition for jobs 

• Police sided with whites 
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Civil Rights begin  

The black population refused to accept discrimination and segregation as normal. 
Organisations were formed to help improve the lives of black Americans. 

NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People). Its aims were: 
Improve employment opportunities- Improve housing- Improve voting- Improve 
education for blacks. Its leaders were: 

1. W.E.B DuBois = called for racial equality and protest 

2. Booker T. Washington = called for improved education 

3. Marcus Garvey = called for a return to Africa 

 

World War II 

Black soldiers talked about the “Double V Campaign”. 

VICTORY IN THE WAR AND VICTORY FOR CIVIL RIGHTS IN THE USA 

A. Philip Randolph. During World War II Randolph threatened a protest march on 
Washington unless discrimination in defence industry jobs and armed forces was ended. 
In 1941 Randolph met with the President (FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT) and demanded 
he make an executive order to stop discrimination. He made three demands: 

• immediate end to segregation and discrimination in federal government jobs 

• an end to segregation in the armed forces 

• government support for an end to discrimination and segregation in all jobs in 
America. 

To gain support for war FDR explained the horror of Hitler’s racist policy against Jews. 
FDR needed black soldiers but a march on Washington would be embarrassing and 
remind people racism existed in the USA. 

FDR issued Executive Order 8802: 

There shall be no discrimination on the employment of workers in defence industries and 
in Government, because of race, creed, colour, or national origin. Roosevelt also 
established the Fair Employment Practices Committee to investigate incidents of 
discrimination. 

Employers found ways round the rule but discrimination in defence industry jobs was 
ended. Segregation in the armed forces continued. 

Importance of War for Black Americans 

CORE (The Congress of Racial Equality) was founded in 1942. It was the beginning of a 
mass movement for civil rights.  

Some black Americans who were members of the Nation of Islam refused to fight in the 
US armed forces. They still believed in complete separation. The demands for 
separation echoed the aims of Marcus Garvey  
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Civil Rights after the War 

The new US President, Harry Truman, tried to improve Civil Rights. He tried to end 
segregation in the armed forces, but the Army remained segregated until well into the 
1950s. 

Truman suggested making lynching a federal crime but it was rejected. (Southern 
politicians still wanted to rule by fear and the rope). 

Civil Rights and Schools 

Schools were segregated and white schools were always better than black schools; 
states spent four times as much money on white schools than they did on black schools. 
However, there was a court case that changed US society; 1955 Brown v Topeka 
Board of Education. 

With NAACP help Brown took the Topeka School Board to court for the right to educate 
his child in a white school. The Supreme Court decided ‘separate but equal’ was wrong. 
YET by the end of 1956 not one black child attended a white school in the south. 

Little Rock, Arkansas, 1957 

• Southern states were against desegregation 

• Arkansas decided to desegregate slowly — starting with Central High School 

• Arkansas (State) soldiers surrounded the school to stop racist violence, but were 
really there to stop black children entering 

• Federal government ordered the soldiers to be removed 

• Soldiers were removed but replaced by a large white mob 

• Eventually the President sent 1000 US (Federal) soldiers to Little Rock to ensure 
the safety of black children 

The Montgomery Bus Boycott, 1955  

The Montgomery Bus Boycott became a national issue and produced one of the most 
important leaders of the century — Martin Luther King. 

• Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat for a white man and was arrested 

• The mayor refused to stop segregation despite the threat of a boycott 

• NAACP had planned Rosa Parks’ refusal 

• Took place in December 1955 in Montgomery, Alabama 

• Negro population refused to use the buses 

• Negroes walked to work or used car pools 

• Bus companies forced to desegregate or go out of business 

• Lasted 381 days 

• Negroes walked to work or used car pools 

Was Boycott Successful?    

YES, because: 
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• Gained publicity for civil rights  

• Forced bus companies to desegregate 

• Showed the economic power of united black front 

• Legal victory for blacks as Supreme Court declared bus segregation illegal 

• Showed organised, peaceful protest could win over violence  

• Protesters challenged Jim Crow but broke no laws  

• Challenged local politics and exposed racism 

NO 

• There was only limited desegregation on buses 

• Did not achieve widespread civil rights 

  

Martin Luther King 

 Born 1929- Became a church minister in 1954- Was against the use of violence- 
Impressed by Indian leader Gandhi- Gandhi believed in civil disobedience (breaking 
laws that were unjust and unfair)- Non-violent civil disobedience was the way to gain civil 
rights 

THE SCLC 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference- Founded 1957- Organised by Martin Luther 
King and other civil rights leaders- Supported the idea of non-violence- Martin Luther 
King was elected president- Campaigned for desegregation in the South. 

THE CIVIL RIGHTS ACT OF 1957 (first for nearly 100 years) 

1 New national Civil Rights Commission- (federal agency- investigate and bring to trial 
any white officials who stop black people from having their rights as US citizens) 

2 The Federal Justice Department would support Black Americans if they went to court 
because they could not vote freely. 

WAS IT EFFECTIVE?   

• Southern politicians found ways of avoiding its regulations — it was little more 
than a gesture to black people 

• By 1959 it had not added a single southern black voter to the voting register 

HOWEVER, 

• It showed the federal government was no longer willing to allow the  southern 
states to do as they pleased with race relations. 

 

 The Sit - Ins 

1 February 1960 — four black students sat at whites only lunch counter. They refused to 
move and stayed until closing time. Next day they returned with 80 black and white 
students. They ‘sat in’ all day despite attacks. The idea of the sit-in spread quickly. By 
the end of 1960, 70,000 protesters had taken part in sit-ins. 
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Non-violent protest was met with white violence and it was played out on T.V. screens. 
Jails across the south reached bursting point and the courts could not cope with the 
number of black and white students breaking state law. Something had to be done. By 
July 1960 segregated lunch counters had disappeared from 100 cities across America. 
Once again non-violent direct action and national T.V. coverage was forcing change. 

The Freedom Riders 

• 1961 — students decided to test laws which banned segregation on interstate 
buses and trains. Organised by CORE. Black students would travel from 
Washington to New Orleans and try to use the ‘whites’ only washrooms at 
stopping points. The campaigners became known as ‘The Freedom Riders’. 

• 14 May — first bus carrying Freedom Riders was bombed. Second bus was 
attacked by the KKK. 

• successful in publicising the fact that interstate travel was still segregated despite 
a Supreme Court ruling. 

• Finally, on late 1961, the US government ordered the end of segregation in 
airports, rail and bus stations. 

TV brought the violence into peoples’ sitting rooms. Americans were shocked. 
Martin Luther King hoped to win the support of the American public and the US 
government, led by John F Kennedy. 

Birmingham, Alabama  

• M L K believed Birmingham, Alabama was the most racist city in the USA. The 
Governor was George Wallace, the Chief of Police was ‘Bull’ Connor. Both were 
well known racists. 

• 1963 — King organised a campaign against segregation. He knew civil rights 
protesters were risking their lives. 

• 30,000 Negroes took part in the demonstrations. Non-violent civil disobedience 
was met with police violence. Connor ordered police to use dogs, water cannons 
and electric cattle prods. KKK marched and police did not stop them. Millions 
were shocked by what they saw. 

• The public demanded John F Kennedy do something. It became a test of federal 
and state authority. 

• 11 June 1963 Kennedy ordered Birmingham to end segregation. Civil rights 
demonstrators had won — thanks to ‘Bull’ Connor and T.V. 

It looked like Kennedy was going to give full Civil Rights to all US citizens. 

March on Washington 1963 

To keep pressure on the government, civil rights leaders organised a ‘March on 
Washington’ in which 200,000 people took part with Martin Luther King heading. They 
were marching for fairer employment opportunities and voting rights and an end to 
segregation in schools. They gathered at the Lincoln Memorial where King gave his 
most famous speech: “I Have A Dream”. King’s dignity and passion moved America. 
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Civil Rights Act 1964 

In November 1963 JFK was assassinated. In 1964 — President Johnson passed a new 
law:  

No racial discrimination allowed in public places such as restaurants, hotels and 
theatres. No segregation in schools, hospitals libraries and museums. No discrimination 
in employment. 

 

Selma, Alabama & The Right to use their Vote 

• 1964 — Martin Luther King awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. 

• A few days later he was in prison for leading demonstrations to protest about the 
difficulty black people faced when they tried to register to vote.  

• Southern states still disqualified blacks that did not spell all words correctly on a 
voting register. 

• King chose Selma. Once again demonstrators were met with white violence. The 
well-publicised racist violence persuaded federal authority to pass another law. 

• White politicians realised they needed black voters if they wanted to stay in 
power and black people saw an opportunity to become politicians themselves. 

• The Voting Rights Act marked the end of the civil rights campaign in the south. 
By 1965 the focus of CRM turned north and the style of protest also changed. 

1965 VOTING RIGHTS ACT  

Gave the vote to an additional 250,000 black people. Within 3 years most of the black 
population were registered to vote. 

 

 

NON VIOLENT WAS ABOUT TO BECOME VIOLENT PROTEST 

BURN BABY BURN – GHETTO RIOTS OF 1960s 

Problems of the Ghettos:  

Poverty- Unemployment- Bad housing-  Poor schools-  Racial prejudice- Crime- Drugs  

Due to these problems, black anger grew in the mid-1960s.  

Reasons for Riots: 

• Growth of Black Power Movement 

• Police Brutality 

• Discrimination in housing, education 

• Resentment of death of many Blacks in Vietnam 

• Frustration with progress of CRM 

➢ 1965 — first of many city riots took place in the Watts district of Los Angeles. The 
police represented white power. The police were the enemy. 
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➢ Police stopped a black youth for drunk driving. It became a riot that lasted 6 days 
and left 34 dead, 900 wounded and 4,000 arrested. 

➢ 1966—34 ‘race riots’ despite extra government money for schools, housing and jobs. 

➢ Civil rights leaders condemned the violence but young blacks refused to listen. 

➢ Many people were killed. Most of the dead were blacks shot by the police. Many 
were innocent victims of confusion. Most ghetto residents took no part in the rioting. 

 

The Kerner Commission was set up to investigate the causes of urban riots. The 
findings shocked the USA: 

• The USA was divided into two societies: black & poor and white & rich 

• 4I3% of all black Americans lived in poverty 

• Black men were twice as likely to be unemployed as white men 

• Black men were three times as likely to be in low skilled job as white men 

• The riots were caused by a white society that did not care about black Americans 

• White society created the ghettos, kept them going and did nothing to improve them 

 

The Kerner Commission resulted in the Civil Rights Act 1968:  

• Discrimination was banned during the sale of or rental of a house 

• However, it was a federal crime to move from one state to another to help cause a 
riot This meant black leaders who supported violent protest and moved from one 
state to another could be arrested and charged on suspicion of causing riots 

 

Non-violence to Black Power  

“NON VIOLENCE IS ANOTHER WORD FOR DEFENCELESS” (Malcolm X quote) 

Malcolm X became popular. He was a powerful speaker. He talked aggressively about 
white people and attacked the non-violent ideology of MLK. 

Black Muslims & The Nation Of  Islam 

• Malcolm X was spokesman for the Black Muslims 

• The Black Muslims were followers of the Nation of Islam. 

• They wanted nothing to do with ‘White Devils’ 

• Started their own shops, businesses, schools and churches 

• Wanted a black nation on land given to them by the USA 

• Replaced their surnames with an X — their original names were ‘white’ slave names. 

• White newspapers showed Malcolm X as a dangerous black racist. Many whites lost 
sympathy for the CRM. 
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BUT 

• Malcolm X’s attitude and ideology changed. In 1964 he argued with the leader of the 
Black Muslims and left the Nation of Islam. 

• After a visit to Africa Malcolm X altered his ideas and became less aggressive 
towards white people. 

• By 1965 Malcolm X had enemies in the government and the Nation of Islam. In 1965 
Malcolm X was assassinated.  

The End Of Non Violence 

By mid 1960s many non-violent organisations changed their ideas and adopted the 
slogan Black Power — first used by Stokely Carmichael, leader of the SNCC. 

• Carmichael demanded blacks take freedom by ‘any means necessary’. SNCC 
wanted nothing to do with white people — it expelled its white members as did 
CORE. 

• Black leaders were now talking about separate black states. It looked as if MLK’s 
work had failed. 

• 1968 — Olympic Games. Tommy Smith and John Carlos —They raised their black 
gloved hands in the Black Power salute. Black Power had reached a world-wide 
audience. 

 

Who were the Black Panthers?  

 

The Black Panthers, led by Huey P. Newton, was a black organisation that called for 
local black control of services such as education and the police. It supported the use of 
guns in self-defence and the use of violence to force change. By the mid-1970s, the 
Black Panthers ceased to exist. 

WHY WERE THE BLACK PANTHERS VIEWED AS A THREAT? WHY WAS THIS AN 
UNFAIR IMAGE? 

The Black Panthers represented the complete change that had overtaken the CRM. The 
image of the early non-violent protests was replaced with pictures of the Panthers 
wearing their black ‘uniform’. 

TV portrayed Black Panthers in a violent, negative, anti- police, anti-white image. City 
authorities were very suspicious of Panthers. FBI planned the downfall of Panthers & 
engaged them in gun battles. TV did not portray the self-help programmes that Black 
Panthers launched in their own communities: 

• free breakfast for children, free clothes 

• free health clinics 

• campaigns to stop drugs 

• school support groups 

• community control of police 
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What did the Black Panthers want? 

Black freedom- Better housing- Better education- Release all black people from prison- 
To protect black communities from white violence- To carry guns on the streets to 
protect fellow blacks. 

They were important because they gave dignity, identity and confidence to black 
Americans, BUT only a small number of black Americans were happy to use violence; 
most still supported King. 

 

The Death Of MLK 

Martin Luther King had become less optimistic about non-violence and the lack of 
government help. He was angry the government had become involved in a war with 
Vietnam and declared it was “spending money on death and destruction” instead of 
helping the black people. 

• 1968 — Martin Luther King was organising a Poor People’s March on Washington 

• 3 April 1968 he made a speech which claimed he might soon die 

• Dr King was shot dead by white racist James Earl Ray on 4 Apri1 1968  

• THIS UNDERLINED THE POINT THAT BLACK NON VIOLENCE WOULD 
CONTINUE TO BE MET WITH WHITE VIOLENCE 

• When news of his death broke American cities erupted and 70,000 US troops were 
called in to restore order. 

     King important because: 

• He appealed to everyone 

• He convinced black Americans they could overcome oppression 

• He gave black Americans self-confidence, pride and dignity 

• He showed non-violence could triumph over violence 

• He gained massive national and international publicity for the movement 

King not important because: 

• He focused mostly on the South; turned to the North too late 

• Young blacks in the North became increasingly violent and began to follow Malcolm 
X and Stokely Carmichael. 

• It seemed the non-violent CRM had died with MLK. 
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FREE AT LAST? AN ANALYSIS 

• Many whites believed the government had done too much to help poor blacks 

• 1967 — first black mayor was elected 

• 1968 set up the Kerner Commission 

• Atmosphere in the ghettos after King’s death made violence more likely. The Black 
Panther Party was created — violent group but by 1970 the more violent black 
leaders were either dead or in prison. Blacks realised violence only destroyed black 
property and killed black people. 

• 1973 a Negro was elected mayor of Los Angeles where only one person in 8 was 
black. 

• 1978 — 18 black members of Congress 

• 1980 nearly all schools in the south were integrated 

• 1983 black mayors in 240 towns and cities 

• In 1985 the US government declared a national holiday (15th January) in memory of 
MLK’s birthday  

BUT 

• 1980 Democratic Party chose George Dukakis to stand for president. He was asked 
to choose Jesse Jackson, a black politician, as vice president. He refused 

• 1968 George Wallace got 10 million votes in the 1968 election campaigning for 
segregation. 

North Carolina, 1965. 
Ku Klux Klan Grand Dragon 
James R. (Bob) Jones poses 
after lighting the CROSS at a 
night-time rally.  

 


