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CHAPTER ONE


Civil Rights Protests— The Beginnings


If there is no struggle, there is no progress.


—Frederick Douglass1


The history of the African American civil rights movement features brave individuals and groups of people. At times the battles against racism and prejudice have led to violence; but many famous victories for equal rights were the result of passive resistance.


In the early 1800s in the United States, black and white abolitionists publicly protested against slavery and racial injustice. They wrote and distributed pamphlets and newspapers demanding an end to slavery. Women walked door to door in many Northern neighborhoods, asking people to sign their antislavery petitions.



The Birth of a Nation Protest


In 1909, a new civil rights organization was formed. It was called the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). The organization’s purpose was to fight against racial discrimination and to provide equal rights for all people.
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On April 11, 1851, abolitionist Wendell Phillips protested the case of fugitive slave Thomas Sims, attempting to keep him from being returned to slavery. His effort failed, but it was still an important early attempt at protecting the human rights.








Its black and white founders included W.E.B. Du Bois, Mary White Ovington, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, and Dr. Henry Moskowitz.2


One of the NAACP’s early national campaigns was against D.W. Griffith’s technologically groundbreaking but problematic film The Birth of a Nation. Based on the 1905 book The Clansman, this racist film glorified the Ku Klux Klan. African Americans were shown in the film as rapists, dumb politicians, and stupidly loyal servants. Black characters were played by white people in blackface. President Woodrow Wilson, a segregationist, highly praised the film when it premiered in early 1915. The NAACP wanted the film to be censored.3
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W.E.B. Du Bois
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A poster for The Birth of a Nation.








In 1915, William Monroe Trotter, civil rights leader and editor of The Guardian newspaper, opposed the film when it showed in Boston. Trotter and the NAACP staged 18 mass rallies ranging from 500 to 2,500 protesters each. They demonstrated in front of Boston’s Faneuil Hall, rallied on the Boston Common, marched on the State House, and held picket signs in front of Boston’s Tremont Theatre.4


Even though the film was considered a success, some cities refused to show it because of the demonstrations. Activists realized there was power in mass protests. Membership in the NAACP continued to grow.


The East St. Louis Riot Protest


In East St. Louis, Illinois, on July 1, 1917, violence broke out after failed labor strikes. When white workers went on strike to protest labor conditions, the company hired black workers to replace them. Furious, white mobs burned buildings and attacked black men, women, and children. Up to 200 people were likely killed and hundreds injured during this bloody riot. Thousands of black citizens fled from their homes in fear and at least 6,000 African American residents were left homeless. Hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of damage was done to homes and buildings in African American communities in East St. Louis.


In response, the NAACP conducted its first major civil rights protest. Led by lawyer James Weldon Johnson, 10,000 black men, women, and children marched down Fifth Avenue in New York City in a “Silent Protest Parade.”5


The New York Times described the Saturday march as “one of the most orderly demonstrations ever witnessed.” About 20,000 blacks and some whites lined the route. They watched in silence as people marched 36 blocks from Fifty-Ninth Street and Fifth Avenue to Madison Square Park near the Flatiron Building. The only sound was the slow muffled beating of drums.6
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The NAACP organized a Silent Parade on July 28, 1917, in response to the East St. Louis riots. Ten thousand African Americans participated in this protest march.








Eight hundred children dressed in white led the parade. Next came women, also dressed in white. The men dressed in black. Their banners and signs read: “Mother, do lynchers go to heaven?”; “Give me a chance to live”; “Color, blood, and suffering have made us one”; and “America has lynched without trial 2,867 Negroes in 31 years and not a single murderer has suffered.”


The Jack Spratt Coffee House Sit-In


The first organized civil rights “sit-in” in American history happened in May 1943. A local diner in Chicago, Jack Spratt, would not serve black customers. James Farmer studied Indian nationalist leader Mohandas Gandhi’s strategy of nonviolent action. He decided to test this approach on the diner. He, George Houser, and Bernice Fisher formed a group named the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). They would protest with a sit-in.


Twenty-eight people entered Jack Spratt in groups of two, three, and four. In each party there was at least one black man or woman.7 In these groups, no whites ate until the black people were served. In some groups, the whites would hand their plate to the black person nearest them. The manager offered to serve all the “colored” people in the basement if they would go there, but the customers politely refused. He offered to serve them if they would move to the back corner of the diner. He was again declined. The frustrated manager phoned the police. The police refused to kick the group out and left. Finally, the CORE members were served the food they ordered.
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James Farmer in 1965. His actions earned him the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1998.








CORE went back to the restaurant days later and found that Jack Spratt’s policy of not serving African Americans had changed. It was a small but important victory.


The Journey of Reconciliation


In 1946, the Supreme Court declared that segregation in interstate travel was unconstitutional. But this ruling was largely ignored in the South. In 1947, CORE and the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR) sent eight white and eight black men into the South by bus and train. Activists George Houser and Bayard Rustin organized the two-week “Journey of Reconciliation” through Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Kentucky.
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