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  Dr. Marc Lamont Hill


  It is impossible to tell the story of America without telling the story of Black Americans. From the struggle to end slavery, all the way to the election of the first Black president, the Black experience has been a window into America’s own movement toward becoming a “more perfect union.” Through the tragedies and triumphs of Blacks in America, we gain a more full understanding of our collective history and a richer appreciation of our collective journey. This book series, MAJOR BLACK CONTRIBUTIONS FROM EMANCIPATION TO CIVIL RIGHTS, spotlights that journey by showing the many ways that Black Americans have been a central part of our nation’s development.


  In this series, we are reminded that Blacks were not merely objects of history, swept up in the winds of social and political inevitability. Rather, since the end of legal slavery, Black men and women have actively fought for their own rights and freedoms. It is through their courageous efforts (along with the efforts of allies of all races) that Blacks are able to enjoy ever increasing levels of inclusion in American democracy. Through this series, we learn the names and stories of some of the most important contributors to our democracy.


  But this series goes far beyond the story of slavery to freedom. The books in this series also demonstrate the various contributions of Black Americans to the nation’s social, cultural, technological, and intellectual growth. While these books provide new and deeper insights into the lives and stories of familiar figures like Martin Luther King, Michael Jordan, and Oprah Winfrey, they also introduce readers to the contributions of countless heroes who have often been pushed to the margins of history. In reading this series, we are able to see that Blacks have been key contributors across every field of human endeavor.


  Although this is a series about Black Americans, it is important and necessary reading for everyone. While readers of color will find enormous purpose and pride in uncovering the history of their ancestors, these books should also create similar sentiments among readers of all races and ethnicities. By understanding the rich and deep history of Blacks, a group often ignored or marginalized in history, we are reminded that everyone has a story. Everyone has a contribution. Everyone matters.


  The insights of these books are necessary for creating deeper, richer, and more inclusive classrooms. More importantly, they remind us of the power and possibility of individuals of all races, places, and traditions. Such insights not only allow us to understand the past, but to create a more beautiful future.
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  The Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. waves to a crowd of approximately 250,000 people after delivering his historic “I Have a Dream” speech on August 28, 1963. King’s speech from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial was one of the highlights of the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, a key symbolic moment of the Civil Rights Movement.
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  HOW THE MOVEMENT BEGAN


  The term civil rights refers to the personal liberties and legal rights that all individuals enjoy as citizens or residents of a country. For example, all residents of the United States have the right to express their opinions freely, to follow the religion of their choosing, and to peacefully protest government policies with which they disagree. Those rights are guaranteed by the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. All American citizens enjoy equal protection of the laws. This means that one group of people cannot legally be denied privileges or rights that other people in similar circumstances have. The Fourteenth Amendment guarantees equal treatment under the law.


  The American tradition of government places great emphasis on the importance of civil rights. Yet the nation has been far from perfect in living up to its ideals. Throughout much of American history, black people were prevented from exercising the same rights and enjoying the same privileges as others. While slavery existed (from the early 1600s until 1865), enslaved African Americans had no rights. They couldn’t be citizens. Under the law, they were property. The children of slaves also became property. Slave owners had the legal right to do almost anything they wished with their slaves.


  Even after slavery ended, African Americans continued to suffer unfair treatment. In the South, a web of laws and social rules was put in place to prevent blacks from becoming equal members of society. This system of racial discrimination was known as Jim Crow. It barred black people from using the same public facilities as whites. For example, blacks weren’t allowed to stay in hotels where whites stayed. They couldn’t get served in restaurants where whites ate. They had to ride on “colored only” train cars. Black children had to go to separate schools. In almost every case, the facilities set aside for African Americans were inferior to those used by whites.


  Laws that required racial segregation (the separation of blacks and whites) in public places were only part of the story. Southern states also established rules that made it impossible for most African Americans to vote. This effectively stopped the black community from changing Jim Crow through the political process. Jim Crow was also preserved through informal means. Black people who challenged the system faced the threat of violence from their white neighbors. And violence against African Americans was rarely punished when committed by whites.


  Conditions for African Americans were worst in the South. But racial segregation existed in other parts of the country as well. And for many decades the federal (national) government did nothing to address the injustices.


  Finally, in the middle of the 20th century, the civil rights movement began chipping away at the foundations of Jim Crow. The civil rights movement was a wide-ranging struggle for equality under the law. It was waged by tens of thousands of African Americans. A few were or would become famous leaders, such as Martin Luther King Jr. Most, however, were ordinary men, women, and youths who had the courage to stand up against injustice. White people, too, joined the civil rights movement.


  Civil rights activists used a variety of tactics. They challenged Jim Crow laws in the courts. They held marches and demonstrations. They engaged in civil disobedience, refusing to obey unfair laws and regulations. They organized drives to register African-American voters.


  The path toward equality was difficult. Every time African Americans took a step forward, whites who wanted to maintain racial segregation pushed back. Civil rights activists were attacked and beaten. Some lost their lives. But between the mid-1950s and the mid-1960s, the legal structure of Jim Crow was dismantled. Laws enacted by the federal government banned racial segregation and removed obstacles that had prevented African Americans from exercising the right to vote. At last, after centuries of slavery and Jim Crow segregation, all of the nation’s black people were promised equality under the law.
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  For many years in the United States, African Americans suffered discrimination because of their race. A “colored” water fountain outside the courthouse of a North Carolina town.
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  A black man climbs the steps to the “colored” entrance at the rear of a movie theater in Mississippi. The lower door is labled “white men only.”
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