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Background information:
“Jim Crow” was a character in the minstrel shows where white entertainers would blacken their 
faces and perform satirical reviews of current events as if they were African Americans.  The Jim 
Crow Laws came to set the boundaries of segregation.

Racial separation rose after slavery and became legal in the 1880’s.  At that time poor whites 
had the distinction of never being someone’s property, bought or sold, or families separated.

With the 13th (abolishing slavery), 14th (giving blacks citizenship), and 15th (giving blacks voting 
rights) amendments being passed, poor whites became discontent.  They had no distinctive 
rights over the Negro.

Populism, a radical movement working for justice and equal rights for all, rose in the 1880’s and 
‘90’s.  It involved the support of both black and white farmers working together toward 
economic justice and represented a threat to the Southern economic power structure.

Two types of segregation:
De jure – by law, evident in the South (separate schools, doors for public places, separate
Bibles for swearing in, even the emergency blood supply, black women not allowed to 
try on or even touch clothes before purchase)
De facto – practiced in the North (understood parameters, cultural, redlining in which 
banks and realtors would keep people of color out of certain neighborhoods)

Populist Movement collapsed in 1896 with the re-establishing of segregation laws.

1919 Red Summer – labeled for the volume of blood shed, whites attacking blacks.

1954 Supreme Court’s Brown Decision started school desegregation.

1961 JFK’s presidency avoided addressing Civil Rights, more focused on foreign policy.

Nixon supported Civil Rights in Senate.

LBJ was more committed to Civil Rights than Kennedy.

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People established by W. E. B. DuBois as a 
global, multi-racial group to support all victims of white supremacy with legal defense.  NAACP 
published a travel guide listing black restrooms.  Families often had to pack their food and sleep 
in their car when on the road.  “Sundown towns” required blacks to be off the streets before 
sundown or face the consequences.



Freedom Rides – segregation was illegal on Interstates, blacks and whites met up to ride buses 
together into segregated cities.

Birmingham was selected for the 1963 campaign because it was known for its violence 
--“Bombingham” under Sheriff Bull Connor and Gov. George Wallace.  Timing was intended 
during the debate regarding the Civil Rights Act (1964).  Store boycott timed just before Easter 
as that was an important dress-up holiday for black families.  Stores would feel the impact.

Connor saw nonviolent response of Albany, NY sheriff dissolve a protest so police were told not 
to respond the first 8 days.  Filled jails with arrests.  Once King was released from jail, children 
got involved in marches.  Connor lost patience and used firehoses, dogs, and clubs on the 
crowd.  Photos made national news and the crisis was provoked.

1964 Freedom Summer – volunteers flocked to register Mississippi voters

Discussion Points:
Phillips believes Martin Luther King, Jr.’s image has been modified in creating his holiday, a   
“Santa-fication.”  We don’t understand today how truly revolutionary and radical his ideas were.
MLK calls this event America’s 3rd Revolution and compares it to the French Revolution.  He 
knew people weren’t going to see the problem without this action. (p. 5-6 in Why We Can’t 
Wait.)  

Discussion continued in how history regularly modifies people and events (ex: Columbus, 
reconstruction, Civil Rights movement).  William Dunning, professor at Columbia University 
early 1900’s responsible for textbook, sanitized and Eurocentric as well as neo-Confederate; his 
version of history taught in schools today, trained many teachers.  

MLK’s movement received the same criticisms as the current Black Lives Matter initiative:
Why now?  Why not use the judicial and legislative system.

Impressed with MLK’s well-crafted writing, metaphors, the mechanics and strategies of the 
campaign, extensive training for maintaining a non-violent response.

The book drew a thorough context explaining why waiting was no longer an option.  This needs 
to be taught in history classes.

How do we change police brutality?  Boycotts won’t address it.  The change needs to come from
the top down.  

What do we do as individuals and as a community to create a safe place for blacks?  Marilyn 
Hinton suggested: listen to those with differing opinions, don’t argue, and try to feel love for 
them.  Be nonjudgmental.  Work towards the Beloved Community.  Betsy Friauf believes we 
need a Truth and Reconciliation movement like South Africa had.


