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UNIT OBJECTIVES
• Analyze the ways in which Americans’ views on the role of government change during the period 

1945-1980.
• Analyze the impact of individuals and their actions on the successes and failures of the period.
• Examine the lasting inequalities and unequal distribution of progress in America during the period.
• Understand the ways in which the Cold War and America’s global presence impacted Americans.
• Examine the successes of the Civil Rights Movement and the obstacles that still remain. 

UNIT 8 | OVERVIEW, UNIT OBJECTIVES, ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 
 
This unit begins with the development of the Cold War between the United States 

and the Soviet Union and concludes with the unease of the late 1970s. The period 

between the mid-1940s and 1980 saw the United States’ global influence expand 

through its quest to stop the spread of global communism. The ups and downs of this  

struggle impacted the ways in which Americans viewed and interacted with their 

government, causing moments of national pride (moon landing) and moments of division 

and tension (Vietnam War). This period also saw centuries of oppression of African 

Americans boil over into the Civil Rights Movement. The successes and struggles of 

this movement will be a major topic in the pages that follow. Overall, this unit will 

track these larger processes while maintaining a focus on how all of this played out 

in the varied experiences of actual Americans. 

TIMELINE: 1945-1980

UNIT 8 | THE COLD WAR AND THE STRUGGLE FOR EQUALITY

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
• In what ways did the period between 1945 and 1980 shape the political, social, and cultural 

identity of the United States? 
• How did the voices and actions of individual citizens impact America during this period?

INSTRUCTIONAL HOURS: 16
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LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR

LESSON 8.1.0 | OVERVIEW | The Cold War

Coming out of World War II, the United States emerged as one of two remaining 

world powers. Most of the international events of this period were in some way 

related to the ongoing Cold War between the US and the Soviet Union. From 

military combat in Korea and Vietnam to the near disasters in Berlin and Cuba,  

the impact of the tense rivalry with global communism is difficult to overstate. 

Even domestically, the conflict bred contempt with events like McCarthyism and  

the Vietnam War signifying the deep divide between the ways in which Americans 

viewed this war of ideologies.

UNIT 8 | THE COLD WAR AND THE STRUGGLE FOR EQUALITY

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
• In what ways did the period between 1945 and 1980 shape the political, social, and 

cultural identity of the United States? 
• How did the voices and actions of individual citizens impact America during this period?
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LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR

LESSON 8.1.0 | OVERVIEW | Learning Outcomes, Vocabulary, & Outline

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

• Identify the ways in which American ideas about itself and the world  
were shaped by the Cold War.

• Analyze political, economic, and social effects of the Cold War.
• Understand the impact of military involvement on the homefront.
• Evaluate the successes and failures of American Cold War policy.

 
 

Opening | EQ Notebook – Lesson 1
Watch | Crash Course US History #37 –  
  The Cold War
Read | The Truman Doctrine & Marshall Plan
Activity | Berlin Airlift
Read | McCarthyism
Watch | Crash Course US History #37 – 
 The Cold War in Asia 

Activity | Korean War
Read | Vietnam War
Activity | Vietnam in Images
Read | Anti-War Protests
Activity | Space Race
Closing | EQ Notebook
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7
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12

LESSON OUTLINE

LESSON ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 

• How did the Cold War impact the way Americans and their government  
viewed and were viewed by the rest of the world? 

• In what ways did the Cold War serve to both unite and divide Americans?
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LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR

LESSON 8.1.1 | OPENING | EQ Notebook

PROCESS
Ask students to think about the essential 
questions for Unit 8 and Lesson 8.1, 
respectively. Students should write down 
the Essential Questions and record their 
responses to opening questions in their EQ 
Notebook Worksheets. 

 
Example Opening Questions:  
How do you think that the results of World 
War II are going to shape America and  
its relationship to the world? What do you 
think our government’s role should be in  
the actions of other nations? What is protest? 
What is the point of protest? What power  
do individuals possess to spark great change

in a democracy like the United States?  
What do you think are some possible 
reactions to great change? 
 
They can do this in the context of their 
knowledge of US History, or relate it  
to their own lives. 
 

ATTACHMENT
• The EQ Unit 8 Notebook Worksheet

PURPOSE
Each unit and lesson of the Crash Course United 
States History Course (CCUSH)  is guided by 
an essential question. The Essential Question 
Notebook (EQ Notebook) is an informal writing 
resource for students to track their learning and 
understanding of a concept throughout a unit. 
Students will be given an Essential Question  
at the beginning of the unit and each lesson 
and asked to provide a response based on prior 
knowledge and speculation. Students will then  
revisit the notebook in order to answer the 

Essential Question with evidence they have 
gathered throughout the unit. This provides 
students an opportunity to track their learning  
and to prepare them for future activities.  
To help students focus on the important ideas,  
this activity asks them to look at the big ideas 
through the lens of the Essential Question. At this  
point, students won’t have much background 
to bring to bear on the issue just yet. This early 
exercise helps to bring to the fore what they  
know coming into the unit.

LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR
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UNIT 8 | EQ Notebook Worksheet
Answer the Essential Questions in Lesson 8.1.1, then again in Lesson 8.1.12. In your 

answer, be sure to include ideas such as historical context and how themes through 

history change over time. Use specific examples to support your claims or ideas. 
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1. How did the Cold War impact the way Americans and their government  

viewed and were viewed by the rest of the world? 

2. In what ways did the Cold War serve to both unite and divide Americans?

LESSON 8.1.1 

 

 

 

 

 

LESSON 8.1.12 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW HAS YOUR 

THINKING CHANGED? 
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LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR

PREVIEW
In which John Green teaches you about the Cold 
War, which was the decades long conflict between 
the USA and the USSR. The Cold War was called 
cold because of the lack of actual fighting, but this 
is inaccurate. There was plenty of fighting, from 
Korea to Vietnam to Afghanistan, but we’ll get 
into that stuff in the next episode. This time we’ll 
talk about how the Cold War started. In short it 
grew out of World War II. Basically, the Soviets 
occupied eastern Europe, and the US supported 
western Europe. This setup would spill across the 
world, with client states on both sides. It’s all  
in the video. You should just watch it. 

LESSON 8.1.2 | WATCH | Crash Course US History #37 
           The Cold War

PURPOSE
In this video, students will be introduced to The 
Cold War. They will come to understand the basics 
of the ideological conflict between the United 
States and the Soviet Union and the ways in which 
this conflict impacted life in America and around 
the globe.

PROCESS
As with all of the videos in the course, ask 
students to watch the video before class. 
Remind students of John’s fast-talking and 
play the video with captions. Pause and 
rewind when necessary. Before they watch 
the video, remind them of the central ideas 
of the Unit 8 Essential Questions and the 
Lesson 8.1 Essential Questions. 

LINK
• Crash Course US History #37 – 

The Cold War

Video questions for students to answer during  
their viewing.

LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR

https://youtu.be/9C72ISMF_D0
https://youtu.be/9C72ISMF_D0
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LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR

1. (:30) When did the Cold War take place,  
who was involved, and why? 
 
 

2. (3:00) Why did the United States approach 
USSR with a policy of containment and  
what were the four goals of that policy? 
 
 
 
 

3. (4:20) What precedent was established  
through the language of the Truman Doctrine? 
 
 

4. (4:50) What three security organizations  
were born out of the Truman Doctrine? 
 
 

5. (7:00) What key events occurred in 1949? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SAMPLE ANSWER: The Cold War lasted roughly 
from 1945 to 1990 and involved, the United States 
and the USSR. Both nations sought ideological 
and strategic influence throughout the world. 
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: Containment was a policy of 
stopping the spread of communism throughout  
the world. The goals were to block further expansion 
of Soviet power, expose the falsities of Soviet 
pretensions, to induce a retraction of the Kremlin’s 
control and influence, and to foster the seeds  
of destruction within the Soviet system.
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: The Truman Doctrine created 
the language through which Americans would 
come to view the world: that America was “free” 
and Communists were tyrannical. 
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: The Truman Doctrine led  
to the creation of the National Security Council, 
the Central Intelligence Agency, and the Atomic 
Energy Commission. 
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: 1949 saw Germany splitting into 
two nations and the Soviets detonated their first 
atomic bomb. Additionally, NATO was established 
and the Chinese Revolution ended in Communist 
victory.

LESSON 8.1.2 | WATCH | Key Ideas – Factual
Use these questions and prompts at the appropriate stopping points to check in 

with students and ensure they are getting the key concepts covered in the video.
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LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR

6. (9:00) What lengths did the United States 
government go to intervene in the spread  
of communism? 
 
 
 
 

7. (10:00) What social policies did Truman scrap 
due to anti-communist sentiment? 
 
 
 

8. (11:15) In what ways did the United States  
react to fears of communism within government? 
` 
 

SAMPLE ANSWER: In feeling it was necessary  
to prevent the spread of communism, the CIA 
funded magazines, news broadcasts, concerts, 
and art exhibitions that provided examples  
of American freedom and expression, which was 
viewed as the vanguard of artistic freedom and  
the exact opposite of Soviet socialist thinking.

SAMPLE ANSWER: Truman had to stop extending 
the social policies of the New Deal, which would 
have increased the minimum wage, extended 
national health insurance, and increased public 
housing, social security, and aid to education.  
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: Truman implemented a loyalty 
review system which required government 
employees to prove their patriotism when accused 
of disloyalty. There was also the Red Scare and 
the rise of McCarthyism, where Senator Joseph 
McCarthy claimed to have a list of 205 communists 
who worked in the State Department. 
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PROCESS 
Students should receive the readings and 
be instructed to think about the following 
as they read: 

• What is the speaker’s tone?
• What is the speaker suggesting 

needs to be done? Why?
• What is the speaker’s general 

opinion toward the US’s 
responsibility in the Cold War?

 

PURPOSE
In the video, John read portions of National 
Security Council document, NSC-68. That 
document, combined with the two in this activity,  
laid out the United States views on how to 
proceed in the fight against the spread of global 

Once they’ve completed the reading, 
students should write 1-2 pages comparing 
the addresses and stating what they 
believe to be the United States’s vision for 
approaching the Cold War and combatting 
global communism.

ATTACHMENTS
• The Truman Doctrine
• The Marshall Plan Speech

LESSON 8.1.3 | READ | The Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan

communism.  Students will read portions  
of addresses by President Harry S. Truman and 
Secretary of State George C. Marshall to gain  
a larger understanding of the foundations of US 
Cold War policy.

LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR
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READING | The Truman Doctrine (1947)
 The “Truman Doctrine” directed the United States 
to actively support anti-communist forces around 
the world. The following is from President Truman’s 
March 12, 1947 address before a joint session  
of congress requesting support for anti-communist 
regimes in Greece and Turkey.
 
I am fully aware of the broad implications involved  
if the United States extends assistance to Greece 
and Turkey, and I shall discuss these implications 
with you at this time.
 
One of the primary objectives of the foreign policy 
of the United States is the creation of conditions  
in which we and other nations will be able to work 
out a way of life free from coercion. This was  
a fundamental issue in the war with Germany and 
Japan. Our victory was won over countries which 
sought to impose their will, and their way of life, 
upon other nations.
 
To ensure the peaceful development of nations,  
free from coercion, the United States has taken  
a leading part in establishing the United Nations, 
The United Nations is designed to make possible 
lasting freedom and independence for all its 
members. We shall not realize our objectives, 
however, unless we are willing to help free  
peoples to maintain their free institutions and their 
national integrity against aggressive movements  
that seek to impose upon them totalitarian regimes. 
This is no more than a frank recognition that 
totalitarian regimes imposed on free peoples, 
by direct or indirect aggression, undermine the 

foundations of international peace and hence the 
security of the United States.

…
 
At the present moment in world history nearly  
every nation must choose between alternative  
ways of life. The choice is too often not a free one.
 
One way of life is based upon the will of the 
majority, and is distinguished by free institutions, 
representative government, free elections, 
guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech 
and religion, and freedom from political oppression.
 
The second way of life is based upon the will  
of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority.  
It relies upon terror and oppression, a controlled 
press and radio; fixed elections, and the suppression 
of personal freedoms.
 
I believe that it must be the policy of the United 
States to support free peoples who are resisting 
attempted subjugation by armed minorities  
or by outside pressures.  
 
I believe that we must assist free peoples to work 
out their own destinies in their own way.

…
 
It would be an unspeakable tragedy if these 
countries, which have struggled so long against 
overwhelming odds, should lose that victory for 
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which they sacrificed so much. Collapse of free 
institutions and loss of independence would  
be disastrous not only for them but for the world. 
Discouragement and possibly failure would  
quickly be the lot of neighboring peoples striving  
to maintain their freedom and independence.
 
Should we fail to aid Greece and Turkey in this 
fateful hour, the effect will be far reaching to the 
West as well as to the East.
 
We must take immediate and resolute action. 

…
 
This is a serious course upon which we embark.
 
I would not recommend it except that the alternative 
is much more serious. The United States contributed 
$341,000,000,000 toward winning World War II. This 
is an investment in world freedom and world peace. 

…
 
The seeds of totalitarian regimes are nurtured by 
misery and want. They spread and grow in the 
evil soil of poverty and strife. They reach their full 
growth when the hope of a people for a better life 
has died. We must keep that hope alive.
 
The free peoples of the world look to us for support 
in maintaining their freedoms.
 
If we falter in our leadership, we may endanger the 
peace of the world — and we shall surely endanger 
the welfare of our own nation.

Great responsibilities have been placed upon us  
by the swift movement of events.
 
I am confident that the Congress will face these 
responsibilities squarely.
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READING | The Marshall Plan Speech (1948)
 Given by Secretary of State George C. Marshall  
on June 5, 1948 at Harvard University 
 
I need not tell you gentlemen that the world situation 
is very serious. That must be apparent to all 
intelligent people. I think one difficulty is that the 
problem is one of such enormous complexity  
that the very mass of facts presented to the public 
by press and radio make it exceedingly difficult for 
the man in the street to reach a clear appraisement 
of the situation. Furthermore, the people of this 
country are distant from the troubled areas of the  
earth and it is hard for them to comprehend  
the plight and consequent reactions of the long-
suffering peoples, and the effect of those  
reactions on their governments in connection with  
our efforts to promote peace in the world. 

In considering the requirements for the rehabilitation 
of Europe the physical loss of life, the visible 
destruction of cities, factories, mines and railroads 
was correctly estimated, but it has become  
obvious during recent months that this visible 
destruction was probably less serious than 
the dislocation of the entire fabric of European 
economy. For the past ten years conditions  
have been highly abnormal. The feverish preparation 
for war and the more feverish maintenance of the  
war effort engulfed all aspects of national economies. 
Machinery has fallen into disrepair or is entirely 
obsolete. Under the arbitrary and destructive  
Nazi rule, virtually every possible enterprise was  
geared into the German war machine. Long-standing 
commercial ties, private institutions, banks, 

insurance companies and shipping companies 
disappeared, through loss of capital, absorption 
through nationalization or by simple destruction.  
In many countries, confidence in the local currency 
has been severely shaken. The breakdown of the 
business structure of Europe during the war was 
complete. Recovery has been seriously retarded  
by the fact that two years after the close of hostilities 
a peace settlement with Germany and Austria 
has not been agreed upon. But even given a more 
prompt solution of these difficult problems, the 
rehabilitation of the economic structure of Europe 
quite evidently will require a much longer  
time and greater effort than had been foreseen. 

There is a phase of this matter which is both 
interesting and serious. The farmer has always 
produced the foodstuffs to exchange with  
the city dweller for the other necessities of life.  
This division of labor is the basis of modern  
civilization. At the present time it is threatened  
with breakdown. The town and city industries  
are not producing adequate goods to exchange  
with the food-producing farmer. Raw materials  
and fuel are in short supply. Machinery is lacking  
or worn out. The farmer of the peasant cannot  
find the goods for sale which he desires to purchase. 
So the sale of his farm produce for money which he  
cannot use seems to him an unprofitable transaction. 
He, therefore, has withdrawn many fields from  
crop cultivation and is using them for grazing. He 
feeds more grain to stock and finds for himself  
and his family an ample supply of food, however 
short he may be on clothing and the other ordinary 
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gadgets of civilization. Meanwhile people in the 
cities are short of food and fuel. So the governments 
are forced to use their foreign money and credits 
to procure these necessities abroad. This process 
exhausts funds which are urgently needed for 
reconstruction. This a very serious situation is rapidly 
developing which bodes no good for the world.  
The modern system of the division of labor upon 
which the exchange of products is based is in  
danger of breaking down. 

The truth of the matter is that Europe’s requirements  
for the next three or four years of foreign food and 
other essential products–principally from America–
are so much greater than her present ability to pay 
that she must have substantial additional help, or face  
economic, social and political deterioration of a very  
grave character. 

The remedy lies in breaking the vicious circle and 
restoring the confidence of the European people  
in the economic future of their own countries and  
of Europe as a whole. The manufacturer and the 
farmer throughout wide areas must be able and 
willing to exchange their products for currencies  
the continuing value of which is not open to question. 

Aside from the demoralizing effect on the world  
at large and the possibilities of disturbances arising 
as a result of the desperation of the people 
concerned, the consequences to the economy  
of the United States should be apparent to all.  
It is logical that the United States should do whatever 
it is able to do to assist in the return of normal 
economic health in the world, without which there 
can be no political stability and no assured  

peace. Our policy is directed not against any 
country or doctrine but against hunger, poverty, 
desperation and chaos. Its purpose should be the 
revival of a working economy in the world so as 
to permit the emergence of political and social 
conditions in which free institutions can exist.  
Such assistance, I am convinced, must not be on  
a piecemeal basis as various crises develop.  
Any assistance that this Government may render  
in the future should provide a cure rather than 
a mere palliative. Any government that is willing 
to assist in the task of recovery will find full 
cooperation, I am sure, on the part of the United  
States Government. Any government which 
maneuvers to block the recovery of other countries  
cannot expect help from us. Furthermore, 
governments, political parties or groups which 
seek to perpetuate human misery in order  
to profit therefrom politically or otherwise will 
encounter the opposition of the United States. 

It is already evident that, before the United  
States Government can proceed much further  
in its efforts to alleviate the situation and  
help start the European world on its way to recovery, 
there must be some agreement among the 
countries of Europe as to the requirements of the 
situation and the part those countries themselves 
will take in order to give proper effect to whatever 
action might be undertaken by this Government.  
It would be neither fitting nor efficacious for this 
Government to undertake to draw up unilaterally 
a program designed to place Europe on its feet 
economically. This is the business of the  
Europeans. The initiative, I think, must come from 
Europe. The role of this country should consist of 
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friendly aid in the drafting of a European program 
and of later support of such a program so far  
as it may be practical for us to do so. The program 
should be a joint one, agreed to by a number,  
if not all European nations. 

An essential part of any successful action on the 
part of the United States is an understanding  
on the part of the people of America of the character 
of the problem and the remedies to be applied. 
Political passion and prejudice should have no part. 
With foresight, and a willingness on the part  
of our people to face up to the vast responsibility 
which history has clearly placed upon our  
country, the difficulties I have outlined can and will 
be overcome.
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LESSON 8.1.4 | ACTIVITY | Berlin Airlift Source Analysis 

PURPOSE
This activity uses the Berlin Airlift as an example  
of American Cold War policy in action. The lengths 
to which the United States and British governments 

went to stand up to the Soviet blockade of Berlin 
and keep the city supplied provide a glimpse into 
the power struggles of the era.

PROCESS
Students should read the attached documents 
and view the clip of the “Candy Bomber.” As 
they read they should fill out the left column 
of the source analysis tool. Once finished, 
they should then reflect on the sources by 
attempting to connect them to the unit and 
lesson essential questions. They will do this 
by completing the right side of the chart. After 
the students have completed the activity, the 
class should engage in a discussion about

how this event provides insight into the larger 
struggles of the Cold War. 

ATTACHMENTS
• Berlin Airlift Sources
• Berlin Airlift Source Analysis Tool 

LINK
• “The Candy Bomber”

LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OmanS-4nc4Y&feature=youtu.be
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READING | Berlin Airlift Source Analysis

Historical Background  
from the US State Department History1 

At the end of the Second World War, U.S., British, 
and Soviet military forces divided and occupied 
Germany. Also divided into occupation zones, Berlin 
was located far inside Soviet-controlled eastern 
Germany. The United States, United Kingdom, and 
France controlled western portions of the city, 
while Soviet troops controlled the eastern sector. 
As the wartime alliance between the Western 
Allies and the Soviet Union ended and friendly 
relations turned hostile, the question of whether  
the western occupation zones in Berlin would 
remain under Western Allied control or whether 
the city would be absorbed into Soviet-controlled 
eastern Germany led to the first Berlin crisis  
of the Cold War. The crisis started on June 24, 
1948, when Soviet forces blockaded rail, road,  
and water access to Allied-controlled areas of Berlin. 
The United States and United Kingdom responded 
by airlifting food and fuel to Berlin from Allied air  
bases in western Germany. The crisis ended 
on May 12, 1949, when Soviet forces lifted the 
blockade on land access to western Berlin.
 
Video Clip Candy Bomber – PBS American Experience
http://bit.ly/TheCandyBomber 
 
 
 

1 Source: https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/berlin-airlift 

2 Source: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh//amex/airlift/sfeature/press_02.html

Primary Source 1: Article from the New 
York Times in September of 1948 

U.S. Air Lift Educates Germans and 
Russians: Our Power to Supply Berlin Has 
Bolstered Our Diplomatic Position2 

By James Reston, Special to The New York Times
September 19, 1948 

Russian Objective
The objective of the Russian blockade was fairly 
obvious. The Russians are evidently convinced that 
they cannot break the development of the Western  
German Government and the consolidation of Western 
Germany into the economy of the West. They  
are, therefore, seeking in every way possible to 
consolidate their own position in Eastern Europe 
and Eastern Germany.
 
To this end they put the squeeze on Berlin. They 
cut-off supplies from one sector to another. They  
cut the electrical power. They even stopped the 
flow of medical supplies – all on the pretext of 

“technical difficulties” on the main railway routes 
from Western Germany into the former capital.
 
Their hope evidently was that within a short time 
the Germans would be forced by the shortages  
to take radical measures to break the blockade; that 
they would demand withdrawal of the Western 
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powers and thus leave Berlin and the whole of Eastern 
Germany to the Soviet Union. 

The thirty-four-day supply of goods and the airlift 
defeated this strategy and the dramatic quality 
of the air operation has certainly heartened and 
emboldened the Berliner.
 
These Berliners are not the apathetic, gray-faced 
persons this reporter saw a year ago. They are 
probably not quite as reliable either, as many  
of the United States officials here think they are.
But something has happened to them. They are 
certainly going through a process of reading of both 
sides of the question -- something new for this 
generation of Germans.
 
Berlin Impressed
All the evidence available suggests that their love 
of Marshal Vassily D. Sokolovsky, Soviet Military 
Governor, and the Russians is not unlimited.
 
People living under a siege -- even former enemies 

– are naturally drawn together, and hungry men 
naturally tend to support those who feed them 
against those who blockade their supplies.  
For the moment, therefore, the feeling between 
United States officials and the Germans is  
perhaps slightly on the dreamy side. Nevertheless 
the planes overhead night and day are a fairly 
strong argument in favor of the United States and  
for the moment the Berliner seems impressed.
  

3 http://www.pbs.org/wgbh//amex/airlift/sfeature/press_06.html

In the wider sphere of European politics too,  
United States officials feel the airlift has had  
a considerable effect.
 
Berlin has become unfortunately, the symbol  
not of the German problem, but of the Russian 
problem and United States efforts here have 
undoubtedly been reassuring to the West. The 
feeling seems to be that the United States is 
keeping its word, and that is always refreshing 
thing, especially in these parts. 

 
Primary Source 2: Article from New York 
Times in January of 1949 

Background: The West instituted a blockade 
on the Berliners In West Call Lift Victory, 
Berlin, Jan. 15, 19493

 
Safely over the worst flying weather, pilots of the 
Berlin airlift are daily strengthening the conviction  
among Germans as well as Western Allied 
occupation forces that they have clinched their 
point – that the blockade of Berlin has failed. This 
conviction also appears to be spreading even into 
the Soviet sector and zone.
 
Western Berliners circulate reports tending to support  
the view that the economic pinch is becoming 
increasingly more evident in the East than in the West.
 
They noted that the Max-Huette factory, a large 
steel plant in the Soviet zone recently requested 
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contributions of shovels and other tools, formerly 
obtained from Western Germany to aid in continued 
operation and production.
 
A brown coal plant in Hoyerswerda in the Soviet 
zone published its need for sixty-nine tons of rolled 
steel sheets, indispensable for the continued 
production of coal briquettes.
 
Soviet officials themselves have been prompt on 
occasions when they encountered representatives 
of the Western powers to denounce the counter-
blockade as “unfair” and restrictive. They have 
complained bitterly about conditions that have 
necessitated the closing down of various industries 
in their territory, while proclaiming stoutly that  
no actual blockade of Berlin existed.
 
 
Primary Source #3 – Photograph4

 

4 Public Domain Photograph
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HANDOUT | BERLIN AIRLIFT SOURCE ANALYSIS

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 
 
 
 
 

“CANDY BOMBER” VIDEO CLIP 
 
 
 
 
 

PRIMARY SOURCE #1 
 
 
 
 
 

PRIMARY SOURCE #2 

 

 

 

PRIMARY SOURCE #3 

WHAT ARE YOUR GENERAL OBSERVATIONS OF THE SOURCE? WHAT CONCLUSIONS CAN BE DRAWN THAT ADDRESS ANY OF THE ESSENTIAL 

QUESTIONS FOR THIS LESSON OR UNIT?

SOURCE
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LESSON 8.1.5 | READ | McCarthyism

PURPOSE
This article looks into one of the domestic effects 
of the Cold War, McCarthyism. Students will learn 
about the efforts of Wisconsin Senator Joseph 
McCarthy to expose communists within the American 
government. This incident capitalized upon existing 
fears of communism and nuclear war and served  

to threaten the rights of many American citizens.  
As they read, students should not only pay attention 
to the details of McCarthyism, but they should also 
make note of the general ways in which fear and 
misuse of power can be used in times of crisis.

PROCESS
Make the attached article on McCarthyism 
available to students. Students should read 
actively by marking up the text and taking 
notes. They should then be sure to answer 
the questions at the end of the document.

ATTACHMENT
• McCarthyism

LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR
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READING | McCarthyism1 — USHistory.org2 (2016) 

1 Source https://www.commonlit.org/texts/mccarthyism

2 McCarthyism by USHistory.org is licensed under CC BY 4.0

During the Cold War (a time of political and 
military tension following WWII) the United States 
was exceedingly paranoid about the possibility of 
communist spies infiltrating the country. Communism 
is a political and economic system in which  
the goal is for everything to be shared equally. 
This is maintained through government control,  
in which all means of production are equally owned  
and income is equally divided. America feared 
losing the freedom that they had fought for and 
pushed back against communism by attempting  
to contain it to the countries it had already effected.  
Unfortunately, this led to wild accusations without 
proper evidence and unfair investigative techniques  
that ruined innocent people’s lives, a practice  
we now refer to as “McCarthyism.” As you read, 
take notes on how Joseph McCarthy’s use  
of fear influenced the American people’s actions.
 
“Are you now, or have you ever been,  
a member of the Communist party?”
In the 1950s, thousands of Americans who toiled  
in the government, served in the army, worked  
in the movie industry, or came from various walks  
of life had to answer that question before  
a congressional panel. 

Senator Joseph McCarthy rose to national 
prominence by initiating a probe to ferret  
out communists holding prominent positions. 

During his investigations, safeguards promised  
by the Constitution were trampled.
 
Why were so many held in thrall to the Wisconsin 
lawmaker? Why was an environment that  
some likened to the Salem Witch Trials tolerated? 
  

THE ATOMIC ERA
In 1947, President Truman had ordered background 
checks of every civilian in service to the government. 
When Alger Hiss, a high-ranking State Department 
official was convicted on espionage charges, fear 
of communists intensified.
 
McCarthy capitalized on national paranoia by 
proclaiming that Communist spies were omnipresent 
and that he was America’s only salvation. 
 
An atmosphere of fear of world domination  
by communists hung over America in the postwar 
years. There were fears of a nuclear holocaust 
based on the knowledge that the Soviet Union 
exploded its first A-bomb in 1949. That same  
year, China, the world’s most populous nation, 
became communist. Half of Europe was under
Joseph Stalin’s influence, and every time Americans 
read their newspapers there seemed to be a new 
atomic threat. 
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At a speech in Wheeling, West Virginia, on 
February 9, 1950, McCarthy launched his first  
salvo. He proclaimed that he was aware of 205 
card-carrying members of the Communist Party  
who worked for the United States Department  
of State. A few days later, he repeated the  
charges at a speech in Salt Lake City. McCarthy  
soon began to attract headlines, and the Senate 
asked him to make his case.
 
On February 20, 1950, McCarthy addressed the 
Senate and made a list of dubious claims against 
suspected communists. He cited 81 cases that 
day. He skipped several numbers, and for some 
cases repeated the same flimsy information. He 
proved nothing, but the Senate called for a full 
investigation. McCarthy was in the national spotlight.
 
Staying in the headlines was a full-time job. After 
accusing low-level officials, McCarthy went for 
the big guns, even questioning the loyalty of Dean 
Acheson and George Marshall. Some Republicans 
in the Senate were aghast and disavowed McCarthy. 
 
Others such as Robert Taft and Richard Nixon, saw 
him as an asset. The public rewarded the witch- 
hunters by sending red-baiters (communist accusers) 
before the Senate and the House in 1950. 
 
 
“TAIL GUNNER JOE” SHOT DOWN
When Dwight Eisenhower became president,  
he had no love for McCarthy. However, Ike was 
reluctant to condemn McCarthy for fear  
of splitting the Republican Party. McCarthy’s 
accusations went on into 1954, when the 

Wisconsin senator focused on the United States 
Army. For eight weeks, in televised hearings, 
McCarthy interrogated army officials, including 
many decorated war heroes.
 
But this was his tragic mistake. Television 
illustrated the mean-spiritedness of McCarthy’s 
campaign. The army then went on the attack, 
questioning McCarthy’s methods and credibility.  
In one memorable fusillade,  the Counsel for the 
Army simply asked McCarthy, “At long last, have 
you no sense of decency left?”
 
Poll after poll showed the American people 
thought that McCarthy was unscrupulous in his 
attack of the army. 
 
Fed up, McCarthy’s colleagues censured him  
for dishonoring the Senate, and the hearings 
came to a close. Plagued with poor health  
and alcoholism, McCarthy himself died three  
years later. 

BLACKLISTING
McCarthy was not the only individual to seek  
out potential communists.
 
The House Committee on Un-American Activities 
(HUAC) targeted the Hollywood film industry. 
Actors, writers, and producers alike were summoned 
to appear before the committee and provide names 
of colleagues who may have been members of the 
Communist Party.
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Those who repented and named names of 
suspected communists were allowed to return 
to business as usual. Those who refused to 
address the committee were cited for contempt. 
Uncooperative artists were blacklisted from  
jobs in the entertainment industry. Years passed 
until many had their reputations restored. Below  
is an example:
 

“Sir, I detest, I abhor their [communists’] philosophy, 
but I detest more than that their tactics, which  
are those of the fifth column, and are dishonest, 
but at the same time I never as a citizen want  
to see our country become urged, by either fear  
or resentment of this group, that we ever 
compromise with any of our democratic principles 
through that fear or resentment. I still think  
that democracy can do it.”

– Ronald Reagan, testifying in front of the HUAC  
as president of the Screen Actors Guild (1947)  

Were there in fact communists in America? 
 
The answer is undoubtedly yes. But many of the 
accused had attended party rallies 15 or  
more years before the hearings – it had been 
fashionable to do so in the 1930s.
 
Although the Soviet spy ring did penetrate  
the highest levels of the American government,  
the vast majority of the accused were innocent 
victims. All across America, state legislatures  
and school boards mimicked McCarthy and  
HUAC. Thousands of people lost their jobs and  
had their reputations tarnished.
  

OTHER WITCH-HUNT VICTIMS 
Unions were special target of communist  
hunters. Sensing an unfavorable environment,  
the AFL (American Federation of Labor) and  
the CIO (Congress of Industrial Organizations) 
merged in 1955 to close ranks. Books were  
pulled from library shelves, including Robin  
Hood, which was deemed communist-like  
for suggesting stealing from the rich to give  
to the poor.
 
No politician could consider opening trade  
with China or withdrawing from Southeast Asia 
without being branded a communist. Although 
McCarthyism was dead by the mid-1950s, its effects 
lasted for decades. 

Above all, several messages became crystal clear 
to the average American: Don’t criticize the United 
States. Don’t be different. Just conform.
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WORKSHEET | Questions

1. What was Senator McCarthy claiming? What was he hoping to accomplish?
 
 
 

2. Why were Americans susceptible to fear-based politics in the early 1950s? 
 
 
 
 
3. How did televising the hearings backfire on McCarthy? 
 
 
 

4. What was “Blacklisting”? 
 
 
 

5. How did McCarthyism limit the actions non-communists could take? 
 
 
 

6. How can this incident be used to explain how fear impacts action and judgement? 

7. How can this incident be used to explain how fear impacts action and judgement?

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR

PREVIEW
In which John Green teaches you about the Cold 
War as it unfolded in Asia. As John pointed out 
last week, the Cold War was occasionally hot, and 
a lot of that heat was generated in Asia. This is 
starting to sound weird with the hot/cold thing, 
so let’s just say that the United States struggle 
against communist expansion escalated to full-
blown, boots on the ground war in Korea and 
Vietnam. In both of these cases, the United States 
sent soldiers to intervene in civil wars that it 
looked like communists might win. That’s a bit of  
a simplification, but John will explain it all to you. 

LESSON 8.1.6 | WATCH | Crash Course US History #38 
          The Cold War in Asia

PURPOSE
In this video, students will be introduced to the 
events of the Cold War in Asia. The Korean and 
Vietnam Wars feature prominently in the video. 
Students should look to identify the reasons why 
the United States government found it necessary 
to engage in these wars and how they fit into the 
larger picture of the Cold War.

PROCESS
As with all of the videos in the course, ask 
students to watch the video before class. 
Remind students of John’s fast-talking and 
play the video with captions. Pause and 
rewind when necessary. Before they watch 
the video, remind them of the central ideas  
of the Unit 8 Essential Questions and the 
Lesson 8.1 Essential Questions. 

 

LINK
• Crash Course US History #38 – 

The Cold War in Asia

Video questions for students to answer during  
their viewing.

LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR

https://youtu.be/Y2IcmLkuhG0
https://youtu.be/Y2IcmLkuhG0
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1. (1:00) How did the United States become 
involved in the Korean conflict and why did  
it occur in the first place? 
 
 
 
 

2. (2:10) What was Truman’s fateful decision with 
regard to the Korean conflict and what did it  
mean in terms of the fighting? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. (3:20) What was the toll of the Korean  
War (conflict)? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. (5:30) What is the Domino Theory and why  
was it perhaps a flawed theory? 
 
 

SAMPLE ANSWER: Word War 2 ending left a split 
between a communist north and an anti-communist 
south. This civil war turned into a full-fledged 
international conflict in June 1950 when the north 
invaded the south and the United States responded. 
Truman called this a “UN peace action,” so he didn’t 
need congressional approval to declare it a “war.”
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: Rather than simply stopping  
at pushing North Korean forces back past the 38th 
parallel, Truman tried to re-unify Korea as a non-
communist state. In pushing the northern forces 
up to the Chinese border, China intervened and 
counter-attacked the United States only to have 
forces stalemate at the 38th parallel – right where 
it started.
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: Following the stalemate of 1950,  
the war dragged on for two more years with the 
United States pursuing a “scorched earth” policy 
and dropping more bombs than the Pacific theater  
of WWII. In three years of fighting, 33,629 Americans 
were killed, 102,000 were wounded, and nearly 4 
million Koreans and Chinese were killed, wounded, 
or missing; most of these were civilians. 
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: The Domino Theory was based 
around the idea that nations around the globe were 
just another domino that had to be propped up or 
regions would fall to communist control like a row 

LESSON 8.1.6 | WATCH | Key Ideas – Factual
Use these questions and prompts at the appropriate stopping points to check in 

with students and ensure they are getting the key concepts covered in the video.
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5. (7:00) Explain the Gulf of Tonkin incident. 
 
 
 
 
 

6. (10:00) What was different about Vietnam’s draft 
compared to drafts of other wars? 
 
 
 
 

7. (10:30) What was Nixon’s secret plan to end 
the Vietnam War? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. (11:30) Describe the War Powers Act and explain 
what brought this legislation about. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

of dominos. While perhaps a flawed theory,  
at the time people felt they didn’t want the Soviets 
to expand the way the Nazis had.  
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: In August of 1964, the United 
States issued a fake report stating that North 
Korean patrol boats attacked US warships in the 
Gulf of Tonkin. As a result, President Johnson  
asked Congress to authorize the president to take 

“all necessary measures to repel armed attacks.”

SAMPLE ANSWER: Draftees were young and 
disproportionately from lower classes because 
enrollment in college or grad school earned 
potential draftees a deferment. Unlike previous 
American wars, the burden of fighting did not  
fall evenly across socioeconomic classes. 

SAMPLE ANSWER: The first part of Nixon’s plan 
was “Vietnamization” or the gradual withdrawing  
of American troops and leaving the fighting to the  
Vietnamese. The second part involved more 
bombing and escalating the war by sending American 
troops into Cambodia in order to cut off supply trails.  
This did not work, but it also destabilized Cambodia,  
which helped the Khmer Rouge to come to power.
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: When The New York Times 
published the Pentagon Papers, which were 
classified documents showing that the government 
had been misleading the American public about  
the war for years, congress responded by passing 
the War Powers Act in 1973. This was supposed  
to limit the president’s ability to send troops overseas 
without approval of congress. 
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9. (12:00) What was the outcome of  
the Vietnam War? 
 
 
 
 
 

10. (12:30) Why did America lose the war  
in Vietnam? 

SAMPLE ANSWER: America’s involvement ended  
in 1973, though fighting between North and  
South Vietnam continued until 1975. The war  
cost the United States more than $100 billion, 
58,000 lives, and claimed the lives of 3-to-4 million 
Vietnamese. Vietnam was the first war that  
America definitively lost.

SAMPLE ANSWER: This is a complicated answer 
that may weigh heavily on military strategy  
not presented in this video. However, it’s possible 
America lost the Vietnam War because they  
didn’t understand who they were fighting and  
the unyielding determination of the enemy. 
America assumed their superior technology would 
help defeat the enemy in Vietnam – but the 
Vietnamese weren’t fighting for communism. They 
were fighting for an independent nation and  
self determinism.
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LESSON 8.1.7 | READ | Vietnam War: Gulf of Tonkin

PURPOSE
These are two primary source documents regarding 
the Gulf of Tonkin Incident and the escalation  
of United States involvement in Vietnam. The first  
is President Johnson laying out his position  
following the alleged attacks. The second is Congress 
releasing their war power to the President to move 

forward in Vietnam. As they read, students should 
not only pay attention to the details of the sources, 
but they should also make note of how this event 
illustrates the general ways in which Cold War fears 
and ideology impacted political decisions.

PROCESS
Make the attached sources on the Gulf 
of Tonkin Incident available to students. 
Students should read actively by marking  
up the text and taking notes. They should 
then be sure to answer the questions at the 
end of the documents.

 
ATTACHMENT
• Gulf of Tonkin Incident

LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR
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READING | President Johnson’s Message to Congress August 5, 1964 
          —Gulf of Tonkin Incident1

1 Source: http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/tonkin-g.asp

 
Last night I announced to the American people 
that the North Vietnamese regime had conducted 
further deliberate attacks against U.S. naval 
vessels operating in international waters, and I had  
therefore directed air action against gunboats 
and supporting facilities used in these hostile 
operations. This air action has now been carried  
out with substantial damage to the boats and 
facilities. Two U.S. aircraft were lost in the action.
 
After consultation with the leaders of both parties 
in the Congress, I further announced a decision  
to ask the Congress for a resolution expressing 
the unity and determination of the United States  
in supporting freedom and in protecting peace  
in southeast Asia.
 
These latest actions of the North Vietnamese 
regime has given a new and grave turn to  
the already serious situation in southeast Asia.  
Our commitments in that area are well known  
to the Congress. They were first made in 1954  
by President Eisenhower. They were further 
defined in the Southeast Asia Collective Defense 
Treaty approved by the Senate in February 1955.
 
This treaty with its accompanying protocol obligates  
the United States and other members to act in 
accordance with their constitutional processes  
to meet Communist aggression against any  
of the parties or protocol states.

  
Our policy in southeast Asia has been consistent and 
unchanged since 1954. I summarized it on June 2 
in four simple propositions:
 
America keeps her word. Here as elsewhere, we 
must and shall honor our commitments.
 
The issue is the future of southeast Asia as a whole. 
A threat to any nation in that region is a threat to all,  
and a threat to us.
 
Our purpose is peace. We have no military, 
political, or territorial ambitions in the area.
 
This is not just a jungle war, but a struggle for 
freedom on every front of human activity. Our 
military and economic assistance to South 
Vietnam and Laos in particular has the purpose  
of helping these countries to repel aggression  
and strengthen their independence.
 
The threat to the free nations of southeast Asia 
has long been clear. The North Vietnamese  
regime has constantly sought to take over South 
Vietnam and Laos. This Communist regime has 
violated the Geneva accords for Vietnam. It has  
systematically conducted a campaign of subversion, 
which includes the direction, training, and supply 
of personnel and arms for the conduct of guerrilla 
warfare in South Vietnamese territory. In Laos, the 
North Vietnamese regime has maintained military 
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forces, used Laotian territory for infiltration into 
South Vietnam, and most recently carried out 
combat operations - all in direct violation of the 
Geneva Agreements of 1962.
 
In recent months, the actions of the North Vietnamese 
regime have become steadily more threatening... 

As President of the United States I have concluded 
that I should now ask the Congress, on its part,  
to join in affirming the national determination that 
all such attacks will be met, and that the United 
States will continue in its basic policy of assisting 
the free nations of the area to defend their 
freedom.
 
As I have repeatedly made clear, the United States 
intends no rashness, and seeks no wider war.  
We must make it clear to all that the United States 
is united in its determination to bring about the 
end of Communist subversion and aggression in the  
area. We seek the full and effective restoration  
of the international agreements signed in Geneva 
in 1954, with respect to South Vietnam, and  
again in Geneva in 1962, with respect to Laos... 
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READING | Joint Resolution of Congress H.J. RES 1145 August 7, 1964  
          —Gulf of Tonkin Resolution

Resolved by the Senate and House  
of Representatives of the United States  
of America in Congress assembled,
 
That the Congress approves and supports the 
determination of the President, as Commander  
in Chief, to take all necessary measures to repel 
any armed attack against the forces of the  
United States and to prevent further aggression.
 
Section 2. The United States regards as vital 
to its national interest and to world peace the 
maintenance of international peace and security  
in southeast Asia. Consonant with the Constitution 
of the United States and the Charter of the  
United Nations and in accordance with its obligations 
under the Southeast Asia Collective Defense 
Treaty, the United States is, therefore, prepared,  
as the President determines, to take all necessary 
steps, including the use of armed force, to assist 
any member or protocol state of the Southeast 
Asia Collective Defense Treaty requesting assistance 
in defense of its freedom.
 
Section 3. This resolution shall expire when the 
President shall determine that the peace and security 
of the area is reasonably assured by international 
conditions created by action of the United Nations 
or otherwise, except that it may be terminated 
earlier by concurrent resolution of the Congress.
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WORKSHEET | Questions

1. 1. What is President Johnson claiming happened in the Gulf of Tonkin? (Doc 1) 
 
 
 
 

2. What is he seeking to do about this incident? (Doc 1) 
 
 
 
 

3. Why do you think Johnson is regularly using terms like “freedom”  
in his statement? (Doc 1) 
 
 
 

4. What does Congress decide in their Joint Resolution 1145? (Doc 2) 
 
 
 

5. Do you find anything to be problematic with Section 3 of the resolution,  
particularly in a democracy? (Doc 2) 

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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LESSON 8.1.8 | READ | Vietnam War – An Overview 

PURPOSE
This article provides an overview of the events  
of the Vietnam War. Beginning with the French 
colonial struggle and ending with the eventual 
withdrawal of US troops and reunification of Vietnam 

under communism, the article informs students 
about most of the major events and their political 
consequences.

PROCESS
Make the attached overview of the Vietnam 
War available to students. Students should 
read actively by marking up the text and taking 
notes. They should then be sure to answer the 
questions at the end of the documents. 
 

ATTACHMENT
• Vietnam War Overview

LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR
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READING | The Vietnam War – An Overview

1 http://www.americanyawp.com/text/27-the-sixties/#VnbspThe_Origins_of_the_Vietnam_War 

2 http://www.americanyawp.com/text/28-the-unraveling/#IInbspThe_Strain_of_Vietnam 

3 Michael P. Sullivan, The Vietnam War: A Study in the Making of American Foreign Policy  
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1985), 58.

 
Excerpted from The American Yawp,  
Chapters 271 & 282

The Origins of the Vietnam War
American involvement in the Vietnam War began 
during the postwar period of decolonization. The 
Soviet Union backed many nationalist movements 
across the globe, but the United States feared the 
expansion of communist influence and pledged to 
confront any revolutions aligned against western 
capitalism. The “domino theory”—the idea that  
if a country fell to communism, then neighboring 
states would soon follow—governed American 
foreign policy. After the communist takeover  
of China in 1949, the United States financially 
supported the French military’s effort to retain 
control over its colonies in Vietnam, Cambodia  
and Laos.
 
Between 1946 and 1954, France fought  
a counterinsurgency campaign against the 
nationalist Viet Minh forces led by Ho Chi  
Minh. The United States assisted the French  
war effort with funds, arms, and advisors,  
but it was not enough. On the eve of the Geneva 
Peace Conference in 1954, Viet Minh forces 
defeated the French army at Dien Bien Phu.  
The conference temporarily divided Vietnam  
 

 
into two separate states until United Nations-
monitored elections occurred. But the U.S. feared 
a communist electoral victory and so blocked 
the elections. The temporary partition became 
permanent. The U.S. established the Republic  
of Vietnam, or South Vietnam, with the US-backed 
Ngo Dinh Diem as prime minister. Although he was 
a nationalist, Diem, who had lived in the United 
States, was a committed anti-communist.
 
Diem’s government, however, and its Army of the 
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) could not contain  
the communist insurgency seeking the reunification 
of Vietnam. The Americans provided weapons 
and support, but, despite a clear numerical and 
technological advantage, South Vietnam stumbled 
before insurgent Viet Cong (VC) units. Diem, a corrupt 
leader propped up by the American government 
with little domestic support, was assassinated 
in 1963. A merry-go-round of military dictators 
followed as the situation in South Vietnam continued 
to deteriorate. The American public, though, 
remained largely unaware of Vietnam in the early 
1960s, even as President John F. Kennedy  
deployed some sixteen thousand military advisers 
to help South Vietnam suppress a domestic 
communist insurgency.3 
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 This all changed in 1964. On August 2, the USS 
Maddox reported incoming fire from North 
Vietnamese ships in the Gulf of Tonkin. Although 
the details of the incident are controversial,  
the Johnson administration exploited the incident 
to provide a pretext for escalating American 
involvement in Vietnam. Congress passed the Gulf 
of Tonkin Resolution, granting President Johnson the  
authority to deploy the American military to defend 
South Vietnam. U.S. Marines landed in Vietnam  
in March, 1965, and the American ground war began.
 
American forces under General William 
Westmoreland were tasked with defending South 
Vietnam against the insurgent Vietcong (VC) and 
the regular North Vietnamese Army (NVA). But no 
matter how many troops the Americans sent,  
or how many bombs they dropped, they could not 
win. This was a different kind of war. Progress  
was not measured by cities won or territory taken, 
but by body counts and kill-ratios. Although  
American officials like Westmoreland and Secretary 
of Defense Robert McNamara claimed a communist 
defeat was on the horizon, by 1968 half-a-million 
American troops were stationed in Vietnam, nearly  
20,000 had been killed, and the war was still no 
closer to being won. Protests, which would provide 
the backdrop for the American counterculture, erupted  
across the country. 

 

4 Jeff Leen, “The Vietnam Protests: When Worlds Collided,” Washington Post, September 27, 1999,  
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/local/2000/vietnam092799.htm.

5 Michael J. Arlen, Living-Room War (New York: Viking Press, 1969).

6 Tom Engelhardt, The End of Victory Culture: Cold War America and the Disillusioning of a Generation, revised edition 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2007), 190.

The Strain of Vietnam
Perhaps no single issue contributed more to public 
disillusionment than the Vietnam War. As the war 
deteriorated, the Johnson administration escalated 
American involvement by deploying hundreds of  
thousands of troops to prevent the communist 
takeover of the South. Stalemate, body counts, hazy  
war aims, and the draft catalyzed an antiwar 
movement and triggered protests throughout the 
U.S. and Europe. With no end in sight, protesters 
burned their draft cards, refused to pay their 
income taxes, occupied government buildings,  
and delayed trains loaded with war materials. 
By 1967, antiwar demonstrations were drawing 
hundreds of thousands. In one protest, hundreds 
were arrested after surrounding the Pentagon.4

 
Vietnam was the first “living room war.”5 
Television, print media, and open access to the 
battlefield provided unprecedented coverage 
of the conflict’s brutality. Americans confronted 
grisly images of casualties and atrocities.  
In 1965, CBS Evening News aired a segment  
in which United States Marines burned the  
South Vietnamese village of Cam Ne with little 
apparent regard for the lives of its occupants,  
who had been accused of aiding Viet Cong guerrillas. 
President Johnson berated the head of CBS,  
yelling over the phone, “[Y]our boys just s***  
on the American flag.”6
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While the U.S. government imposed no formal 
censorship on the press during Vietnam, the White  
House and military nevertheless used press 
briefings and interviews to paint a deceptive image 
of the war. The U.S. was winning the war, officials 
claimed. They cited numbers of enemies killed, villages  
secured, and South Vietnamese troops trained. 
However, American journalists in Vietnam quickly 
realized the hollowness of such claims (the  
press referred to afternoon press briefing in Saigon 
as “the Five O’Clock Follies”)7. Editors frequently 
toned down their reporters’ pessimism, often citing 
conflicting information received from their own 
sources, who were typically government officials. 
But the evidence of a stalemate mounted.
 
Stories like CBS’s Cam Ne piece exposed a 

“credibility gap,” the yawning chasm between the 
claims of official sources and the increasingly 
evident reality on the ground in Vietnam8. Nothing 
did more to expose this gap than the 1968 Tet 
Offensive. In January, communist forces engaged 
in a coordinated attack on more than one 
hundred American and South Vietnamese sites 
throughout South Vietnam, including the American 
embassy in Saigon. While U.S. forces repulsed 
the attack and inflicted heavy casualties on the 
Viet Cong, Tet demonstrated that, despite the 

7 Tom Engelhardt, The End of Victory Culture: Cold War America and the Disillusioning of a Generation, revised edition 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2007), 190.

8 David L. Anderson, The Columbia Guide to the Vietnam War (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 109.

9 Guenter Lewy, America in Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 325-26.

10 Lyndon B. Johnson, “Address to the Nation Announcing Steps to Limit the War in Vietnam and Reporting His Decision 
Not to Seek Reelection,” March 31, 1968, Lyndon Baines Johnson Library, http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/ar-
chives.hom/speeches.hom/680331.asp.

repeated claims of administration officials, the 
enemy could still strike at will anywhere in the 
country, even despite years of war. Subsequent 
stories and images eroded public trust even 
further. In 1969, investigative reporter Seymour 
Hersh revealed that U.S. troops had massacred 
and/or raped hundreds of civilians in the village 
of My Lai9. Three years later, Americans cringed 
at Nick Ut’s wrenching photograph of a naked 
Vietnamese child fleeing an American napalm 
attack. More and more American voices came out 
against the war. Reeling from the war’s growing 
unpopularity, on March 31, 1968, President 
Johnson announced on national television that he 
would not seek reelection10. Eugene McCarthy and 
Robert F. Kennedy unsuccessfully battled against 
Johnson’s vice president, Hubert Humphrey, for 
the Democratic Party nomination (Kennedy was 
assassinated in June). At the Democratic Party’s 
national convention in Chicago, local police brutally 
assaulted protesters on national television.
 
For many Americans, the violent clashes outside 
the convention hall reinforced their belief that 
civil society was coming unraveled. Republican 
challenger Richard Nixon played on these fears, 
running on a platform of “law and order” and a 
vague plan to end the war. Well aware of domestic 
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pressure to wind down the war, Nixon sought, 
on the one hand, to appease antiwar sentiment 
by promising to phase out the draft, train South 
Vietnamese forces to assume more responsibility  
for the war effort, and gradually withdraw 
American troops. Nixon and his advisors called  
it “Vietnamization.”11 At the same time, Nixon 
appealed to the so-called “silent majority” of 
Americans who still supported the war (and 
opposed the antiwar movement) by calling for an 

“honorable” end to U.S. involvement–what he later 
called “peace with honor.”12 He narrowly edged 
Humphrey in the fall’s election.
 
Public assurances of American withdrawal, however, 
masked a dramatic escalation of conflict. Looking  
to incentivize peace talks, Nixon pursued a “madman  
strategy” of attacking communist supply lines  
across Laos and Cambodia, hoping to convince the  
North Vietnamese that he would do anything to  
stop the war13. Conducted without public knowledge 
or Congressional approval, the bombings failed  
to spur the peace process and talks stalled before  
the American imposed November 1969 deadline. 
News of the attacks renewed anti-war demonstrations.  
Police and National Guard troops killed six students 
in separate protests at Jackson State University 
in Mississippi, and, more famously, Kent State 
University in Ohio in 1970. 

11 Lewy, America in Vietnam, 164-69. Henry Kissinger, Ending the Vietnam War: A History of America’s Involvement in 
and Extrication from the Vietnam War (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2003), 81-82.

12 Richard Nixon, “Address to the Nation Announcing Conclusion of an Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring 
Peace in Vietnam,” January 23, 1973, American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=3808.

13 Richard Nixon, quoted in Walter Isaacson, Kissinger: A Biography (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2005), 163-64.

14 Geneva Jussi Hanhimaki, The Flawed Architect: Henry Kissinger and American Foreign Policy (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2004), 257.

Another three years passed–and another 20,000 
American troops died–before an agreement was 
reached14. After Nixon threatened to withdraw all 
aid and guaranteed to enforce a treaty militarily, 
the North and South Vietnamese governments 
signed the Paris Peace Accords in January of 1973, 
marking the official end of U.S. force commitment 
to the Vietnam War. Peace was tenuous, and when  
war resumed North Vietnamese troops  
quickly overwhelmed Southern forces. By 1975, 
despite nearly a decade of direct American  
military engagement, Vietnam was united under  
a communist government. 

The Vietnam War profoundly influenced domestic 
politics. Moreover, it poisoned many Americans’ 
perceptions of their government and its role in the 
world. And yet, while the antiwar demonstrations 
attracted considerable media attention and  
stand as a hallmark of the sixties counterculture 
so popularly remembered today, many Americans 
nevertheless continued to regard the war as just. 
Wary of the rapid social changes that reshaped 
American society in the 1960s and worried that 
antiwar protests threatened an already tenuous  
civil order, a growing number of Americans criticized 
the protests and moved closer to a resurgent 
American conservatism that brewed throughout 
the 1970s.
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WORKSHEET | Questions

1. What was the “domino theory” and how did it relate to US involvement in Vietnam? 
 
 
 
 

2. Why do you think the United States opted to help the French maintain  
their colony in Vietnam? 
 
 
 
 

3. What seems hypocritical about the US blocking elections in South Vietnam  
after independence? 
 
 
 
 

4. Why did US involvement increase in Vietnam? 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Why was Vietnam considered a “different kind of war?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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6. Describe protests around Vietnam? What forms did they take?  
Why were they angry? 
 
 
 
 

7. How did American journalists impact the way the war was perceived back home? 
 
 
 
 

8. What was the Tet Offensive and how did it expose a “credibility gap”  
in the way the government was claiming the war was going? 
 
 
 
 

9. What did Nixon promise to do about the war? What did he actually do? 
 
 
 
 
 

10. What were some of the impacts of the Vietnam War on America  
and American politics?

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR

LESSON 8.1.9 | ACTIVITY | Vietnam in Photos Gallery Walk

PURPOSE
This activity allows students to view and reflect  
on images from the Vietnam War in a gallery 
setting. As they walk around the room, students will  
engage with the images and be able to discuss 
with others in a structured, but informal setting. 

This activity is particularly effective for kinesthetic 
learners, as they’ll be moving around while they are 
working with the photos. The photos themselves 
cover a range of events and emotions.

PROCESS
Print out and display images around the 
classroom. Divide students into pairs or small 
groups and hand out the Photo Analysis 
Tool from the US National Archives. Instruct 
students to distribute themselves around  
the room evenly and begin the gallery walk. 
Each student should complete an analysis 
for each photo, which will allow them to reflect  
on the images later in a short write-up. The 
Gallery Walk should proceed with teacher-
instructed rotation from photograph to 
photograph. Once every student or small 
group has had a chance to view each
image, the students should write a short 
(approx. one page) reflection on their 
impressions of the images and any new 

insights gained on the war itself. Once 
complete, conduct a class discussion about 
the images and the larger notion of the 
impact of photography on our ability to 
empathize with and understand historical 
actors and events. 

ATTACHMENT
• Vietnam in Pictures 

DOWNLOAD
• Photograph Analysis Tool  

from US National Archives

LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR
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HANDOUT | Vietnam in Images1

1 All photos are in the public domain or CCBY 2.0

2 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/

Image 1 | Photo of soldiers walking, one with American flag in backpack2

Image 2 | Photo of soldiers searching village for Viet Cong by Army SP5 Lawrence Sullivan
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Image 3 | Photo of 2nd LT Kathleen Sullivan treating Vietnamese child (National Archives)

Image 4 | Photo of wounded Soldier being carried away  
by Ronald L. Haeberle (1968)
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Image 5 | Photo of US Marines in Operation Allen Brook in 1968 (Courtesy of USMC)
 

Image 6 | Photo of U.S. Navy A-6A Intruder all-weather bombers, in 1968
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Image 7 | Photo of Suspected Viet Cong agent in a “stress position” by PFC David Epstein

 

Image 8 | Sgt. Philip Fink calls in support during The Battle of Dong Xoai in 1965 (Courtesy US Army)
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Image 9 | Photo of a female demonstrator offering a flower to military police at Pentagon protest (1967)

 

Image 10 | Photo of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. speaking at Anti-Vietnam protest at University of Minnesota,  
St. Paul in 1967 (Courtesy Minnesota Historical Society)
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LESSON 8.1.10 | READ | Resistance to Vietnam War

PURPOSE
Opposition to United States involvement in Vietnam 
was a key cause for many during the 1960s and 
70s, and it contributed to the tone of resistance and 
rejection of authority during the period. The attached 

documents express the sentiments of the period 
through the words of a civil rights icon, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., and an American soldier against the war, 
future Senator and Secretary of State, John Kerry.

PROCESS
Students should be given the documents 
from King and Kerry. As they read, they will 
gain a sense of why people opposed US 
involvement in Vietnam. As students read, 
they should come away with the following to 
bring to a larger class discussion: 

• What were 3 main points from 
each document?

• What were 2 quotes you found 
interesting or important from each 
document?

• What is 1 question about the 
content or context of the 
documents that you have?

ATTACHMENT
• Resistance to Vietnam War

LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR
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READING | Voices Against Vietnam: Martin Luther King, Jr. & John Kerry1 

1 Excerpted from the Stanford History Education Group https://sheg.stanford.edu/anti-vietnam-war-movement

2 Full Text: http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/doc_beyond_vietnam/

Document 1: 
Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Beyond Vietnam Speech 2 
April 4, 1967 in New York, NY
 
I come to this platform tonight to make a passionate 
plea to my beloved nation. 
 
There is at the outset a very obvious … connection 
between the war in Vietnam and the struggle I and 
others have been waging in America. A few years 
ago… it seemed as if there was a real promise  
of hope for the poor, both black and white, through 
the poverty program. There were experiments, 
hopes, new beginnings. Then came the buildup  
in Vietnam, and I watched this program broken and 
eviscerated [gutted]… And I knew that America 
would never invest the necessary funds or energies 
in rehabilitation of its poor so long as adventures 
like Vietnam continued to draw men and skills and 
money like some demonic, destructive suction tube. 
So I was increasingly compelled to see the war as  
an enemy of the poor and to attack it as such. 
 
Perhaps a more tragic recognition of reality took 
place when it became clear to me that the war was 
doing far more than devastating the hopes of the  
poor at home… We were taking the black young 
men who had been crippled by our society and  
sending them eight thousand miles away to guarantee 
liberties in Southeast Asia which they had not found in 

southwest Georgia and East Harlem. So we have  
been repeatedly faced with the cruel irony  
of watching Negro and white boys on TV screens  
as they kill and die together for a nation that  
has been unable to seat them together in the  
same schools…
 
As I have walked among the desperate, rejected,  
and angry young men, I have told them that  
Molotov cocktails and rifles would not solve their 
problems. …But they asked, and rightly so,  

“What about Vietnam?” … Their questions hit home, 
and I knew that I could never again raise my voice 
against the violence of the oppressed in the ghettos 
without having first spoken clearly to the greatest 
purveyor [supplier] of violence in the world today: 
my own government. For the sake of those boys, 
for the sake of this government, for the sake of the 
hundreds of thousands trembling under our violence,  
I cannot be silent. 
 
Somehow this madness must cease. We must stop 
now. I speak as a child of God and brother to the 
suffering poor of Vietnam. I speak for those whose 
land is being laid waste, whose homes are being 
destroyed, whose culture is being subverted. I speak 
for the poor of America who are paying the double 
price of smashed hopes at home, and death and 
corruption in Vietnam. I speak as a citizen of the 
world, for the world as it stands aghast at the path 
we have taken. I speak as one who loves America, 
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to the leaders of our own nation: The great  
initiative [power to take charge] in this war  
is ours; the initiative to stop it must be ours. 
 
Source:  
Martin Luther King’s speech, “Beyond Vietnam,” delivered 
April 4, 1967, at a meeting of Clergy and Laity Concerned at 
Riverside Church in New York City. 

Document 2: 
John Kerry, Testimony to US Congress3 – 
April 22, 1971 in Washington, D.C.
 
I am not here as John Kerry. I am here as one 
member of the group of 1,000 which is a small 
representation of a very much larger group of 
veterans in this country, and were it possible for  
all of them to sit at this table they would be here  
and have the same kind of testimony…
 
I would like to talk on behalf of all those veterans… 
 
In our opinion and from our experience, there is 
nothing in South Vietnam which could happen that 
realistically threatens the United States of America. 
And to attempt to justify the loss of one American 
life in Vietnam, Cambodia or Laos by linking such 
loss to the preservation of freedom… is to us the 
height of criminal hypocrisy, and it is that kind of 
hypocrisy which we feel has torn this country apart…
 
We found most people didn’t even know the 
difference between communism and democracy. 
They only wanted to work in rice paddies without 

3 http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=3875422 

helicopters strafing [repeatedly attacking] them 
and bombs with napalm burning their villages and 
tearing their country apart… 

We rationalized destroying villages in order to  
save them… We learned the meaning of free  
fire zones, shooting anything that moves, and  
we watched while America placed a cheapness  
on the lives of orientals… 
 
Each day… someone has to give up his life  
so that the United States doesn’t have to admit 
something that the entire world already knows,  
so that we can’t say that we have made a mistake. 
Someone has to die so that President Nixon won’t  
be, and these are his words, “the first President to 
lose a war.” 
 
We are asking Americans to think about that because 
how do you ask a man to be the last man to die in 
Vietnam? How do you ask a man to be the last man 
to die for a mistake?…
 
We are here to ask, and we are here to ask 
vehemently, where are the leaders of our country? 
Where is the leadership? We’re here to ask where 
are McNamara, Rostow, Bundy, Gilpatrick, and so 
many others? Where are they now that we, the  
men they sent off to war, have returned? These are 
the commanders who have deserted their troops. 
And there is no more serious crime in the laws of war. 
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We wish that a merciful God could wipe away our 
own memories of that service as easily as this 
administration has wiped away their memories of  
us. But all that they have done… is to make more 
clear than ever our own determination to undertake 
one last mission -- to search out and destroy…  
the hate and fear that have driven this country these 
last ten years and more. 
 
Source:  
John Kerry, testimony to the U.S. Senate Committee  
on Foreign Relations, April 23, 1971.  
 
John Kerry was a veteran who returned from Vietnam in April 
1969, having won early transfer out of the conflict because 
of his three Purple Hearts. He joined a group called Vietnam 
Veterans Against the War.
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LESSON 8.1.11 | CLOSING | EQ Notebook

PURPOSE
At the start of the lesson, students looked at the 
essential questions without much to go on. Now 
that the lesson is over, students should revisit the 
essential questions. This time, students should cite 

specific passages and evidence from the content  
in the unit that provided insights into answering  
the driving questions.

PROCESS
At the start of this lesson on the Cold War, 
students were given two Unit 8 Essential 
Questions and two Lesson 8.1 Essential 
Questions. As a reminder, here they are again:
 
Unit 8 Essential Questions:

• In what ways did the period 
between 1945 and 1980 shape 
the political, social, and cultural 
identity of the United States? 

• How did the voices and actions  
of individual citizens impact 
America during this period?

 
Lesson 8.1 Essential Questions:

• How did the Cold War impact 
the way Americans and their 
government viewed and were 
viewed by the rest of the world? 

• In what ways did the Cold War 
serve to both unite and divide 
Americans?  

Ask students to think about these questions  
and respond on their EQ Notebook Worksheets. 

 
Now that students have spent some time 
with the material of this unit, they should  
look back over the content covered as well  
as any additional information they have  
come across, and write down any quotes  
or evidence that provide new insights into  
the essential questions assigned for this 
lesson. Once they’ve finished, they should 
think about how this new information has 
impacted their thinking about the unit 
essential question, and write down their 
thoughts in their EQ Notebook.

ATTACHMENT
• The EQ Unit 8 Notebook Worksheet

LESSON 8.1 | THE COLD WAR
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UNIT 8 | EQ Notebook Worksheet
Answer the Essential Questions in Lesson 8.1.1, then again in Lesson 8.1.11. In your 

answer, be sure to include ideas such as historical context and how themes through 

history change over time. Use specific examples to support your claims or ideas. 
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1. How did the Cold War impact the way Americans and their government  

viewed and were viewed by the rest of the world? 

2. In what ways did the Cold War serve to both unite and divide Americans?

LESSON 8.1.1 

 

 

 

 

 

LESSON 8.1.11 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW HAS YOUR 

THINKING CHANGED? 
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LESSON 8.2 | THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

LESSON 8.2.0 | OVERVIEW | Civil Rights Movement

The Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s represents a reaction to the lack 

of progress made in the century that preceded it. Through Reconstruction, the Gilded 

Age, the Progressive Era, the interwar period, and World War II, the situation  

many African Americans found themselves in was not demonstrably different. This 

was in stark contrast to the general progress, in both economic and political power,  

that the nation as a whole had undergone during the same period. At the dawn of the 

1950s, Jim Crow still ruled the South, segregating blacks and whites in both public 

(laws against integrating schools and other public spaces) and private institutions 

(with laws against interracial marriage for example). In the North, there was no overt 

equivalent of Jim Crow, but housing and labor discrimination still served to limit the 

opportunities for African Americans to realize the ever-elusive “American Dream.” 

What emerged out of these circumstances, buoyed by the fight that had been waging 

since emancipation, was a turning point in American History.

 

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT



53

LESSON 8.2 | THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

It is important for students to understand that this Civil Rights Movement they will 

learn about in the activities that follow did not arise out of thin air, nor did it end 

systemic or individual acts of racial oppression in the United States. Instead, students 

should be allowed to understand this in the context of a broader United States past and 

present. They should understand it not as a thing that happened in a specific moment 

and in specific places, but as a chapter in a longer story. It is a chapter with a legacy 

that continues to the present.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
• In what ways did the period between 1890 and 1945 shape the political, social,  

and cultural identity of the United States? 
• How did the relationship between Americans and their government shift during  

the period?

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
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LESSON 8.2.0 | OVERVIEW | Learning Outcomes, Questions, & Outline

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

• Describe political, social, and cultural developments that took place  
in the United States during the 1960s.

• Identify important figures and moments from the Civil Rights Movement.
• Analyze the ways in which the period constitutes a distinct era in US History.
• Understand the why this period is viewed as a new era for both women  

and African Americans.
• Analyze shifts in the role of the government in the lives of Americans during  

the period.

 
 

Opening | EQ Notebook – Lesson 8.2
Watch | Crash Course US History #39 – 
             Civil Rights and the 1950s
Read | The Affluent Society  
           and the Civil Rights Movement
Read | Emmett Till
Watch | Crash Course US History #40 – 
  The 1960s in America
Read | Civil Rights Movements in the 1960s

Read | Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr. – 
           Primary Sources
Read | Black Panther Party: Ten-Point Program
Activity | Civil Rights Movement in Photos
Read | Echoes of the Civil Rights Movement
Activity | James Baldwin: “My Dungeon Shook”
Closing | EQ Notebook

1 
2

3 

4 
5
 
6

7
 
8 
9

10
11
12 

LESSON OUTLINE

LESSON ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 

• What were the major ideas and actions that drove the Civil Rights Movement?
• What does the Civil Rights Movement reveal about the meaning of ideas like equality, 

justice, and the “American Dream” in the United States?
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LESSON 8.2.1 | OPENING | EQ Notebook

PROCESS
Just as in the last unit, students will have 
Essential Questions to guide their learning 
during this unit. Our unit essential Questions 
remain the same, but there are two new 
questions specific to this lesson over the 
Civil Rights Movement. Students should  
think of these as guides to what it is they  
should focus on for the bulk of the unit.  
Remind them that if they ever find themselves 
unsure of what it is they’re supposed to  
be learning in a given activity, instruct them

to review the questions and focus their 
thinking toward those topics. To begin the 
unit, they should record the new questions 
in their notebooks and jot down any initial 
ideas they may have related to the topics 
discussed.  

ATTACHMENT
• The EQ Unit 8 Notebook Worksheet

PURPOSE
Each unit and lesson of the Crash Course United 
States History Course (CCUSH)  is guided by 
an essential question. The Essential Question 
Notebook (EQ Notebook) is an informal writing 
resource for students to track their learning and 
understanding of a concept throughout a unit. 
Students will be given an Essential Question at the 
beginning of the unit and each lesson and asked  
to provide a response based on prior knowledge 
and speculation. Students will then revisit the 
notebook in order to answer the Essential Question 

with evidence they have gathered throughout  
the unit. This provides students an opportunity  
to track their learning and to prepare them for 
future activities. To help students focus on the 
important ideas, this activity asks them to look  
at the big ideas through the lens of the Essential 
Question. At this point, students won’t have  
much background to bring to bear on the issue just 
yet. This early exercise helps to bring to the fore 
what they know coming into the unit.

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
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UNIT 8 | EQ Notebook Worksheet
Answer the Essential Questions in Lesson 8.2.1, then again in Lesson 8.2.12. In your 

answer, be sure to include ideas such as historical context and how themes through 

history change over time. Use specific examples to support your claims or ideas. 
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1. What were the major ideas and actions that drove the Civil Rights Movement?

2. What does the Civil Rights Movement reveal about the meaning of ideas like 

equality, justice, and the “American Dream” in the United States?

LESSON 8.2.1 

 

 

 

 

 

LESSON 8.2.12 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW HAS YOUR 

THINKING CHANGED? 
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PREVIEW
In which John Green teaches you about the early 
days of the Civil Rights movement. By way of 
providing context for this, John also talks a bit  
about wider America in the 1950s. The 1950s  
are a deeply nostalgic period for many Americans, 
but there is more than a little idealizing going on 
here. The 1950s were a time of economic expansion, 
new technologies, and a growing middle class. 
America was becoming a suburban nation thanks 
to cookie-cutter housing developments like the 
Levittowns. While the white working class saw 
their wages and status improve, the proverbial  
rising tide wasn’t lifting all proverbial ships. A lot  
of people were excluded from the prosperity of  
the 1950s. Segregation in housing and education 
made for some serious inequality for African 

LESSON 8.2.2 | WATCH | Crash Course US History #39 
          Civil Rights and the 1950s

Americans. As a result, the Civil Rights movement 
was born. John will talk about the early careers of 
Martin Luther King, Thurgood Marshall, Rosa Parks, 
and even Earl Warren. He’ll teach you about Brown  
v Board of Education, and the lesser known Mendez 
vs Westminster, the Montgomery Bus Boycott, and 
all kinds of other stuff. 

PURPOSE
In this video, students will be introduced to the 
major events of the 1920s. Through this video, they 
will come to understand the shifts in the American 
economy and society during the 1920s. The video 
lays the groundwork for understanding how the 
decade shaped modern America, a notion that will 
be expanded upon in future readings and activities.

PROCESS
As with all of the videos in the course, ask 
students to watch the video before class. 
Remind students of John’s fast-talking and 
play the video with captions. Pause and 
rewind when necessary. Before they watch 
the video, remind them of the central ideas  
of the Unit 8 Essential Questions and the 
Lesson 8.2 Essential Questions.

LINK
• Crash Course US History #39 – 

Civil Rights and the 1950s

Video questions for students to answer  
during their viewing. 

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

https://youtu.be/S64zRnnn4Po
https://youtu.be/S64zRnnn4Po
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1. (2:00) How did the American standard of living 
change in the 1950s, specifically with regard  
to the suburbs? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. (3:20) Describe some of the criticisms of the 
“cookie cutter vision of the good life.” 
 
 
 
 
 

3. (4:20) Why were the 1950s a period of struggle 
for African Americans? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SAMPLE ANSWER: The number of homes in the 
United States doubled during the 1950s, which 
created lots of jobs. Living outside of the city meant 
more Americans needed cars, which benefitted 
Detroit where cars were made with the expectation 
that Americans would buy them frequently. The 
car culture changed the way Americans lived and 
shopped: from shopping malls to restaurants. There 
was an abundance of consumer goods and services.

SAMPLE ANSWER:  Sociologists like David 
Riesman were critical of Americans for being 
conformists and lacking the rich inner life 
necessary to be truly independent. Others like  
John Kenneth Galbraith questioned an affluent 
society that would pay for new cars and weaponry, 
but not new schools.  

SAMPLE ANSWER: Most of the new suburbs that 
sprang up during the 50s were nearly completely 
white. Half of black families lived in poverty. Those 
African-Americans who were able to get union jobs 
were given less seniority than white counterparts 
and their employment was less stable. Blacks’ 
educational opportunities were severely limited by 
sub-standard schools that were segregated. 
 

LESSON 8.2.2 | WATCH | Key Ideas – Factual
Use these questions and prompts at the appropriate stopping points to check in 

with students and ensure they are getting the key concepts covered in the video. 



59

LESSON 8.2 | THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

4. (6:00) Describe the thinking behind the landmark 
case Brown v. Board of Education. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. (7:00) From where does the Earl Warren quote  
in the Brown v. Board of Education decision 
draw inspiration? 
 

SAMPLE ANSWER: The NAACP Legal Defense Fund 
pursued a strategy of trying to make states live 
up to the ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson that required 
all public facilities to be separate but equal. 
The NAACP starting bringing lawsuits against 
professional schools like law schools, because  
it was obvious that the options for black students 
were far from equal.  

SAMPLE ANSWER: Warren is quoting sociological 
research that shows that segregation itself is 
psychologically damaging to black children because 
they recognize that being separated out is a badge 
of inferiority.  

1. The 1950s witnessed widespread affluence, particularly among white Americans, 
and criticism of the government was generally stifled  by the fear of appearing 
to sympathize with Communism. However, there was also widespread systemic 
inequality and poverty. Have we made progress since this era, and if so, what  
is the lasting legacy of the 1950s? 

LESSON 8.2.2 | WATCH | Conceptual Thinking
Have students answer the following question in order for them to make connections  

across different concepts and think more critically about the information presented  

in the video. 
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LESSON 8.2 | THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

PURPOSE
This selection, from the Open Source textbook The 
American Yawp, provides students with an overview 
of the “Affluent Society” of the 1950s, the rise of the 
suburbs, and the emerging Civil Rights Movement. 

LESSON 8.2.3 | READ | The Affluent Society and the Civil Rights Movement 

Students will learn about how the unequal nature 
of American postwar progress sparked a movement 
of unprecedented size that demanded an end to 
inequality.

ATTACHMENT
• The Affluent Society and the Civil 

Rights Movement

PROCESS
Print or share the reading with the students. 
Remind students that they should read 
actively, marking the text as they go. This will 
allow them to be better prepared to discuss 
the reading in class. After completing the 
reading, students should be sure to answer 
the questions at the end of the document.

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
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READING | The Affluent Society and the Civil Rights Movement
         —Excerpted from The American Yawp, Chapter 26
 
Introduction

1 John Kenneth Galbraith, The Affluent Society (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1958), 129.

2 See, for example, Claudia Goldin and Robert A. Margo, “The Great Compression: The Wage Structure in the United 
States at Mid-Century, Quarterly Journal of Economics 107 (February, 1992), 1-34.

In 1958, Harvard economist and public intellectual 
John Kenneth Galbraith published The Affluent 
Society. Galbraith’s celebrated book examined 
America’s new post-World War II consumer 
economy and political culture. The book, which 
popularized phrases such as “conventional 
wisdom,” noted the unparalleled riches of American 
economic growth but criticized the underlying 
structures of an economy dedicated to increasing 
production and the consumption of goods. 
Galbraith argued that the United States’ economy, 
based on an almost hedonistic consumption  
of luxury products, would and must inevitably  
lead to economic inequality as private sector 
interests enriched themselves at the expense  
of the American public. Galbraith warned that  
an economy where “wants are increasingly created 
by the process by which they are satisfied”  
was unsound, unsustainable, and, ultimately, 
immoral. “The Affluent Society,” he said,  
was anything but1.
 
The contradictions that Galbraith noted mark the  
decade of the 1950s. While economists and 
scholars continue to debate the merits of Galbraith’s 
warnings and predictions, his analysis was  
so insightful that the title of his book has come 
to serve as a ready label for postwar American 

society. In the almost two decades after the end  
of World War II, the American economy witnessed 
massive and sustained growth that reshaped 
American culture through the abundance of consumer 
goods. Standards of living climbed to unparalleled 
heights. All income levels shared and inequality 
plummeted in what some economists have called 

“the Great Compression.”2 And yet, as Galbraith 
noted, the Affluent Society had fundamental  
flaws. The new consumer economy that lifted 
millions of Americans into its burgeoning  
middle class also produced inequality. Women 
struggled to claim equal rights as full participants 
in American society. The poor struggled to win 
access to good schools, good health care,  
and good jobs. The same suburbs that gave middle 
class Americans new space left cities withering  
in spirals of poverty and crime.The Jim Crow South 
tenaciously defended segregation and American 
blacks and other minorities suffered discrimination 
all across the country.
 
The contradictions of the Affluent Society defined 
the decade: unrivaled prosperity alongside 
crippling poverty, expanded opportunity alongside 
entrenched discrimination, and new liberating 
lifestyles alongside a stifling conformity.
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The Rise of the Suburbs

3 Price Fishback, Jonathan Rose, and Kenneth Snowden, Well Worth Saving: How the New Deal Safeguarded Home 
Ownership (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013).

While the electric streetcar of the late-nineteenth 
century facilitated the outward movement of the 
well to do, the seeds of a suburban nation were 
planted in the mid-twentieth century. At the height 
of the Great Depression, in 1932, some 250,000 
households lost their property to foreclosure.  
A year later, half of all U.S. mortgages were  
in default. The foreclosure rate stood at more  
than a 1,000 per day. In response, FDR’s New 
Deal created the Home Owners Loan Corporation 
(HOLC), which began purchasing and refinancing 
existing mortgages at risk of default. HOLC introduced 
the amortized mortgage, allowing borrowers to pay  
back interest and principal over twenty to thirty years  
instead of the then standard five-year mortgage 
that carried large balloon payments at the end of the  
contract. Though homeowners paid more for their 
homes under this new system, home-ownership was  
opened to the multitudes who could now gain 
residential stability, lower monthly mortgage 
payments, and accrue equity and wealth as 
property values rose over time3.
 
Additionally, the Federal Housing Administration 
(FHA), another New Deal organization, increased 
access to homeownership by insuring mortgages 
and protecting lenders from financial loss in the 
event of a default. Though only slightly more than 
a third of homes had an FHA backed mortgage  
by 1964, FHA backed loans had a ripple effect with 
private lenders granting more and more home 

loans even to non-FHA backed mortgages. Though 
started in the midst of the Great Depression, the 
effects of government programs and subsidies like 
HOLC and the FHA were fully felt in the postwar 
economy and fueled the growth of homeownership 
and the rise of the suburbs.
 
Though domestic spending programs like HOLC 
and FHA helped create the outlines of the new 
consumer economy, United States involvement 
and the Allied victory in World War II pushed  
the country out of depression and into a sustained 
economic boom. Wartime spending exploded  
and, after the war, sustained spending fueled further 
growth. Government expenditures provided  
loans to veterans, subsidized corporate research  
and development, and built the Interstate  
Highway System. In the decades after World War II,  
business boomed, unionization peaked, wages  
rose, and sustained growth buoyed a new consumer 
economy. The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act 
(The G.I. Bill), passed in 1944, offered low-interest 
home loans, a stipend to attend college, loans  
to start a business, and unemployment benefits.
 
The rapid growth of homeownership and the rise 
of suburban communities helped drive the postwar 
economic boom. Builders created sprawling 
neighborhoods of single-family homes on the 
outskirts of American cities. William Levitt built 
the first Levittown, the prototypical suburban 
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community, in 1946 in Long Island, New York. 
Purchasing large acreage, “subdividing” lots,  
and contracting crews to build countless homes 
at economies of scale, Levitt offered affordable 
suburban housing to veterans and their families. 
Levitt became the prophet of the new suburbs. 
His developments heralded a massive internal 
migration. The country’s suburban share of  
the population rose from 19.5% in 1940 to 30.7% 
by 1960. Homeownership rates rose from 44% 
in 1940 to almost 62% in 1960. Between 1940 
and 1950, suburban communities of greater 
than 10,000 people grew 22.1%, and planned 
communities grew at an astonishing rate of 
126.1%4. As historian Lizabeth Cohen notes, these 
new suburbs “mushroomed in territorial size and  
the populations they harbored.”5 Between 1950 
and 1970, America’s suburban population nearly 
doubled to 74 million. 83 percent of all population 
growth occurred in suburban places6.
 
The postwar construction boom fed into countless 
industries. As manufacturers converted back to 
consumer goods after the war, and as the suburbs 
developed, appliance and automobile sales rose 
dramatically. Flush with rising wages and wartime 
savings, homeowners also used newly created 
installment plans to buy new consumer goods at 
once instead of saving for years to make major 
purchases. The mass-distribution of credit cards, 

4 Leo Schnore, “The Growth of Metropolitan Suburbs,” American Sociological Review 22 (April, 1957), 169.

5 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New York: Random 
House, 2002), 202.

6 Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era (New York, Basic Books, 1999), 152.

7 Leo Fishman, The American Economy (Princeton: D. Van Nostrand, 1962), 560.

first issued in 1950, further increased homeowners’ 
access to credit. Fueled by credit and no longer 
stymied by the Depression or wartime restrictions, 
consumers bought countless washers, dryers, 
refrigerators, freezers, and, suddenly, televisions. 
The percentage of Americans that owned at least 
one television increased from 12% in 1950 to more 
than 87% in 1960. This new suburban economy  
also led to increased demand for automobiles.  
The percentage of American families owning cars 
increased from 54% in 1948 to 74% in 1959.  
Motor fuel consumption rose from some 22 million 
gallons in 1945 to around 59 million gallons in 19587. 

The rise of the suburbs transformed America’s 
countryside. Suburban growth claimed millions 
of acres of rural space and turned agrarian 
communities into suburban landscapes. Suburban 
development wrenched more and more agricultural 
workers off the land and often pushed them into 
the very cities suburbanites were busy fleeing.
 
The process of suburbanization drove the movement 
of Americans and turned the wheels of the new 
consumer economy. Seen from a macroeconomic 
level, the postwar economic boom turned America  
into a land of economic abundance. For advantaged 
buyers, loans had never been easier to attain, 
consumer goods had never been more accessible, 
and well-paying jobs had never been more 
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abundant. And yet, beneath the aggregate numbers,  
patterns of racial disparity, sexual discrimination, 
and economic inequality persevered, undermining 
many of the assumptions of an Affluent Society.
 
In 1939 real estate appraisers arrived in sunny 
Pasadena, California. Armed with elaborate 
questionnaires to evaluate the city’s building 
conditions, the appraisers were well-versed in  
the policies of the Home Owners Loan Corporation 
(HOLC). In one neighborhood, the majority of 
structures were rated in “fair” repair and it was 
noted that there was a lack of “construction 
hazards or flood threats.” However, appraisers 
concluded that the area “is detrimentally  
affected by 10 owner occupant Negro families.” 
While “the Negroes are said to be of the  
better class,” the appraisers concluded, “it seems 
inevitable that ownership and property values  
will drift to lower levels.”8

 
While suburbanization and the new consumer 
economy produced unprecedented wealth and 
affluence, the fruits of this economic and spatial 
abundance did not reach all Americans equally. 
The new economic structures and suburban spaces 
of the postwar period produced perhaps as much 
inequality as affluence. Wealth created by the 
booming economy filtered through social structures 
with built-in privileges and prejudices. Just when 

8 David Kushner, Levittown: Two Families, One Tycoon, and the Fight for Civil Rights in America’s Legendary Suburb (New 
York: Bloomsbury, 2009), 17.

9 Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2005).

many middle and lower class white American 
families began their journey of upward mobility  
by moving to the suburbs with the help of 
government spending and government programs 
such as the FHA and the GI Bill, many African 
Americans and other racial minorities found 
themselves systematically shut out.
 
A look at the relationship between federal 
organizations such as the HOLC and FHA and 
private banks, lenders, and real estate agents  
tells the story of standardized policies that produced 
a segregated housing market. At the core of 
HOLC appraisal techniques, which private parties 
also adopted, was the pernicious insistence that 
mixed-race and minority dominated neighborhoods 
were credit risks. In partnership with local lenders 
and real estate agents, HOLC created Residential 
Security Maps to identify high and low risk-
lending areas. People familiar with the local real 
estate market filled out uniform surveys on each 
neighborhood. Relying on this information, HOLC 
assigned every neighborhood a letter grade  
from A to D and a corresponding color code. The 
least secure, highest risk neighborhoods for  
loans received a D grade and the color red. Banks 
refused to loan money in these “redlined” areas9.
Phrases like “subversive racial elements” and 

“racial hazards” pervade the redlined area 
description files of surveyors and HOLC officials. 
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Los Angeles’ Echo Park neighborhood, for instance,  
had concentrations of Japanese and African 
Americans and a “sprinkling of Russians and 
Mexicans.” The HOLC security map and survey  
noted that the neighborhood’s “adverse racial 
influences which are noticeably increasing 
inevitably presage lower values, rentals and 
 a rapid decrease in residential desirability.”10

 
While the HOLC was a fairly short-lived New Deal 
agency, the influence of its security maps lived  
on in the Federal Housing Authority (FHA) and the 
GI Bill dispensing Veteran’s Administration (VA). 
Both of these government organizations, which set 
the standard that private lenders followed, refused 
to back bank mortgages that did not adhere to HOLC’s  
security maps. On the one hand FHA and VA 
backed loans were an enormous boon to those 
who qualified for them. Millions of Americans 
received mortgages that they otherwise would 
not have qualified for. But FHA-backed mortgages 
were not available to all. Racial minorities could 
not get loans for property improvements in their 
own neighborhoods–seen as credit risks–and were 
denied mortgages to purchase property in other 
areas for fear that their presence would extend 
the red line into a new community. Levittown,  
the poster-child of the new suburban America, 
only allowed whites to purchase homes. Thus 
HOLC policies and private developers increased 
home ownership and stability for white Americans 
while simultaneously creating and enforcing racial 
segregation.

10 Becky M. Nicolaides, My Blue Heaven: Life and Politics in the Working-Class Suburbs of Los Angeles, 1920-1965 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 193.

 The exclusionary structures of the postwar 
economy prompted protest from the African 
Americans and other minorities that were excluded. 
Over time the federal government attempted  
to rectify the racial segregation created, or at least 
facilitated, in part by its own policies. In 1948,  
the U.S. Supreme Court case Shelley v. Kraemer 
struck down racially restrictive neighborhood 
housing covenants, making it illegal to explicitly 
consider race when selling a house. Discrimination 
and segregation continued, however, and fair 
housing would emerge as a major plank of the 
brewing civil rights movement.
 
During the 1950s and early 1960s many Americans 
retreated to the suburbs to enjoy the new consumer 
economy and search for some normalcy and security 
after the instability of depression and war.  
But many could not. It was both the limits and 
opportunities of housing, then, that shaped the 
contours of postwar American society.
 
Race and Education
Older battles over racial exclusion also confronted 
postwar American society. One long-simmering 
struggle targeted segregated schooling. Since the 
Supreme Court’s decision in Plessy v. Ferguson 
(1896), black Americans, particularly in the American 
South, had fully felt the deleterious effects of 
segregated education. Their battle against Plessy 
for inclusion in American education stretched 
across half a century when the Supreme Court 
again took up the merits of “separate but equal.”
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 On May 17, 1954, after two years of argument, 
re-argument, and deliberation, Chief Justice Earl 
Warren announced the Supreme Court’s decision 
on segregated schooling in Brown v. Board of 
Education (1954). The court found by a unanimous 
9-0 vote that racial segregation violated the Equal 
Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. 
The court’s decision declared, “Separate educational 
facilities are inherently unequal.” “Separate but equal” 
was made unconstitutional.11

 
Decades of African American-led litigation,  
local agitation against racial inequality, and 
liberal Supreme Court justices made Brown v. 
Board possible. In the early 1930s, the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) began a concerted effort to erode  
the legal underpinnings of segregation in the 
American South. Legal, or de jure, segregation 
subjected racial minorities to discriminatory 
laws and policies. Law and custom in the South 
hardened anti-black restrictions. But through  
a series of carefully chosen and contested court 
cases concerning education, disfranchisement,  
and jury selection, NAACP lawyers such as Charles  
Hamilton Houston, Robert L. Clark, and future 
Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall undermined 
Jim Crow’s constitutional underpinnings. Initially 
seeking to demonstrate that states systematically 
failed to provide African American students “equal” 
resources and facilities, and thus failed to live up  
to Plessy, by the late 1940s activists began to 

11 Oliver Brown, et al. v. Board of Education of Topeka, et al., 347 U.S. 483 (1954).

12 James T. Patterson and William W. Freehling, Brown v. Board of Education: A Civil Rights Milestone and Its Troubled 
Legacy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 25; Pete Daniel, Standing at the Crossroads: Southern Life in the 
Twentieth Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 164-164.

more forcefully challenge the assumptions that 
“separate” was constitutional at all.
 
Though remembered as just one lawsuit, Brown 
consolidated five separate cases that had 
originated in the southeastern United States: 
Briggs v. Elliott (South Carolina), Davis v.  
County School Board of Prince Edward County 
(Virginia), Beulah v. Belton (Delaware), Boiling  
v. Sharpe (Washington, D. C.), and Brown v.  
Board of Education (Kansas). Working with local 
activists already involved in desegregation  
fights, the NAACP purposely chose cases with  
a diverse set of local backgrounds to show  
that segregation was not just an issue in the  
Deep South, and that a sweeping judgment  
on the fundamental constitutionality of Plessy  
was needed.
 
Briggs v. Elliott, the first case accepted by the 
NAACP,  illustrated the plight of segregated black 
schools. Briggs originated in rural Clarendon 
County, South Carolina, where taxpayers in 1950 
spent $179 to educate each white student and  
$43 for each black student. The district’s twelve 
white schools were cumulatively worth $673,850;  
the value of its sixty-one black schools (mostly  
dilapidated, overcrowded shacks), was $194,575.12 
While Briggs underscored the South’s failure to 
follow Plessy, the Brown v. Board suit focused 
less on material disparities between black and 
white schools (which were significantly less than 
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in places like Clarendon County) and more on the 
social and spiritual degradation that accompanied 
legal segregation. This case cut to the basic 
question of whether or not “separate” was itself 
inherently unequal. The NAACP said the two 
notions were incompatible. As one witness before 
the U. S. District Court of Kansas said, “the entire 
colored race is craving light, and the only way  
to reach the light is to start [black and white] 
children together in their infancy and they come  
up together.”13

To make its case, the NAACP marshalled historical 
and social scientific evidence. The Court found  
the historical evidence inconclusive, and drew their 
ruling more heavily from the NAACP’s argument 
that segregation psychologically damaged black 
children. To make this argument, association 
lawyers relied upon social scientific evidence, such 
as the famous doll experiments of Kenneth and 
Mamie Clark. The Clarks demonstrated that while 
young white girls would naturally choose to play 
with white dolls, young black girls would, too. The 
Clarks argued that black children’s aesthetic and 
moral preference for white dolls demonstrated the 
pernicious effects and self-loathing produced by 
segregation.
 
Identifying and denouncing injustice, though,  
is different from rectifying it. Though Brown 
repudiated Plessy, the Court’s orders did not 
extend to segregation in places other than public 
schools and, even then, while recognizing the 

13 Ibid., xxv.

historical importance of the decision, the justices 
set aside the divisive yet essential question  
of remediation and enforcement to preserve  
a unanimous decision. Their infamously  
ambiguous order in 1955 (what came to be known  
as Brown II) that school districts desegregate 

“with all deliberate speed” was so vague and 
ineffectual that it left the actual business of 
desegregation in the hands of those who opposed it.
 
In most of the South, as well as the rest of the 
country, school integration did not occur on a wide  
scale until well after Brown. Only in the 1964 
Civil Rights Act did the federal government finally 
implement some enforcement of the Brown 
decision by threatening to withhold funding from 
recalcitrant school districts, financially compelling 
desegregation, but even then southern districts 
found loopholes. Court decisions such as Green  
v. New Kent County (1968) and Alexander v. Holmes  
(1969) finally closed some of those loopholes,  
such as “freedom of choice” plans, to compel some 
measure of actual integration.
 
When Brown finally was enforced in the South,  
the quantitative impact was staggering.  
In the early 1950s, virtually no southern black 
students attended white schools. By 1968, 
fourteen years after Brown, some eighty percent 
of black southerners remained in schools that  
were ninety- to one-hundred-percent nonwhite.  
By 1972, though, just twenty-five percent were  
in such schools, and fifty-five percent remained in 
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schools with a simple non-white minority. By many 
measures, the public schools of the South became, 
ironically, the most integrated in the nation.14

 
As a landmark moment in American history, Brown’s  
significance perhaps lies less in what immediate 
tangible changes it wrought in African American 
life–which were slow, partial, and inseparable 
from a much longer chain of events–than in the  
idealism it expressed and the momentum it 
created. The nation’s highest court had attacked 
one of the fundamental supports of Jim Crow 
segregation and offered constitutional cover for  
the creation of one of the greatest social 
movements in American history.
 
Civil Rights in an Affluent Society
Education was but one aspect of the nation’s 
Jim Crow machinery. African Americans had 
been fighting against a variety of racist policies, 
cultures and beliefs in all aspects of American 
life. And while the struggle for black inclusion had 
few victories before World War II, the war and 
the “Double V” campaign as well as the postwar 
economic boom led to rising expectations for 
many African Americans. When persistent racism 
and racial segregation undercut the promise of 
economic and social mobility, African Americans 
began mobilizing on an unprecedented scale 
against the various discriminatory social and  
legal structures.
  

14 Charles T. Clotfelter, After Brown: The Rise and Retreat of School Desegregation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2011), 6.

While many of the civil rights movement’s most 
memorable and important moments, such as the 
sit-ins, freedom rides, and especially the March 
on Washington, occurred in the 1960s, the 1950s 
were a significant decade in the sometimes-tragic, 
sometimes-triumphant march of civil rights in the  
United States. In 1953, years before Rosa Parks’ 
iconic confrontation on a Montgomery city bus, 
an African American woman named Sarah Keys 
publicly challenged segregated public transportation. 
Keys, then serving in the Women’s Army Corps, 
traveled from her army base in New Jersey back  
to North Carolina to visit her family. When the  
bus stopped in North Carolina, the driver asked 
her to give up her seat for a white customer.  
Her refusal to do so landed her in jail in 1953 and  
led to a landmark 1955 decision, Sarah Keys v. 
Carolina Coach Company, in which the Interstate 
Commerce Commission ruled that “separate  
but equal” violated the Interstate Commerce 
Clause of the U.S. Constitution. Poorly enforced,  
it nevertheless gave legal coverage for the 
freedom riders years later and motivated further 
assaults against Jim Crow.
 
But if some events encouraged civil rights workers 
with the promise of progress, others were so 
savage they convinced activists that they could 
do nothing but resist. In the summer of 1955, two 
white men in Mississippi kidnapped and brutally 
murdered fourteen-year-old  Emmett Till. Till, 
visiting from Chicago and perhaps unfamiliar with  
the etiquette of Jim Crow, allegedly whistled 
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at a white woman named Carolyn Bryant. Her 
husband, Roy Bryant, and another man, J.W. 
Milam, abducted Till from his relatives’ home, beat 
him, mutilated him, shot him, and threw his body 
in the Tallahatchie River. But the body was found. 
Emmett’s mother held an open-casket funeral  
so that Till’s disfigured body could make national 
news. The men were brought to trial. The evidence 
was damning, but an all-white jury found the two 
not guilty. Only months after the decision the two 
boasted of their crime in Look magazine. For young 
black men and women soon to propel the civil 
rights movement, the Till case was an indelible lesson.
 
On December 1, 1955, four months after Till’s 
death and six days after the Keys v. Carolina  
Coach Company decision, Rosa Parks refused  
to surrender her seat on a Montgomery city 
bus and was arrested. Montgomery’s public 
transportation system had long-standing rules 
requiring African American passengers to sit in  
the back of the bus and to give up their seats  
to white passengers if the buses filled. Parks was 
not the first to protest the policy by staying seated, 
but she was the first around whom Montgomery 
activists rallied.
 
Montgomery’s black population, under the leadership  
of a recently arrived, twenty-six-year-old Baptist 
minister named Martin Luther King Jr., formed the 
Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) and 
coordinated an organized boycott of the city’s buses.  
The Montgomery Bus Boycott lasted from December 
1955 until December 20, 1956, when the Supreme 
Court ordered their integration. The boycott not 

only crushed segregation in Montgomery’s public 
transportation, it energized the entire civil  
rights movement and established the leadership 
of Martin Luther King, Jr.
 
Motivated by the success of the Montgomery 
boycott, King and other African American leaders  
looked to continue the fight. In 1957, King 
helped create the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC) to coordinate civil rights  
groups across the South and buoy their efforts 
organizing and sustaining boycotts, protests,  
and other assaults against southern Jim Crow laws.
 
As pressure built, congress passed the Civil Rights 
Act of 1957, the first such measure passed since 
Reconstruction. The act was compromised away 
nearly to nothing, although it did achieve some gains,  
such as creating the Department of Justice’s 
Civil Rights Commission, which was charged with 
investigating claims of racial discrimination.  
And yet, despite its weakness, the Act signaled 
that pressure was finally mounting on Americans  
to confront the legacy of discrimination.
 
Despite successes at both the local and national 
level, the civil rights movement faced bitter 
opposition. Those opposed to the movement often 
used violent tactics to scare and intimidate  
African Americans and subvert legal rulings and  
court orders. For example, a year into the 
Montgomery bus boycott, angry white southerners 
bombed four African American churches as well  
as the homes of King and fellow civil rights leader 
E. D. Nixon. Though King, Nixon and the MIA 
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persevered in the face of such violence, it was 
only a taste of things to come. Such unremitting 
hostility and violence left the outcome of the 
burgeoning civil rights movement in doubt. Despite 
its successes, civil rights activists looked back  
on the 1950s as a decade of at best mixed results 
and incomplete accomplishments. While the 
bus boycott, Supreme Court rulings and other 
civil rights activities signaled progress, church 
bombings, death threats, and stubborn legislators 
demonstrated the distance that still needed  
to be traveled.
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WORKSHEET | Questions

Introduction
1. What were the major contradictions in America identified in this section?

 
 
 

The Rise of the Suburbs
1. In what ways was access to homeownership increased in the period?  
 
 
 

2. What effect did this have on those able to buy homes?
 
 
 
 
3. What was the effect of the growth of the suburbs on the economy, generally? 
 
 
 
 
4. In what ways was this process unequal?
 
 
 
 
5. What did it mean if an area was “redlined” on a housing map?
 
 
 
 

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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WORKSHEET | Questions

6. If owning a home is tied to the American Dream, what does this section have to say 
about the reality of the American Dream for certain groups in the United States?
 
 
 
 

Race and Education
1. How was the decision in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) still impacting African Americans  
in the early 1950s? 
 
 
 

2. What was Brown v. Board of Education (1954), and why was it a milestone  
in the movement to end segregation? 
 
 
 

3. What were some of the details of the cases against segregation of schools  
based on race? 
 
 
 
 
4 .What was the symbolic importance of the Brown decision?

  
 
 
 

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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WORKSHEET | Questions

Civil Rights in an Affluent Society
1. Who was Emmett Till, and how did his murder impact the Civil Rights Movement? 
 
 
 
 

2. Who were Sarah Keys and Rosa Parks and why were they important?
 
 
 
 
 
3. What was the Montgomery Bus Boycott, and why was it significant? 
 

 
 
 
4. Describe the opposition faced by this emerging civil rights movement? 
 
 
 

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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LESSON 8.2.4 | READ | Emmett Till

PURPOSE
The attached article provides students with more 
information about the death and legacy of Emmett 
Till. Young Emmett Till was murdered by white 

supremacists. His legacy was to inspire a movement 
that spawned unprecedented challenges to the 
rampant hatred that took his life.  

PROCESS
Print or share the reading with the students. 
Remind students that they should read 
actively, marking the text as they go. This 
will allow them to be better prepared to 
discuss the reading in class. After completing 
the reading, students should be sure  
to answer the questions at the end of  
the document. 

ATTACHMENT
• Emmett Till

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
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READING | Emmett Till

1 Richard Heard, quoted in “Emmett Till Biography,” A&E Networks.

2 See Charles Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle 2nd 
ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 54. On Carolyn Bryant’s admission that her testimony was false, see 
Jason Parham, “Emmett Till’s Murder: What Really Happened That Day in the Store?”, review of The Blood of Emmett 
Till by Timothy B. Tyson. The New York Times, 27 January 2017.

Read about the brutal murder of a fourteen-year-
old boy that became a rallying point for the Civil 
Rights Movement. (From the Khan Academy)
 
Overview

• In 1955, two white men brutally murdered 
African American teenager Emmett Till for 
reportedly flirting with a white woman in the 
town of Money, Mississippi.

• Till’s mother Mamie held an open-casket 
funeral so that the world could see the violence 
that murderous racists had inflicted on her 
son’s body. The funeral drew over 100,000 
mourners.

• Till’s murderers stood trial one month later,  
in a case that received a great deal of media 
attention across the United States and the 
world. Both men were acquitted.

• Till’s death, and the acquittal of his murderers, 
laid bare the savagery of racism in the  
United States and served as an inspiration  
to a generation of civil rights activists. 

The Murder of Emmett Till
In the summer of 1955, fourteen-year-old Emmett 
Till went to visit his great-uncle and cousins  
in the small town of Money, Mississippi. Till was  
an African American teenager who had grown  
 

up in Chicago, a fun-loving prankster who “loved  
to make people laugh,” according to one friend.1

 
Till was unprepared for the rigidly-maintained 
racial order in the South, where blacks were 
expected to display constant deference to whites 
or else face violent reprisal. Three days after he 
arrived in Mississippi, Till entered Bryant’s Grocery 
store to buy a pack of bubblegum. Carolyn Bryant, 
the white woman who was working behind the 
counter, alleged that Till had wolf-whistled at 
her, grabbed her around the waist and uttered 
obscenities. More than fifty years later, Bryant 
admitted that she fabricated this story and lied 
under oath about their encounter.2
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Bryant told her husband, Roy Bryant, that Till had 
made sexual advances toward her. Four days later 
he and his half-brother J.W. Milam kidnapped  
Till from his great-uncle’s house in the middle  
of the night. They beat the fourteen year old  
boy mercilessly, gouged out one of his eyes, and 
then shot and killed him. They tied his body  
to a large industrial fan and dumped him in the 
nearby Tallahatchie River.3

 
When Till’s corpse was salvaged from the river three  
days later, he was recognizable only by the ring 
he wore, which had belonged to his father. His 
remains were sent to his mother with the coffin 
nailed shut.4 
 
Till’s Funeral
It’s likely that Till’s murder, like those of so many 
other African Americans during the Jim Crow era, 
would have gone virtually unnoticed, if his mother 
Mamie Bradley had not made the brave decision to 
hold an open-casket funeral. Jet magazine published 
pictures of Bradley with her son’s mutilated corpse, 
which excited outrage and horror from the broader 
public. Bradley said she felt she had to “let the 
world see what has happened, because there is no 
way I could describe this. And I needed somebody 
to help me tell what it was like.”5

3 Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom, 54.

4 See Matthew Grindy, Emmett Till and the Mississippi Press (Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 2008), 34-35.

5 Quoted in “Emmett Till Biography.”

6 Jesse Jackson, quoted in “Emmett Till Biography.”

7 See James Patterson, *Grand Expectations: The United States 1945-1974 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 
396.

8 See Patterson, Grand Expectations, 396; “The Trial of J.W. Milan and Roy Bryant,” American Experience, PBS.org, 2009.

Over 100,000 people attended Till’s funeral 
in Chicago. Had the funeral been an official 
protest, it would have been the largest civil rights 
demonstration in American history until that point.6

 
The trial of Till’s Murderers
Calls for justice throughout the country led to the 
indictment of Roy Bryant and J.W. Milam, whose 
trial for Till’s kidnapping and murder began on 
September 22, 1955. Because women and African 
Americans were barred from serving on juries in 
Mississippi at that time, the defendants were tried 
before an all-male, all-white jury. At great personal 
risk, Till’s great-uncle Mose Wright took the stand 
and identified Bryant and Milam as the men who 
kidnapped his nephew.7

 
The case was the first major media event of the 
nascent Civil Rights Movement, bringing hundreds 
of reporters and all three television networks  
to the small Mississippi town. The courtroom was 
segregated, and many outside observers were 
surprised at the informal conduct of the sheriff, 
who casually used racial epithets and initially 
refused to admit black Congressman Charles Diggs 
to the courtroom.8
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In his closing statements, defense attorney advised 
the jury that if they convicted Bryant and Milam for 
Till’s murder, “Your ancestors will turn over in their 
grave, and I’m sure every last Anglo-Saxon one  
of you has the courage to free these men.” The jury  
deliberated for just sixty-six minutes before 
acquitting both men. “We wouldn’t have taken so 
long if we hadn’t stopped to drink pop,” said one  
of the jurors.9 

Till’s Influence on the  
Civil Rights Movement
Although Bryant and Milam were never punished 
for their crime–they admitted to the killing in  
a 1956 interview–Till’s death was a watershed 
moment for the Civil Rights Movement. To African 
Americans who had grown up in the Jim Crow 
South, the fact that Bryant and Milam had been 
tried for the murder at all was an incredible mark 
of progress. Amzie Moore, the president of the 
Bolivar County NAACP, marveled that: “A white 
man was openly tried for lynching a black boy,  
you know that hadn’t happened in our memory.”10

 
Till’s murder awakened Americans to the true 
extent of racism in the nation. “People really  
didn’t know that things this horrible could take 
place,” according to Till’s mother Mamie.  

“And the fact that it happened to a child, that  
make all the difference in the world.” Many 
individuals who would go on to play leading  
roles in the Civil Rights Movement felt that  

9 See Patterson, Grand Expectations, 396.

10 Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom, 54.

11  Bradley and Parks quoted in “Emmett Till Biography.” See also Matthew Grindy, Emmett Till and the Mississippi Press , x.

Till’s death was the last straw. Rosa Parks, who 
would initiate the Montgomery Bus Boycott just 
two months after the trial, said that on that day,  

“I thought about Emmett Till, and I couldn’t go back 
[to the back of the bus].”11
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WORKSHEET | Questions

What do you think? 

1. Why do you think Bryant and Milam murdered Till over such a minor incident? What 
does their treatment of Till tell us about Mississippi society in this time period? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How do you think media affected the Till case? How would things have been different 
had there not been magazine, newspaper, and television coverage of the funeral and 
trial? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Why do you think Till’s murder was such an important event in the Civil Rights 
Movement?

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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LESSON 8.2.5 | WATCH | Crash Course US History #40
           The 1960s in America

PREVIEW 
In which John Green teaches you about a time 
of relative tumult in the United States, the 1960s. 
America was changing rapidly in the 1960s, and  
rights movements were at the forefront of those 
changes. Civil Rights were dominant, but the 
 60s also saw growth in the Women’s Movement, 
the LGBT rights movement, the Latino rights 
movement, and the American Indian movement. 
Also, Americans began to pay a bit more attention  
to the environment. All this change happened against  
the backdrop of the Cold War and the Rise of 
Conservatism. It was just wild. John will teach  
you about sit-ins, Freedom Rides, The March  
on Washington, MLK, JFK, LBJ, and NOW. Man,  
that is a lot of initialisms. And one acronym.  
 

PURPOSE
In this video, students will continue to learn 
about the Civil Rights Movement through John’s 
explanation of events in the 1960s. Students will 
learn about the important highs and lows of the 
struggle for racial equality. Additionally, the video 
demonstrates the larger effect of the fight for African  
American civil rights on other movements for peace 
and equality of access to rights and opportunities.

PROCESS
As with all of the videos in the course, ask 
students to watch the video before class. 
Remind students of John’s fast-talking and 
play the video with captions. Pause and 
rewind when necessary. Before they watch 
the video, remind them of the central ideas 
of the Unit 8 Essential Questions and the 
Lesson 8.2 Essential Questions. 

LINK
• Crash Course US History #40  –  

The 1960s in America 

Video questions for students to answer during  
their viewing. 

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

https://youtu.be/lkXFb1sMa38
https://youtu.be/lkXFb1sMa38
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1. (1:00) What are two early acts of solidarity 
that stand as examples of the Civil Rights 
movement?  
 
 

2. (2:10) Why was Birmingham the center  
of the Civil Rights movement? 
 
 
 

3. (2:50) What were the goals for Martin Luther 
King’s March on Washington? 
 
 

4. (4:10) Describe the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 
 
 
 

5. (4:55) What two acts were passed in 1965  
and what rights did they provide? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SAMPLE ANSWER: While there were moments  
of resistance in the 1950s, the Civil Rights movement 
in the 1960s was kickstarted by sit-ins that took 
place in Greensboro, North Carolina, and the freedom 
rides to integrate interstate buses in the south.

SAMPLE ANSWER: In 1963 when Martin Luther King 
Jr. visited Birmingham, the city had witnessed  
more than 50 racially motivated bombings. Additionally 
police dogs and water cannons were turned on 
peaceful marchers, many of whom were children.  

SAMPLE ANSWER: King called for a Civil Rights bill  
and assistance in helping the poor, demanding  
public works, a higher minimum wage, and an end  
to discrimination in employment. 
 
SAMPLE ANSWER:The law prohibited discrimination 
in employment, schools, hospitals, and privately 
owned public places. It also banned discrimination  
on the basis of sex. 

SAMPLE ANSWER: In 1965, Congress passed 
the Voting Rights Act, which gave the federal 
government the power to oversee voting in places 
where discrimination was practiced. Congress  
also passed the Hart-Celler Act, which got rid  
of national origin quotas and allowed Asian 
immigrants to immigrate to the United States. 
 
 

LESSON 8.2.5 | WATCH | Key Ideas – Factual
Use these questions and prompts at the appropriate stopping points to check in 

with students and ensure they are getting the key concepts covered in the video. 
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6. (5:40) Why did President Johnson’s war  
on poverty fail? 
 
 
 
 
 

7. (8:30) What methods did American Indians  
use to gain rights during this era? 
 
 
 

8. (10:00) According to Betty Friedan, what is  
“the problem that has no name?” Describe it. 
 
 
 
 

9. In Friedan’s book The Feminine Mystique, she 
described “the problem that has no name”  
as misogyny. She continues to describe the 
problem as a constricting social and economic 
system that affected mostly middle class women, 
but broadly resonated with the educated classes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SAMPLE ANSWER: Johnson’s war on poverty failed 
because he treated poverty as a social problem,  
not an economic one. Instead of focusing on jobs or 
guaranteed income, Johnson initiated services like 
training, which failed to take into account shifts in the 
economy away from high wage union manufacturing 
jobs toward more lower wage service jobs. 

SAMPLE ANSWER: American Indians took over 
Alcatraz to symbolize the land that had been taken 
from Natives and they won greater tribal control  
over education, economic development, and filed 
suits for restitution.  
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: In Friedan’s book The Feminine 
Mystique, she described “the problem that has  
no name” as misogyny. She continues to describe 
the problem as a constricting social and economic 
system that affected mostly middle class women, 
but broadly resonated with the educated classes. 

SAMPLE ANSWER: The Court expanded the 
protections of free speech and assembly under  
the First Amendment and freedom of the press  
in The New York Times v. Sullivan decision. It struck 
down a law banning interracial marriage and  
greatly expanded the protections of people accused 
of crimes. There were also protections to the right  
to privacy as witnessed in Griswold v. Connecticut 
and Roe v. Wade. 
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10. (12:30) Why might 1968 be the defining year  
of the tumultuous decade?

SAMPLE ANSWER: 1968 began with the Tet 
Offensive in Vietnam, which stirred up anti-war 
protests. Then racial violence erupted following  
the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. Anti-war  
demonstrators arrived in large numbers at the 
Democratic Convention in Chicago. Globally, the 
Prague Spring uprising in Czechoslovakia was 
crushed by the Soviets and student demonstrators 
were killed by police in Mexico City where the 
Olympics were held. Roe v. Wade. 

1. According to Eric Foner: 
“The 1960s made possible the entrance of numerous members of racial minorities 
into the mainstream of American life, while leaving unsolved the problem of urban 
poverty. It set in motion a transformation of the status of women. It changed 
what Americans expected from government - from clean air and water to medical 
coverage in old age. And at the same time, it undermined confidence in national 
leaders. Relations between young and old, men and women, and white and non-
white, along with every institution in society, changed as a result.” 
 
Analyze this quote citing what you already know about the 1960s and the culture 
America would come to know in the decades the followed. 

LESSON 8.2.5 | WATCH | Conceptual Thinking
Have students answer the following question in order for them to make connections  

across different concepts and think more critically about the information presented  

in the video. 
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LESSON 8.2.6 | READ | Civil Rights Movements in the 1960s

PURPOSE
This selection, from the Open Source textbook  
The American Yawp, provides students with  
an overview of the Civil Rights Movement during 
the 1960s. Students will learn about the events and 
achievements of the movement, as well as how 
the movement shifted during the decade.  

The selection ends with the tumultuous year  
of 1968 and the uncertainty of the way forward  
as the sixties gave way to the seventies.

PROCESS
Print or share the reading with the students. 
Remind students that they should read 
actively, marking the text as they go. This 
will allow them to be better prepared to 
discuss the reading in class. After completing 
the reading, students should be sure  
to answer the questions at the end of  
the document. 

ATTACHMENT
• Civil Rights Movements in the 1960s

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
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READING | Civil Rights Movements in the 1960s 
        — Excerpted from The American Yawp, Chapter 27

The Civil Rights Movement Continues
So much of the energy and character of “the 
sixties” emerged from the civil rights movement, 
which won its greatest victories in the early  
years of the decade. The movement itself was 
changing. Many of the civil rights activists 
pushing for school desegregation in the 1950s 
were middle-class and middle-aged. In the  
1960s, a new student movement arose whose 
members wanted swifter changes in the 
segregated South. Confrontational protests, 
marches, boycotts, and sit-ins accelerated.1

 
The tone of the modern U.S. civil rights movement 
changed at a North Carolina department store 
in 1960, when four African American students 
participated in a “sit-in” at a whites-only lunch 
counter. The 1960 Greensboro sit-ins were typical. 
Activists sat at segregated lunch counters in  
an act of defiance, refusing to leave until being 
served and willing to be ridiculed, attacked,  
and arrested if they were not. It drew resistance  
but it forced the desegregation of Woolworth’s 
department store. It prompted copycat demonstrations 
across the South. The protests offered evidence 
that student-led direct action could enact social 
change and established the civil rights movement’s 
direction in the forthcoming years.2

1 For the major events of the civil rights movement, see Taylor Branch, Parting the waters: America in the King years, 
1954–1963 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1988); Pillar of Fire: America in the King years, 1963–1965 (New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 1998); and At Canaan’s Edge: America in the King Years, 1965-68 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2007).

2 Branch, Parting.

3 Raymond Arsenault, Freedom Riders: 1961 and the Struggle for Racial Justice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006).

  

The following year, civil rights advocates attempted  
a bolder variation of a “sit-in” when they 
participated in the Freedom Rides. Activists 
organized interstate bus rides following  
a Supreme Court decision outlawing segregation  
on public buses and trains. The rides intended  
to test the court’s ruling, which many southern 
states had ignored. An interracial group of  
Freedom Riders boarded buses in Washington D.C. 
with the intention of sitting in integrated  
patterns on the buses as they traveled through  
the Deep South. On the initial rides in May  
1961, the riders encountered fierce resistance  
in Alabama. Angry mobs composed of KKK 
members attacked riders in Birmingham, burning 
one of the buses and beating the activists  
who escaped. Despite the fact that the first riders 
abandoned their trip and decided to fly to their 
destination, New Orleans, civil rights activists 
remained vigilant. Additional Freedom Rides 
launched through the summer and generated 
national attention amid additional violent 
resistance. Ultimately, the Interstate Commerce 
Commission enforced integrated interstate buses 
and trains in November 1961.3 
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In the fall of 1961, civil rights activists descended  
on Albany, a small city in southwest Georgia.  
A place known for entrenched segregation and 
racial violence, Albany seemed an unlikely place 
for black Americans to rally and demand civil 
rights gains. The activists there, however, formed 
the Albany Movement, a coalition of civil rights 
organizers that included members of the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, 
or, “snick”), the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC), and the NAACP. But in  
Albany the movement was stymied by police chief 
Laurie Pritchett, who launched mass arrests  
but refused to engage in police brutality and 
bailed out leading officials to avoid negative  
media attention. It was a peculiar scene, and  
a lesson for southern activists.4

 
The Albany Movement included elements  
of a Christian commitment to social justice in its 
platform, with activists stating that all people  
were “of equal worth” in God’s family and that  

“no man may discriminate against or exploit 
another.” In many instances in the 1960s, black 
Christianity propelled civil rights advocates to  
action and demonstrated the significance of religion  
to the broader civil rights movement. King’s rise  
to prominence underscored the role that African 
American religious figures played in the 1960s 

4 Clayborne Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1980); Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul of America: The Southern Christian Leadership Conference & Martin 
Luther King (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1987).

5 David L. Chappell, A Stone of Hope: Prophetic Religion and the Death of Jim Crow (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolian Press, 2005).

6 Branch, Parting.

civil rights movement. Protesters sang hymns and 
spirituals as they marched. Preachers rallied the 
people with messages of justice and hope. Churches 
hosted meetings, prayer vigils, and conferences  
on nonviolent resistance. The moral thrust of the 
movement strengthened African American activists 
while also confronting white society by framing 
segregation as a moral evil.5 

As the civil rights movement garnered more followers  
and more attention, white resistance stiffened.  
In October 1962, James Meredith became the first  
African American student to enroll at the University 
of Mississippi. Meredith’s enrollment sparked riots 
on the Oxford campus, prompting President John 
F. Kennedy to send in U.S. Marshals and National 
Guardsmen to maintain order. On an evening known  
infamously as the Battle of Ole Miss, segregationists 
clashed with troops in the middle of campus, resulting 
in two deaths and hundreds of injuries. Violence 
despite federal intervention served as a reminder of 
the strength of white resistance to the civil rights 
movement, particularly in the realm of education.6

 
The following year, 1963, was perhaps the decade’s 
most eventful year for civil rights. In April and  
May, the SCLC organized the Birmingham Campaign, 
a broad campaign of direct action aiming to topple 
segregation in Alabama’s largest city. Activists used 
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business boycotts, sit-ins, and peaceful marches  
as part of the campaign. SCLC leader Martin Luther  
King Jr. was jailed, prompting his famous 
handwritten letter urging not only his nonviolent 
approach but active confrontation to directly 
challenge injustice. The campaign further added  
to King’s national reputation and featured  
powerful photographs and video footage of white  
police officers using fire hoses and attack dogs on 
young African American protesters. It also yielded an  
agreement to desegregate public accommodations  
in the city: activists in Birmingham scored a victory 
for civil rights and drew international praise for the 
nonviolent approach in the face of police-sanctioned 
violence and bombings.7

 
White resistance magnified. While much of the 
rhetoric surrounding the 1960s focused on  
a younger, more liberal generation’s progressive 
ideas, conservatism maintained a strong presence  
on the American political scene. Few political figures  
in the decade embodied the working-class, 
conservative views held by millions of white 
Americans quite like George Wallace. Wallace’s 
vocal stance on segregation was immortalized in 
his 1963 inaugural address as Alabama governor 
with the phrase: “Segregation now, segregation 
tomorrow, segregation forever!” Just as the civil 
rights movement began to gain unprecedented 
strength, Wallace became the champion of the 
many white southerners opposed to the movement. 

7 Branch, Parting.

8 Dan T. Carter, The Politics of Rage: George Wallace, the Origins of the New Conservatism, and the Transformation of 
American Politics (Baton Rouge: Louisiana University Press, 2000).

9 Branch, Parting.

Consequently, Wallace was one of the best 
examples of the very real opposition civil rights 
activists faced in the late twentieth century.8

 
As governor, Wallace loudly supported segregation. 
His efforts were symbolic, but they earned him 
national recognition as a political figure willing 
to fight for what many southerners saw as their 
traditional way of life. In June 1963, just five months 
after becoming governor, in his “Stand in the 
Schoolhouse Door,” Wallace famously stood in the 
door of a classroom building to protest integration 
at the University of Alabama. President Kennedy 
addressed the nation that evening, criticizing 
Wallace and calling for a comprehensive civil rights 
bill. A day later, civil rights leader Medgar Evers was 
assassinated at his home in Jackson, Mississippi.
 
That summer, civil rights leaders organized the August 
1963 March on Washington. The march called for, 
among other things, civil rights legislation, school 
integration, an end to discrimination by public and 
private employers, job training for the unemployed, 
and a raise in the minimum wage. On the steps  
of the Lincoln Memorial, King delivered his famous  

“I Have a Dream” speech, an internationally  
renowned call for civil rights that raised the  
movement’s profile to new heights and put 
unprecedented pressure on politicians to pass 
meaningful civil rights legislation.9 
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Kennedy offered support for a civil rights bill, 
but, unable to push past southern resistance and 
unwilling to expend too much political capital,  
the bill stalled in Congress. Then, on November 22, 
1963, President Kennedy was assassinated  
in Dallas. The nation’s youthful, popular president 
was gone. Vice President Lyndon Johnson lacked 
Kennedy’s youth, his charisma, his popularity, and  
his aristocratic upbringing, but no one knew 
Washington better and no one before or since 
fought harder and more successfully to pass 
meaningful civil rights legislation. Raised in poverty 
in the Texas Hill Country, Johnson scratched and 
clawed his way up the political ladder. He was both  
ruthlessly ambitious and keenly conscious of 
poverty and injustice. He idolized Franklin Roosevelt, 
for instance, whose New Deal had brought 
improvements for the impoverished Central Texans 
Johnson grew up with.
 
President Lyndon Johnson, then, an old white 
southerner with a thick Texas drawl, embraced the 
civil rights movement. He took Kennedy’s stalled  
civil rights bill, ensured that it would have teeth, 
and navigated it through Congress. The following  
summer he signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, widely  
considered to be among the most important pieces 
of civil rights legislation in American history. The 
comprehensive act barred segregation in public 
accommodations and outlawed discrimination  
based on race, ethnicity, gender, and national  
or religious origin.
 

10 Branch, Pillar.

11 Branch, Canann’s Edge.

The civil rights movement created space for political 
leaders to pass legislation, and the movement 
continued pushing forward. Direct action continued 
through the summer of 1964, as student-run 
organizations like SNCC and CORE (The Congress  
of Racial Equality) helped with the Freedom  
Summer in Mississippi, a drive to register African 
American voters in a state with an ugly history  
of discrimination. Freedom Summer campaigners 
set up schools for African American children and 
endured intimidation tactics. Even with progress, 
violent resistance against civil rights continued, 
particularly in regions with longstanding traditions 
of segregation.10

 
In March 1965, when activists attempted to march  
from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama, with the 
support of prominent civil rights leaders on behalf  
of local African American voting rights. In  
a narrative that had become familiar, “Bloody 
Sunday” featured peaceful protesters attacked  
by white law enforcement with batons and tear  
gas. After they were turned away violently  
a second time, marchers finally made the 70-mile  
trek to the state capitol later in the month. 
Coverage of the first march prompted President 
Johnson to present the bill that became the  
Voting Rights Act of 1965, an act that abolished 
voting discrimination in federal, state, and local 
elections. In two consecutive years, landmark pieces 
of legislation had assaulted de jure segregation  
and disenfranchisement.11
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Beyond Civil Rights
Despite substantial legislative achievements, 
frustrations with the slow pace of change and with 
the limits of the civil movement rose. Tensions 
continued to mount in cities and the tone of the 
civil rights movement changed yet again. Activists 
became less conciliatory in their calls for progress. 
Many embraced the more militant message of the 
burgeoning Black Power Movement and the late 
Malcolm X, a Nation of Islam (NOI) minister who  
had encouraged African Americans to pursue freedom, 
equality, and justice by “any means necessary.”  
Prior to his death, Malcolm X and the NOI emerged 
as the radical alternative to the racially integrated, 
largely Protestant approach of the Martin Luther King, 
Jr.-led civil rights movement. Malcolm advocated 
armed resistance in defense for the safety and well 
being of black Americans, stating, “I don’t call it 
violence when it’s self-defense, I call it intelligence.” 
For his part, King and leaders from more mainstream 
organizations like the NAACP and the Urban League 
criticized both Malcolm X and the NOI for what they 
perceived to be racial demagoguery. King believed 
Malcolm’s speeches were a “great disservice”  
to black Americans, claiming that X’s speeches 
lamented the problems of African Americans  
without offering solutions. The differences between 
Dr. King and Malcolm X represented a core 
ideological tension that would inhabit black political 
thought throughout the 1960s and 1970s.12

12 Manning Marable, Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention (New York: Penguin, 2011).

13 Peniel E. Joseph, editor, The Black Power Movement: Rethinking the Civil Rights-Black Power Era (New York: Routledge, 
2013), 2.

14 Gordon Parks “Whip of Black Power,” LIFE (May 19, 1967), 82.

 
By the late 1960s, the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), led by figures  
such as Stokely Carmichael, had expelled  
its white members and shunned the interracial 
effort in the rural South, focusing instead on 
injustices in northern urban areas. After President 
Johnson refused to take up the cause of the black 
delegates in the Mississippi Freedom Democratic 
Party at the 1964 Democratic National Convention, 
SNCC activists became frustrated with institutional 
tactics and turned away from the organization’s 
founding principle of nonviolence over the course 
of the next year. This evolving, more aggressive 
movement called for African Americans to play  
a dominant role in cultivating black institutions  
and articulating black interests rather than relying 
on interracial, moderate approaches. At a June  
1966 civil rights march, Carmichael told the crowd, 
“What we gonna start saying now is black power!”13 
The slogan not only resonated with audiences,  
it also stood in direct contrast to King’s “Freedom 
Now!” campaign. The political slogan of black  
power could encompass many meanings, but at  
its core stood for the self-determination of blacks  
in political, economic, and social organizations.
 
While Carmichael asserted that “black power 
means black people coming together to form  
a political force,” to many it also meant violence.14  
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In 1966, Huey Newton and Bobby Seale formed  
the Black Panther Party in Oakland, California. The 
Black Panthers became the standard-bearers  
for direct action and self-defense, using the concept 
of “decolonization” in their drive to liberate black 
communities from white power structures. The 
revolutionary organization also sought reparations  
and exemptions for black men from the military draft.  
Citing police brutality and racist governmental 
policies, the Panthers aligned themselves with the  

“other people of color in the world” against whom 
America was fighting abroad. Although it was perhaps  
most well-known for its open display of weapons, 
military-style dress, and black nationalist beliefs, 
the Party’s 10-Point Plan also included employment, 
housing, and education. The Black Panthers worked 
in local communities to run “survival programs” 
 that provided food, clothing, medical treatment, 
and drug rehabilitation. They focused on modes  
of resistance that empowered black activists on 
their own terms.15 

Racial, Social, and Cultural Anxieties
The civil rights movement looked dramatically 
different at the end of the 1960s than it had at 
the beginning. The movement had never been 
monolithic, but prominent, competing ideologies  
had fractured it with new assertive ideas. The 
rise of the Black Power movement challenged 
the integrationist dreams of many older activist 
as the assassinations of Martin Luther King. Jr 

15 Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. Martin, Jr., Black against Empire: The History and Politics of the Black Panther Party 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012).

16 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumer’s Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New York: Vintage 
Books, 2004).

and Malcolm X fueled disillusionment and many 
alienated activists recoiled from liberal reformers.
 
The political evolution of the civil rights movement 
was reflected in American culture. The lines of  
race and class and and gender ruptured American 

“mass” culture. As the monolith of popular American 
culture shattered–a monolith pilloried in the fifties and  
sixties as exclusively white, male-dominated, 
conservative, and stifling–Americans retreated 
into ever smaller, segmented subcultures. 
Marketers now targeted particular products to 
ever smaller pieces of the population, including 
previously neglected groups such as African 
Americans.16 Subcultures often revolved around 
certain musical styles, whether pop, disco, hard 
rock, punk rock, country, or hip-hop. Styles of dress 
and physical appearance likewise aligned with 
cultures of choice.
 
If the popular rock acts of the sixties appealed  
to a new counterculture, the seventies witnessed 
the resurgence of cultural forms that appealed  
to a white working class confronting the social and 
political upheavals of the 1960s. Country hits such 
as Merle Haggard’s “Okie from Muskogee” evoked 
simpler times and places where people “still wave 
Old Glory down at the courthouse” and they “don’t 
let our hair grow long and shaggy like the hippies 
out in San Francisco.” A popular television sitcom, 
All in the Family, became an unexpected hit among 
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“middle America” The show’s main character, Archie 
Bunker, was designed to mock reactionary middle-
aged white men, but audiences embraced him. “Isn’t  
anyone interested in upholding standards?”  
he lamented in an episode dealing with housing 
integration. “Our world is coming crumbling 
down. The coons are coming!”17

 
As Bunker knew, African-Americans were becoming 
much more visible in American culture. While  
black cultural forms had been prominent throughout 
American history, they assumed new popular 
forms in the 1970s. Disco offered a new, optimistic, 
racially integrated pop music. Behind the  
scenes, African American religious styles became  
an outsized influence on pop music. Musicians  
like Aretha Franklin, Andre Crouch, and “fifth Beatle” 
Billy Preston brought their background in church 
performance to their own recordings as well as to 
the work of white artists like the Rolling Stones, 
with whom they collaborated. And by the end of the  
decade African American musical artists had 
introduced American society to one of the most 
significant musical innovations in decades: the 
Sugarhill Gang’s 1979 record, Rapper’s Delight.  
A lengthy paean to black machismo, it became  
the first rap single to reach the top 40.18

Just as rap represented a hyper-masculine black 
cultural form, Hollywood popularized its white 

17 Quotes, “Lionel Moves into the Neighborhood,” All in the Family, season 1, episode 8 (1971), http://www.tvrage.com/
all-in-the-family/episodes/5587.

18 Jim Dawson and Steve Propes, 45 RPM: The History, Heroes and Villains of a Pop Music Revolution (San Francisco, Ca.: 
Backbeat Books, 2003), 120.

19 Roger Ebert, “Review of Dirty Harry,” January 1, 1971, http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/dirty-harry-1971.

20 Ronald P. Formisano, Boston Against Busing: Race, Class, and Ethnicity in the 1960s and 1970s (Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1991).

equivalent. Films such as 1971’s Dirty Harry captured  
a darker side of the national mood. Clint Eastwood’s 
titular character exacted violent justice on clear villains,  
working within the sort of brutally simplistic ethical 
standard that appealed to Americans anxious about 
a perceived breakdown in “law and order.” (“The 
film’s moral position is fascist,” said critic Roger Ebert, 
who nevertheless gave it three out of four stars.19)
 
Perhaps the strongest element fueling American 
anxiety over “law and order” was the increasingly 
visible violence that marked the waning civil  
rights movement. No longer confined to the anti-
black terrorism that struck the southern civil  
rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s, publicly 
visible violence now broke out among blacks  
in urban riots and among whites protesting new  
civil rights programs. In the mid-1970s, for  
instance, protests over the use of busing to overcome 
residential segregation and truly integrate public 
schools in Boston washed the city in racial violence. 
Stanley Forman’s Pulitzer Prize-winning photo,  

“The Soiling of Old Glory,” famously captured one 
black teenager, Ted Landsmark, being attacked  
by a mob of anti-busing protesters, one of whom 
wielded an American flag.20

 
Urban riots, though, rather than anti-integration 
violence, tainted many white Americans’ perception 
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of the civil rights movement and urban life in 
general. Civil unrest broke out across the country, 
but the riots in Watts/Los Angeles (1965), Newark 
(1967), and Detroit (1967) were most shocking. In  
each, a physical altercation between white police 
officers and African Americans spiraled into days  
of chaos and destruction. Tens of thousands 
participated in urban riots. Many looted and 
destroyed white-owned business. There were 
dozens of deaths, tens of millions of dollars in 
property damage, and an exodus of white  
capital that only further isolated urban poverty.21

 
In 1967, President Johnson appointed the Kerner 
Commission to investigate the causes of America’s 
riots. Their report became an unexpected bestseller.22 
The Commission cited black frustration with the  
hopelessness of poverty as the underlying cause  
of urban unrest. As the head of the black National 
Business League testified, “It is to be more than  
naïve–indeed, it is a little short of sheer madness– 
for anyone to expect the very poorest of the American  
poor to remain docile and content in their poverty 
when television constantly and eternally dangles 
the opulence of our affluent society before their 
hungry eyes.”23 A Newark rioter who looted several  
boxes of shirts and shoes put it more simply:  

“They tell us about that pie in the sky but that pie  
in the sky is too damn high.”24 But white 

21 Michael W. Flamm, Law and Order: Street Crime, Civil Unrest, and the Crisis of Liberalism in the 1960s (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2005), 58-59, 85-93.

22 Thomas J. Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North (New York: Random 
House, 2008), 348.

23  Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumer’s Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New York: Vintage 
Books, 2004), 373.

24 Cohen, A Consumer’s Republic, 376.

conservatives blasted the conclusion that  
white racism and economic hopelessness  
were to blame for the violence. African Americans 
wantonly destroying private property, they said, 
was not a symptom of America’s intractable racial 
inequalities, but the logical outcome of a liberal 
culture of permissiveness that tolerated–even 
encouraged–nihilistic civil disobedience. Many 
white moderates and liberals, meanwhile, saw the 
explosive violence as a sign African Americans  
had rejected the nonviolence of the earlier civil 
rights movement.
 
The unrest of the late sixties did, in fact, reflect  
a real and growing disillusionment among African 
Americans with the fate of the civil rights crusade. 
In the still-moldering ashes of Jim Crow, African 
Americans in Watts and other communities across 
the country bore the burdens of lifetimes of legally 
sanctioned discrimination in housing, employment, 
and credit. Segregation too often survived the legal 
dismantling of Jim Crow. The perseverance into the 
present day of stark racial and economic segregation 
in nearly all American cities destroyed any simple 
distinction between southern “de jure” segregation 
and non-southern “de facto” segregation. The inner 
cities became traps that too few could escape. 
 



CRASH COURSE | US HISTORY

92

Political achievements such as the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act and 1965 Voting Rights Act were indispensable 
legal preconditions for social and political equality, 
but, for most, the movement’s long (and now often 
forgotten) goal of economic justice proved as elusive  
as ever. “I worked to get these people the right to eat  
cheeseburgers,” Martin Luther King Jr. supposedly 
said to Bayard Rustin as they toured the devastation 
in Watts some years earlier, “and now I’ve got to do 
something… to help them get the money to buy it.”25 
What good was the right to enter a store without 
money for purchases?
 
The Crisis of 1968
To Americans in 1968, the country seemed to be 
unraveling. Martin Luther King, Jr. was killed on 
April 4, 1968. He had been in Memphis to support 
striking sanitation workers. (Prophetically, he had 
reflected on his own mortality in a rally the night 
before. Confident that the civil rights movement 
would succeed without him, he brushed away fears  
of death. “I’ve been to the mountaintop” he said, 

“And I’ve seen the promised land.”). The greatest 
leader in the American civil rights movement was  
lost. Riots broke out in over 100 American cities. 
Two months later, on June 6, Robert F. Kennedy, 
Jr., was killed campaigning in California. He had 
represented the last best hope of liberal idealists. 
Anger and disillusionment washed over the country.
 
As the Vietnam War descended ever deeper into  
a brutal stalemate and the Tet Offensive exposed 
the lies of the Johnson administration, students 

25 Martin Luther King, quoted in David J. Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King Jr. and the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (New York: William Morrow, 1986), 439.

shut down college campuses and government 
facilities. Protests enveloped the nation.
Protesters converged on the Democratic National 
Convention in Chicago at the end of August, 
1968, when a bitterly fractured Democratic Party 
gathered to assemble a passable platform  
and nominate a broadly acceptable presidential 
candidate. Demonstrators planned massive 
protests in Chicago’s public spaces. Initial protests  
were peaceful, but the situation quickly soured 
as police issued stern threats and young people 
began to taunt and goad officials. Many of 
the assembled students had protest and sit-in 
experiences only in the relative safe havens of 
college campuses, and were unprepared for Mayor 
Richard Daley’s aggressive and heavily armed 
police force and by National Guard troops in full 
riot gear. Attendees recounted vicious beatings  
at the hands of police and Guardsmen, but many  
young people–convinced that much public 
sympathy could be won via images of brutality 
against unarmed protesters–continued stoking  
the violence. Clashes spilled from the parks into 
city streets, and eventually the smell of tear  
gas penetrated upper floors of the opulent hotels 
hosting Democratic delegates. Chicago’s brutality 
overshadowed the convention and culminated in an  
internationally televised, violent standoff in 
front of the Hilton Hotel. “The whole world is 
watching,” the protesters chanted. The Chicago 
riots encapsulated the growing sense that chaos 
now governed American life.
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For the idealists of the 1960s, the violence of 1968 
represented the death of a dream. Disorder and 
chaos overshadowed hope and progress. And for 
conservatives, it was confirmation of all of their 
fears and hesitations. Americans of 1968 turned 
their back on hope. They wanted peace. They 
wanted stability. They wanted “law and order.”
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WORKSHEET | Questions

The Civil Rights Movement Continues
1. How did the Civil Rights Movement change during the 1960s? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. What were some of the major moments in the movement during the earliest  
years of the decade (up through 1962)? 
 
 
 
 

3. What was the response from conservative white Americans? 
 
 
 
 

4. Describe the process (from Kennedy to Johnson) of the passing  
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964? What did the bill do? 
 
 
 
 

5. Describe events of 1964 and 1965. What was the culminating piece  
of legislation passed in 1965?

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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NAME 

COURSE           

TIME

 
 
 
Racial, Social, and Cultural Anxieties
1. How did the Civil Rights Movement evolve from the beginning to the end of the 

1960s? 
 
 
 
 

2. How was this evolution reflected in the larger culture of the time? 
 
 
 
 

3. Describe the outbreak of urban violence in the middle of the decade. What were  
its immediate causes? What forms did it take? 
 

Beyond Civil Rights
1. What were some of the core ideological differences between Martin Luther King, Jr. 

and Malcolm X? Why might painting a picture of them as two polar opposites not be 
entirely accurate? 
 
 
 
 

2. What shifts did leaders like Stokely Carmichael and organizations like the Black 
Panther Party bring to the movement? Why were these shifts seen as necessary  
by those involved?
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4. What was the Kerner Commission and what did it conclude  
was the cause of the rioting? 
 
 
 
 

5. What was the response of conservative Americans to the Kerner report? 
How did the events of the late sixties show that the struggle for equality,  
in both the legal and practical sense, was not yet achieved? 
 
 
 
 

6. Why do you think economic and social equality proved elusive even after the 
achievements of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965? 

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME

The Crisis of 1968
1. Why was 1968 such a year of “crisis?” 

 
 
 
 

2. Why might the events described in this section and this document as a whole  
cause a sizeable conservative backlash in the decade to come?
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LESSON 8.2 | THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

LESSON 8.2.7 | READ | Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr. —Primary Sources

PURPOSE
Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from a Birmingham 
Jail” is one of the most famous documents of  
the Civil Rights Movement. Predictably, it shows 
readers a King that is resolute in his convictions  
and commitment to nonviolence. Also present in 
this piece is the King who, armed with quick wit and 
the necessary historical and spiritual ammunition, 
was capable of eviscerating critics with a fierce-
ness that belies the timidity that mythology has 
engendered into our popular understanding  
of the man.

 
Malcolm X’s “The Bullet or the Ballot” speech 
similarly shows the complexity of its authors 
views. Like King, Malcolm X is often the subject  
of an oversimplification that serves to undermine  
the true spirit of what it was the man was trying 
to accomplish.
 
Analysis of both of these documents should 
provide students with a deeper understanding  
of the men behind each and the movements  
they represented.

PROCESS
Students will read the attached primary 
source documents. They should be asked 
to read actively. More specifically students 
should follow the instructions at the top 
of each source and record the requested 
information in their notes. Students should 
be prepared to discuss the notes they 
took in class, either in large or small group 
discussions.

 
ATTACHMENT
• “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”  

Excerpts
• “The Bullet or the Ballot”

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
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READING | “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” Excerpts – 16 April 1963

Instructions
For each excerpt below, record in your notes:

• the main idea
• one important quote or passage
• any questions you have
• your thoughts on/analysis of the excerpt

 
Excerpt #1
I think I should indicate why I am here in 
Birmingham, since you have been influenced  
by the view which argues against “outsiders  
coming in.” I have the honor of serving as president 
of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, 
an organization operating in every southern state, 
with headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia. We have 
some eighty five affiliated organizations across the 
South, and one of them is the Alabama Christian 
Movement for Human Rights. Frequently we share 
staff, educational and financial resources with our 
affiliates. Several months ago the affiliate here  
in Birmingham asked us to be on call to engage  
in a nonviolent direct action program if such were 
deemed necessary. We readily consented, and 
when the hour came we lived up to our promise.  
So I, along with several members of my staff, am 
here because I was invited here. I am here because 
I have organizational ties here.
 
But more basically, I am in Birmingham because 
injustice is here. Just as the prophets of the eighth 
century B.C. left their villages and carried their  

“thus saith the Lord” far beyond the boundaries of their  
home towns, and just as the Apostle Paul left his 

village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus 
Christ to the far corners of the Greco Roman  
world, so am I compelled to carry the gospel of 
freedom beyond my own home town. Like Paul,  
I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call  
for aid.
 
Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness  
of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly  
by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what 
happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere  
is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught  
in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied  
in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects  
one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again 
can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial 

“outside agitator” idea. Anyone who lives inside  
the United States can never be considered an 
outsider anywhere within its bounds.
 
Excerpt #2
In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic 
steps: collection of the facts to determine whether 
injustices exist; negotiation; self purification; and 
direct action. We have gone through all these steps 
in Birmingham. There can be no gainsaying the 
fact that racial injustice engulfs this community. 
Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly 
segregated city in the United States. Its ugly 
record of brutality is widely known. Negroes  
have experienced grossly unjust treatment in the 
courts. There have been more unsolved bombings 
of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham than 
in any other city in the nation. These are the hard, 
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brutal facts of the case. On the basis of these 
conditions, Negro leaders sought to negotiate with 
the city fathers. But the latter consistently refused 
to engage in good faith negotiation...
 
You may well ask: “Why direct action? Why sit ins, 
marches and so forth? Isn’t negotiation a better 
path?” You are quite right in calling for negotiation. 
Indeed, this is the very purpose of direct action. 
Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis 
and foster such a tension that a community  
which has constantly refused to negotiate is forced  
to confront the issue. It seeks so to dramatize  
the issue that it can no longer be ignored. My citing 
the creation of tension as part of the work  
of the nonviolent resister may sound rather shocking. 
But I must confess that I am not afraid of the word 

“tension.” I have earnestly opposed violent tension, 
but there is a type of constructive, nonviolent 
tension which is necessary for growth. Just as 
Socrates felt that it was necessary to create 
a tension in the mind so that individuals could rise 
from the bondage of myths and half truths  
to the unfettered realm of creative analysis and 
objective appraisal, so must we see the need  
for nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension 
in society that will help men rise from the dark 
depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic 
heights of understanding and brotherhood. The 
purpose of our direct action program is to create  
a situation so crisis packed that it will inevitably 
open the door to negotiation. I therefore concur with 
you in your call for negotiation. Too long has our 
beloved Southland been bogged down in a tragic 
effort to live in monologue rather than dialogue.
 

Excerpt #3
One of the basic points in your statement is that 
the action that I and my associates have taken  
in Birmingham is untimely. Some have asked: “Why 
didn’t you give the new city administration time  
to act?” The only answer that I can give to this query 
is that the new Birmingham administration must  
be prodded about as much as the outgoing one, 
before it will act. We are sadly mistaken if we  
feel that the election of Albert Boutwell as mayor 
will bring the millennium to Birmingham. While  
Mr. Boutwell is a much more gentle person than Mr. 
Connor, they are both segregationists, dedicated  
to maintenance of the status quo. I have hope that 
Mr. Boutwell will be reasonable enough to see  
the futility of massive resistance to desegregation. 
But he will not see this without pressure from 
devotees of civil rights. My friends, I must say to you 
that we have not made a single gain in civil rights 
without determined legal and nonviolent pressure. 
Lamentably, it is an historical fact that privileged 
groups seldom give up their privileges voluntarily. 
Individuals may see the moral light and voluntarily 
give up their unjust posture; but, as Reinhold Niebuhr 
has reminded us, groups tend to be more immoral 
than individuals. 

We know through painful experience that freedom 
is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must  
be demanded by the oppressed. Frankly, I have yet 
to engage in a direct action campaign that was 

“well timed” in the view of those who have not 
suffered unduly from the disease of segregation.  
For years now I have heard the word “Wait!” It rings 
in the ear of every Negro with piercing familiarity. 
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This “Wait” has almost always meant “Never.”  
We must come to see, with one of our distinguished 
jurists, that “justice too long delayed is justice denied.”
 
We have waited for more than 340 years for our 
constitutional and God given rights. The nations 
of Asia and Africa are moving with jetlike speed 
toward gaining political independence, but we  
still creep at horse and buggy pace toward gaining  
a cup of coffee at a lunch counter. Perhaps it is  
easy for those who have never felt the stinging 
darts of segregation to say, “Wait.” But when  
you have seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and 
fathers at will and drown your sisters and brothers  
at whim; when you have seen hate filled policemen 
curse, kick and even kill your black brothers and 
sisters; when you see the vast majority of your 
twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an 
airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent 
society; when you suddenly find your tongue  
twisted and your speech stammering as you seek  
to explain to your six year old daughter why she 
can’t go to the public amusement park that has  
just been advertised on television, and see tears 
welling up in her eyes when she is told that Funtown 
is closed to colored children, and see ominous  
clouds of inferiority beginning to form in her little 
mental sky, and see her beginning to distort her 
personality by developing an unconscious bitterness 
toward white people; when you have to concoct 
an answer for a five year old son who is asking: 

“Daddy, why do white people treat colored people so 
mean?”; when you take a cross county drive and  
find it necessary to sleep night after night in the  
uncomfortable corners of your automobile because  
no motel will accept you; when you are humiliated 

day in and day out by nagging signs reading “white” 
and “colored”; when your first name becomes 

“n*****,” your middle name becomes “boy” (however 
old you are) and your last name becomes  

“John,” and your wife and mother are never given the 
respected title “Mrs.”; when you are harried  
by day and haunted by night by the fact that you are 
a Negro, living constantly at tiptoe stance, never 
quite knowing what to expect next, and are plagued 
with inner fears and outer resentments; when 
you are forever fighting a degenerating sense of 

“nobodiness”--then you will understand why we find it 
difficult to wait. There comes a time when the cup 
of endurance runs over, and men are no longer  
willing to be plunged into the abyss of despair. I hope,  
sirs, you can understand our legitimate and 
unavoidable impatience. You express a great deal  
of anxiety over our willingness to break laws.  
This is certainly a legitimate concern. Since we so 
diligently urge people to obey the Supreme Court’s 
decision of 1954 outlawing segregation in the public  
schools, at first glance it may seem rather 
paradoxical for us consciously to break laws. One 
may well ask: “How can you advocate breaking 
some laws and obeying others?” The answer lies 
in the fact that there are two types of laws: just 
and unjust. I would be the first to advocate obeying 
just laws. One has not only a legal but a moral 
responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one 
has a moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws.  
I would agree with St. Augustine that “an unjust law 
is no law at all.”
 
Now, what is the difference between the two?  
How does one determine whether a law is just  
or unjust? A just law is a man made code that 
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squares with the moral law or the law of God. An 
unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with 
the moral law. To put it in the terms of St. Thomas 
Aquinas: An unjust law is a human law that is  
not rooted in eternal law and natural law. Any 
law that uplifts human personality is just.  
Any law that degrades human personality is unjust.  
All segregation statutes are unjust because 
segregation distorts the soul and damages the 
personality. It gives the segregator a false sense  
of superiority and the segregated a false sense  
of inferiority. Segregation, to use the terminology  
of the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber, substitutes 
an “I it” relationship for an “I thou” relationship  
and ends up relegating persons to the status of  
things. Hence segregation is not only politically, 
economically and sociologically unsound, it is morally  
wrong and sinful. Paul Tillich has said that sin 
is separation. Is not segregation an existential 
expression of man’s tragic separation, his awful 
estrangement, his terrible sinfulness? Thus it is that 
I can urge men to obey the 1954 decision of the 
Supreme Court, for it is morally right; and I can urge 
them to disobey segregation ordinances, for they  
are morally wrong. 

Let us consider a more concrete example of just 
and unjust laws. An unjust law is a code that  
a numerical or power majority group compels  
a minority group to obey but does not make  
binding on itself. This is difference made legal. By  
the same token, a just law is a code that  
a majority compels a minority to follow and that  
it is willing to follow itself. This is sameness  
made legal. Let me give another explanation. A law  
is unjust if it is inflicted on a minority that,  

as a result of being denied the right to vote, had 
no part in enacting or devising the law. Who can 
say that the legislature of Alabama which set up 
that state’s segregation laws was democratically 
elected? Throughout Alabama all sorts of devious 
methods are used to prevent Negroes from becoming 
registered voters, and there are some counties  
in which, even though Negroes constitute a majority 
of the population, not a single Negro is registered. 
Can any law enacted under such circumstances be 
considered democratically structured?
 
Excerpt #4
I must make two honest confessions to you, my 
Christian and Jewish brothers. First, I must confess 
that over the past few years I have been gravely 
disappointed with the white moderate. I have almost  
reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s 
great stumbling block in his stride toward freedom 
is not the White Citizen’s Counciler or the Ku  
Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more 
devoted to “order” than to justice; who prefers  
a negative peace which is the absence of tension  
to a positive peace which is the presence  
of justice; who constantly says: “I agree with you  
in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with  
your methods of direct action”; who paternalistically 
believes he can set the timetable for another  
man’s freedom; who lives by a mythical concept  
of time and who constantly advises the Negro  
to wait for a “more convenient season.” Shallow 
understanding from people of good will is more 
frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from 
people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much 
more bewildering than outright rejection.
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I had hoped that the white moderate would 
understand that law and order exist for the purpose 
of establishing justice and that when they fail  
in this purpose they become the dangerously 
structured dams that block the flow of social 
progress. I had hoped that the white moderate 
would understand that the present tension  
in the South is a necessary phase of the transition 
from an obnoxious negative peace, in which  
the Negro passively accepted his unjust plight,  
to a substantive and positive peace, in which  
all men will respect the dignity and worth of human 
personality. Actually, we who engage in nonviolent 
direct action are not the creators of tension. We 
merely bring to the surface the hidden tension that 
is already alive. We bring it out in the open, where 
it can be seen and dealt with. Like a boil that can 
never be cured so long as it is covered up but must  
be opened with all its ugliness to the natural 
medicines of air and light, injustice must be exposed, 
with all the tension its exposure creates, to the  
light of human conscience and the air of national 
opinion before it can be cured.
 
Excerpt #5
You speak of our activity in Birmingham as extreme. 
At first I was rather disappointed that fellow 
clergymen would see my nonviolent efforts as those 
of an extremist. I began thinking about the fact  
that I stand in the middle of two opposing forces  
in the Negro community. One is a force of 
complacency, made up in part of Negroes who,  
as a result of long years of oppression, are so  
drained of self respect and a sense of “somebodiness” 
that they have adjusted to segregation; and in  
part of a few middle-class Negroes who, because 

of a degree of academic and economic security and 
because in some ways they profit by segregation, 
have become insensitive to the problems of the 
masses. The other force is one of bitterness and 
hatred, and it comes perilously close to advocating 
violence. It is expressed in the various black 
nationalist groups that are springing up across the 
nation, the largest and best known being Elijah 
Muhammad’s Muslim movement. Nourished by the 
Negro’s frustration over the continued existence  
of racial discrimination, this movement is made up  
of people who have lost faith in America, who  
have absolutely repudiated Christianity, and who 
have concluded that the white man is an  
incorrigible “devil.” 

I have tried to stand between these two forces, 
saying that we need emulate neither the “do 
nothingism” of the complacent nor the hatred and 
despair of the black nationalist. For there is the 
more excellent way of love and nonviolent protest.  
I am grateful to God that, through the influence of 
the Negro church, the way of nonviolence became 
an integral part of our struggle. If this philosophy 
had not emerged, by now many streets of the South 
would, I am convinced, be flowing with blood.  
And I am further convinced that if our white brothers  
dismiss as “rabble rousers” and “outside agitators” 
those of us who employ nonviolent direct action, and  
if they refuse to support our nonviolent efforts, 
millions of Negroes will, out of frustration and 
despair, seek solace and security in black  
nationalist ideologies--a development that would 
inevitably lead to a frightening racial nightmare.
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Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. 
The yearning for freedom eventually manifests itself, 
and that is what has happened to the American 
Negro. Something within has reminded him of his 
birthright of freedom, and something without has 
reminded him that it can be gained. Consciously 
or unconsciously, he has been caught up by the 
Zeitgeist, and with his black brothers of Africa 
and his brown and yellow brothers of Asia,  
South America and the Caribbean, the United States 
Negro is moving with a sense of great urgency 
toward the promised land of racial justice. If one 
recognizes this vital urge that has engulfed the 
Negro community, one should readily understand 
why public demonstrations are taking place. The 
Negro has many pent up resentments and latent 
frustrations, and he must release them. So let  
him march; let him make prayer pilgrimages to the 
city hall; let him go on freedom rides -and try to 
understand why he must do so. If his repressed 
emotions are not released in nonviolent ways,  
they will seek expression through violence; this is  
not a threat but a fact of history. So I have not  
said to my people: “Get rid of your discontent.” 
Rather, I have tried to say that this normal and 
healthy discontent can be channeled into the creative 
outlet of nonviolent direct action. And now this 
approach is being termed extremist. But though I was  
initially disappointed at being categorized as an 
extremist, as I continued to think about the matter  
I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from 
the label. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: “Love 
your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good 
to them that hate you, and pray for them which 
despitefully use you, and persecute you.” Was  
not Amos an extremist for justice: “Let justice roll 

down like waters and righteousness like an ever 
flowing stream.” Was not Paul an extremist for the 
Christian gospel: “I bear in my body the marks of the 
Lord Jesus.” Was not Martin Luther an extremist: 

“Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God.” 
And John Bunyan: “I will stay in jail to the end of  
my days before I make a butchery of my conscience.” 
And Abraham Lincoln: “This nation cannot survive 
half slave and half free.” And Thomas Jefferson: 

“We hold these truths to be self evident, that all 
men are created equal…” So the question is not 
whether we will be extremists, but what kind  
of extremists we will be. Will we be extremists for  
hate or for love? Will we be extremists for 
 the preservation of injustice or for the extension  
of justice? In that dramatic scene on Calvary’s  
hill three men were crucified. We must never forget 
that all three were crucified for the same crime– 
the crime of extremism. Two were extremists for 
immorality, and thus fell below their environment. 
The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, 
truth and goodness, and thereby rose above his 
environment. Perhaps the South, the nation and the 
world are in dire need of creative extremists.
 
Excerpt #6
But the judgment of God is upon the church as never 
before. If today’s church does not recapture the 
sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose  
its authenticity, forfeit the loyalty of millions, and 
be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no 
meaning for the twentieth century. Every day I meet 
young people whose disappointment with the 
church has turned into outright disgust.
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Perhaps I have once again been too optimistic.  
Is organized religion too inextricably bound to 
the status quo to save our nation and the world? 
Perhaps I must turn my faith to the inner spiritual 
church, the church within the church, as the true 
ekklesia and the hope of the world. But again I am 
thankful to God that some noble souls from the 
ranks of organized religion have broken loose from 
the paralyzing chains of conformity and joined us 
as active partners in the struggle for freedom. They 
have left their secure congregations and walked 
the streets of Albany, Georgia, with us. They have 
gone down the highways of the South on tortuous 
rides for freedom. Yes, they have gone to jail with 
us. Some have been dismissed from their churches, 
have lost the support of their bishops and fellow 
ministers. But they have acted in the faith that  
right defeated is stronger than evil triumphant. 
Their witness has been the spiritual salt that has 
preserved the true meaning of the gospel in these 
troubled times. They have carved a tunnel of hope 
through the dark mountain of disappointment. I hope 
the church as a whole will meet the challenge of  
this decisive hour. But even if the church does not 
come to the aid of justice, I have no despair about 
the future. I have no fear about the outcome of our 
struggle in Birmingham, even if our motives are  
at present misunderstood. We will reach the goal 
of freedom in Birmingham and all over the nation,  
because the goal of America is freedom. Abused 
and scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied  
up with America’s destiny. Before the pilgrims landed  
at Plymouth, we were here. Before the pen 
of Jefferson etched the majestic words of the 
Declaration of Independence across the pages  
of history, we were here. For more than two centuries 

our forebears labored in this country without wages; 
they made cotton king; they built the homes of their  
masters while suffering gross injustice and 
shameful humiliation -and yet out of a bottomless 
vitality they continued to thrive and develop.  
If the inexpressible cruelties of slavery could not 
stop us, the opposition we now face will surely 
fail. We will win our freedom because the sacred 
heritage of our nation and the eternal will of  
God are embodied in our echoing demands. Before 
closing I feel impelled to mention one other point  
in your statement that has troubled me profoundly. 
You warmly commended the Birmingham police 
force for keeping “order” and “preventing violence.” 
I doubt that you would have so warmly commended 
the police force if you had seen its dogs sinking their 
teeth into unarmed, nonviolent Negroes. I doubt that 
you would so quickly commend the policemen if you 
were to observe their ugly and inhumane treatment 
of Negroes here in the city jail; if you were to watch 
them push and curse old Negro women and young 
Negro girls; if you were to see them slap and kick  
old Negro men and young boys; if you were to 
observe them, as they did on two occasions, refuse 
to give us food because we wanted to sing our 
grace together. I cannot join you in your praise of the 
Birmingham police department.
 
It is true that the police have exercised a degree 
of discipline in handling the demonstrators. In this 
sense they have conducted themselves rather 

“nonviolently” in public. But for what purpose? To 
preserve the evil system of segregation. Over the 
past few years I have consistently preached that 
nonviolence demands that the means we use  
must be as pure as the ends we seek. I have tried 
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to make clear that it is wrong to use immoral 
means to attain moral ends. But now I must affirm 
that it is just as wrong, or perhaps even more 
so, to use moral means to preserve immoral ends. 
Perhaps Mr. Connor and his policemen have been 
rather nonviolent in public, as was Chief Pritchett 
in Albany, Georgia, but they have used the moral 
means of nonviolence to maintain the immoral end 
of racial injustice. As T. S. Eliot has said: “The last 
temptation is the greatest treason: To do the right 
deed for the wrong reason.” 

I wish you had commended the Negro sit inners 
and demonstrators of Birmingham for their sublime 
courage, their willingness to suffer and their 
amazing discipline in the midst of great provocation. 
One day the South will recognize its real heroes. 
They will be the James Merediths, with the noble 
sense of purpose that enables them to face  
jeering and hostile mobs, and with the agonizing 
loneliness that characterizes the life of the  
pioneer. They will be old, oppressed, battered 
Negro women, symbolized in a seventy two  
year old woman in Montgomery, Alabama, who  
rose up with a sense of dignity and with her  
people decided not to ride segregated buses, and 
who responded with ungrammatical profundity  
to one who inquired about her weariness:  

“My feets is tired, but my soul is at rest.” They will 
be the young high school and college students, 
the young ministers of the gospel and a host of 
their elders, courageously and nonviolently sitting 
in at lunch counters and willingly going to jail for 
conscience’ sake. One day the South will know  
that when these disinherited children of God sat  
down at lunch counters, they were in reality 

standing up for what is best in the American dream 
and for the most sacred values in our Judaeo 
Christian heritage, thereby bringing our nation 
back to those great wells of democracy which 
were dug deep by the founding fathers in their 
formulation of the Constitution and the Declaration 
of Independence.
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READING | “The Bullet or the Ballot”— Malcolm X 

1 http://www.pbs.org/pov/pov2008/election/wvote/x.html

Speech delivered in Detroit, April 4, 19641

Instructions
For the speech below, record in your notes:

• three important quotes or passages
• two main ideas
• one question you have
• your thoughts on/analysis of the speech

 
Speech Text:
By ballot I only mean freedom. Don’t you know...that 
the ballot is much more important than the dollar? 
Can I prove it? Yes. Look in the UN. There are poor 
nations in the UN; yet those poor nations can get 
together with their voting power and keep the rich 
nations from making a move. They have one nation 

–one vote, everyone has an equal vote. And when 
those brothers from Asia, and Africa and the darker 
parts of this earth get together, their voting power  
is sufficient to hold Sam in check. Or Russia in check. 
Or some other section of the earth in check. So the 
ballot is most important...
 
The political philosophy of black nationalism means 
that the black man should control the politics  
and the politicians in his own community; no more. 
The black man in the black community has to be re-
educated into the science of politics so he will know 
what politics is supposed to bring him in return. 
Don’t be throwing out any ballots. A ballot is like a 
bullet. You don’t throw your ballots until  
you see a target, and if that target is not within 

your reach, keep your ballot in your pocket. The 
political philosophy of black nationalism is being 
taught in the Christian church. It’s being taught in  
the NAACP. It’s being taught in CORE meetings. It’s 
being taught in SNCC meetings. It’s being taught  
in Muslim meetings. It’s being taught where nothing 
but atheists and agnostics come together. It’s being 
taught everywhere. Black people are fed up with the 
dillydallying, pussyfooting, compromising approach 
that we’ve been using toward getting our freedom. 
We want freedom now, but we’re not going to get 
it saying “We Shall Overcome.” We’ve got to fight 
until we overcome...
 
Our gospel is black nationalism. We’re not trying 
to threaten the existence of any organization, but 
we’re spreading the gospel of black nationalism. 
Anywhere there’s a church that is also preach and 
practicing the gospel of black nationalism, join  
that church. If the NAACP is preaching and practicing 
the gospel of black nationalism, join the NAACP.  
If CORE is spreading and practicing the gospel of black 
nationalism, join CORE. Join any organization that 
has a gospel that’s for the uplift of the black man. 
And when you get into it and see them pussyfooting  
or compromising, pull out of it because that’s not 
black nationalism. We’ll find another one.
 
And in this manner, the organizations will increase  
in number and in quantity and in quality, and by 
August, it is then our intention to have a black  
nationalist convention which will consist  
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of delegates from all over the country who are 
interested in the political, economic and social 
philosophy of black nationalism. After these 
delegates convene, we will hold a seminar,  
we will hold discussions, we will listen to everyone. 
We want to hear new ideas and new solutions  
and new answers. And at that time, if we see then  
to form a black nationalist party, we’ll form  
a black nationalist party. If it’s necessary to form  
a black nationalist army, we’ll form a black 
nationalist army. 
 
It’ll be the ballot or the bullet. It’ll be liberty or  
it’ll be death.
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LESSON 8.2 | THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

LESSON 8.2.8 | READ | Black Panther Party: Ten-Point Program

PURPOSE
In 1966, the Black Panther Party took up the mantle 
as the “vanguard of the revolution.” Through local, 
grass-roots activism, powerful uses of artistic 
expression, and revolutionary language and actions, 
the group quickly became famous, or infamous, 
depending on one’s perspective. The Panthers are 
sometimes discredited as the organization that 
brought an end to the Civil Rights Movement. This 
account neglects to recognize the role of the FBI

in the dismantling of the organization and  
spreading of misinformation. This activity
is designed to allow students to see the Black 
Panthers’ founding principles. Principles which
saw them start revolutionary wheels in motion 
through free breakfast programs and community 
activism in addition to the more frequently referenced 
openness to violent resistance to oppression.

PROCESS
Students will read the attached primary 
source documents. They should be asked 
to read actively. More specifically students 
should take notes as they read and be 
prepared to discuss the founding principles 
of the Party and how it compares to other 
ideas of the Civil Rights Movement and/or 
the Cold War.

 

ATTACHMENT
• Black Panther Party –  

Ten-Point Program

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
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READING | The Black Panther Party - Original Ten-Point Program  
        – Written by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale in 1966

What We Believe
1. We believe that Black people will not be free 

until we are able to determine our destiny.
2. We believe that the federal government is 

responsible and obligated to give every man 
employment or a guaranteed income. We believe  
that if the White American businessmen will  
not give full employment, then the means of  
production should be taken from the business-
men and placed in the community so that the 
people of the community can organize and 
employ all of its people and give a high standard 
of living.

3. We believe that this racist government has 
robbed us and now we are demanding  
the overdue debt of forty acres and two mules. 
Forty acres and two mules was promised 100 
years ago as retribution for slave labor and mass  
murder of Black people. We will accept the 
payment in currency which will be distributed 
to our many communities: the Germans are 
now aiding the Jews in Israel for the genocide 
of the Jewish people. The Germans murdered 

What We Want Now! What We Believe
To those poor souls who don’t know Black history,  
the beliefs and desires of the Black Panther Party  
for Self Defense may seem unreasonable. To Black 
people, the ten points covered are absolutely 
essential to survival. We have listened to the riot 
producing words “these things take time” for 400 
years. The Black Panther Party knows what Black 
people want and need. Black unity and self  
defense will make these demands a reality.
 
What We Want
1. We want freedom. We want power to determine  

the destiny of our Black community.
2. We want full employment for our people.
3. We want an end to the robbery by the White 

man of our Black community.
4. We want decent housing, fit for shelter [of] 

human beings.
5. We want education for our people that exposes 

the true nature of this decadent American 
society. We want education that teaches us 
our true history and our role in the present  
day society.

6. We want all Black men to be exempt from 
military service.

7. We want an immediate end to police brutality 
and murder of Black people.

8. We want freedom for all Black men held in federal, 
 state, county, and city prisons and jails. 
 

9. We want all Black people when brought to trial  
to be tried in court by a jury of their peer group 
or people from their Black communities. As 
defined by the constitution of the United States.

10. We want land, bread, housing, education, 
clothing, justice and peace.
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6,000,000 Jews. The American racist has taken 
part in the slaughter of over 50,000,000 Black 
people; therefore, we feel that this is a modest 
demand that we make.

4. We believe that if the White landlords will not 
give decent housing to our Black community, 
then the housing and the land should be made 
into cooperatives so that our community, with 
government aid, can build and make decent 
housing for its people.

5. We believe in an educational system that  
will give to our people a knowledge of self.  
If a man does not have knowledge of  
himself and his position in society and the  
world, then he has little chance to relate 
to anything else.

6. We believe that Black people should not be 
forced to fight in the military service to defend 
a racist government that does not protect us. 
We will not fight and kill other people of color 
in the world who, like Black people, are being 
victimized by the White racist government of 
America. We will protect ourselves from the 
force and violence of the racist police and the 
racist military, by whatever means necessary.

7. We believe we can end police brutality  
in our Black community by organizing Black 
self defense groups that are dedicated to 
defending our Black community from racist 
police oppression and brutality. The Second 
Amendment of the Constitution of the United 
States gives us a right to bear arms. We 
therefore believe that all Black people should 
arm themselves for self defense.

8. We believe that all Black people should be 
released from the many jails and prisons 

because they have not received a fair and 
impartial trial.

9. We believe that the courts should follow the 
United States Constitution so that Black people 
will receive fair trials. The 14th amendment 
of the U.S. Constitution gives a man a right to 
be tried by his peer group. A peer is a person 
from a similar economic, social, religious, 
geographical, environmental, historical and 
racial background. To do this the court will be 
forced to select a jury from the Black community 
from which the Black defendant came. We  
have been, and are being tried by all White 
juries that have no understanding of the 

“average reasoning man” of the Black community.
10. When in the course of human events, it 

becomes necessary for one people to dissolve 
the political bonds which have connected  
them with another, and to assume among  
the powers of the earth, the separate and  
equal station to which the laws of nature and 
nature’s god entitle them, a decent respect 
to the opinions of mankind requires that they 
should declare the causes which impel them  
to separation. We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their creator with certain 
inalienable rights, that among these are life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness. That to 
secure these rights, governments are instituted 
among men, deriving their just powers from  
the consent of the governed, – that whenever 
any form of government becomes destructive of 
these ends, it is the right of people to alter  
or to abolish it, and to institute new government, 
laying its foundation on such principles and 
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organizing its powers in such form as to them 
shall seem most likely to effect their safety  
and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate 
that governments long established should  
not be changed for light and transient causes; 
and accordingly all experience hath shewn,  
that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while 
evils are sufferable, than to right themselves 
by abolishing the forms to which they are 
accustomed. But when a long train of abuses 
and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same 
object, evinces a design to reduce them under 
absolute despotism, it is their right, it is their  
duty, to throw off such government, and to 
provide new guards for their future security.

 



112

LESSON 8.2 | THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

LESSON 8.2.9 | ACTIVITY | Civil Rights Movement in Photos

PURPOSE
This activity allows students to look back at  
the movements discussed, attach images  

to information,and explore deeper interests 
within this broader period.

PROCESS
For each of the following events or topics,
students should provide:

• One image that illustrates the 
topic at hand

• A paragraph caption that explains 
both the image and the larger 
importance of the event depicted.

 
 

PREPARATION
• Students need internet access and  

the ability to use a word processor  
or printer to collect images and  
record information.

List of Events:
• School Integration in the 1950s
• Murder of Emmett Till
• Montgomery Bus Boycott
• Sit-insinGreensboro,NC
• FreedomRides
• MarchonWashington
• BirminghamChurchBombing
• FreedomSummer
• Selma to Montgomery
• Voting Rights March
• AssassinationofMalcolmX
• Watts Riots in 1965
• Founding of Black Panther Party
• Assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr.

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
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LESSON 8.2 | THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

LESSON 8.2.10 | READ | Echoes of the Civil Rights Movement

PURPOSE
This selection, from the Open Source textbook  
The American Yawp, provides students with  
an overview of some of the other movements  
of the 1960s that employed similar strategies  
and sought similar goals to those of the Civil  

Rights Movement. Students will learn about  
the achievements of activists fighting for the  
rights of Native Americans, Latinos, and women, 
among others.

PROCESS
Print or share the reading with the students. 
Remind students that they should read 
actively, marking the text as they go. This will 
allow them to be better prepared to discuss 
the reading in class. After completing the 
reading, students should be sure to answer 
the questions at the end of the document. 

ATTACHMENT
• Echoes of the Civil Rights Movement

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
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READING | Echoes of the Civil Rights Movement  
                – From American Yawp, Chapter 27

African Americans weren’t the only Americans 
struggling to assert themselves in the 1960s.  
The successes of the civil rights movement and 
growing grassroots activism inspired countless  
new movements. In the summer of 1961, for instance, 
frustrated Native American university students 
founded the National Indian Youth Council (NIYC) 
to draw attention to the plight of indigenous 
Americans. In the Pacific Northwest, the Council 
advocated for tribal fisherman to retain immunity 
from conservation laws on reservations and in 1964  
held a series of “fish-ins”: activists and celebrities 
cast nets and waited for the police to arrest them.1 
NIYC’s militant rhetoric and use of direct action 
marked the beginning of what was called the Red  
Power movement, an intertribal movement  
designed to draw attention to Native issues and 
protest discrimination. The American Indian 
Movement (AIM) and other activists staged dramatic  
demonstrations. In November 1969, dozens began 
a year-and-a-half occupation of the abandoned 
Alcatraz Island, in San Francisco Bay. In 1973, 
hundreds occupied the town of Wounded Knee, South  
Dakota, site of an infamous 1890 Indian massacre, 
for several months.2

  

1 In 1974, fishing rights activists and tribal leaders reached a legal victory in United States v. Washington, otherwise 
known as the Boldt Decision, which declared that Native Americans were entitled to up to 50 percent of the fish caught 
in the “usual and accustomed places,” as stated in 1850s treaties.

2 Paul Chaat Smith and Robert Allen Warrior, Like a Hurricane: The Indian Movement from Alcatraz to Wounded Knee 
(New York: The New Press, 1997).

3 See, for instance, Juan Gómez-Quiñones and Irene Vásquez Making Aztlán: Ideology and Culture of the Chicana and 
Chicano Movement, 1966-1977 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2014).

Meanwhile, the Chicano movement in the 1960s 
emerged out of the broader Mexican American civil 
rights movement of the post-World War II era.  
While “Chicano” was initially considered a derogatory  
term for Mexican immigrants, activists in the  
1960s reclaimed the term and used it as a catalyst  
to campaign for political and social change  
among Mexican Americans. The Chicano movement 
confronted discrimination in schools, politics, 
agriculture, and other formal and informal institutions. 
Organizations like the Mexican American Political 
Association (MAPA) and the Mexican American Legal  
Defense Fund (MALDF) buoyed the Chicano 
movement and patterned themselves after similar 
influential groups in the African American civil  
rights movement.3

 
Cesar Chavez became the most well-known figure 
of the Chicano movement, using nonviolent tactics 
to campaign for workers’ rights in the grape fields 
of California. Chavez and activist Dolores Huerta 
founded the National Farm Workers Association, 
which eventually merged and became the United 
Farm Workers of America (UFWA). The UFWA fused  
the causes of Chicano and Filipino activists 
protesting subpar working conditions of California 
farmers on American soil. In addition to embarking 
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on a hunger strike and a boycott of table grapes, 
Chavez led a 300-mile march in March and April 
of 1966 from Delano, California to the state capital 
of Sacramento. The pro-labor campaign garnered 
the national spotlight and the support of prominent 
political figures such as Robert Kennedy. Today, 
Chavez’s birthday (March 31) is observed as a federal  
holiday in California, Colorado, and Texas.
 
Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales was another activist whose  
calls for Chicano self-determination resonated long 
past the 1960s. A former boxer and Denver native, 
Gonzales founded the Crusade for Justice in 1966, 
an organization that would establish the first annual 
Chicano Liberation Day at the National Chicano 
Youth Conference by decade’s end. The conference 
also yielded the Plan Espiritual de Aztlan, a Chicano 
nationalist manifesto that reflected Gonzales’ vision 
of Chicano as a unified, historically grounded, all-
encompassing group fighting against discrimination 
in the United States. By 1970, the Texas-based La 
Raza Unida political party had a strong foundation 
for promoting Chicano nationalism and continuing 
the campaign for Mexican American civil rights.4

 
The feminist movement also made great strides  
in the 1960s. Women were active in both the civil 
rights movement and the labor movement, but their 
increasing awareness of gender inequality did not 
find a receptive audience among male leaders in 

4 Armando Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization: Avant-Garde of the Movement in Texas (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1995); Ignacio M. Garcia, United We Win: The Rise and Fall of La Raza Unida Party (Tucson: University of 
Arizona Mexican American Studies Research Center, 1989).

5 Flora Davis, Moving the Mountain: The Women’s Movement in America since 1960  (Champaign: University of Illinois, 
1999); Cynthia Ellen Harrison, On Account of Sex: The Politics of Women’s Issues, 1945–1968 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1988).

those movements. In the 1960s, then, many of these 
women began to form a movement of their  
own. Soon the country experienced a groundswell  
of feminist consciousness.
 
An older generation of women who preferred  
to work within state institutions figured prominently 
in the early part of the decade. When John F. 
Kennedy established the President’s Commission 
on the Status of Women in 1961, former first 
lady Eleanor Roosevelt headed the effort. The 
Commission’s Invitation to Action was released  
in 1963. Finding discriminatory provisions in the  
law and practices of industrial, labor, and 
governmental organizations, the Commission 
advocated for “changes, many of them long  
overdue, in the conditions of women’s opportunity  
in the United States.” Change was necessary  
in areas of employment practices, federal tax and 
benefit policies affecting women’s income,  
labor laws, and services for women as wives, 
mothers, and workers. This call for action, if 
heeded, would ameliorate the types of discrimination 
primarily experienced by middle-class and elite 
white working women, all of whom were used to 
advocating through institutional structures like 
government agencies and unions.5

 
Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique hit bookshelves 
the same year the Commission released its 
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report. Friedan had been active in the union 
movement, and was by this time a mother in the 
new suburban landscape of post-war America.  
In her book, Friedan labeled the “problem that  
has no name,” and in doing so helped many  
white middle-class American women come to 
see their dissatisfaction as housewives not 
as something “wrong with [their] marriage, or 
[themselves],” but instead as a social problem 
experienced by millions of American women. 
Friedan observed that there was a “discrepancy 
between the reality of our lives as women  
and the image to which we were trying to conform, 
the image I call the feminine mystique.” No  
longer would women allow society to blame  
the “problem that has no name” on a loss of 
femininity, too much education, or too much  
female independence and equality with men.6

 
The 1960s also saw a different group of women 
pushing for change in government policy. Welfare 
mothers began to form local advocacy groups in 
addition to the National Welfare Rights Organization 
founded in 1966. Mostly African American, these 
activists fought for greater benefits and more control 
over welfare policy and implementation. Women 
like Johnnie Tillmon successfully advocated for 
larger grants for school clothes and household 
equipment in addition to gaining due process and 
fair administrative hearings prior to termination  
of welfare entitlements.
 

6 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: Norton, 1963), 50.

7 Carol Hanisch, “The Personal is Political,” in Shulamith Firestone and Anne Koedt, editors, Notes from the Second Year: 
Women’s Liberation (New York: Radical Feminism, 1970).

Yet another mode of feminist activism was the 
formation of consciousness-raising groups. These 
groups met in women’s homes and at women’s 
centers, providing a safe environment for women 
to discuss everything from experiences of gender 
discrimination to pregnancy, from relationships with  
men and women to self-image. The goal of 
consciousness-raising was to increase self-awareness 
and validate the experiences of women. Groups 
framed such individual experiences as examples  
of society-wide sexism, and claimed that “the 
personal is political.”7 Consciousness-raising groups 
created a wealth of personal stories that feminists 
could use in other forms of activism and crafted 
networks of women that activists could mobilize 
support for protests.
 
The end of the decade was marked by the Women’s 
Strike for Equality celebrating the 50th anniversary 
of women’s right to vote. Sponsored by NOW (the 
National Organization for Women), the 1970  
protest focused on employment discrimination, 
political equality, abortion, free childcare, 
and equality in marriage. All of these issues 
foreshadowed the backlash against feminist  
goals in the 1970s. Not only would feminism face 
opposition from other women who valued the 
traditional homemaker role to which feminists 
objected, the feminist movement would also 
fracture internally as minority women challenged 
white feminists’ racism and lesbians vied for  
more prominence within feminist organizations.
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American environmentalism’s significant gains 
during the 1960s emerged in part from Americans’ 
recreational use of nature. Postwar Americans 
backpacked, went to the beach, fished, and joined 
birding organizations in greater numbers than  
ever before. These experiences, along with increased  
formal education, made Americans more aware  
of threats to the environment and, consequently, to 
themselves.  Many of these threats increased in  
the post-war years as developers bulldozed open 
space for suburbs and new hazards from industrial 
and nuclear pollutants loomed.
 
By the time that biologist Rachel Carson published 
her landmark book, Silent Spring, in 1962, a nascent 
environmentalism had emerged in America. Silent 
Spring stood out as an unparalleled argument for  
the interconnectedness of ecological and human 
health. Pesticides, Carson argued, also posed a threat  
to human health, and their overuse threatened 
the ecosystems that supported food production.  
Carson’s argument was compelling to many 
Americans, including President Kennedy, and was 
virulently opposed by chemical industries that 
suggested the book was the product of an emotional 
woman, not a scientist.8

 
After Silent Spring, the social and intellectual 
currents of environmentalism continued to expand 
rapidly, culminating in the largest demonstration in  
history, Earth Day, on April 22, 1970, and in a decade  
of lawmaking that significantly restructured 
American government. Even before the massive 

8 Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1962; Linda Lear, Rachel Carson: Witness for Nature (New 
York: Henry Holt and Company, 1997).

gathering for Earth Day, lawmakers from the local 
to federal level had pushed for and achieved 
regulations to clean up the air and water. President 
Richard Nixon signed the National Environmental 
Policy Act into law in 1970, requiring environmental 
impact statements for any project directed or 
funded by the federal government. He also created 
the Environmental Protection Agency, the first 
agency charged with studying, regulating, and 
disseminating knowledge about the environment.  
A raft of laws followed that were designed to offer 
increased protection for air, water, endangered 
species, and natural areas.
 
The decade’s activism worked all across society.  
It even affected the Catholic Church. The Second 
Vatican Council, called by Pope John XXIII to 
modernize the church and bring it in closer dialogue 
with the non-Catholic world, operated from 1962 to 
1965, when it proclaimed multiple reforms, including 
the “vernacular mass” (or, mass in local languages, 
rather than in Latin) and a greater role for lay people, 
and especially women, in the Church. Many Catholic 
churches adopted more informal, contemporary styles. 
Many conservative Catholics recoiled at what 
they perceived as rapid and dangerous changes, 
but Vatican II’s reforms in many ways created the 
modern Catholic Church.
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WORKSHEET | Questions

1. What were some of the ways in which the following groups fought for rights of their 
own? In what ways were they successful?

a. Native Americans
b. Latinos and Immigrant Laborers
c. Women

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What other causes were also tackled by Americans seeking change and progress?
 
 
 
 
 
 

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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LESSON 8.2 | THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

LESSON 8.2.11 | ACTIVITY | “My Dungeon Shook” – James Baldwin

Movement, who better than James Baldwin to 
leave us with something profound to think about?
 
The writing assignment that accompanies this 
reading will cause students to reflect upon the 
previous lesson and, through this passage from 
Baldwin, larger questions about the importance  
of understanding history on the lived experiences  
of Americans.

PROCESS
Print or share the reading with the students. 
Remind students that they should read 
actively, marking the text as they go. This 
will allow them to be better prepared to 
discuss the reading in class. After completing 
the reading, students will complete a one to 
two page reflection on the following prompt:
 
Near the end of the essay, James Baldwin 
states, “And if the word integration means 
anything, this is what it means: that we,

with love, shall force our brothers to see 
themselves as they are, to cease fleeing from 
reality and begin to change it.” What is this 
reality? How does this quote, and Baldwin’s 
essay, generally, relate to the triumphs and 
struggles of the Civil Rights Movement as  
a whole? 

ATTACHMENT
• James Baldwin: My Dungeon Shook

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

PURPOSE
James Baldwin is sometimes credited with being 
one of America’s greatest essayists. In this  
piece, an open letter to his nephew, also named 
James, Baldwin demonstrates his prowess as 
a writer. Additionally, in just a few paragraphs, 
Baldwin provides his readers with a charged 
analysis of the relationships at the center of the  
Civil Rights Movement, that of the young African 
American and the society that he finds himself in. 
As a fitting end to this lesson on the Civil Rights 
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READING | James Baldwin and “My Dungeon Shook”1 

1 http://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/james-baldwin-about-the-author/59/ 

Biography (from PBS)
Although he spent a great deal of his life abroad, 
James Baldwin always remained a quintessentially 
American writer. Whether he was working in 
Paris or Istanbul, he never ceased to reflect on his 
experience as a black man in white America. In 
numerous essays, novels, plays and public speeches, 
the eloquent voice of James Baldwin spoke of the 
pain and struggle of black Americans and the saving 
power of brotherhood.
 
James Baldwin – the grandson of a slave – was 
born in Harlem in 1924. The oldest of nine children, 
he grew up in poverty, developing a troubled 
relationship with his strict, religious stepfather.  
As a child, he cast about for a way to escape  
his circumstances. As he recalls, “I knew I was 
black, of course, but I also knew I was smart.  
I didn’t know how I would use my mind, or even  
if I could, but that was the only thing I had to  
use.” By the time he was fourteen, Baldwin was 
spending much of his time in libraries and had  
found his passion for writing.
 
During this early part of his life, he followed in his 
stepfather’s footsteps and became a preacher.  
Of those teen years, Baldwin recalled, “Those three 
years in the pulpit – I didn’t realize it then – that  
is what turned me into a writer, really, dealing with 
all that anguish and that despair and that beauty.” 
Many have noted the strong influence of the language  
of the church, the language of the Bible, on Baldwin’s  

 
style: its cadences and tone. Eager to move on, 
Baldwin knew that if he left the pulpit he must also 
leave home, so at eighteen he took a job working  
for the New Jersey railroad.
 
After working for a short while with the railroad, 
Baldwin moved to Greenwich Village, where he 
worked for a number of years as a freelance writer, 
working primarily on book reviews. He caught the 
attention of the well-known novelist, Richard Wright 

– and though Baldwin had not yet finished a novel, 
Wright helped him secure a grant with which he 
could support himself as a writer. In 1948, at age 
24, Baldwin left for Paris, where he hoped to find 
enough distance from the American society he  
grew up in to write about it.
 
After writing a number of pieces for various 
magazines, Baldwin went to a small village in  
Switzerland to finish his first novel. Go Tell It 
on the Mountain, published in 1953, was an 
autobiographical work about growing up in  
Harlem. The passion and depth with which he 
described the struggles of black Americans  
were unlike anything that had been written.  
Though not instantly recognized as such, Go  
Tell It on the Mountain has long been considered  
an American classic.
 
Over the next ten years, Baldwin moved from  
Paris to New York to Istanbul, writing two books  
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of essays, Notes of a Native Son (1955) and Nobody 
Knows My Name (1961), as well as two novels, 
Giovanni’s Room (1956) and Another Country (1962). 
The essays explored racial tension with eloquence 
and unprecedented honesty; the novels dealt with  
taboo themes (homosexuality and interracial 
relationships). By describing life as he knew it, 
Baldwin created socially relevant, psychologically 
penetrating literature … and readers responded. 
Both Nobody Knows My Name and Another  
Country became immediate bestsellers. 

Being abroad gave Baldwin a perspective on the life 
he’d left behind and a solitary freedom to pursue his 
craft. “Once you find yourself in another civilization,” 
he notes, “you’re forced to examine your own.” In  
a sense, Baldwin’s travels brought him even closer 
to the social concerns of contemporary America. 
In the early 1960s, overwhelmed by a sense of 
responsibility to the times, Baldwin returned to 
take part in the civil rights movement. Traveling 
throughout the South, he began work on an 
explosive work about black identity and the state  
of racial struggle, The Fire Next Time (1963).  
This, too, was a bestseller: so incendiary that it put 
Baldwin on the cover of TIME Magazine. For  
many, Baldwin’s clarion call for human equality 

– in the essays of Notes of a Native Son, Nobody 
Knows My Name and The Fire Next Time – became 
an early and essential voice in the civil rights 
movement. Though at times criticized for his pacifist 
stance, Baldwin remained an important figure in 
that struggle throughout the 1960s.
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My Dungeon Shook 
Letter to My Nephew on the 100th Anniversary of Emancipation2

2 Baldwin, James, “My Dungeon Shook – A Letter to Baldwin’s Nephew on the 100th Anniversary of the Emancipation 
Proclamation.” (1963)

by Jame Baldwin
 
Dear James: 
 
I have begun this letter five times and torn it up five 
times. I keep seeing your face, which is also the 
face of your father and my brother. Like him, you 
are tough, dark, vulnerable, moody—with a very 
definite tendency to sound truculent because you 
want no one to think you are soft. You may be like 
your grandfather in this, I don’t know, but certainly 
both you and your father resemble him very much 
physically. Well, he is dead, he never saw you, and 
he had a terrible life; he was defeated long before 
he died because, at the bottom of his heart, he really 
believed what white people said about him. This is 
one of the reasons that he became so holy. I am sure 
that your father has told you something about all  
that. Neither you nor your father exhibit any tendency 
towards holiness: you really are of another era, part 
of what happened when the Negro left the land and 
came into what the late E. Franklin Frazier called 

“the cities of destruction.” You can only be destroyed 
by believing that you really are what the white  
world calls a n*****. I tell you this because I love 
you, and please don’t you ever forget it. 
 
I have known both of you all your lives, have carried 
your Daddy in my arms and on my shoulders, kissed 
and spanked him and watched him learn to walk.  

 
 
 
 
I don’t know if you’ve known anybody from that  
far back; if you’ve loved anybody that long,  
first as an infant, then as a child, then as a man, 
you gain a strange perspective on time and human 
pain and effort. Other people cannot see what I see  
whenever I look into your father’s face as it  
is today are all those other faces which were his. 
Let him laugh and I see a cellar your father does  
not remember and a house he does not remember 
and I hear in his present laughter his laughter as 
a child. Let him curse and I remember him falling 
down the cellar steps, and howling, and  
I remember, with pain, his tears, which my hand  
or your grandmother’s so easily wiped away.  
But no one’s hand can wipe away those tears  
he sheds invisibly today, which one hears in  
his laughter and in his speech and in his songs.  
I know what the world has done to my brother 
and how narrowly he has survived it. And I know, 
which is much worse, and this is the crime of which 
I accuse my country and my countrymen, and for 
which neither I nor time nor history will ever forgive 
them, that they have destroyed and are destroying 
hundreds of thousands of lives and do not know 
it and do not want to know it. One can be, indeed 
one must strive to become, tough and philosophical 
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concerning destruction and death, for this is what 
most of mankind has been best at since we have 
heard of man. (But remember: most of mankind is 
not all of mankind.) But it is not permissible that  
the authors of devastation should also be innocent. 
It is the innocence which constitutes the crime. 
 
Now, my dear namesake, these innocent and well-
meaning people, your countrymen, have caused you 
to be born under conditions not very far removed 
from those described for us by Charles Dickens in the  
London of more than a hundred years ago. (I hear 
the chorus of the innocents screaming, “No! This 
is not true! How bitter you are!”—but I am writing 
this letter to you, to try to tell you something about 
how to handle them, for most of them do not yet 
really know that you exist. I know the conditions 
under which you were born, for I was there. Your 
countrymen were not there, and haven’t made it 
yet. Your grandmother was also there, and no one 
has ever accused her of being bitter. I suggest that 
the innocents check with her. She isn’t hard to find. 
Your countrymen don’t know that she exists, either, 
though she has been working for them all their lives.) 
 
Well, you were born, here you came, something like 
fifteen years ago: and though your father and mother 
and grandmother, looking about the streets through 
which they were carrying you, staring at the walls 
into which they brought you, had every reason to be  
heavyhearted, yet they were not. For here you were, 
Big James, named for me—you were a big baby,  
I was not—here you were: to be loved. To be loved, 
baby, hard, at once, and forever, to strengthen you  
against the loveless world. Remember that: I know 

how black it looks today, for you. It looked bad that 
day, too, yes, we were trembling. We have not 
stopped trembling yet, but if we had not loved each 
other none of us would have survived. And now  
you must survive because we love you, and for the 
sake of your children and your children’s children. 
 
This innocent country set you down in a ghetto in 
which, in fact, it intended that you should perish. 
Let me spell out precisely what I mean by that, for 
the heart of the matter is here, and the root of my 
dispute with my country. You were born where  
you were born, and faced the future that you faced 
because you were black and for no other reason. 
The limits of your ambition were, thus, expected to 
be set forever. You were born into a society which 
spelled out with brutal clarity, and in as many ways 
as possible, that you were a worthless human  
being. You were not expected to aspire to excellence: 
you were expected to make peace with mediocrity. 
Wherever you have turned, James, in your short time 
on this earth, you have been told where you could 
go and what you could do (and how you could do it) 
and where you could live and whom you could marry.  
I know your countrymen do not agree with me about 
this, and I hear them saying, “You exaggerate.”  
They do not know Harlem, and I do. So do you. Take 
no one’s word for anything, including mine—but 
trust your experience. Know whence you came. 
If you know whence you came, there is really no 
limit to where you can go. The details and symbols 
of your life have been deliberately constructed to 
make you believe what white people say about you. 
Please try to remember that what they believe, as 
well as what they do and cause you to endure, does 
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not testify to your inferiority but to their inhumanity 
and fear. Please try to be clear, dear James, though 
the storm which rages about your youthful head 
today, about the reality which lies behind the words 
acceptance and integration. There is no reason for 
you to try to become like white people and there is 
no basis whatever for their impertinent assumption 
that they must accept you. The really terrible thing, 
old buddy, is that you must accept them. And I mean 
that very seriously. You must accept them and 
accept them with love. For these innocent people 
have no other hope. They are, in effect, still  
trapped in a history which they do not understand; 
and until they understand it, they cannot be 
released from it. They have had to believe for so 
many years, and for innumerable reasons, that  
black men are inferior to white men. Many of them,  
indeed, know better, but, as you will discover, 
people find it very difficult to act on what they know. 
To act is to be committed, and to be committed is 
to be in danger. In this case, the danger, in the minds  
of most white Americans, is the loss of their identity. 
Try to imagine how you would feel if you woke up  
one morning to find the sun shinning and all the 
stars aflame. You would be frightened because it is  
out of the order of nature. Any upheaval in the 
universe is terrifying because it so profoundly attacks  
one’s sense of one’s own reality. Well, the black 
man has functioned in the white man’s world as  
a fixed star, as an immovable pillar: and as he moves  
out of his place, heaven and earth are shaken to 
their foundations. You, don’t be afraid. I said that it 
was intended that you should perish in the ghetto, 
perish by never being allowed to go behind the white  
man’s definitions, by never being allowed to spell 

your proper name. You have, and many of us have, 
defeated this intention; and, by a terrible law,  
a terrible paradox, those innocents who believed 
that your imprisonment made them safe are  
losing their grasp of reality. But these men are  
your brothers—your lost, younger brothers.  
And if the word integration means anything, this  
is what it means: that we, with love, shall force  
our brothers to see themselves as they are, to cease 
fleeing from reality and begin to change it. For  
this is your home, my friend, do not be driven from  
it; great men have done great things here, and  
will again, and we can make America what America 
must become. It will be hard, James, but you  
come from sturdy, peasant stock, men who picked 
cotton and dammed rivers and built railroads,  
and, in the teeth of the most terrifying odds, achieved 
an unassailable and monumental dignity. You  
come from a long line of poets, some of the greatest 
poets since Homer. One of them said, The very  
time I thought I was lost, My dungeon shook and my 
chains fell off. 
 
You know, and I know, that the country is 
celebrating one hundred years of freedom one 
hundred years too soon. We cannot be free until 
they are free. God bless you, James, and Godspeed. 
 
Your uncle, 
 
James
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LESSON 8.2 | THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

LESSON 8.2.12 | CLOSING | EQ Notebook

PURPOSE
At the start of the lesson, students looked at the 
essential questions without much to go on. Now 
that the lesson is over, students should revisit the 
essential questions. This time, students should cite 

specific passages and evidence from the content  
in the unit that provided insights into answering the 
driving questions.

PROCESS
At the start of this lesson, students were 
given two Unit 8 Essential Questions  
and two Lesson 8.2 Essential Questions.  
As a reminder, here they are again:

 
Unit 8 Essential Questions:

• In what ways did the period 
between 1945 and 1980 shape 
the political, social, and cultural 
identity of the United States? 

• How did the voices and actions  
of individual citizens impact 
America during this period? 

Lesson 8.2 Essential Questions:
• What were the major ideas  

and actions that drove the Civil 
Rights Movement?

• What does the Civil Rights 
Movement reveal about the 
meaning of ideas like equality, 
justice, and the “American Dream” 
in the United States?

 
Ask students to think about these questions 
and respond on their EQ Notebook Worksheets. 
 
Now that students have spent some time 
with the material of this unit, they should 
look back over the content covered as  
well as any additional information they have 
come across, and write down any quotes  
or evidence that provide new insights into 
the essential questions assigned for this 
lesson. Once they’ve finished, they should 
think about how this new information  
has impacted their thinking about the unit 
essential question, and write down their 
thoughts in their EQ Notebook.

ATTACHMENT
• The EQ Unit 8 Notebook Worksheet

LESSON 8.2 | CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
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UNIT 8 | EQ Notebook Worksheet
Answer the Essential Questions in Lesson 8.2.1, then again in Lesson 8.2.12. In your 

answer, be sure to include ideas such as historical context and how themes through 

history change over time. Use specific examples to support your claims or ideas. 
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1. What were the major ideas and actions that drove the Civil Rights Movement?

2. What does the Civil Rights Movement reveal about the meaning of ideas like 

equality, justice, and the “American Dream” in the United States?

LESSON 8.2.1 

 

 

 

 

 

LESSON 8.2.12 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW HAS YOUR 

THINKING CHANGED? 
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LESSON 8.3 | THE SEVENTIES

LESSON 8.3.0 | OVERVIEW | The Seventies

While many of the Civil Rights Movements of the 1960s continued well into the 1970s, 

and the fight for progressive ideals incorporated new causes, such as the gay rights 

movement, the decade of Richard Nixon and “stagflation” is often seen as a backlash 

against the liberal decade that preceded it. While this view is, perhaps, too simplistic, 

it does serve to illustrate the ways in which the pendulum of American political 

consciousness tends to swing.

 

This lesson will include topics that span the presidencies of Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, 

and Jimmy Carter. Major events in the period included the political catastrophe of the 

Watergate Scandal and the economic doldrums that led to a fundamental shift in the 

United States’ understanding of the role of the government in macroeconomics. This 

shift would pave the way for the rise of a New Right and its champion, Ronald Reagan.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
• In what ways did the period between 1890 and 1945 shape the political, social,  

and cultural identity of the United States? 
• How did the relationship between Americans and their government shift during  

the period?

LESSON 8.3 | THE SEVENTIES
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LESSON 8.3 | THE SEVENTIES

LESSON 8.3.0 | OVERVIEW | Learning Outcomes, Vocabulary, & Outline

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

• The conservatism of the 1970s challenged many of the progressive ideas of the 1960s.
• The Watergate Scandal led to greater distrust between Americans and their government.
• The economic malaise of the 1970s caused an immediate political and economic crisis, as well 

as a long term shift in the way Americans would view the role of government in the economy.

Opening | EQ Notebook - Lesson 3
Watch | Crash Course US History #41 – 
 The Rise of Conservatism
Read | The Politics of Love, Sex, and Gender –  
            American Yawp
Read | Watergate: Undoing a President
Watch | Crash Course US History #42 – 
 Ford, Carter, and the Economic Malaise
Closing | EQ Notebook

1 
2

3 
 
4 
5
 
6

LESSON OUTLINE

LESSON ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 

• In what ways did the rise of conservatism impact the changes made during the 1960s?
• How did the events of the 1970s shape the relationship between Americans and  

their government?
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LESSON 8.3 | THE SEVENTIES

LESSON 8.3.1 | OPENING | EQ Notebook

PROCESS
Just as in the last unit, students will have 
Essential Questions to guide their learning 
during this unit. Our unit essential Questions 
remain the same, but there are two new 
questions specific to this lesson over the 
1970s. Students should think of these as 
guides to what it is they should focus on  
for the bulk of the unit. Remind them that  
if they ever find themselves unsure of what 
it is they’re supposed to be learning in a 
given activity, instruct them to review the 

questions and focus their thinking toward 
those topics. To begin the unit, they should 
record the new questions in their notebooks 
and jot down any initial ideas they may have 
related to the topics discussed.  

LINK
• The EQ Unit 8 Notebook Worksheet

PURPOSE
Each unit and lesson of the Crash Course United 
States History Course (CCUSH)  is guided by an 
essential question. The Essential Question Notebook 
(EQ Notebook) is an informal writing resource for 
students to track their learning and understanding of 
a concept throughout a unit. Students will be given 
an Essential Question at the beginning of the unit 
and each lesson and asked to provide a response 
based on prior knowledge and speculation. Students 
will then revisit the notebook in order to answer 

the Essential Question with evidence they have 
gathered throughout the unit. This provides students 
an opportunity to track their learning and to prepare 
them for future activities.  To help students focus on  
the important ideas, this activity asks them to look 
at the big ideas through the lens of the Essential 
Question. At this point, students won’t have much 
background to bring to bear on the issue just yet. 
This early exercise helps to bring to the fore what 
they know coming into the unit.

LESSON 8.3 | THE SEVENTIES
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UNIT 8 | EQ Notebook Worksheet
Answer the Essential Questions in Lesson 8.3.1, then again in Lesson 8.3.6. In your 

answer, be sure to include ideas such as historical context and how themes through 

history change over time. Use specific examples to support your claims or ideas. 
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1. In what ways did the rise of conservatism impact the changes made during the 1960s?

2. How did the events of the 1970s shape the relationship between Americans  

and their government?

LESSON 8.3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

LESSON 8.3.6 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW HAS YOUR 

THINKING CHANGED? 
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PROCESS 
As with all of the videos in the course, ask 
students to watch the video before class. 
Remind students of John’s fast-talking and 
play the video with captions. Pause and 
rewind when necessary. Before they watch 
the video, remind them of the central ideas  
of the Unit 8 Essential Questions and the 
Lesson 8.3 Essential Questions. 

PREVIEW
In which John Green teaches you about the rise 
of the conservative movement in United States 
politics. So, the sixties are often remembered for 
the liberal changes that the decade brought to 
America, but lest you forget, Richard Nixon was 
elected to the presidency during the sixties.  
The conservative movement didn’t start with 
Nixon though. Modern conservatism really 
entered mainstream consciousness during the 
1964 presidential contest between incumbent 
president and Kennedy torch-bearer Lyndon B 
Johnson, and Republican senator Barry Goldwater. 
While Goldwater never had a shot in the election, 
he used the campaign to talk about all kinds of 
conservative ideas. At the same time, several varying  
groups, including libertarian conservatives  
and moral conservatives, began to work together. 

LINK
• Crash Course US History #41 –  

The Rise of Conservatism 

Video questions for students to answer during  
their viewing. 

LESSON 8.3.2 | WATCH | Crash Course US History #41 
          The Rise of Conservatism

LESSON 8.3 | THE SEVENTIES

Goldwater’s trailblazing and coalition building 
would pay off in 1968 when Richard Nixon  
was elected to the White House, and politics 
changed forever when Nixon resigned over  
the Watergate scandal. You’ll also learn about  
the ERA, , EPA, OSHA, the NTSB, and several 
other acronyms and initialisms.

PURPOSE
 In this video, students will learn about the rise  
of the conservative tide in the late 1960s and  
into the 1970s with the presidency of Richard 
Nixon. They will learn about the reasons for  
the conservative backlash to the Civil Rights and 
Anti-War Movements. Additionally, students will 
discover how and why Richard Nixon became the 
only United States President to resign from office.

https://youtu.be/OCrxD19DHA8
https://youtu.be/OCrxD19DHA8
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1. (1:30) Describe the two sides of conservatism 
that contributed to the political thinking of the 
1960s and 70s. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. (3:00) Why was Barry Goldwater’s campaign 
perhaps doomed from the start? 
 
 

3. (4:10) What changed in the South in terms  
of the 1964 election results? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. (5:40) Describe the “silent majority” in terms of 
those who supposed and elected Richard Nixon. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SAMPLE ANSWER: A growing number of Americans 
began to argue that unregulated capitalism and 
individual autonomy were the essence of American 
freedom. Other conservatives were more aligned with  
rules that enforced traditional notions of family and 
morality, even if that seemed to be an oppressive 
government. Both of these strands of conservatism 
were very hostile toward communism and the idea 
of big government.

SAMPLE ANSWER: Goldwater demanded  
a hard line on the Cold War, even suggesting  
that nuclear war might be an option in the  
fight against communism.  

SAMPLE ANSWER: In the states that Goldwater 
carried, five of the six had been reliably democratic, 
known as the “Solid South.” But since Johnson 
and other democrats had become associated with 
defending civil rights and ending segregation. This 
likely changed opinions of white southerners who 
abandoned the party.
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: The silent majority were those 
Americans who weren’t anti-war protesters and 
who didn’t admire free love or the communal ideas 
of hippies. They were alarmed at the rights that 
the Supreme Court seemed to be expanding. They 
felt that the rights revolutions had gone too far 
and they were concerned for the breakdown of 
traditional values and in law and order. 

LESSON 8.3.2 | WATCH | Key Ideas – Factual
Use these questions and prompts at the appropriate stopping points to check in 

with students and ensure they are getting the key concepts covered in the video. 
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5. (7:00) What “big government liberal” programs 
began under Nixon? 
 
 
 
 
 

6. (8:00) What decision galvanized Catholics and 
Evangelical Protestants into a strand  
of American conservatives? 
 
 

7. (11:50) The break in of the Watergate by former 
employees of the Nixon administration didn’t 
doom him, so what did? 

SAMPLE ANSWER: Environmental programs such 
as the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act, and the 
Endangered Species Act began under Nixon. The 
Occupational Health and Safety Administration 
and the National Transportation Safety Board were 
created to make new regulations that would protect 
workers’ safety. 

SAMPLE ANSWER: Roe v. Wade, which established 
a woman’s right to have an abortion in the first 
trimester of her pregnancy as well as a more limited 
right as the pregnancy progressed.  
 

SAMPLE ANSWER: Ultimately what doomed Nixon 
was not the break in itself, but the revelations 
that he covered it up by authorizing hush money 
payments to keep the burglars silent while also 
instructing the FBI not to investigate the crime. 
Articles of impeachment were drawn up against 
Nixon for conspiracy and obstruction of justice.
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PURPOSE
This selection, from the Open Source textbook The 
American Yawp, provides students with an overview 
of the ways in which the late sixties and early 
seventies represented an important moment in the 

LESSON 8.3.3 | READ | The Politics of Love, Sex, and Gender

fight for equal rights and protections for women 
and LGBTQ communities in the United States. This 
reading also details how this particular fight 
galvanized the burgeoning conservative movement.

ATTACHMENT
• The Politics of Love, Sex, and Gender

PROCESS
Print or share the reading with the students. 
Remind students that they should read 
actively, marking the text as they go. This will 
allow them to be better prepared to discuss 
the reading in class. After completing the 
reading, students should be sure to answer 
the questions at the end of the document. 

LESSON 8.3 | THE SEVENTIES
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HANDOUT | The Politics of Love, Sex, & Gender  
         – Excerpted from The American Yawp, Chapter 28

The sexual revolution continued into the 1970s. 
Many Americans—feminists, gay men, lesbians, 
and straight couples—challenged strict gender 
roles and rejected the rigidity of the nuclear family. 
Cohabitation without marriage spiked, straight 
couples married later (if at all), and divorce levels 
climbed. Sexuality, decoupled from marriage and 
procreation, became for many not only a source  
of personal fulfillment, but a worthy political cause.
 
At the turn of the decade, sexuality was considered 
a private matter yet rigidly regulated by federal, 
state, and local law. Statutes typically defined 
legitimate sexual expression within the confines 
of patriarchal, procreative marriage. Interracial 
marriage, for instance, was illegal in many states 
until 1967 and remained largely taboo long after. 
Same-sex intercourse and cross-dressing were 
criminalized in most states, and gay men, lesbians, 
and transgender people were vulnerable to violent 
police enforcement as well as discrimination in 
housing and employment.
 
Two landmark legal rulings in 1973 established the 
battle lines for the “sex wars” of the 1970s. First, 
the Supreme Court’s 7-1 ruling in Roe v. Wade (1973) 
struck down a Texas law that prohibited abortion 

1 Griswold v. Connecticut, 381 U.S. 479, June 7, 1965.

2 Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113, January 22, 1973.

3 Miller v. California, 413 U.S. 15, June 21, 1973.

in all cases when a mother’s life was not in danger. 
The Court’s decision built upon precedent from  
a 1965 ruling that, in striking down a Connecticut law  
prohibiting married couples from using birth control, 
recognized a constitutional “right to privacy.”1 In Roe, 
the Court reasoned that “this right of privacy…  
is broad enough to encompass a woman’s decision 
whether or not to terminate her pregnancy.”2  
The Court held that states could not interfere with 
a woman’s right to an abortion during the first 
trimester of pregnancy and could only fully prohibit 
abortions during the third trimester.
 
Other Supreme Court rulings, however, found that 
sexual privacy could be sacrificed for the sake 
of “public” good. Miller v. California (1973), a case 
over the unsolicited mailing of sexually explicit 
advertisements for illustrated “adult” books, held 
that the first amendment did not protect “obscene” 
material, defined by the Court as anything with 
sexual appeal that lacked, “serious literary, artistic, 
political, or scientific value.”3 The ruling expanded 
states’ abilities to pass laws prohibiting materials 
like hardcore pornography. However, uneven 
enforcement allowed pornographic theaters and 
sex shops to proliferate despite whatever laws 
states had on the books. Americans debated whether 
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these represented the pinnacle of sexual liberation 
or, as poet and lesbian feminist Rita Mae Brown 
suggested, “the ultimate conclusion of sexist logic.”4

 
Of more tangible concern for most women, though, 
was the right to equal employment access. Thanks 
partly to the work of black feminists like Pauli 
Murray, Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act banned 
employment discrimination based on sex, in addition 
to race, color, religion, and national origin. “If sex is 
not included,” she argued in a memorandum sent  
to members of Congress, “the civil rights bill would be 
including only half of the Negroes.”5 Like most laws, 
Title VII’s full impact came about slowly, as women 
across the nation cited it to litigate and pressure 
employers to offer them equal opportunities as men. 
For one, employers in the late sixties and seventies 
still viewed certain occupations as inherently 
feminine or masculine. The National Organization 
|for Women (NOW) organized airline workers 
against a major company’s sexist ad campaign that 
showed female flight attendants wearing buttons 
that read, “I’m Debbie, Fly Me” or “I’m Cheryl, Fly 
Me.” Actual female flight attendants were required  
to wear similar buttons.6 Other women sued to gain  
access to traditionally male jobs like factory work.  
Protests prompted the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC) to issue a more robust set 

4 Rita Mae Brown, quoted in David Allyn, Make Love, Not War – The Sexual Revolution: An Unfettered History (New 
York, Routledge, 2001), 239.

5 Nancy MacLean, Freedom Is Not Enough: The Opening of the American Workplace (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press), 121.

6 MacLean, Freedom Is Not Enough, 129.

7 Arland Thornton, William G. Axinn, and Yu Xie, Marriage and Cohabitation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 57.

8 Glenda Riley, Divorce: An American Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 135-39.

of protections between 1968 and 1971. Though 
advancement came haltingly and partially, women 
used these protections to move eventually into 
traditional male occupations, politics, and corporate 
management.
 
The battle for sexual freedom was not just about the 
right to get into places, though. It was also about 
the right to get out of them—specifically, unhappy 
households and marriages. Between 1959 and 
1979, the American divorce rate more than doubled. 
By the early 1980s, nearly half of all American 
marriages ended in divorce.7 The stigma attached  
to divorce evaporated and a growing sense of 
sexual and personal freedom motivated individuals 
to leave abusive or unfulfilling marriages. Legal 
changes also promoted higher divorce rates. Before 
1969, most states required one spouse to prove  
that the other was guilty of a specific offense, such 
as adultery. The difficulty of getting a divorce under 
this system encouraged widespread lying in divorce 
courts. Even couples desiring an amicable split were  
sometimes forced to claim that one spouse had 
cheated on the other even if neither (or both) had. 
Other couples temporarily relocated to states 
with more lenient divorce laws, such as Nevada.8 
Widespread recognition of such practices prompted 
reforms. In 1969, California adopted the first no-fault 
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divorce law. By the end of the 1970s, almost every 
state had adopted some form of no-fault divorce. 
The new laws allowed for divorce on the basis of 
“irreconcilable differences,” even if only one party 
felt that he or she could not stay in the marriage.9

 
As straight couples enjoyed eased bonds of 
matrimony, gay men and women negotiated a harsh 
world that stigmatized homosexuality as a mental 
illness or depraved immoral act. Building upon post- 
war efforts by gay rights organizations to bring 
homosexuality into the mainstream of American 
culture, young gay activists of the late sixties  
and seventies began to challenge what they saw 
as the conservative gradualism of the “homophile” 
movement. Inspired by the burgeoning radicalism 
of the Black Power movement, the New Left 
protests of the Vietnam War, and the counterculture 
movement for sexual freedom, gay and lesbian 
activists agitated for a broader set of sexual rights 
that emphasized an assertive notion of “liberation” 
rooted not in mainstream assimilation, but in pride 
of sexual difference.
 
Perhaps no single incident did more to galvanize gay 
and lesbian activism than the 1969 uprising at the 
Stonewall Inn in New York City’s Greenwich Village. 
Police regularly raided gay bars and hangouts.  
But when police raided the Stonewall in June 1969, 
the bar patrons protested and sparked a multi- 
day street battle that catalyzed a national movement 
for gay liberation. Seemingly overnight, calls for 

9 Riley, Divorce, 161-65. Mary Ann Glendon, The Transformation of Family Law: State, Law, and Family in the United 
States and Western Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 188-89.

10 David Carter, Stonewall: The Riots That Sparked the Gay Revolution (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2004), 147.

11 Trans Liberation Newsletter, in Susan Styker, Transgender History (Berkeley, Ca.: Seal Press, 2008), 96-97.

homophile respectability were replaced with chants 
of “Gay Power!”10

In the following years, gay Americans gained 
unparalleled access to private and public spaces. 
Gay activists increasingly attacked cultural  
norms that demanded they keep their sexuality 
hidden. Citing statistics that sexual secrecy 
contributed to stigma and suicide, gay activists 
urged people to “come out” and embrace their 
sexuality. A step towards the “normalization” of 
homosexuality occurred in 1973, when 
the American Psychiatric Association stopped 
classifying homosexuality as a mental illness. 
Pressure mounted on politicians. In 1982, Wisconsin 
became the first state to ban discrimination based  
on sexual orientation. More than eighty cities and  
nine states followed suit over the following 
decade. But progress proceeded unevenly, and  
gay Americans continued to suffer hardships  
from a hostile culture.
 
As well, like all social movements, the sexual 
revolution was not free of division. Transgender 
people were often banned from participating in  
Gay Pride rallies and lesbian feminist conferences. 
They, in turn, mobilized to fight the high incidence 
of rape, abuse, and murder of transgender people. 
A 1971 newsletter denounced the notion that 
transgender people were mentally ill, highlighted 
the particular injustices they faced in and out of  
the gay community, and declared, “All power to 
Trans Liberation.”11
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As events in the 1970s broadened sexual freedoms  
and promoted greater gender equality, so too did  
they generate sustained and organized opposition.  
Evangelical Christians and other moral conservatives, 
for instance, mobilized to reverse gay victories. In 1977,  
activists in Dade County, Florida used the slogan 

“Save Our Children” to overturn an ordinance banning 
discrimination based on sexual orientation.12  
A leader of the ascendant religious right, Jerry 
Falwell, said in 1980 that, “It is now time to take  
a stand on certain moral issues… We must stand 
against the Equal Rights Amendment, the feminist 
revolution, and the homosexual revolution. We must 
have a revival in this country.”13

 
Much to Falwell’s delight, conservative Americans 
did, in fact, stand against and defeat the Equal 
Rights Amendment (ERA), their most stunning social 
victory of the 1970s. Versions of the Amendment—
which declared, “Equality of rights under the law 
shall not be denied or abridged by the United States 
or any state on account of sex”—were introduced 
to Congress each year since 1923. It finally passed 
amid the upheavals of the sixties and seventies 
and went to the states for ratification in March 
1972.14 With high approval ratings, the ERA seemed 
destined to pass swiftly through state legislatures 

12 William N. Eskridge, Dishonorable Passions: Sodomy Laws in America, 1861-2003 (New York: Viking, 2008), 209-12.

13 Jerry Falwell, Listen, America! (Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday), 19.

14 Donald Critchlow, Phyllis Schlafly and Grassroots Conservatism: A Woman’s Crusade (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2005), 213-16.

15 Critchlow, Phyllis Schlafly and Grassroots Conservatism, 218-19. Joel Krieger, ed., The Oxford Companion to the Politics 
of the World, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 256.

16 Critchlow, Phyllis Schlafly and Grassroots Conservatism, 219.

17  Phyllis Schlafly, quoted in Christine Stansell, The Feminist Promise: 1792 to the Present (New York: The Modern Library, 
2010), 340.

18 Critchlow, Phyllis Schlafly and Grassroots Conservatism, 281.

and become the Twenty-Seventh Amendment. Hawaii 
ratified the Amendment the same day it cleared 
Congress. Within a year, thirty states had done so. 
But then the Amendment stalled. It took years for 
more states to pass it. In 1977, Indiana became the 
thirty-fifth and final state to ratify.15

 
By 1977, anti-ERA forces had successfully turned 
the political tide against the Amendment. At a 
time when many women shared Betty Friedan’s 
frustration that society seemed to confine women 
to the role of homemaker, Phyllis Schlafly’s STOP 
ERA organization (“Stop Taking Our Privileges”) 
trumpeted the value and lived advantages of being  
a homemaker and mother.16 Marshaling the  
support of evangelical Christians and other religious 
conservatives, Schlafly worked tirelessly to stifle 
the ERA. She lobbied legislators and organized 
counter-rallies to ensure that Americans heard “from 
the millions of happily married women who believe 
in the laws which protect the family and require the 
husband to support his wife and children.”17 The 
Amendment needed only three more states for 
ratification. It never got them. In 1982, the time  
limit for ratification expired—and along with it,  
the Amendment.18 
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The failed battle for the ERA uncovered the limits of 
the feminist crusade. And it illustrated the women’s 
movement’s inherent incapacity to represent fully 
the views of fifty percent of the country’s population, 
a population riven by class differences, racial 
disparities, and cultural and religious divisions.

 
 



CRASH COURSE | US HISTORY

140

WORKSHEET | Questions

1. Why was Roe v. Wade important? 
 
 
 
 

2. What were some of the ways in which gender relations changed during the era? 
 
 
 
 

3. What happened at the Stonewall Inn in 1969? What did it spark? 
 
 
 
 

4. How did conservative Americans respond to the sexual revolution and the gay rights 
movement? 
 
 
 
 

5. What was the ERA? What did it want to accomplish? Why did it fail?

 
 
 

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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PURPOSE
This article explains how and why the Watergate 
Scandal led to the resignation of President 
Richard Nixon. The ways in which Nixon and his 

LESSON 8.3.4 | READ | Watergate: Undoing a President

administration fought their political war of “us” 
versus “them” ultimately came back to to take down 
the president and several of his top advisors.

ATTACHMENTS
• Watergate: Undoing a President 

PROCESS
Print or share the reading with the students. 
Remind students that they should read 
actively, marking the text as they go. This will 
allow them to be better prepared to discuss 
the reading in class. After completing the 
reading, students should be sure to answer 
the questions at the end of the document. 

LESSON 8.3 | THE SEVENTIES
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READING | Watergate: Undoing a President – USHistory.org  (2016)1

1 https://www.commonlit.org/texts/watergate-undoing-a-president 

This informational text discusses how the 
Watergate Scandal affected President Richard M.  
Nixon. Richard Nixon was Vice President of the 
United States under Dwight D. Eisenhower from 
1953-1961 and President of the United States  
from 1969 to 1974. He resigned during his second 
term, in 1974, before he could be impeached for his  
involvement in the Watergate Scandal. The scandal  
began in 1971, when a member of President Richard 
Nixon’s Campaign to Re-Elect the President was 
caught stealing information and tapping phones  
at the Democratic National Committee headquarters. 
The ensuing investigation and investigative reporting 
by the Washington Post revealed White House 
involvement and widespread corruption in the Nixon 
Administration. 

 As you read, identify the crimes committed by the 
Nixon administration and how these crimes grew 
over time.
 
On June 17, 1972, five men were arrested after 
breaking into the headquarters of the Democratic 
National Committee located in the Watergate 
Hotel in Washington, D.C. The burglars were not 
ordinary thieves. They carried wiretaps to install on 
telephones. They carried cameras to photograph 
documents. Four of the five criminals were anti-
Castro Cubans who had been previously hired by  
the CIA. The fifth was James McCord, the security  
 

 
adviser for Richard Nixon’s campaign staff known 
as the Committee to Re-elect the President, or CRP. 
Although the incident failed to make the front pages 
of the major newspapers at the time, it would soon 
become the most notorious political scandal in 
American history.
 
In the heated climate of the late 1960s and early 
1970s, President Nixon believed strongly that  
a war was being fought between “us” and “them.” 
To Nixon, “us” meant the conservative, middle-
and working-class, church-going Americans, who 
believed the United States was in danger of 
crumbling. “Them” meant the young, defiant, free 
love, antiwar, liberal counterculture figures who 
sought to transform American values.
 
Nixon would stop at nothing to win this war of hearts 
and minds, even if it meant breaking the law. In 
1971, a White House group known as the “Plumbers” 
was established to eliminate administration leaks 
to the press. Their first target was Daniel Ellsberg 
who had worked on the Pentagon Papers,  
a highly critical study of America’s Vietnam War 
policy. Ellsberg leaked the Pentagon Papers —  
a top secret study of government decision-making  
in regards to the Vietnam War intended to be  
used internally by the government — to the New 
York Times. The Plumbers vandalized the office  
of Ellsberg’s psychiatrist, hoping to find discrediting 
information on Ellsberg to release to the public.



CRASH COURSE | US HISTORY

143

Later that year, Attorney General John Mitchell 
resigned from his position in order to head CRP. 
Under his direction, the campaign raised millions of 
dollars in illegal contributions and laundered several 
hundred thousand for “plumbing” activities. A White 
House adviser named G. Gordon Liddy suggested 
that the Democratic headquarters be bugged and 
that other funds should be used to bribe, threaten,  
or smear Nixon’s opponents. After the arrest of the  
five burglars at Watergate, people scrambled to  
cover up White House involvement. Nixon suggested 
the payments of hush money to avoid a connection 
between Watergate and the White House. He 
suggested that the FBI cease any investigation of 
the break-in. He recommended that staffers perjure 
themselves if subpoenaed in court.
 
The Watergate cover-up was initially successful. 
Despite a headline story in The Washington Post 
by Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein suggesting 
White House involvement, Nixon went on to win 
49 of 50 states in the November 1972 Presidential 
election against George McGovern.
 
When the burglars were tried in January 1973, 
James McCord admitted in a letter that members 
of the Nixon Administration ordered the Watergate 
break-in. A Senate committee was appointed to 
investigate, and Nixon succumbed to public pressure 
and appointed Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox to 
scrutinize the matter.
 
Complicit in the cover-up, many high-level White 
House officials resigned including Nixon’s Chief of 
Staff, Bob Haldeman, and his Adviser on Domestic 

Affairs, John Ehrlichman. In an unrelated case, 
Vice-President Spiro Agnew resigned facing charges 
of bribery and tax evasion. Nixon’s own personal 
counsel, John Dean, agreed to cooperate with the 
Senate and testified about Nixon’s involvement in 
the cover-up. In a televised speech, Nixon assured 
the American public “I am not a crook.” It seemed 
like a matter of Nixon’s word against Dean’s until 
a low-level aide told the committee that Nixon had 
been in the practice of taping every conversation 
held in the Oval Office.
 
Nixon flatly refused to submit the tapes to the 
committee. When Archibald Cox demanded  
the surrender of the tapes, Nixon had him fired. 
Public outcry pressed Nixon to agree to release 
typewritten transcripts of his tapes, but Americans 
were not satisfied. The tape transcripts further 
damaged Nixon. On the tapes he swore like a sailor 
and behaved like a bully. Then there was the matter 
of 17 crucial minutes missing from one of the tapes.
 
Finally, in U.S. v. Nixon, the Supreme Court declared 
that executive privilege did not apply in this case,  
and Nixon was ordered to give the tapes as 
evidence to Congress.
 
By this time, the House Judiciary Committee had 
already drawn up Articles of Impeachment, and 
Nixon knew he did not have the votes in the Senate 
to save his Presidency.
 
On August 8, 1974, Nixon resigned the office, 
becoming the first President to do so. His successor, 
Gerald Ford, promptly awarded Nixon a full pardon 
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for any crimes he may have committed while in 
office. The press and the public cried foul, but Ford 
defended his decision by insisting the nation was 
better served by ending the long, national nightmare.
 
During his years in office, Nixon had brought  
a controversial end to the Vietnam War, opened 
communication with Red China, watched NASA  
put astronauts on the moon, and presided over  
a healing period in American history in the early 
1970s. Despite these many accomplishments, 
Watergate’s shadow occludes Nixon’s legacy.
 

Watergate: Undoing a President by USHistory.org is licensed 

under CC BY 4.0
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WORKSHEET | Questions

1. What was Nixon’s war between “us” and “them” all about? Who was “us” and who 
was “them?” 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Who were the targets of the Nixon administration’s illegal activities? Why? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Describe how the Watergate Scandal led to the resignation of Richard Nixon. 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What impact do you think the Nixon saga would have on the relationship and trust 
between Americans and their government?

NAME 

COURSE           

TIME
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LESSON 8.3.5 | WATCH | Crash Course US History #42 
       Ford, Carter, and the Economic Malaise

PREVIEW
In which John Green teaches you about the 
economic malaise that beset the United States 
in the 1970s. A sort of perfect storm of events, 
it combined the continuing decline of America’s 
manufacturing base and the oil shocks of 1973  
and 1979, and brought about an stagnant economy, 
paired with high inflation. Economists with a flair 
for neologisms and portmanteau words called this 
“stagflation,” and it made people miserable. Two 
presidential administrations were scuttled at least 
in part by these economic woes; both Gerald Ford 
and Jimmy Carter are considered failed presidents 
for many reasons, but largely because of an inability 
to improve the economy. (hint: In reality, no one person  
can materially change something as big as the world 

economy, even if they are president, but one person 
sure can make a handy scapegoat!) So, by and 
large, the 70s were a pretty terrible time in America 
economically, but at least the decade gave us Mr. 
Green. 

PURPOSE
This video discusses the 1970s after the fall of 
Richard Nixon and the rise of economic malaise. The 
economy ground to a halt under Nixon’s successors, 
Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter. Additionally, the 
United States found itself in precarious positions 
internationally by the end of the decade, undergoing 
an oil embargo and a hostage crisis in Iran.

PROCESS
As with all of the videos in the course, ask 
students to watch the video before class. 
Remind students of John’s fast-talking and 
play the video with captions. Pause and 
rewind when necessary. Before they watch 
the video, remind them of the central ideas 
of the Unit 8 Essential Questions and the 
Lesson 8.3 Essential Questions. 

LINK
• Crash Course US History #42 – 

Ford, Carter, and the Economic Malaise

Video questions for students to answer  
during their viewing.

LESSON 8.3 | THE SEVENTIES

https://youtu.be/pyN5LPHEQ_0
https://youtu.be/pyN5LPHEQ_0
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1. (1:35) How and why did the American economy 
decline in the 1970s? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. (2:40) Why didn’t Nixon’s decision to take the 
United State’s currency off the gold standard 
help the economy? 
 
 

3. (3:20) What are pensions and why were they  
an aspect of workers’ benefits? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SAMPLE ANSWER: The decline of the American 
economy of the 1970s was the result of long-term 
processes and unexpected shocks. The long-term 
process was the gradual decline of manufacturing 
in the United States in relation to competing 
manufacturing in the rest of the world. Part of this 
is due to American policy. Following WWII, America 
promoted the economic growth of Japan, Germany, 
South Korea, and Taiwan, and subsidizing these 
countries by providing for their defence. Suddenly 
these countries were able to manufacture better 
products than Americans because they didn’t have  
to worry about building up their nuclear arsenals.
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: It didn’t work because the US 
was also competing against cheaper labor costs 
and cheaper raw materials from more productive 
economies. If American businesses couldn’t 
compete, they were likely put out of business. 
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: Unions had negotiated with 
corporate employers for benefits like paid vacation 
and health benefits. Union employees agreed  
to pensions, or a kind of deferred compensation, 
so those corporations wouldn’t have to pay higher 
wages. By 1970, overseas competition led employers 
to either eliminate high-paying jobs, increase 
automation, or shift workers to lower-wage regions 
in order to still compete globally.
 
 
 

LESSON 8.3.5 | READ | Key Ideas – Factual
Answer the following questions as you read the primary-source accounts.
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4. (4:20) Why did oil prices quadruple in 1973?  
 
 
 

5. (5:30) What is the “misery index?” 
 
 
 
 

6. (8:20) Why did Jimmy Carter lose favor with 
Americans following his “Crisis of Confidence” 
speech? 
 
 
 
 

7. (11:55) Why was the idea of American 
government intervention undermined  
in the 1970s? 
 
 
 
 
 

SAMPLE ANSWER: Oil prices jumped because  
of western support shown to Israel, which led  
to middle-eastern Arab states suspending oil exports 
to the United States. 
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: The misery index is the 
combination of unemployment and inflation, and 
was a result of inflation soaring to 10% per year 
and economic growth slowing to 2.4% in the 1970s. 
Unemployment rose and the misery index was born.  

SAMPLE ANSWER: Carter’s approval dropped 
approximately twenty points after he said 
Americans had lost their ability to face the future 
and some of their “can-do” spirit. He went on  
to state that Americans’ values were out of whack, 
they were wasteful, and needed more vibrant 
approach to the energy crisis.  
 
SAMPLE ANSWER: The 1970s could be summed 
up with a crisis of the economy. High inflation 
and high unemployment had monumental effects 
in shaping America, and no president effectively 
dealt with it. This economic crisis dealt a serious 
blow to the Keynesian consensus that government 
action could solve macroeconomic problems. When 
the relationship between the government and the 
unemployed workers broke down, it undermined the 
idea of government intervention. This opened the 
door to a different way of thinking about economics 
that emphasized an aggregate of individual  
economic decisions.  
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PURPOSE
At the start of the lesson, students looked at the 
essential questions without much to go on. Now 
that the lesson is over, students should revisit the 
essential questions. This time, students should cite 

LESSON 8.3.6 | CLOSING | EQ Notebook

specific passages and evidence from the content  
in the unit that provided insights into answering  
the driving questions.

 
Ask students to think about these questions 
and respond on their EQ Notebook Worksheets. 

 
Now that students have spent some time 
with the material of this unit, they should 
look back over the content covered as well 
as any additional information they have 
come across, and write down any quotes 
or evidence that provide new insights into 
the essential questions assigned for this 
lesson. Once they’ve finished, they should 
think about how this new information has 
impacted their thinking about the unit 
essential question, and write down their 
thoughts in their EQ Notebook.

ATTACHMENTS
• The EQ Unit 8 Notebook Worksheet 

PROCESS
At the start of this lesson, students were 
given two Unit 8 Essential Questions  
and two Lesson 8.3 Essential Questions.  
As a reminder, here they are again:
 
Unit 8 Essential Questions:

• In what ways did the period 
between 1945 and 1980 shape 
the political, social, and cultural 
identity of the United States? 

• How did the voices and actions  
of individual citizens impact 
America during this period?

Lesson 8.3 Essential Questions:
• In what ways did the rise of 

conservatism impact the changes 
made during the 1960s?

• How did the events of the 1970s 
shape the relationship between 
Americans and their government?

LESSON 8.3 | THE SEVENTIES
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UNIT 8 | EQ Notebook Worksheet
Answer the Essential Questions in Lesson 8.3.1, then again in Lesson 8.3.6. In your 

answer, be sure to include ideas such as historical context and how themes through 

history change over time. Use specific examples to support your claims or ideas. 
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1. In what ways did the rise of conservatism impact the changes made during the 1960s?

2. How did the events of the 1970s shape the relationship between Americans  

and their government?

LESSON 8.3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

LESSON 8.3.6 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW HAS YOUR 

THINKING CHANGED? 

 

 

 


