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Introduction 

Americans in the twentieth century witnessed profound changes in the cultural, economic, 

social, and political landscapes they encountered in everyday life. Scholarly diversification and 

specialization, especially beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, has complicated the historian’s 

understanding of these transformations. Whereas prior to the post-World War II period, histories 

focused on “great men,” and usually only the white, Protestant, heterosexual men with political 

and economic power, now anything and everything can be and, indeed, is subject to the 

historian’s scrutiny. Of these specializations this historiographical essay will discuss how 

different scholars define and discuss the evolution of social change broadly called the Modern 

Civil Rights Movement.  

Originally, histories of the Civil Rights Movement focused narrowly on the roles Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., John Fitzgerald Kennedy, and other “great men” played and on the 

significance of various legal decisions, especially those reaching the Supreme Court. Scholars 

also limited geographical scopes of the Modern Civil Rights Movement to the South and limit 

chronological timeframes beginning with Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 and ending with 

the assassination of King in 1968 and the rise of Black Power. Furthermore, only African-
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American rights were considered part of the Modern Civil Rights Movement. Such a paradigm 

limits the agency of relevant black and white historical actors. As a result, this creates a distorted 

picture of what happened and narrows the very real and ongoing struggles and accomplishments 

of individuals in reference to differences regarding such factors as age, sex, gender, sexual 

orientation, religion, race, country of origin, or health. Historians err when they attempt to isolate 

the black civil rights movement from other civil rights struggles. For example, women such as 

Ella Baker fought for African-Americans, women, and those considered poor and thus 

incompetent. In addition, using Richard Harding’s analogy from There is a River: The Black 

Struggle for Freedom in America (1981), the United States was founded and still exists as a 

“prison state” – a state where freedom and liberty are only valued if one fits the white elite mold. 

Analyzing resistance regardless of time or place and combining different groups, therefore, is 

crucial to understanding the magnitude of pertinent struggles and accomplishments. 

Utilizing three broad approaches, scholarship examined in this essay sets out to broaden 

our understanding of the Modern Civil Rights Movement. Traditional histories of the Modern 

Civil Movement will be covered first. These histories typically focus on the 1940s, 1950s, and 

1960s. Although studies here are not limited to the elite male leaders, such traditional studies 

perpetuate a view that racism only existed in the South. Synthetic studies of the 1960s and broad 

accounts of the 1960s are the second group of works studied here. These works analyze and 

combine traditional histories of the Modern Civil Rights Movement and other works detailing 

events in the sixties to provide more complicated pictures of the 1960s and to show the Modern 

Civil Rights Movement was not the only important event of this era. Finally, studies of civil 

rights outside of the South respond to lingering questions created in traditional histories and 

questions raised in synthetic studies to provide an even more multifaceted view of struggle and 
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civil rights. Throughout the development of the works in this field, authors ask more difficult 

questions to tell richer stories. By progressively asking harder questions, by complicating 

variables of time and place, by continually digging further for deeper roots, and by eventually 

combining sometimes all too separate historical inquires (such as urban history and race 

relations), scholars are slowly beginning to create an entire body of literature that points to an 

on-going, never ending struggle for autonomy and equality that has no true beginning.  

 

Traditional Histories of the Modern Civil Rights Movement     

Clayborne Carson’s In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s (1981), E. 

Culpepper Clark’s The Schoolhouse Door: Segregation’s Last Stand at the University of 

Alabama (1993), and John Dittmer’s Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi 

(1994) discuss specific dynamics of how African-Americans acted on their own behalf and 

fought against the physical and psychological violence of the white status quo in their case 

studies. These studies emphasize less known, more everyday actors than the earliest traditional 

stories of the Modern Civil Rights Movement yet generally remain tied to a narrow geographic 

and chronological timeline. By examining one important organization, one institution, and one 

state, respectively, these historians provide a rich understanding of the numerous tactics used by 

African-Americans. They also express the profound courage and enduring spirit necessary and 

used by African-Americans to tackle a cruel, privilege-based society blinded by its many 

cruelties in an effort to demand equality.   

Carson’s In Struggle provides an intellectual history of the ideologies that created, grew, 

and eventually destroyed the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Always 

more radical than the too cautious King and the more cautious federal government, Carson 
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credits SNCC with leading the way and helping push change further and quicker than would 

have otherwise happened. More than anything else, SNCC’s ideas were most important because 

SNCC members spent their time discussing different options to further their causes, and it was 

the combination of conflicting ideas and not knowing how to implement their ideas that halted 

SNCC’s success. 

In Struggle finds three distinct phases in SNCC’s existence—coming together, looking 

inward, and falling apart. In the beginning, SNCC helped launch and organize sit-ins, freedom 

riders, and the March on Washington. SNCC also interacted with other organizations. With the 

presence of Stokely Carmichael, the rise of Black Power in 1966, and the split between Black 

Power and SNCC, SNCC began to demise. With SNCC slowly and more increasingly becoming 

militant, radical, and exclusionary, the assassination of King only furthered antagonistic attitudes 

in SNCC, with Carmichael leading the way. Negative media portrayals and government 

harassment contributed to tension in the late 1960s, too. Most importantly, a clash of ideology in 

SNCC’s falling apart era limited its effectiveness. Through its quality use of oral histories 

(access to traditional archival records was restricted because SNCC emphasized action and 

thought over record keeping) and its ability to tell an important story clearly with full details and 

various historical actors against a national backdrop, In Struggle has become the history of 

SNCC, an organization credited with generating the ideas that spawned a decade of both civil 

rights and student activism. Although, compared to Barbara Ransby’s 2005 Ella Baker and the 

Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Vision, Carson does not emphasize the unique 

and on-going role Ella Baker played in supporting and training SNCC’s membership. A detailed 

analysis of Baker is essential because SNCC was essentially Baker’s organization.   
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Exploring a particular manifestation of the Modern Civil Rights Movement in a particular 

institutional setting, Clark’s The Schoolhouse Door makes an important contribution to 

understanding specific battles fought. Providing an easy-to-read narrative account that reads like 

a suspenseful play-by-play, Clark chronicles events beginning in 1952 that lead to George 

Wallace’s legendary, symbolic speech and obstruction of the schoolhouse door on June 11, 1963. 

The first part of the narrative focuses on Autherine Lucy’s legal battle. Lucy applied for 

admission without indication that she was black and received admission. Backed by the NAACP, 

allowed to register, and attend classes for three brief days, Lucy was the first African-American 

student at the University of Alabama. After riots and increasing internal worry, Lucy was 

expelled, and her case went to the courts. Even following a ruling in Lucy’s favor, the Board of 

Trustees and other administrators successfully and legally barred Lucy’s permanent admission 

until 1989. Throughout the struggle, conflict manifested largely behind the scenes between the 

administration, board, faculty, students, staff, and politicians. Internal resistance to change drove 

the waiting period. With the support of the Kennedy administration, African-Americans entered 

the University of Alabama in 1963 following Wallace’s last stand. This ruling, however, did not 

apply to Lucy until the 1980s because officials at the University of Alabama found her to have 

spoken negatively about them without just grounds.   

While situated within the typical geographic framework of the South and chronological 

structure of the 1950s and 1960s, The Schoolhouse Door is a unique study for several reasons. 

Most importantly, this is significant because it focuses on a university. To date, there remain 

only a handful of monographs on the topic of university desegregation specifically or university 

struggles for civil rights generally. The few books that do exist generally focus on the 

Universities of Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi and only examine the immediate postwar 
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decades. To date, there is not a comprehensive study of the fight African-Americans have always 

faced in historically white American colleges and universities. As historians have done in other 

settings, we still need a study that traces the presence of African-Americans at a university over 

time. In addition to being harbors of activism and change, universities further directly reveal 

internal fallacies of Jim Crow mores. Blacks were welcomed in service positions but not as 

students. Segregation, then, is not about physical separation but about perpetuating antiquated 

prejudices and hierarchies.  

Clark’s work is also important because desegregation occurred without the horrific 

violence found in other places when whites and blacks first came together. Clark proudly 

emphasizes that no one died at the University of Alabama. While true and important for its 

uniqueness, it neglects the profound negative consequences and realities of non-physical 

violence. People may not have physically died but people very well could have died mentally 

when racist individuals continually squelched their dreams. This interpretation parallels the 

teleological conclusion that boldly announces “and everyone lived happily ever after.” The 

achievement of desegregation is by no means an indicator of integration or true progress and 

acceptance. Readers familiar with Wallace’s many racist actions will also likely find Clark’s 

sympathetic stand that Wallace was simply responding to public pressure uncomfortable. By 

analyzing interactions between black students and their organizations and the lying, manipulative, 

fearful attitudes of college leaders (a perfect example of the “progressive mystique” discussed 

later in this essay) and with the use of university archives and personal knowledge of the 

administration, for example, Clark, who is a long-time professor and administrator at the 

University of Alabama, shows that desegregation only resulted after prolonged public pressure. 
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In contrast to Clayborne’s focus on organizational ideology, Local People thoughtfully 

argues that native black Mississippians, not national organizations per se, deserve recognition for 

leading the way for increased civil rights in Mississippi beginning after World War II with 

frustrated and determined veterans and continuing to 1968. Mississippi, as the worst state in the 

South where seemingly all whites were corrupt and blacks were permanently kept in poverty and 

faced constant violence, presented unique circumstances, according to Dittmer. As a result, 

Mississippi—a closed society—did the best it could to avoid being in the national spotlight. 

Nonetheless, civil rights workers and their organizations found their way into Mississippi to aid 

blacks. These organizations did not, however, simply take over the struggle. Local blacks and 

even local organizations such as the indigenous Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party 

challenged this society’s xenophobic mores. Sometimes these national organizations even 

spawned conflict between each other over how and when to act. In addition, Mississippi was 

unique compared to other areas in the South because the struggle was not aimed at desegregation 

as much as suffrage and then political and economic justice.   

Overall Dittmer’s Local People places the credit where it belongs—with the people. 

Throughout the struggle, local everyday blacks emerged as trailblazers, Fannie Lou Hamer or 

James Meredith being only two of many, with their clarion calls for civil rights and halts to 

beatings and murders by Klu Klux Klan members and others. In contrast to The Schoolhouse 

Door, this narrative examines specific tactics taken not by lawyers and judges but by local 

people. Through this process, readers discover how local people forged change. Compared to 

Charles M. Payne’s similar work, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and 

the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (1995) which traces deeply ingrained community roots and 

argues that protests were an everyday part of life, Local People emphasizes white backlash and 
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ongoing struggle after the early 1960s. While the results of Mississippi’s Modern Civil Rights 

Movement were not perfect and there is still room to improve, Dittmer suggests that violence has 

decreased and political presence has increased.   

 

Synthetic Accounts and Overview of the 1960s  

David Chalmers’s slim And the Crooked Places Made Straight: The Struggle for Social 

Change in the 1960s (1991) and Terry H. Anderson’s massive The Movement of the Sixties: 

Protest in America from Greensboro to Wounded Knee (1995) engage in conversations seeking 

to broaden scholarly understandings of the Civil Rights Movement. Whereas other monographs 

focus primarily or exclusively on African-Americans and their struggles in the 1960s, Anderson 

and Chalmers contextualize the 1960s in such a way that this pivotal era of turbulence must be 

viewed as home to many civil rights movements. Mexican-Americans, feminists, counterculture 

youths, wars on poverty, antiwar protests, demands for gay liberation, lingering communist 

paranoia, questions about religion and politics, and the rise of environmentalism, for example, 

also form an important narrative in the growing demand for equality and autonomy by minorities. 

The Modern Civil Rights Movement, then, becomes less monolithic, and its historical rendering 

becomes more accurate. This approach is difficult because, most importantly, it is impossible to 

have a completely comprehensive history of anything. In addition, one must utilize different 

types of research and successfully tie everything together. While recognizing the 

simultaneousness of events is an important benefit to the historiography, a broad approach also 

tends to lack the necessary depth to truly understand specific dynamics. Ultimately, both 

approaches are needed.   
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Beyond their broad focus on the 1960s, both Anderson and Chalmers approach their topic 

with divergent methodologies. Using a chronological approach, Anderson seeks to find the roots 

of activism and describes the 1960s as a prolonged domestic war where seemingly everything 

was up for debate and no one knew what would happen. This war had two distinct phases. The 

first phase began in 1961 with the sit-in movement, thoroughly described in Civilities and Civil 

Rights, and ended in 1968 with the assassinations of Robert F. Kennedy and Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr., growing frustrations with the Vietnam War, and the political shift in the South, for 

example. Participants in the first movement, says Anderson, idealistically sought to realize and 

implement the ideals of society through generally organized and nonviolent protests. 

Disillusioned with the apparent lack of progress, individuals in the second phase sought to 

remove themselves from society and enter into reformed and freed countercultures. Individuals 

of the post-1968 phase rejected all previous ideals or even the notion of ideals. Ultimately, the 

Vietnam War propelled the sixties, and the sixties transformed society. Throughout this war, 

college students, who had the least to lose, provided the geo-political home of this activism. In 

sum, to Anderson the sixties were less a Second Reconstruction and more a Second American 

Revolution. The notion of a “reconstruction” presumes that the processes are/were already in 

place to achieve reform. By considering reforms of the sixties a resolution, Anderson articulates 

a view in which the slow wheels of democracy can and do evolve. Furthermore, if colonists are 

paralleled with activists of the sixties and oppressive British government officials are paralleled 

with white society in the United States, sixties-activists fought and won a battle and reinterpreted 

the Constitution and remade society in the process.   

Whereas Anderson views activism as a collective movement, Chalmers focuses both on 

the sixties broadly and on the movement of specific groups as different and more isolated 
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struggles. Chalmers says the 1960s were a time when African-Americans, Hispanics, gays, and 

others had emerged with group consciences. Further, Chalmers places emphasis on the 

ideologies, leaders (including U.S. presidents), and organizations Anderson finds less important. 

Chalmers, for example, suggests that courts and lawyers were the quickest way to forge change 

in society, and concludes that the sixties made desegregation an irreversible accomplishment—

scholars of Brown v. Board generally conclude that subsequent Supreme Court cases have more 

than given the green light for continued segregation. For other accomplishments of the 1960s, 

Chalmers is less optimistic. 

Anderson’s The Movement of the Sixties and Chalmers’s And the Crooked Places Made 

Straight have encyclopedic sweeping accounts that are wide but not deep, where events that 

receive devoted chapters or books elsewhere receive no more than a paragraph of attention. For 

Anderson specifically, discussions of dynamics such as social class are absent. On another note, 

Anderson simultaneously maintains that the 1960s produced massive domestic wars and only 

ever included a small number of participants. That Anderson claims only a relatively small part 

of the population participated in these domestic reforms contradicts his earlier statement that the 

1960s were “the ‘us’ generation,” implying a large-scale collectivity. In reality, everyone is 

automatically a historical actor in any given movement whether it is by active participation, 

active nonparticipation, or active opposition; therefore, we need to always examine society at 

large to see how different people influence events.   

While this limits the ins and outs of understanding specific events, The Movement of the 

Sixties is remarkable because it shows how impressive and diverse the sixties came to be. 

Anderson further makes an important contribution because he does not focus on ideologies, 

leaders, or organizations, areas already thoroughly covered; rather he emphasizes diverse and 
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always changing challenges brought forward by individuals. He accomplishes this with the use 

of underground newspapers and other sources that excavate the agency of historical actors, yet 

another path breaking contribution. Finally, although his successors further challenge and expand 

the Montgomery to Memphis narrative, Anderson work begins the steps of providing broader 

geographic and chronological perimeters to civil rights struggles. Chalmers’s account is unique 

because unlike the other monographs discussed here it is not research-based but synthetic and 

historiographical: synthetic because it relies exclusively on previous scholarship and 

historiographical because it interweaves various scholarly interpretations. Synthetic accounts are 

vital to give historians an opportunity to analyze the collective development of a field and to 

make recommendations about future explorations. Only through comparing literature of the field 

and developing synthetic accounts can historians truly determine the current state of a field and 

any holes that exist.  

The Movement of the Sixties and And the Crooked Made Straight are both something akin 

to neo-consensus histories because they discuss groups, movements, and ideas as homogenized 

entities, whether they are feminists or African-Americans, that are fighting together toward 

similar goals to advance society. And the Crooked Made Straight is even more neo-consensus 

with its contention that the government fought alongside those seeking their inalienable rights. 

Society as presented by Chalmers and Anderson does indeed have plenty of conflict. But 

individuals seeking to maintain the status quo are virtually ignored, and those fighting for their 

civil rights occupy center stage in a generally triumphant march toward greater freedom.  

 

Histories of the Modern Civil Rights Movement Outside of the South 
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With the early exception of William H. Chafe in 1981, recent works have focused both 

on the Civil Rights Movement as it occurred outside of the South on connecting African-

American history and the Modern Civil Rights Movement to other historical specializations, 

such as urban history. More contemporary works devote special attention to proving the 1954 to 

1968 southern narrative of the Modern Civil Rights Movement too limiting and inaccurate by 

investigating the emerging power of African-Americans in other places, such as Greensboro, 

New York City, and Oakland. Struggles of the Civil Rights Movement outside of the South took 

different manifestations because segregation outside of the South was de facto, not de jure. 

Discrimination in the North was harder to prove because it was frequently less direct than in the 

South. Moreover, compared to the South where a specific law could be attacked, in the North 

reformers bore more of the burden of proof so to speak. Nonetheless, with their broad focus on 

local histories before, during, and after specific struggles, these works find civil rights struggles 

actually changed little – a conclusion in sharp contrast with the earliest histories of the Modern 

Civil Rights Movement. Forms of discrimination and prejudice simply became more covert in 

cases. In other cases, as specifically argued in the 2008 edited collection Race, Incarceration, 

and American Values and in the 2010 The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 

Colorblindness, discrimination has simply shifted from the denial of education or suffrage to the 

denial of freedom with the virtual enslavement through imprisonment of at least thirty percent of 

African-American males.     

Chafe’s Civilities and Civil Rights: Greensboro, North Carolina, and the Black Freedom 

Struggle (1981) follows the history of one town--Greensboro, North Carolina--to shows its 

struggles and accomplishments. Civilities and Civil Rights speaks to broad historical discourses. 

First, Chafe challenges the sometimes common assumption that both a racial utopia existed 
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outside of the former Confederate States and that the Modern Civil Rights Movement was 

unquestionably successful. Using Greensboro as a microcosm, he argues that just because there 

is an appearance of equality and progress does not mean that this translates into reality. 

Greensboro, Chafe says, is a perfect embodiment of the “progressive mystique.” Created by 

whites, the progressive mystique is an unwritten code of conduct that governs relationships 

between whites and blacks. Under this de facto language, it is acceptable to ask questions but 

everything about society in its present state is assumed to be good and change is assumed to be 

bad. Blacks will be left alone so long as everyday life continues without major challenges. If 

challenged, change might be made, but change can only occur to the degree that it is symbolic 

and only if it is sure to maintain the status quo. In short, the progressive mystique is a 

paternalistic, caste-based theory of society that is merely a different manifestation of southern 

racism. 

Second, Chafe suggests that a scope beyond analyzing national leaders, movements, and 

organizations is necessary to understand the day-to-day realities of struggles. North Carolina 

Agriculture and Technical College students who launched the sit-in movement, for example, 

were also true and important heroes and heroines launching the significant energies of the 

Modern Civil Rights Movement. Rather than the Brown decision, Chafe maintains, the sit-in 

movement launched the national movement for African-American civil rights. Third, it was not 

“outside agitators” who attempted to disrupt the progressive mystique. Rather, individuals 

determined to advance their actual civil rights with deep-rooted histories and traditions of culture 

and activism disrupted the progressive mystique. In addition, Chafe also makes innovative use of 

sources. Rather than only relying on extant archival sources, Chafe also uses oral history. Using 

oral history itself is significant but is typically used for already well-known historical actors. 
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Chafe, however, applies oral history to the grassroots to truly understand and remember 

individual historical actors.   

Whereas Oakland, California, receives one of five hundred pages in The Movement of the 

Sixties, Robert O. Self’s sophisticated, generally top down American Babylon: Race and the 

Struggle for Postwar Oakland (2005) places a microscope on Oakland and the surrounding area 

to examine manifestations of civil rights struggles. For his study of Oakland, Self locates this 

civil rights movement in the timeframe of 1945 to 1978. This timeline is important because it 

starts with blacks fighting World War II both domestically and internationally designed to 

maintain and further this elevation in rights. Moreover, by extending the timeframe to 1978, Self 

includes the Black Power Movement – too often considered a retreat from an unsuccessful 

struggle for rights in the 1950s and 1960s. Self’s microscope focuses on consumerism, 

industrialism, liberalism, and other factors through prisms of race and economics.  

Using his original “industrial garden” metaphor, Self explains how leaders in Oakland 

conceived and planned postwar society that ultimately did not include African-Americans. This 

industrial garden provided for upward class mobility and balanced relationships between housing 

and industrial communities. Providing seemingly perfect relationships between democracy and 

capitalism, some residents, especially the growing African-American population, briefly had 

aspirations for a society where race would no longer have significance. Considering this vision, 

Self suggests that “white flight” was not only a result of racism; rather, whites sought economic, 

political, and social opportunities promised by politicians and business leaders. As industry and 

housing separated, the entire community was quite literally transformed and remade and 

divided—divided by social and physical barriers and perpetually reinforced by institutionalized 

racism. Conflict groups increasingly emerged: blacks/whites; employees/employers; 
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urban/suburban. African-Americans fought for their rights, creating Oakland’s own unique 

version of the Modern Civil Rights Movement culminating in the birth of the Black Panthers. 

Unlike the African-American Modern Civil Rights Movement in Montgomery, Alabama, where 

blacks fought for the opportunity to vote and have seats in buses, the Oakland Modern Civil 

Rights Movement was more concerned with political and economic representation, opportunity, 

and equality. African-Americans have been purposely targeted with higher taxes and fewer 

economic opportunities, for example. Rather than improving, postwar society actually brought a 

decline to the African-American community. African-Americans, therefore, were not offered the 

opportunity to realize the idealized industrial garden. Instead society did everything it could to 

impose something of a modern-day urban plantation. 

   American Babylon is primarily significant because it combines many difficult-to-

grapple specializations, applies them to unique variables of time and place, and casts its entire 

methodology in such a way that it strives to become a standard metaphor for postwar 

urban/suburban change. It also adds to the growing discourse that not only suggests the Modern 

Civil Rights Movement occurred outside of the South but actually explains how and why it 

existed throughout every corner of the nation and manifested itself in many civil rights 

movements. Future scholars can further examine variables that contribute to the rise and decline 

of communities and this connection to civil rights by examining other minorities, such as women 

or Mexican-Americans.  

Taking the story to the North, Martha Biondi’s To Stand and Fight: The Struggle for 

Civil Rights in New York (2006) finds, like Self’s account, that racism, government perpetuation 

of racism, and activism by blacks existed outside of the South. Biondi simultaneously contends 

that there were many civil rights movements and that the Modern Civil Rights Movement began 
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in the immediate post-World War II aftermath when African-Americans fought to keep wartime 

economic gains and later spread to other parts of the nation. Compared to timelines that trace the 

beginning to various Supreme Court decisions, Biondi places the agency with the people and 

gives voice to their experiences.   

Like elsewhere, New York City and Harlem blacks experienced excessive police brutality, 

disproportionate or completely absent political opportunity and representation, and the 

consequences of de facto segregation and racism in businesses, neighborhoods, and schools. 

Unlike boycotts in Baton Rouge and Montgomery that sought the desegregation of city buses, 

grassroots activism in New York, what Biondi calls the “Struggle for Negro Rights,” focused on 

demanding equal opportunities in terms of politics, employment, and housing, for example. 

Through an examination of leaders, organizations, and activism of ordinary people, including 

boycotts following the re-release of the racist Birth of a Nation, To Stand and Fight successfully 

argues for the existence of a dynamic and significant civil rights narrative in New York. 

In addition to advancing historiography another step forward in the recognition of the 

true expanse of civil rights struggles, by situating her narrative over a decade earlier than other 

accounts and in a political heart of the nation, Biondi is also able to examine communism and the 

resulting Red Scare. In the spirit of Ellen Schrecker’s Many Are the Crimes: McCarthyism in 

America (1998), Biondi recognizes the important role communists played in supporting African-

Americans in helping their causes receive swift attention. Biondi also examines the equally 

important role anti-communists scares played in hurting African-Americans’ efforts for civil 

rights. 

New York’s Struggle for Negro Rights, like struggles in Oakland, Greensboro, and 

elsewhere ultimately did not achieve the intended long-term victories, according to Biondi. 
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Efforts for equal employment, for example, were short-lived as companies relocated and laws 

were not enforced. As Self finds in Oakland, conditions for New York African-Americans 

actually worsened after key civil rights struggles.  

 

Conclusion  

All good history is revisionist history. The evolution on scholarship covering the fights 

for civil rights of the twentieth century has been incredible. While all have their strengths and 

weaknesses, the histories discussed here contribute to the historian’s understanding of where and 

how individuals fought for their civil rights and why they fought for these rights. Historians need 

to utilize the entire gamut of methodologies including top down, bottom up, political, economic, 

social, and cultural. The best histories ask hard questions and leave readers feeling both informed 

and with additional questions of their own. The best histories also avoid setting any rigid 

predetermined limits on its timeline, geographic scope, or cast of characters.  

While the historiography of the Modern Civil Rights Movement has achieved a great deal, 

there is still a vast expanse waiting for the careful historian’s eye. To date, for example, there is 

not a comprehensive, scholarly examination of Rosa Parks. Historians need to give women and 

the countless other women like Rosa Parks their due place in history and historiography. In 

addition, as indicated throughout this essay, there are plenty of books to be written about civil 

rights at universities, places geographically outside of the South, and chronologically outside of 

the 1954 to 1968 narrative. Historians also need to focus on the long term consequences of 

activism throughout the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s and discuss what still needs to be reached. 

Information on the conflict caused among fellow African-Americans during these fights for civil 
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rights is also needed. Historians would do well to further articulate Richard’s Harding metaphor 

of a rich, fast, always following river that represents the never ceasing struggle for civil rights. 



19 

Bibliography  

 
Anderson, Terry H. The Movement of the Sixties: Protest in America from Greensboro to 

Wounded Knee. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1995. 
 
Biondi, Martha. To Stand and Fight: The Struggle for Civil Rights in New York. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 2006. 
 
Carson, Clayborne. In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s. Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1981. 
 
Chafe, William H. Civilities and Civil Rights: Greensboro, North Carolina, and the Black 

Freedom Struggle. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1981. 
 
Chalmers, David. And the Crooked Places Made Straight: The Struggle for Social Change in the 

1960s. Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 1991. 
 
Clark, E. Culpepper. The Schoolhouse Door: Segregation’s Last Stand at the University of 

Alabama. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1993. 
 
Dittmer, John. Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi. Champaign, IL: 

University of Illinois Press, 1994 
 
Self, Robert O. American Babylon: Race and the Struggle for Postwar Oakland. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2005.  
 


