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of breaking a filibuster is for at least 60 of the 100 
senators to support a motion to end the debate and 
vote on the bill — a procedure called cloture.

But Thurmond was not just trying to secure a 
place for himself in the record books — he was 
trying to block the first Civil Rights Bill since 1875. 
The bill was an attempt to secure the right of African 
Americans to vote, a right which they had had — in 
theory — since the passage of the 15th Amendment 
to the Constitution in 1870, but which in practice 
had been denied to them across the southern USA 
by state laws, such as literacy tests and poll taxes, 
backed up by simple intimidation.

Senator Thurmond and other southern senators 
justified their determination to prevent millions of 
their fellow citizens from voting by claiming that 

Opposition to civil 
rights in the USA

On 29 August 1957, Senator Strom Thurmond 
sat down at the end of his speech in the US 
Senate. Although he was a tall, vigorous man 

in his mid-fifties, he looked exhausted. This was not 
surprising, as he had just finished a speech which 
had lasted 24 hours and 18 minutes. Thurmond 
had set a new record for the longest speech in US 
Senate history, a record that still stands more than 
60 years later.

Filibuster
Senator Thurmond was using a device known as the 
filibuster: there is no limit to the length of speeches 
in the US Senate, so if you want to stop a bill from 
becoming law, but do not have enough votes to 
defeat it, you can just keep talking. The only way 

Source A
Strom Thurmond during 
his presidential election 
campaign in 1948

1 Why do you think 
Strom Thurmond 
was willing to speak 
continuously in the US 
Senate for more than 
24 hours in an effort 
to prevent millions of 
his fellow US citizens 
from having the right 
to vote?

Mark Rathbone investigates 
the role played by Senator Strom 
Thurmond and others in opposing 
the fight for civil rights in the USA
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2 Study Source C. 
Why do you think 
Bryant Bowles urged 
white students to walk 
out, so that ‘about 
all he’ll have in the 
school is the  
10 Negroes’?

3 Write definitions of 
the following terms 
from US politics and 
history used in this 
article: filibuster; 
cloture; segregation; 
disfranchisement; 
National Convention; 
US Supreme Court; 
Ku Klux Klan; 
interposition and 
nullification.

4 Study Source D. 
What message was 
President Eisenhower 
trying to send to white 
demonstrators in Little 
Rock, Arkansas, when 
he sent 1,000 armed 
paratroopers from 
the 101st Airborne to 
protect nine African-
American students?

Little Rock, Arkansas
In 1957 when a white mob prevented the admis-
sion of nine African-American students to Central 
High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, President 
Eisenhower sent 1,000 armed paratroopers from 
the 101st Airborne to protect the students. This was 
the first time since 1877 that soldiers had been sent 
into a southern state to assist African Americans 
and restore order.

By 1957, there were hundreds of White Citizens’ 
Councils throughout Mississippi, Alabama and 
other southern states, with a combined member-
ship of around 250,000 — their aim being to resist 
desegregation of schools and other public facilities. 
They were outwardly respectable organisations, 
which recruited bank managers, doctors and insur-
ance brokers: this made them powerful, as when 
African Americans tried to send their children to 
‘white’ schools they found they could not get mort-
gages or other forms of credit, and medical care and 
insurance were refused.

they were standing up for the right of individual 
states to decide their own laws and defending the 
southern way of life. It was a way of life based on 
white supremacy, segregation by race and disfran-
chisement of African Americans.

Dixiecrats
Strom Thurmond had form: he had been at the fore-
front of white southern resistance to civil rights since 
1948, when he was governor of South Carolina. At 
the Democratic Party National Convention in that 
year, he had led a walkout of southerners in protest 
at the party’s support for new civil rights laws. He 
had then run for the presidency as a States’ Rights 
Democrat (or ‘Dixiecrat’) against the party’s official 
candidate, President Harry S. Truman. Although 
he won four southern states, he did not prevent 
Truman from securing re-election as president.

This skirmish in the battle to secure civil rights 
for African Americans foreshadowed a wider 
conflict which gathered pace in the 1950s, and 
Thurmond was never far from the front line. Many 
whites in the South regarded the so-called ‘Jim 
Crow’ laws, which enforced racial segregation, as 
central to their states’ way of life, which they were 
determined to defend. In 1954, in the case Brown v 
Board of Education, the justices of the US Supreme 
Court unanimously decided that having separate 
schools for children of different races was unconsti-
tutional. This marked the start of a lengthy period 
in which many southern states fought to avoid com-
pliance with the Supreme Court’s decision.

This resistance took a variety of forms, some of 
them more extreme than others. When officials 
in Milford, Delaware, desegregated Milford High 
School in September 1954, admitting a few African 
Americans among nearly 700 white students, 
34-year-old Bryant Bowles called a protest meeting, 
which attracted around 2,000 people. From the plat-
form he lifted up his 3-year-old daughter and said, 
‘Do you think I’ll ever let my little girl go to school 
with Negroes? I certainly will not! A lot of gun-
powder will burn.’ This open threat of violence was 
typical of the tactics adopted by Bowles’ so-called 
‘National Association for the Advancement of White 
People’, and 4 years later he was sentenced to life 
imprisonment for murder. 

Source B
Extract from Strom Thurmond’s speech at 
Birmingham, Alabama, during his presidential election 
campaign, 1948:

I wanna tell you, ladies and gentlemen, that there’s 
not enough troops in the army to force the Southern 
people to break down segregation and admit the 
Nigra race into our theaters, into our swimming pools, 
into our homes, and into our churches.

Source C
The state of Delaware paved the way yesterday for 
the readmission — legally — of 10 Negro students 
to the formerly all-white combined elementary-high 
school…

Vice Chancellor William Marvel ruled that the 
Negro students ‘have a clear legal right’ to attend 
the Milford school. Marvel’s ruling was followed by 
a statement from Bryant Bowles, president of the 
National Assn. for the Advancement of White People 
(NAAWP), strong opponents of integrated schools.

‘When the Negroes walk in (to the Milford school), 
the whites will walk out,’ he said. ‘I’m sure of that. 
Marvel has reserved the school for the Negroes. I 
think that about all he’ll have in the school is the 10 
Negroes.’

From an article in Clearwater Sun newspaper, 15 October 1954

Source D
Soldiers from the 101st 
Airborne escort African-
American students to 
the Central High School 
in Little Rock, Arkansas, 
September 1957
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supporters of civil rights, James Reeb and Viola 
Liuzzo, were murdered by white racists.

What were the South’s political leaders, like 
Senator Thurmond, doing while this rising tide of 
racist violence was unfolding? Thurmond and other 
leading southern senators, such as Harry Flood Byrd 
and Richard Russell, were of course careful not to 
associate themselves with violence. Yet their actions 
encouraged what they themselves called ‘massive 
resistance’ to desegregation.

Southern Manifesto
In March 1956, the three senators published the 
‘Southern Manifesto’, which accused the Supreme 
Court of ‘a clear abuse of judicial power’ and 
attacked the court’s ruling in the Brown case as 

This financial and social discrimination was 
insidious enough, but White Citizens’ Councils 
could also resort to violence: John Kasper, execu-
tive secretary of a Citizens’ Council in Tennessee, 
was twice jailed for violent campaigns against the 
admission of African Americans to schools. After 
Leander Perez told a White Citizens’ Council rally 
in New Orleans in 1960 that African Americans 
would rape their daughters if they were admitted 
to all-white schools, whites rioted and attacked 
African Americans in the streets.

Freedom Riders
In the 1960s, southern resistance to civil rights 
became even more violent. The ‘Freedom Riders’ 
campaign, launched by the Congress of Racial 
Equality (CORE) to desegregate interstate bus travel 
in 1961, was met with beatings and firebomb attacks 
on buses. The desegregation of the University 
of Mississippi in 1962 led to riots in which two 
people died and hundreds were injured. Four young 
African-American girls were killed in 1963 when 
the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, 
Alabama, was dynamited by KKK terrorist Robert 
Chambliss.

Between 1961 and 1965, 26 civil rights workers 
were killed in the South, including Medger Evers, 
shot by a white supremacist assassin outside his 
house in Mississippi in 1963. In 1965, the Selma 
to Montgomery march in support of African-
American voting rights was halted at the Edmund 
Pettus Bridge by Sheriff Jim Clark’s state troopers 
who used whips, cattle prods, clubs, tear gas and 
horses against unarmed marchers, and two white 

5 Study Source E. This 
photograph shows 
what happened to the 
first bus on which 
the Freedom Riders 
travelled into the 
South in May 1961. 
Why do you think 
that Freedom Riders 
continued to travel on 
buses into the South 
for months despite 
the obvious danger to 
their lives?

6 Study Source F. Why 
do you think that civil 
rights organisations 
voted the racist Sheriff 
Jim Clark an honorary 
member of SNCC, 
SCLC, CORE and the 
NAACP?

7 Study Source G. 
Martin Luther King 
contrasts the peaceful 
methods used by the 
civil rights movement 
with the violence 
and intimidation 
employed by their 
opponents. Which 
approach proved more 
effective in the long 
run? Give reasons for 
your answer.

Source F
Selma, the ‘most oppressive’ city in the South, where 
less than 1 percent of potential black voters was 
registered, became the focus of King’s campaign. 
It also had a law enforcement officer who was a 
caricature of himself. Pinning a ‘Never!’ button to 
his lapel, surrounding himself with deputies carrying 
electric cattle prods, Jim Clark, a heavyset, jowly 
man who called blacks ‘the lowest form of humanity’ 
lived up to his advanced billings as a violent southern 
sheriff. After an attack on demonstrators that aroused 
national sympathy for their campaign and stiffened 
their resolve to fight on, civil rights organizations 
voted Clark ‘an honorary member of SNCC, SCLC, 
CORE [and] the N-Double A-C-P’.

From Flawed Giant: Lyndon Johnson and His Times 1961–1973 
by Robert Dallek, 1998

Source E
A Greyhound bus, 
which had been 
carrying CORE Freedom 
Riders is engulfed in 
flames after being 
firebombed by white 
racists at Anniston, 
Alabama, on 15 May 
1961
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Pupil placement plan
Other southern leaders were more moderate in 
their tactics. Governor JP Coleman of Mississippi 
devised a ‘pupil placement plan’, which assigned 
students to schools not on their race but on wider 
sociological factors, such as ‘morals, community 
welfare, and health’. It just happened to exclude 
almost all African Americans from white schools, 
so Coleman successfully continued de facto seg-
regation in Mississippi while keeping both white 
extremists and civil rights activists under control.

Governor Luther Hodges of North Carolina even 
tried to persuade African Americans to maintain 
segregation voluntarily, arguing that this would 
help them to preserve their culture and traditions, 
and offering incentives such as extra funding to 
improve facilities in black schools. The strategy of 
Governor LeRoy Collins of Florida was to preserve 
the greater part of Jim Crow by making tactical 
retreats on relatively minor matters.

Conclusion
The most effective opponents of the civil rights 
movement in the 1950s and 1960s were moder-
ates like governors Collins, Hodges and Coleman 
who openly argued for formal compliance with 
the Supreme Court and made token concessions 
on minor matters — while quietly organising legal 
resistance to desegregation and preserving intact 
the greater part of the South’s Jim Crow society. 
As Martin Luther King himself said: ‘The Negro’s 
great stumbling block in his stride toward freedom 
is not the White Citizen’s Councillor or the Ku Klux 
Klanner, but the white moderate.’

Advocates of massive resistance like Senators 
Thurmond, Byrd and Russell, demogogues like 
Bowles and Perez, and terrorists like Chambliss may 
have attracted more attention, yet their very extrem-
ism turned non-southern white opinion against 
them and ultimately only assisted the civil rights 
movement, enabling President Lyndon Johnson to 
secure Congressional majorities for the crucial 1964 
Civil Rights Act and 1965 Voting Rights Act. HS 

‘contrary to the Constitution’. In calling for massive 
resistance to the court decision, they invoked the 
doctrines of interposition and nullification.

The theory of interposition argued that the 
authority of the federal government was only valid 
as long as the affected states agreed and claimed 
that states could nullify federal law. Although this 
theory had never been accepted by the Supreme 
Court and had scarcely been mentioned since the 
civil war ended in 1865, Thurmond, Byrd and 
Russell took the dangerous course of endorsing 
interposition.

The Southern Manifesto was signed by 19 of the 
22 senators for southern states, and 77 of the 105 
southern representatives. The authority of such a 
large proportion of their elected representatives 
stiffened the resistance of southern states to the 
Supreme Court’s order to desegregate. State leg-
islatures constructed legal obstacles to desegrega-
tion: Georgia made it a crime for any state official 
to spend public funds on desegregated schools, 
while Mississippi and Louisiana made it illegal for 
children to attend racially mixed schools. State-
supported tuition grants for white students to attend 
private schools were another device to avoid de- 
segregation.

Source G
Martin Luther King, on 5 December 1955, a few days 
after the arrest of Rosa Parks, which sparked the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott:

In our protest, there will be no cross burnings. No 
white person will be taken from his home by a 
hooded Negro mob and brutally murdered. There will 
be no threats and intimidation. We will be guided by 
the highest principles of law and order…If we protest 
courageously, and yet with dignity and Christian love, 
when the history books are written in the future, 
somebody will have to say, ‘There lived a race of 
people, of black people, of people who had the moral 
courage to stand up for their rights. And thereby they 
injected a new meaning into the veins of history and 
civilization.’ Source H

The Edmund Pettus 
Bridge across the 
Alabama River in 
Selma, Alabama, where 
civil rights marchers 
were subjected to a 
vicious assault by state 
troopers under the 
command of Sheriff Jim 
Clark on 7 March 1965

8 On a sheet of A3 
paper produce a 
mind-map on the 
civil rights movement 
and its opponents. 
Using the internet, 
find out more about 
the parts played by 
the following people 
and organisations in 
the struggle for civil 
rights: Martin Luther 
King, Rosa Parks, 
SNCC, SCLC, CORE, 
NAACP, Medger Evers, 
James Reeb, Viola 
Liuzzo, President 
Lyndon Johnson, 
Strom Thurmond, 
Bryant Bowles, John 
Kasper, Leander 
Perez, Governors 
JP Coleman, Luther 
Hodges and LeRoy 
Collins, Robert 
Chambliss and Jim 
Clark.

Summary
	■ Since running for president as a ‘Dixiecrat’ in 

1948, Strom Thurmond had been a leading opponent 
of African-American civil rights.

	■ Southern politicians, led by Thurmond, adopted a 
policy of ‘massive resistance’ to desegregation.

	■ By the early 1960s, as the civil rights movement 
grew, its opponents increasingly used violence 
against it, including beatings, shootings and 
bombings.

	■ This extremism was self-defeating, turning 
non-southern white opinion increasingly in favour of 
civil rights.
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