
Free at Last? Civil Rights in the USA,
1918–1968The problem of the ghettos

• Describe the problems facing black Americans in the major
cities of the North.

• Explain why the Kerner Commission report shocked the USA

• Decide if black Americans could really claim to be ‘free at last’
in 1968.



Between 1950 and 1960, four
million black Americans had
migrated from the South looking
for homes and jobs in the
northern cities.  By 1965, half of
all black Americans lived in run-
down, slum areas of cities, known
as ghettos. Martin Luther King Jr. was

aware of the growing black,
radical protests and the
discontent in the urban
ghettos.  He and his
followers moved north to try
and tackle the problems of
the cities.But how relevant was the civil rights campaign to

black Americans in the North?



Give this
diagram a title
and make your

own version that
is different but

shows the cycle
of poverty



The problem of racial discrimination and prejudice was added to
the difficulties of breaking out of the vicious cycle of poverty in the
ghettos.

As blacks moved into the ghettos, the colour of their skin
was another difficulty in trying to get away from them.

For many young black Americans, the civil rights
movement that had been so successful in the south was
irrelevant.

If they did not have jobs and money, what was the point
of the civil rights movement?



The first of
many riots in
US cities from
1964 to 1967 –
Detroit and
Chicago are
other
examples.
“The long, hot
summers”.

https://www.youtube.co
m/watch?v=Au9oohI1M
uM

1965 Watts riot, Los
Angeles - a turning point
in the campaign for civil

rights.



The importance of Watts and other riots: showed that poverty,
hunger, poor housing and unemployment were far more important
to black people in cities than the ‘older’ civil rights issues in the
South.

• Showed that Martin Luther
King was no longer the
leader of a UNITED
movement for civil rights

• Black Americans in US
cities were no longer
attracted to the message
of non-violence

King lost his focus;
city problems

were just too big
for him

King’s message of
non-violence was no
longer popular; the

more violent message
of Black Power

promised quicker
results.



• He believed he could make a
difference there

• He hoped to have an
influence

• He tried to tackle segregated
housing as the main focus for
his protest

Why  did MLK want to go to Chicago?



Why was Chicago different to southern cities?

• The mayor knew how to
handle the media

• The mayor – Richard Daley
- made vague promises but
did not keep them

• This weakened King’s
credibility

• Many people thought that
Black Power might be more
effective



Why  did President Johnson create the Kerner Commission?

• There were 43 ‘race riots’ in
1966, despite government
money for schools, housing,
jobs and health

• A riot in Detroit in 1967 was
particularly bad – several
people were killed and
millions of dollars worth of
property was destroyed

• Civil rights leaders
condemned the violence but
young black Americans
ignored them

• The Commission was to
investigate the real causes of
the riots



Why was the Kerner Commission’s report so
important?

Kerner claimed that:
•The problems of ghettos were caused by poverty
•This was the result of lack of opportunities for Blacks to improve
their lives
• 40% of all black Americans lived

in poverty
• Riots and other crimes caused by

poverty
• Black men twice as likely to be

unemployed than white men.
• Black men three times as likely to

be in unskilled jobs
Kerner also said that white
society created ghettos,
white society kept them
going and white society did
nothing to improve them

The Commission reminded the
USA that it was still far from being
free and equal



Did the assassination of MLK mark the end of the
civil rights campaigns?

What did he achieve?
•Riots broke out in 168
cities on his death – it
looked like the end of the
non-violent movement BUT
•He helped make changes
•Life in the USA –
particularly the south – was
very different in 1965 to
1955
•Today he is an icon for
dignified protest against
injustice



1968 Olympic Games:
two American medal
winners give a Black
Power salute

What impression do you
think people around the

world would have thought
about race relations in the

USA when they saw this on
television?



How successful had the civil rights
campaigns been by 1968?

Photograph 
taken 1937



ACTIVITIES

• National 4:  Do activity 3 on page 99 of
textbook

• National 5: Design a revision mobile
• See textbook page 100 – do the activity

using the success criteria


