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African Americans in North Carolina have fought for equality since their earliest arrival in the state. They have protested
quietly and publicly as individuals, in groups, and through organizations. The fight for civil rights developed locally and
later became part of the national struggle for equality.

Before the Civil War [8], free Black people fought for equality when they purchased themselves and loved ones from
enslavers, as well as when they purchased property and lived self-sufficient lives, working and raising their families. Free
Black people of means reached for equality when they voted. Enslaved Black people struggled for equality when they
formed their own community within slave housing and developed their own identity separate from that created for them by
their enslaver. They also participated in open forms of resistance, such as running away, destroying crops, and joining in
slave rebellions.

The Reconstruction period [9] (1865–1877) witnessed the affirmation on paper of the rights of African Americans, many of
them newly freed from slavery in the South. Three amendments to the United States Constitution declared their rights as
American citizens. The Thirteenth Amendment [10] (1865) abolished slavery and involuntary servitude. The Fourteenth
Amendment [11](1868) recognized Black people as citizens and outlined basic rights. The Fifteenth Amendment [12] (1870)
granted African American men the right to vote. When they gained the right to vote, African American men voted
Republican, which was the party of Abraham Lincoln [13](the president who had freed enslaved people in the Confederate
states [14] during the Civil War). These amendments, along with several United States Supreme Court [15] decisions, gave
African Americans legal ground on which to stand in fighting for their civil rights. But even as their rights were affirmed,
African Americans faced increasing restrictions on their movements and actions, and limitations were placed on
opportunities for them.

During Reconstruction and through the end of the nineteenth century, African American men were elected to numerous
North Carolina offices. They served on local school boards, as sheriffs, as magistrates, and as representatives to the state
legislature. In addition, they were appointed to a number of political posts. Four were elected to the United States House
of Representatives. George H. White [16] was the last African American to serve in the House of Representatives [17] (1898–
1901) in this period.

Hoffman, David. "Pullen Park Pool, August 7, 1962."
Photo currently part of an exhibit at the Raleigh City
Museum, Rlaleigh, North Carolina. Pullen Park pool
was closed after four black males, accompanied by
two white friends, swam in the segrated pool.  [18]When white Democrats, who generally opposed equal rights for
nonwhites, gained control of the North Carolina General Assembly [19] in 1872, African Americans found themselves facing
removal from public offices and an end to the progress they had been making in the state. In the 1872 campaign, race
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was used as a tactic to divide voters. Black men who voted continued to vote Republican. Threats, intimidation, and
violence were used to keep them from the polls. Democrats charged that Radical Reconstruction [20], controlled by
Republicans in Congress, had threatened the autonomy of North Carolina. There were allegations that Black citizens had
dominated state government, and that “white supremacy” was necessary in order to protect the interests of whites. In
1875 a state constitutional amendment established separate schools for Black and white children.

Black people reentered politics and elective office when the Populist Party [21] joined with African Americans and
Republicans to dominate state government briefly from 1894 to 1898. In North Carolina the combination of Populists and
Republicans became known as Fusion. White Fusionists [22]—Populists and Republicans—needed Black votes in order to
win elections but were not always in support of Black officeholding, and they sometimes worked with white Democrats to
undermine African American voters.

The reentry of African Americans into politics greatly concerned white Democrats. The Democratic Party used the state
election of 1898 to further divide North Carolina on the basis of race in order to regain political power. Furnifold Simmons
[23], chairman of the Democratic Party, ran a racist campaign in the pursuit of power. His tactics worked, and the
Democrats regained control of the General Assembly and the governor’s office. For African Americans, the outcome of
this election was increased racial violence. For example, during the 1898 Wilmington coup [24], armed white men burned
Black businesses and forced a number of African American leaders out of the city. According to records, at least 60 Black
people were killed, but primary source accounts estimate the range was within the hundreds.

Next, North Carolina followed the lead of other southern states in passing a series of laws that segregated [25], or
separated, African Americans from whites. The 1896 United States Supreme Court case Plessy v. Ferguson [26], known as
the separate-but-equal case, had set the stage for the passage of segregation laws. African Americans were limited first
by custom and then by law in where they could live, where their children could go to school, and which public places they
could enter and use. Racial etiquette required an intricate array of “dos” and “don’ts,” which could differ from one locale to
the next. In 1900, North Carolina, modeling the actions of other southern states, passed a suffrage amendment to the
state constitution that prevented most African Americans from voting.

The foundation of the modern phase of the Civil Rights movement was established in the “Jim Crow” [27]era, which began
in 1896 with the separate-but-equal case. Jim Crow was a stereotypical, or caricatured, Black man in a song-and-dance
show of the time. The term Jim Crow era refers to a period in American history in which African Americans were
segregated by law regarding where they could live, attend school, and use public places. Black people fought against
segregation and discrimination, and the development of their protests in North Carolina and throughout the South began
at the local level.

North Carolina set up a system of segregated education that ranged from elementary school through the university level.
African Americans, many of whom were poor, understood that a better life was built on a foundation of better education.
They also understood that segregated education helped to maintain a separate society. African Americans started private
academies to educate their children and collaborated with private foundations, such as the Rosenwald Fund, to establish
schools. There were several schools for undergraduate higher education for African Americans [28] in the state: St.
Augustine’s College [29], Shaw University [30], and the State Normal and Training School for blacks (now Elizabeth City
State University [31]), among others. However, no graduate or professional schools for African Americans existed in North
Carolina.

Beginning in the 1930s, African Americans fought a series of court cases to win admission to graduate and professional
schools at white universities. One of the first cases was brought by Thomas Hocutt (1933), who sought admission to the
school of pharmacy at the University of North Carolina [32]. Hocutt’s case was lost on a technicality. But the state did agree
to allocate money for graduate programs at African American institutions such as the North Carolina College for Negroes
(now NCCU [33]) in Durham and North Carolina A&T College [34] in Greensboro. Not until the early 1950s did African
Americans gain admission to graduate and professional programs at UNC.

During the Great Depression [35] in the 1930s, African Americans in North Carolina liked what they heard from Democratic
president Franklin D. Roosevelt [36]. Because of his New Deal [37] policies (the New Deal was not geared specifically toward
Black citizens, but they were included on a segregated basis), and the actions of the national Republican Party—it had
abandoned any fight for equality—Black voters began to look to the national Democratic Party as a means to advance the
cause of civil rights. African Americans were also reacting to the white backlash against their desires for equality after
World War I [38], and to increasing racial violence by white supremacist groups such as the Ku Klux Klan [39]. By the
presidential election of 1936, the majority of African American voters had shifted their vote from the Republican Party to
the Democratic Party.

World War II opened a window of opportunity to push the fight for civil rights to a national level. Black people raised this
question: If America could fight to defend democracy in Europe, why couldn’t it fight to defend democracy at home?
African Americans vowed to fight a “Double V” campaign—victory over totalitarianism abroad, and victory over racism at
home. From this point, the pace of the struggle for civil rights quickened, and the national mood was becoming more
receptive. The composition of the United States Supreme Court had shifted from conservative to liberal under Franklin D.
Roosevelt. After World War II, America assumed a greater role in foreign affairs. That international role, combined with
technological improvements in broadcasting, such as the invention of television; a growing African American middle class;
and a national civil rights organization (the NAACP [40]—National Association for the Advancement of Colored People [40]),
gave African Americans greater tools with which to fight for civil rights.
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Civil rights leaders also used a tactic called nonviolent civil disobedience to work for change. In the 1930s African
American ministers boycotted a ceremony to dedicate the War Memorial Auditorium in Raleigh [6] (because they had to sit
in the balcony), and African Americans in Greensboro carried out a boycott of local theaters (to protest the absence of
racially balanced movies). Kelly Miller Alexander Sr. reorganized the Charlotte chapter of the NAACP in 1940 and then
worked to build the organization throughout the state. Also during the 1940s, the NAACP assisted in organizing boycotts
to protest inferior segregated education. Students from the North Carolina College for Negroes picketed in the state
capital to demand improvements at the school.

Major civil rights organizations such as the NAACP, SCLC
[41](Southern Christian Leadership Conference [41]), SNCC [42]

(Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee [42]), and CORE
[43] (Congress of Racial Equality [43]) played an important role in
the struggle for civil rights in North Carolina. In 1947 CORE
sponsored the Journey of Reconciliation, an interracial bus trip
designed to test compliance with Morgan v. Virginia [44], a 1946
United States Supreme Court decision outlawing segregated
interstate bus travel. Teams of Black and white people left
Washington, D.C., and traveled on buses through the South,
stopping in Durham and Chapel Hill. Riders faced violence on
their stop in Chapel Hill and were arrested in Asheville and
Durham. The Journey of Reconciliation was the forerunner of
the Freedom Rides of 1961 [45]. In addition, CORE led
demonstrations in Chapel Hill, Durham, Greensboro, and other
cities to desegregate public facilities. There were smaller
movements in cities such as Wilmington, Edenton,
Williamston, and others. Public facilities were finally integrated with the passage of the national Civil Rights Act of 1964 [46].

In 1954 the United States Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas [47], that segregated
public schools were unconstitutional, meaning that the schools must become integrated. But schools in North Carolina
desegregated slowly. The Greensboro [48] school system became the first in the state to comply with the Brown decision. In
1957 a few African American students were admitted to white public schools in Greensboro, Charlotte, and Winston-
Salem. However, these actions did not achieve complete integration. State leaders who opposed integration devised
several plans, including the Pearsall Plan [49], adopted by the General Assembly in 1956 in an attempt to delay
desegregation by allowing all parents who opposed integration to use state funds to pay tuition for private schools.

African Americans and their supporters continued to push for desegregation of public schools, however. Community
action and court cases eventually helped to desegregate the schools. In Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of
Education [50], a federal court ruled that busing could be used as a tool to help integrate the public schools, and the
Supreme Court upheld the ruling in 1971. Yet some African Americans opposed the desegregation of public education,
since they feared losing their community schools and jobs. For instance, a yearlong protest took place in Hyde County [51]

in response to a plan to close Black schools and send African American students to white schools.

Another key occurrence in North Carolina that became a
national event and, in the process, helped to propel the Civil
Rights movement forward was the Greensboro sit-ins [4]. On
February 1, 1960, thousands of college students were brought
into the movement when four African American freshmen from
North Carolina A&T College [34] in Greensboro [48] entered a
downtown Woolworth store, made some purchases, and sat
down at the lunch counter and requested service. They were
denied service because they were not white, but the students
refused to leave. They remained until the store closed, and
they returned the next day with more students. The cause
gained momentum. Sit-ins quickly spread to major cities
across North Carolina and then throughout the South, helping
to bring about the desegregation of lunch counters and other
public facilities.

Ella J. Baker [52], a graduate of Shaw University in Raleigh and
a field secretary for the NAACP, called a meeting at Shaw University in April 1960. Baker believed that Black college
students should have their own civil rights organization. She and the students founded the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC [42]), and they traveled across the South to work in local communities coordinating civil
rights activities to end segregation and discrimination, and registering African Americans to vote.

Golden Frinks [3], who became a field secretary for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference [41], planned, organized,
and led marches primarily in eastern North Carolina that addressed issues such as desegregation of public schools, equal
access to city services, integration of public facilities, better housing, and the right to vote.

The Twenty-fourth Amendment [53] to the United States Constitution in 1964 outlawed the poll tax, which was a fee for
voting. The amendment, along with the national Voting Rights Act of 1965 [54], led to an increase in the number of African
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Americans registered to vote and in the election of African Americans to local and statewide offices. Additional legislation
passed by Congress in the 1960s helped to remove other legal barriers to equality.

The struggle for civil rights in North Carolina included individuals, church and civic groups, national civil rights
organizations, community leaders, and others. The many factions did not always agree on which issues were most
important or on the methods to use to achieve their goals. By the late 1960s, a rupture, or break, became evident
between the older, more established civil rights organizations and the newer organizations and their younger participants.
These divisions would remain. But the actions of all of the organizations eventually spurred civil rights legislation that led
to the integration of public facilities in the state.

The removal of legal restrictions in housing and the access of some African Americans to higher-paying jobs have
changed the makeup of many traditionally African American residential communities in inner cities. The communities no
longer consist of people from all economic levels. The African Americans who could afford to left these inner-city
communities. The poor residents who remain do not have important role models who could raise expectations among the
young. Although the Civil Rights movement accomplished much, a great deal remains unfinished. Now, new problems
exist for a new generation.

At the time of this article’s publication, Dr. Flora Bryant Brown chaired the Department of History and Political Science at
Elizabeth City State University in Elizabeth City.

Educator Resources:

Civil Rights Lesson Plan [55], State Archives of North Carolina

Grade 8: Living History: Local Voices of the Civil Rights Movement. North Carolina Civic Education Consortium.
http://civics.sites.unc.edu/files/2012/05/LivingHistoryLocalVoicesofCivi... [56]

Grade 8: Creating a Civil Rights Quilt. North Carolina Civic Education Consortium.
http://civics.sites.unc.edu/files/2012/04/CivilRightsQuilt.pdf [57]

Additional Resouces
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CNN Interactive, The Civil Rights Movement: http://www.cnn.com/EVENTS/1997/mlk/links.html [59]

DocSouth, Oral Histories of the American South: The Civil Rights Movement.
https://docsouth.unc.edu/sohp/civil_rights.html [60]

Durham Civil Rights Heritage Project: http://www.durhamcountylibrary.org/dcrhp/ [61]

Greensboro Sit-Ins: http://www.sitins.com/index.shtml [62]

Hawkins, Karen M. “Rising Phoenix-Like: The African American Struggle and Mobilization for Political Rights in New Bern,
North Carolina, 1968-1979.” The North Carolina Historical Review 85, no. 4 (2008): 379–415.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/23523967 [63].

North Carolina History Project, The Civil Rights Movement: http://www.northcarolinahistory.org/commentary/37/category/
[64]

My State History: http://mystatehistory.com/nc/nc_book/ch_13_4.pdf [65]

Roodenko, Igal. "Oral History Interview with Igal Roodenko, April 11, 1974. Interview B-0010. Southern Oral History
Program Collection (#4007)." By Jerry Wingate and Jacquelyn Hall. Documenting the American South. April 11, 1974.
Accessed Sept. 28, 2023. https://docsouth.unc.edu/sohp/B-0010/B-0010.html [66]

The International Civil Rights Center & Museum: http://www.sitinmovement.org/ [67]

 

LEARNC:

Brown vs. Board of Education:http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-postwar/6022 [68]

Civil War Protest Chart: http://www.learnnc.org/lp/multimedia/5190 [69]

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-postwar/6090 [70]

Desegregating Public Accomodations in Durham: http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-postwar/6089 [71]

The Civil Rights Movement 1960-1980: http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-postwar/6089 [71]
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Freedom Ride: http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-postwar/6007 [72]

The Greensboro Sit-Ins, a Primary Source: http://www.learnnc.org/search?
phrase=Civil+Rights+Movement&media=text&st... [73]

Video Credits:

CBS Newsonline, The Legacy of the Greensboro Four. Located at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Rmjt0kJF0A [74].
Accessed February 27, 2012.

Reflections on the Greensboro Lunch Counter. YouTube. National Museum of American History, 2020.
https://youtu.be/uFQ3ZCAgAA0 [75]. Accessed July 13, 2023.

Image Credits:

Hoffman, David. "Pullen Park Pool, August 7, 1962." Photo currently part of an exhibit at the Raleigh City Museum,
Raleigh, North Carolina. Located at https://www.flickr.com/photos/universalpops/6814610463/ [18]. Accessed February 27,
2012.
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