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To what extent were the 1960s the most important turning point in the development of African American civil rights in the period 1865-1992?
A turning point can be defined as a period of time or event which results in a decisive change, most often, though not always, with a positive result. While the 1960s were an active time for civil rights improvement and thus can be considered a turning point in terms of helping African Americans obtain political power thanks to the Voting Rights Act of 1965. However, despite legislation which made segregation illegal and made African Americans theoretically equal to white Americans, the 1960s failed to be the most significant turning points in battling segregation and improving the economic situation for African Americans, with de facto segregation still present as evidenced by black ghettos in large cities and by the fact that by 1992, unemployment rates were highest amongst black young men. However, the 1960s were a period which resulted in beneficial legislation, without which African Americans would not be able to make any progress to develop their civil rights and thus were the most significant period, as without political power, African American protest and activism was rendered useless. 
One of the most significant factors which hindered the development of African Americans was segregation, and while de jure segregation was challenged during the 1960s, de facto segregation remained until the very end of the period. The facilitating post-war environment of the 1960s was an active time for civil rights with Martin Luther King focusing on de facto segregation, particularly in schools, as seen in the Chicago Campaign yet by 1971 about a third of black students in the US as a whole were in their traditional (predominantly black) colleges, and in the south the figure was much higher, at nearly 90%, and ghettos in cities like New York were still present by 1992. Likewise, this was the case in 1896, where in the case of Plessy vs. Ferguson, the idea of "separate but equal" was cemented into law and thus legalised segregation. While this was meant to hold all men as equal, the reality was that black facilities were often poorly funded and of a much lower quality compared to those for whites. This was particularly evident in schools as seen in the Cumming vs. Board of Education case, followed by the Gaines vs. Canada case (1938) which ruled that separate must really mean equal. Segregation itself was not challenged until 1954, in the Linda Brown vs. Board of Education case which ruled in favour of segregation being unconstitutional, thus challenging the Jim Crow laws which had developed immediately after the Civil War in the late 1860s and 1870s. Despite the positive ruling, the enforcement of the verdict was not strict until the 1960s, although the case signalled a new era of liberal decision making. A similar reasoning to that of the Linda Brown case was behind the case of Browder vs. Gayle whereby segregation on public transport was ruled as unconstitutional after NAACP activist Rosa Parks was asked to give up her seat on a bus for a white passenger. The 1960 case of Boynton vs. Virginia inspired freedom rides and outlawed segregation on all interstate travel facilities; King's Birmingham protest of '63 challenged segregation in employment which was strengthened by the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which contrasts to the de jure segregation enforced in the south where white Democrat politicians played the race card for electoral support during the '30s as the 15th Amendment, which forbade the denial of the vote to any man, continued not the be enforced. The Civil Rights Act facilitated the end of de jure segregation, which was even seen previously in the World Wars as white and black soldiers would be segregated, and thus facilitated the affirmative action. Affirmative action helped de facto desegregation such that by 1972 southern schools were better integrated than many other areas of the US as a result of bussing. This was upheld by the ruling of Swann vs. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education (1971). Furthermore, Jackson's candidacy for the Democratic nomination for the President achieved the 1960s integrationist demand for a "black face in a high place", which was achieved even more successfully when Barack Obama became President in 2009. But, it appears that while the 1960s were a period during which de jure segregation was challenged and illegalised, de facto segregation remained constant throughout the period, despite the efforts of King and beneficial legislation, and thus the '60s fail to be the most significant turning point. However, Nixon's affirmative action in the early '70s appears to have been more significant as it challenged de facto segregation.  
For much of the period, African Americans were in a much worse economic situation than the majority of white Americans, and this was not improved during the 1960s. In the 1960s, life remained difficult in terms of employment and economic standing, with employment opportunities very limited and discrimination in the workplace prominent, despite legislation banning discrimination. Unemployment amongst African Americans remained high, whereby in 1992, 14.2% of the black community were unemployed, almost twice the national average at the time (7.8%), with black male teenagers having the highest rate of unemployment at 50%. The 1865 Freedman's Bureau was established with the intention to give aid to African Americans via employment opportunities, but the creation of the Bureau was vetoed by President Johnson. The race riots in Chicago after the development of ghettos during WWI, with 250,000 African Americans serving in the war (40,000 of which saw active service), inspired Garvey's UNIA which aimed to aid economic progress and promoted blacks taking control of their own affairs; but the Association lacked political strategy and failed to address the immediate economic and social concerns for black people. Similarly to Chicago and WWI, riots also took place in Detroit after WWII due to increased black migration north. The Cold War also resulted in CORE's failure to bring about better house and employment rights, due to the anti-communist mood of the period, and demands like those made by CORE seemed to question the freedom of property and contract, ensured in the American Constitution. Contrastingly, the New Deal made a more positive impact than the World Wars, as blacks praised Roosevelt's attempts to encourage the raising of wages and the cutting of working hours; although in 1935 30% of black families were on relief from the Government versus only 10% of white families indicates greater poverty was experienced by African Americans, it also shows that there was fair application of policy towards black families. Nixon's Affirmative Action was a positive idea, though African American historian Lawrence Riddick argued that it "violated our principle of equality". However, Affirmative Action was far more effective and beneficial than the economic slow down during Reagan's Presidency. Blacks did not share in the economic recovery in 1983 and thus remained caught in the poverty trap, with the economic gap between white and black Americans widening such that in 1990, only 1 in 7 black households had an annual gross income exceeding $50,000. Overall, it seemed that at best improvement was patchy, and at worst it was non-existent. The feelings of hopelessness among poorer blacks were unchanged from the 1960s, and the fiscal and structural economic crisis of the 30 year period meant that the most acute problems remained amongst the young. It is apparent that the economic situation for African Americans failed to be improved by the 1960s and arguably failed to improve throughout the entire period.  However, it can be argued that the 1960s were a turning point, but a negative one, in that the situation for African Americans began to worsen economically, and continued to do so until the end of the period. 
One of the key civil rights which African Americans campaigned for throughout the period was the right to vote and gain political power, which was aided by the 1960s. During the 1960s, the vital Civil Rights (1964) and Voting Rights (’65) Acts were passed as a consequence of King’s Birmingham march, which meant that blacks could register to vote; while this was already the case after 1870 15th Amendment, this was not enforced and thus Southern states used the Poll Tax and Grandfather Clauses to avoid giving African American men the vote. Furthermore, the 1898 Mississippi vs. Williams ruling meant that blacks were excluded from the voting register, whereas following the Voting Rights Act there was a dramatic and significant increase in the black vote register with 6.7% in 1964 and 67.5% in ’68 in Mississippi. However, this increase did settle by 1976 with less than 60% eligible blacks registered and less than 50% actually voting. By the end of the 1930s, blacks were still largely excluded from voting in the south, and white opinion, particularly in the south, seemed determined to maintain the existing system of race relations, whereas Jesse Jackson’s candidacy for the Democratic nomination for President highlighted the importance of the black vote. Although, this first became apparent in small numbers with President Truman 40 years before with African Americans being 12% of the American electorate. Booker T. Washington had a negative view on the importance of the vote and thus failed to do much for political power of African Americans, despite holding meetings with T. Roosevelt, and therefore received much criticism. Malcolm X similarly disliked emphasis on civil rights that saw desegregation and voting rights as essential to progress and therefore his activism fails to be the most significant turning point. Despite the Linda Brown case having limited immediate impact, the case stands as a turning point as the verdicts gave many southern black people a belief in the American political system and Constitution that Martin Luther King and other leaders were later able to exploit effectively. Martin Luther King targeted a town which had a terrible record of black registration, Selma, with a 50% black population where only 1% of the registered electorate was black. This generated publicity for civil rights supporters and led to a promise by Johnson for a Voting Rights Bill. This highlights that King’s activism presented the political weight and power African Americans had if organised and led by a charismatic leader and thus helped develop and strengthen the right to vote. It is therefore clear that the 1960s were a turning point for political power, having seen favourable legislation and strong campaigning from African Americans. 
It is apparent that the 1960s were a significant period for the African American civil rights movement, whereby the period saw favourable legislation which helped African Americans gain political power. The period was also significant in that it began the decline of economic stability for the black community, having failed to see improvement in the economic situation for black families. Despite legislation which tackled de jure segregation, the more subtle the facto segregation remained for much of the period and was not eradicated during the ‘60s. Therefore, one could argue that the 1960s were the most significant turning point as the period saw challenge to the legalised segregation and political power given to African Americans without which African Americans would not be able to make any progress to develop their civil rights. 
	
	
	



