
Why were the Birmingham and 
Washington marches so important? 
L/O – To evaluate the significance of the two 

marches in raising awareness of civil rights issues 



Birmingham March 1963 
• By 1962, little progress had been made 

on Civil Rights despite the Freedom 
Rides and Sit-ins. This changed in 
1963. 
 

• Birmingham, Alabama was known as 
the most segregated city in the USA. 
To avoid desegregating its parks, 
playgrounds and other facilities, the 
city just closed them all down! 
 

• The Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC) sought to challenge 
this segregation in Birmingham and 
started to plan ‘Project C – 
Confrontation’. 



 



Birmingham March 1963 
• MLK hoped to mobilise the 150,000 

black citizens of Birmingham to 
protest using the tactics of sit-ins 
and marches. 
 

• Demonstrations began on 3rd April 
1963, on 6th some were arrested. 
Police Chief Eugene ‘Bull’ Connor 
closed all public parks in response. 
 

• King then addressed the marchers 
saying, ‘…it was better to go to jail in 
dignity rather than just accept 
segregation.’ 



 



 



Birmingham March 1963 
• King was arrested on 12th April 

and jailed for defying a ban on 
marches. In jail he wrote his 
famous ‘Letter from Birmingham 
Jail’. 
 

• He was released on 20th April and 
he decided to continue the 
marches, this time using children 
and students. 
 

• Why do you think the SCLC 
decided to risk using students 
and children during the march? 



 



Birmingham March 1963 
• On 3rd May, Police Chief Connor 

allowed his men to set dogs on the 
protesters, and then called in the fire 
department to use powerful water 
hoses.  
 

• Over 2000 demonstrators were put in 
jail. Around 1300 children were 
arrested and students missed school. 
 

• TV witnessed the event and it was seen 
worldwide. By the 3rd May there was 
chaos. 
 

• Why would this worry the President? 
 
 



 



 



 



 



Birmingham March 1963 
• President Kennedy then became 

involved and he sent Assistant 
Attorney General Burke Marshall 
to mediate between the parties 
involved. 
 

• Desegregation was introduced to 
the city. A settlement was agreed 
on the 9th May and desegregation 
had to occur within 90 days. 
 

• The violence persuaded President 
Kennedy to introduce a Civil 
Rights Bill. 
 
 



Activities 
• 1. What were the causes of the Birmingham march? 

 
• 2. Make a timeline of events during the Birmingham march 

 
• 3. What were the effects of the Birmingham march?  

 
• 4. Why did King choose Birmingham to demonstrate? 

 
• 5. Why did President Kennedy become so involved in the 

crisis at Birmingham? 
 

• 6. Study Source D. What did President Kennedy mean when 
he said ‘We face a moral crisis’? 



Why were the Birmingham and 
Washington marches so important? 
L/O – To evaluate the significance of the two 

marches in raising awareness of civil rights issues 



Washington March 1963 
• After Birmingham, Civil Rights groups 

wanted to keep up the pressure and 
commemorate the 100 year anniversary 
of the freeing of the slaves in 1863. 
 

• The idea of a huge march on 
Washington came from Philip 
Randolph. The NAACP, CORE, SNCC and 
SCLC all took part in organising it. 
 

• MLK was eager to march because he 
knew that some in the movement were 
drifting towards violence due to the 
lack of progress. 



 



Washington March 1963 
• Washington police halted leave 

for 3,000 officers and called in 
1,000 extra police officers with 
over 2,000 National Guard on 
standby—President Kennedy 
even feared violence and asked 
organisers to call it off! 

 

• The marchers were initially 
calling for jobs and freedom but 
its aims covered those of the 
civil rights movements. 



Washington March 1963 

• Over 250,000 demonstrators 
took part in the rally at 
Washington (80,000 white 
supporters) with people 
coming from all over America 
by bus, plane, train and car. 

 

• People chanted ‘Pass the bill’ 
at senators and Bob Dylan sang 
several songs. MLK, John Lewis 
and other all gave speeches 
demanding equal rights. 



 



Washington March 1963 
• The March on Washington was 

a huge success as it was 
televised across the USA. 
 

• Audiences saw black and white 
people working together for a 
common cause and the 
Christian ethos and hopeful 
speeches helped to unite 
different sections of US society. 
 

• This all put further pressure on 
President Kennedy to act on 
civil rights. 



Washington March 1963 - Effects 
• MLK and other leaders met with 

President Kennedy to discuss civil 
rights legislation (law). 

 

• However many Republican 
politicians still opposed changes 
and few changed their minds about 
Kennedy’s Civil Rights Bill. 

 

• 1 month later, four black girls were 
killed in a bomb attack in 
Birmingham. Progress seemed to 
have stalled and then President 
Kennedy was assassinated. 



 



Activities - p.59 
• 1. Study Source A. What did the organisers mean by the word 

‘freedom’? 
 

• 2. Why was it important for the civil rights movement to have 
the support of famous actors and protest singers? 

 
• 3. Working in pairs, put forward a list of reasons why the 

March on Washington was a success. 
 

• 4. Study Sources B and C. In what ways is Lewis different to 
King in his view of civil rights? 

 
• 5. Can you suggest reasons why King’s speech (Source C) has 

become one of the most famous in history? 
 



What did the Civil Rights Act (1964) and 
Voting Rights Act (1965) do for civil rights? 

L/O – To identify the ways in which the two acts 
helped the civil rights movement 



Kennedy and Civil Rights 
• After the Birmingham Protests on 11th 

June 1963, President Kennedy 
addressed the nation on TV and radio 
in a speech in which he identified the 
problem of racial disharmony as: 
 

•  ‘a moral issue…as old as the 
scriptures and…as clear as the 
American Constitution.’ 
 

• Later in June he put his weight behind 
a new piece of legislation that would 
become the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 
But… 



 

November, 1963 



The Civil Rights Act 
1964 
• On 2nd July 1964, new 

president Lyndon Johnson 
signed the Civil Rights Act. 

 

• It did the following: 

 

• However laws need to be 
enforced to work and 
Southern states still 
continued to ignore the 
new law. 

         The Civil Rights Act, 1964 
 
 

• Banned discrimination in 
education, work and public 

places. 
 

• Segregation in hotels, motels, 
restaurants, lunch counters 
and theatres was banned. 

 
• Businesses who worked with 

the government would be 
monitored to ensure there  

was no discrimination. 
 

• The Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission 

(EEOC) was created to 
implement the law. 



The Selma March 
• Despite the Civil Rights Act, many 

Southern States continued to resist 
so the Civil Rights Movement 
organised a march in Alabama, 
from Selma to Montgomery, to 
highlight the problem. 
 

• On 7th March 1965 they were 
stopped at Edmund Petus Bridge by 
state troopers with tear gas, clubs 
and electric cattle prods. 
 

• Again, the violence against peaceful 
protesters was televised and it put 
pressure on President Johnson to 
act. 



 



The Voting Rights Act 
1965 
• The success of the Selma 

march created an 
atmosphere of optimism in 
which President Johnson 
introduced the Voting 
Rights Bill.  

 

• By the end of 1965, 
250,000 black Americans 
had registered to vote. 
Disenfranchisement had 
been removed. 

 The Voting Rights Act, 
1965 

 
 
 

• Ended literacy tests 
 

• Ensured federal 
agents could 

monitor registration 
and step-in if it felt 

there was 
discrimination 



 



Activities – p.206-207 

1. Read pages 206-207. 

 

2. Why were so few black voters registered to vote in 
the 1950s and early 1960s? 

 

3. Why was the federal government so slow to help 
register black voters? 

 

4. How did the 1965 Voting Rights Act help to change 
things? 


