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“Next week I shall ask the Congress of the United States to act, to make a 
commitment it has not fully made in this century to the proposition that race has 
no place in American life or law. [...] I am [...] asking the Congress to enact 
legislation giving all Americans the right to be served in facilities which are open 
to the public—hotels, restaurants, theaters, retail stores, and similar 
establishments.”1  

 
With these remarks in a televised address to the American public, President John F. Kennedy 
announced the initiation of broad civil rights legislation on June 11, 1963. Arguably, this was the 
turning point of the Civil Rights Movement. Kennedy’s proposed legislation would become the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964. It outlawed discrimination in employment and public accommodations 
on the basis of race, color, sex, religion, and national origin. It also included voting reform as 
well as provisions that would accelerate the pace of school desegregation. Enactment of this 
legislation paved the way for the passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965, which provided most 
African Americans in the South an actual right to vote for the first time. Initiation of sweeping 
federal civil rights legislation would have been unimaginable just three years earlier to the 
student leaders who independently initiated lunch counter sit-in campaigns in Greensboro, North 
Carolina, and Nashville, Tennessee. Members of the King-centric historiographical school such 
as Adam Fairclough paint Martin Luther King Jr. as the most important figure in shifting the 
Kennedy administration’s stance on civil rights. Historians such as Clayborne Carson, on the 
other hand, argue that students were the primary force pushing the movement forward in the 
early Sixties. A close analysis of the events that caused President John F. Kennedy and his 
brother and Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy to move from ambivalence on Civil Rights to 
champions of the legislation that would become the Civil Rights Act of 1964 demonstrates that 
student leaders played a more important role than even Carson has contended.  
 
In 1865, Union victory in the Civil War, Reconstruction, and the 13th, 14th, and 15th 
Amendments presaged equality for African Americans in the South. In reality, nearly a century 
later, the segregationist Jim Crow system made African Americans in the South second class 
citizens. Although many Jim Crow policies violated federal laws, African Americans in the 
South were barred from, among other places, movie theaters, restaurants, lunch counters and 
public swimming pools. Most could not even register to vote due to policies such as poll taxes 
and literacy tests designed to deny them suffrage. The successful Montgomery bus boycotts of 
1955, which desegregated Montgomery’s bus system, catapulted Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and 
the Civil Rights Movement to the national stage. Hoping to continue the momentum from the bus 
boycotts, King formed the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) in January, 1957, 
with the goal that ministers and other local leaders across the South would coordinate to lead 
similar protests and voter registration movements.2 By 1960, however, despite trying to start 
several voter registration campaigns, the SCLC had no major accomplishments. In July 1959, 
SCLC Executive Director Ella Baker wrote in a memorandum to King that the SCLC “[was] 
losing the initiative in the Civil Rights Struggle.”3 Prospects for sweeping federal legislation to 
provide African Americans in the South truly equal rights, and correct the failures of the post-
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Civil War Reconstruction period were dim. Democrats, such as President John F. Kennedy, who 
condemned segregation and inequality for African Americans, were reluctant to act, 
understanding that passing such legislation would mean losing the support of Southern white 
voters that was important to electoral success at the federal level.  
 
King-centric historians contend that King’s leadership as a strategist and orator was the most 
important factor in the success of the Civil Rights Movement. Historian Adam Fairclough 
represents this perspective, contending that “in terms of influence and accomplishment, King 
outstripped all other black leaders and would-be leaders.”4 Fairclough’s work supports the King-
centric narrative that has dominated popular perception of the Civil Rights Movement from its 
inception. This narrative was to a significant extent institutionalized when Congress and 
President Reagan established Martin Luther King Day in 1983. The holiday and “myth” it 
represents “not only exaggerates King's historical importance but also distorts his actual, 
considerable contribution to the movement,” according to Dr. Clayborne Carson, founder and 
director of Stanford University’s Martin Luther King Jr. Research and Education Institute.5 
Carson argues that student organizers drove the movement forward during the crucial 1960-1963 
period. He writes, “[the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, the primary student civil 
rights organization, (SNCC)] was at the center of a movement that changed the nation.”6 To 
support his contention, Carson documents the student-organized 1960 sit-in campaign, the 
aggressive 1961 Freedom Rides, and SNCC’s unique strategy of community organizing in the 
Deep South. Carson agrees with Fairclough’s assessment that “by all accounts, SCLC’s protests 
[in Birmingham in 1963] were pivotal in persuading the Kennedy administration to abandon its 
executive-action strategy in favor of legislation,” and that the Children’s Crusade, in which 
thousands of African American children protesters provoked “the mass arrest of children and the 
use of fire hoses and police dogs [that] was publicized the world all over,” was the critical 
component of the Birmingham campaign.7 Carson argues that, “the Children’s Crusade turned 
the tide of the movement [...] if he [Martin Luther King] hadn’t won, there probably wouldn’t 
have been an ‘I Have a Dream’ speech or a Man of the Year award or a Nobel Peace Prize in 
1964.”8 Where Carson and Fairclough differ is that Fairclough makes the implicit assumption 
made by many King-centric historians that all SCLC successes should be attributed to King, 
treating the Children’s Crusade as King’s strategic victory.9 Carson, on the other hand, 
recognizes that it was student leader James Bevel, who had only recently left SNCC to join the 
SCLC, who on his own initiative thought of, organized, and executed the Children’s Crusade.10 
Carson does not make a detailed analysis of the contributions made by student leaders that 
caused the Kennedy administration to change course to propose sweeping legislation. This 
analysis, which follows, supports Carson’s contention that, above all, it was the direct action 
nonviolent protests organized and executed by student leaders that accelerated federal legislation 
to ensure equal rights for African Americans in the South.  
 
As will be discussed in detail below, national news coverage of the violent reaction provoked by 
SCLC’s 1963 Birmingham campaign was an important reason the Kennedy administration 
decided to change course and propose sweeping Civil Rights legislation. However, as of January 
1960, the SCLC had not come close to replicating the success of the 1955 Montgomery bus 
boycotts. In September 1959, SCLC Executive Director Ella Baker observed in her “Report of 
the Executive Director” that the SCLC needed to develop “potential leaders” who could organize 
“a vital movement of nonviolent direct mass action.”11 Carson argues that “within months of 
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Baker's remarks, the lunch counter desegregation sit-ins [...] ignited the type of movement she 
advocated, but black college students, rather than King and his SCLC colleagues, were 
spearheading the new movement.”12 On February 1, 1960, four students in Greensboro, North 
Carolina, started the sit-in movement by trying to order a meal at a local Woolworth’s and 
refusing to leave when they were denied service. Two weeks later, students in Nashville who had 
independently been planning their own sit-in campaign, began a three-month long campaign that 
became the first to desegregate the lunch counters of a major Southern city. The Nashville sit-ins 
would emerge as the most important. They originated when James Lawson, a Vanderbilt 
graduate student who had studied Gandhi’s nonviolent protest philosophy in India, began 
teaching workshops in nonviolent direct action to students attending nearby historically black 
universities.13 The students he trained—including Diane Nash, James Bevel, and John Lewis—
would go on to become some of the movement’s most important student leaders. Inspired by the 
campaigns in Greensboro and Nashville, by the fall of 1960, sit-in demonstrations led by 
students would take place in at least 69 cities in all Southern states with the exception of 
Mississippi (see Appendix A).14 These movements successfully utilized a strategy of nonviolent 
direct action in which organizers used large numbers of demonstrators to deliberately violate a 
targeted segregation policy—whether it be segregation in lunch counters, restaurants, or movie 
theaters. In Nashville, a dozen or so students would sit in at a targeted lunch counter. When these 
students were arrested, dozens more students were ready to take their places. Practicing 
Gandhian techniques, when heckled or beaten, the students refused to reply in kind. Their 
nonviolent direct action strategy proved to be very effective. By the end of the summer of 1960, 
27 southern cities had desegregated their lunch counters.15 These successes transformed the 
direction of the movement. As Kenneth T. Andrews and Michael Bigg argue, “While civil rights 
advocates [such as the leaders of the SCLC, National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) and the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)] had been relying 
primarily on litigation and organization building, such tangible victories [of the successful 
student sit-ins] elevated protest as the central strategy of the movement in the years to follow.”16  
 
Unlike the SCLC, CORE almost immediately moved to implement the students’ nonviolent 
direct action strategy. On May 4th, 1961, CORE started a “Freedom Ride” through the South to 
demonstrate to Americans that Jim Crow segregation on interstate buses persisted despite the 
Supreme Court’s Boynton holding that such restrictions were illegal. The CORE riders met 
extreme violence in Alabama. In Anniston, one of the two buses was firebombed by an angry 
white mob (miraculously no one was killed) and, soon after, the riders on the other bus were 
brutally beaten by a Ku Klux Klan (KKK) mob in Birmingham. In the face of this fierce 
resistance, CORE decided to discontinue its campaign.17 Learning this, Nashville student leaders 
Diane Nash, John Lewis, and James Bevel, fearing that stopping the Freedom Rides could derail 
the entire movement by showing segregationists that they could use force to stop nonviolent 
direct action, rallied student veterans of the Nashville sit-ins to continue the rides.18 Attorney 
General Robert Kennedy’s Executive Assistant and friend John Seigenthaler implored 23-year-
old Diane Nash to abandon the rides, fearing further violence.19 Nash refused to back down. In 
an interview Nash recalls, “Some of the students gave me sealed letters to be mailed in case they 
were killed. That’s how prepared they were for death.”20 The Nashville riders predictably met 
extreme violence at their first stop in Montgomery, Alabama. Two riders, John Lewis and Jim 
Zwerg, were almost beaten to death.21 The violent attack forced Attorney General Robert 
Kennedy’s Department of Justice for the first time to deploy federal marshals to try to control a 
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civil rights crisis.22 The attacks garnered national press attention, starting the education of the 
rest of the country about the reality of the Jim Crow South. As one example, the Washington 
Post ran a story accompanied by a photo of bloodied Freedom Rider Jim Zwerg above the fold 
on its front page (see Appendix 2).23  
 
The Freedom Rides also started the education of Robert Kennedy, who admitted that he did not 
“give a shit” about Civil Rights before he became Attorney General.24 Kennedy had to be 
personally impacted when he learned that that Siegenthaler, whom he had sent to Alabama to try 
to manage the situation, had himself almost been killed.25 The Freedom Rides, prompted the 
Kennedy Justice Department to ask the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) to issue 
regulations ordering the desegregation of all interstate travel facilities, which the ICC passed 
several months later.26 In a 1985 interview, Robert Kennedy’s Assistant Attorney General for 
Civil Rights, Burke Marshall, commented on the effectiveness of the students’ strategy: “The 
Freedom Rides [were] a catalyst to spur the Department of Justice to go to the ICC and ask the 
ICC to implement through new regulations [...] this statutory rule that prohibited racial 
segregation in the state bus travel, including the stations.”27 This explanation is made more 
credible by the fact that it is against Marshall’s interest. He and the Department of Justice would 
appear better had the instruction to the ICC already been in process on the Department of 
Justice’s own initiative. The Nashville leaders and courageous Freedom Riders had proven that a 
strategy of using direct action nonviolent protest to provoke segregationist violence could 
succeed in obtaining federal intervention if it obtained national press coverage. The success of 
the student-led sit-ins, followed by the even greater success of the student-led Freedom Rides, 
provided a template SNCC leaders would apply in dozens of cities over the next few years.28 The 
success and organic growth of these student-led protests supports Carson’s thesis that “if 
Kennedy had never lived, the black struggle would have followed a course of development 
similar to the one it did.”29 
 
In a letter to a supporter, King acknowledged that he had learned from the students’ successful 
Freedom Rides: “The world seldom believes the horror stories of history until they are 
documented via mass media. Certainly, there would not have been enough pressure to warrant a 
ruling by the ICC had [the Freedom Ride confrontation] not been so well publicized.”30 King and 
the SCLC recognized that to conduct successful campaigns and to remain relevant, the SCLC 
needed to bring on board visionary student leaders to help organize future protests.31 To this end, 
the SCLC persuaded James Bevel and Diane Nash to leave SNCC to join the SCLC.32 The SCLC 
also brought on James Lawson, who had been the key adviser to the Nashville students during 
the sit-in campaign.33 These moves, underappreciated in the Civil Rights scholarship, would 
prove critical to the SCLC successes in Birmingham (and, later, Selma).  
 
After a largely unsuccessful attempt to challenge segregationist policies in Albany, Georgia, 
King and the SCLC needed to be effective in their next campaign. The leaders chose 
Birmingham primarily because they calculated its hot-tempered, ardently segregationist police 
chief, Bull Connor, would react to their protests with the violence necessary to gain national 
press coverage. SCLC Chief of Staff Wyatt Tee Walker recalled looking back on the 
Birmingham campaign, “We knew that when we came to Birmingham that if Bull Connor was 
still in control, he would do something to benefit our movement [...] [We] decided that 
Birmingham would be our target because we felt that after Albany we had to take on what 
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represented the symbol of the inflexible South. [We] knew that there had been no real 
dramatization to the nation of what segregation was like and Birmingham would provide us with 
that kind of platform.”34 As further evidence that it aimed to provoke segregationist violence as 
the Freedom Rides had, the SCLC named their direct action campaign of sit-ins and marches 
“Project C” for “confrontation.”35 The campaign started in March, 1963, and was able to attract a 
small number of demonstrators to march and sit-in. By late April, however, the campaign was 
faltering.36 According to local pastor John King, who aided the SCLC with their campaign, King 
had urgently told him on April 26th, “You know we’ve got to get something going. The press is 
leaving, we’ve got to get going.”37 King and the SCLC were under great pressure to achieve 
major desegregation gains in Birmingham. Since its founding in 1957, the SCLC had no major 
accomplishments. It was in danger of becoming irrelevant. One of the problems the SCLC faced 
was that they had run out of Birmingham citizens willing to demonstrate. “We needed more 
troops. [...] We had scraped the bottom of the barrel of adults who could go,” recalled Walker.38  
 
What saved the campaign was James Bevel’s planning and execution of the “Children’s 
Crusade” which garnered the press attention and national outrage needed to force change in 
Birmingham and influence the Kennedy administration. In an interview, Bevel recalled, “My 
position was you can’t get the dialogues you need with a few. So the strategy was, okay, let’s use 
thousands of people who won’t create an economic crisis because they’re off the job: the high 
school students.”39 On his own initiative, Bevel, with the help of Nash, Wyatt Walker, and 
Dorothy Cotton, had been conducting workshops in nonviolence in local high schools to prepare 
students to march.40 Bevel explained that to get maximum participation, “We started organizing 
the prom queens of the high schools, the basketball stars, the football stars, to get the influence 
and power leaders involved. They in turn got all the other students involved.”41 In a case of 
success begetting success, in his workshops, Bevel would play students an NBC White Paper 
episode about the Nashville Sit-Ins to instruct students on the principles of nonviolent direct 
action that he and the other Nashville leaders had used so effectively three years earlier.42 On 
May 2, when the students high school age and even younger were scheduled to march, King had 
not yet made a decision on whether to allow them to go.43 Bevel and Walker decided that the 
students would march anyway. With over five hundred students getting arrested that day, press 
attention returned to Birmingham, and King gave his support to Bevel’s idea.44 The next day, 
over two thousand young students marched. This time, Bull Connor used police dogs and fire 
hoses to disperse the young marchers and their adult onlookers. The violence garnered massive 
media attention, with graphic photographs making the front page of the New York Times.45 It 
should be noted that historians differ on whether King approved of the initial launch of the 
Children’s Crusade or even of the workshops for students. In his claim that “in Birmingham, 
King broke the political logjam and delivered a hammer-blow against white supremacy,” 
Fairclough ignores evidence that King had little or nothing to do with the planning of the 
Children’s Crusade, the event that Fairclough cites as having the greatest impact. Fairclough 
does not even mention Bevel.46 Even Carson asserts that the Children’s Crusade was a strategic 
victory for King because King made the crucial decision to allow what he knew would be a 
controversial campaign.47 According to Eskew and Garrow, however, this is not what the 
historical record shows. In either case, the success of the Birmingham campaign should be 
regarded as a success primarily of the student-led movement, even though it was conducted by 
the SCLC with strong support from local organizers. First, the campaign succeeded only because 
the SCLC had persuaded the experienced and visionary student leader James Bevel to join its 
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team. The Children’s Crusade that Bevel orchestrated that saved the campaign was a culmination 
of the accumulated wisdom he acquired by leading and participating in the Nashville Sit-Ins and 
the Freedom Rides. Second, the campaign succeeded because the SCLC decided to adopt the 
nonviolent direct action strategy that had been developed and implemented successfully by 
students leaders.  
 
The strategy used effectively by the students starting with the Freedom Rides—provoking 
violence against nonviolent protesters to gain national press attention—had been deployed by 
Bevel in Birmingham and had its intended effect. President Kennedy was personally appalled by 
what had happened, saying that the New York Times photos had “made him sick” in a recorded 
White House meeting.48 This response was a marked change for a president who had previously 
been ambivalent about the Civil Rights Movement. Furthermore, after the violence against 
student demonstrators gained extensive national press coverage, Americans became much more 
supportive of federal action on Civil Rights. Remarkably, polling showed Americans who ranked 
civil rights as the nation’s most urgent issue jumped from 4% to 52% after Birmingham.49 The 
dramatic increase in concern about Civil Rights provided President Kennedy more political 
leeway to attempt to pass civil rights legislation. Gene Roberts and Hank Klibanoff contend in 
their book The Race Beat, “For white northerners, the cameras provided incontrovertible 
evidence of American unfairness, inhumanity, and brutality. Any suggestion by southern whites 
that their Jim Crow laws and lifestyle were moral, legal, or practical, or that the South’s Negroes 
were fundamentally happy, was demolished by the images.”50 As one example supporting this 
interpretation, President Kennedy received a letter from California’s governor Pat Brown and 
other California citizens asking him to take action in Birmingham.51 Looking back on his 
decision to ask Congress for the Civil Rights bill, President Kennedy called it “Bull Connor’s 
Bill,” for the police chief of Birmingham who had set the dogs and hoses on the child 
protestors.52  
 
Carson and Fairclough agree that Birmingham was pivotal. Birmingham, however, was not 
pivotal in isolation. It was only pivotal in the context of other factors. Perhaps the most important 
of these other factors was that civil rights protests exploded in the Spring of 1963 independent of 
Birmingham. In its “Review” of its activities in Civil Rights in 1963, the Department of Justice 
reported that the “national concern for civil rights accelerated sharply in 1963,” counting 2063 
civil rights demonstrations in 315 cities in 40 states.53 Supporting the Department of Justice’s 
findings, the Southern Regional Council estimated that over 20,000 people were arrested in 1963 
during protests in 11 Southern states, compared to about 3,600 arrests during nonviolent protests 
prior to the fall of 1961.54 In its 1963 Review, the Department of Justice reported that, in addition 
to its intervention in Birmingham, it sent officials to a number of other cities “to help resolve 
racial conflicts peacefully.”55 According to Carson, all five protests expressly listed in the 
Review were supported by SNCC and were either prior to or contemporaneous with the 
Birmingham campaign (see cities highlighted in Appendix 4).56 While Carson does not attempt 
to explain how student-led protests influenced Kennedy Administration policy, his research 
supports the argument that student supported protests, combined with Birmingham, caused 
Marshall to logically conclude after he returned from Birmingham, where he had been sent to 
negotiate with local leaders, that, as historian Clay Risen put it, “the current non-strategy of 
putting out spot-fires, was untenable.”57 In a 1964 interview, Marshall recalls that the Kennedy 
administration shared his concerns: “My own judgment, [and] the judgment of the Attorney 
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General, we both saw it in the same way, was that for the future [...], after Birmingham [which] 
was already a terrible problem [...] was going to get worse and worse and worse and had to be 
dealt with.”58 On Friday, May 17, on a flight with Robert Kennedy to Asheville, North Carolina, 
Marshall and Department of Justice colleagues “brought up the idea of a new civil rights bill, and 
they found that the attorney general was on board with their thoughts.”59 From this point, events 
moved quickly. Robert Kennedy instructed his team to draft an omnibus civil rights bill over the 
weekend ready to present to the President.60 On Monday, May 20, Robert Kennedy and Marshall 
presented the President with a memo with the options for a possible bill.61 As when Marshall had 
presented the idea to Robert Kennedy, John F. Kennedy was receptive. Though some of the 
President’s political aids were against it, fearing that it might lose the President political support 
in the 1964 reelection campaign, the President and Attorney General agreed that the bill needed a 
robust public accommodations law alongside school desegregation and voting rights.62 Marshall 
recalls that the President’s stance on this was shaped by the nonviolent direct action protests that 
had been happening since 1960. “The President was acutely aware of the intensity of feeling 
about public accommodations [...]  Sit-ins had been going on since 1960. [...] that [public 
accomodations] was the problem in Birmingham.”63 President Kennedy decided to announce the 
bill in a national television address on June 11 after he deployed the Alabama National Guard to 
compel the University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa, to admit its first African American student. 
Although the speech appeared almost perfectly timed after the success in Tuscaloosa, Marshall 
contends that the decision to announce legislation had already been made. According to 
Marshall, the discussion in the administration at the time was a question of “when rather than 
whether.”64 
 
The bill passed in Congress a little over a year later, July 2, 1964, under President Johnson. It 
made segregation in public spaces officially illegal and ended employment discrimination on the 
basis of race, color, sex, religion, or national origin under the law. It also contained provisions to 
accelerate school desegregation and to strengthen voting rights for African Americans. As Risen 
writes, “It reached deep into the social fabric of the nation to refashion structures of racial order 
and domination that had held for almost a century—and it worked. [...] The act put the political, 
economic, and moral power of the federal government firmly behind black America, in a single 
step demolishing white supremacy’s stranglehold on public policy.”65 This legislation was 
primarily achieved by African American students who, through shrewd tactics and willingness to 
put their lives on the line, made it impossible for the federal government not to act. Recognizing 
the students’ contributions is not intended to minimize the contributions of Dr. King. King’s 
imprint on the Civil Rights Movement is everywhere. As a minor example, it was King who 
recommended that James Lawson pursue his graduate studies in the South where he could 
contribute more to the movement. Thus, King deserves some credit even for the Nashville sit-ins 
and the development of leaders such as Bevel, Nash, and Lewis. As Carson observes, without 
King, the achievements of the movement would probably not have occurred “as quickly and 
certainly not as peacefully, nor with as universal a significance.”66 King also deserves credit for 
adopting the students’ tactics in his later campaigns, hiring student leaders like James Bevel, and 
effectively communicating the movement’s goals to the entire nation. It is important, however, 
that the students be credited for their achievements. The story of how college-age students in 
1960 recognized appalling injustice, refused to live under its conditions any longer, and persisted 
in tearing down that injustice without resorting to violence is arguably one of the brightest 
shining moments in American history. 
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Freedom Rider James Zwerg after being beaten by a mob in Montgomery, AL. 
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