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Black H istory M onth

NAACP Fights to Keep Struggle Alive
Civil rights 
group marks 
100 years

(A P) -- The bookends o f  the 
N A A C P s century testify to  the 
change it has w rought.

In 1908, a race riot in Spring- 
field, 111., left at least seven people 
dead and led to the birth o f  the 
N a tio n a l A sso c ia tio n  fo r the 
A d v a n c e m e n t o f  C o lo re d  
People. In 2008, Barack Obam a, 
w ho had launched his cam paign 
ju s t  b lo c k s  fro m  w h e re  
Springfield's blood once spilled, 
becam e the first A frican-A m eri­
can president.

In between, wielding legal ar­
gum ents and m oral suasion in 
equal m easure, the N A A C P de­
manded that America provide lib­
erty  and  ju s tic e  no t o n ly  fo r 
blacks, but for all. Now, its very 
ach iev em en ts  have c rea ted  a 
daunting  m odem  challenge as 
the N A A C P turns 100 on T hurs­
day: convincing people that the 
struggle continues.

"W hen 1 w as in co llege , 1 
could see signs that said 'white' 
and 'colored' w hen I w ent to  the 
m ovie theater. That was an easy 
target for m e to  aim  at," says 
Ju lian  B ond, chairm an  o f  the 
N A A C P board. "Today, I don't 
see those signs, but 1 know  that 
these divisions still e x is t ... and 
it's m ore d ifficu lt to  convince 
people that there's a  problem."

Benjam in Todd Jealous, the 
new president and C E O  o f the 
NAACP, says h is greatest o b ­
stacle  is "the lack  o f  ou trage 
a b o u t th e  w a y s  th a t  y o u n g  
people and w orking people are 
routinely m istreated."

H e cites figures such as a  70 
percent unsolved m urder rate in 
som e black com m unities, blacks 
graduating from  high school at a 
far low er rate than w hites, and 
studies show ing that whites with

T hurgood  M arsha ll, th e n  c h ie f  leg a l c o u n s e l  o f  th e  NAACP, is  su r ro u n d e d  b y  s tu d e n ts  a n d  
th e ir  e s c o r t  from  L ittle  R o ck , A rk., o n  A ug. 2 2 ,  1 9 5 8 .  The g ro u p  is  o n  th e  s t e p s  o f  th e  
S u p r e m e  C ourt B u ild ing  in W a sh in g to n , D .C., righ t a fte r  M a rsh a ll fi led  an  a p p e a l in th e  
in teg ra tio n  c a s e  o f  L ittle  R o c k 's  C en tra l H igh S c h o o l.

W .E .B . D u B o is , e d u c a to r , w riter a n d  co -ch a irm a n  o f  th e  
U .S. d e le g a tio n , a d d r e s s e s  th e  W orld C o n g re s s  o f  Parti­
s a n s  o f  P e a c e  in P aris, F rance, o n  April 2 2 , 1 9 4 9 .

s c h o la r  an d  a c tiv is t  W .E .B . 
DuBois. After the Springfield ri­
ots, N iagara m em bers jo ined  a 
group o f mostly white Northern­
ers to form the N A A C P on Feb. 
12, 1909 —  the centennial o f 
A braham  Lincoln's birth.

An early focus o f  the group 
was the hundreds o f lynchings 
taking place each year. In 1917, 
the N A A C P  w on its first S u­
prem e C ourt case, a unanim ous 
ruling that states could not seg­
regate people into residential dis­
tricts based on race.

This was an early exam ple of 
perhaps the N A A C Ps most pow­
erful argum ent: Equal rights are 
a fundamentally American value. 

"We are the only country that

M e d g a r E vers, 3 7 , M is s is ­
s ip p i fie ld  s e c r e ta r y  fo r  th e  
NAACP w a s  s h o t  a n d  k illed  
in  J a c k s o n , M iss . O n J u n e  
1 2 , 1 9 6 3 ,  w h ile  re tu rn ing  
h o m e  from  a n  in teg ra tio n  
rally.

crim inal records get jobs easier 
than blacks w ith clean histories.

"There are issues o f basic fair­
ness, obstacles to  opportunity, 
that still ex ist,"  Jea lous says. 
"The N A A C P is needed now  as 
urgently as it has ever been."

N o one group  did m ore to 
pave the way for O bam a's ascen­
sion than the NAACP, histori­
ans say, pointing to its primary 
role in three tow ering civil rights 
victories —  the Suprem e Court's 
1954 Brown vs. Board o f Educa­
tion school desegregation ruling, 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 
1965 Voting Rights Act.

But now  that the black son o f 
a poor single m other has moved 
into the W hite H ouse, a new  era 
has clearly begun.

"We've got to  rise to the oc­
c a s io n  to d a y ,"  sa y s  fo rm e r  
N A A C P board chairm an M yrlie 
Evers-Williams, who was married 
to  the sla in  c iv il r ig h ts  icon  
M edgar Evers.

"We cannot continue to sing 
W e Shall Overcom e,'" she says. 
"It's a dear, valued, valuable song 
that expresses a  tim e that should 
live w ith us. But I want a new 
song."

The first incarnation o f  the 
N A A C P was the Niagara M ove­
m en t, a  1905 c o n fe re n c e  o f  
p ro m in en t b lack s  led by the

w as founded  on an idea o r a 
prem ise ... the notion o f  equal 
citizenship," says Taylor Branch, 
the Pulitzer Prize-winning histo­
rian of the civil rights movement. 
"Pretty m uch all o f our history 
has tested what that meant. M ost 
often  the g reatest crises have 
been around race."

The N A A C P fram ed its argu­
m ents as "civil righ ts doesn 't 
mean black rights, it means rights 
p e r ta in in g  to  c i t iz e n s h ip ,"  
Branch says.

T h is stance p rov ided  huge

U niversity history professor. 
T hose legal v ictories laid a

foundation  fo r m any different 
groups to  dem and equal protec­
tion under the law.

" It spread to w om en, disabled 
g ro u p s , th e  e ld erly ,"  B ranch  
says. "M ost A m ericans are un­
a w a re  o f  th e  th in g s  th a t  it 
s p a rk e d , n o t ju s t  b y  o th e r  
groups, but in areas o ther than 
school desegregation or race re­
lations."

T he g rea t tr iu m p h s o f  the 
C iv il and  Voting R igh ts A cts

B e n ja m in  J e a lo u s  is  
th e  cu rren t p r e s id e n t  
o f  th e  NAACP a n d  th e  
y o u n g e s t  le a d e r  to  
g u id e  th e  Civil R ig h ts  
organiza tion .

m oral leverage. "T heir pow er 
cam e from knowing they were 
right," Bond says.

Pow er also cam e from thou­
sands o f  average citizens w ho 
risked retaliation to  challenge 
unjust laws.

"T hurgood  M arshall's  b ril­
liance was the instrum ent o f vic­
tory, but that brilliance was es­
sentially rooted in the courage 
o f  ordinary farmers and w ork­
ers," says William Chafe, a Duke

m arked the end o f an era. A fter 
the 1960s, some of the N A A C P s 
m o s t s ig n if ic a n t p o s t - '6 0 s  
ach ievem ents , accord ing  to  a 
timeline on the N A A CP Web site, 
include helping keep conserva­
tive Robert Bork o ff the Supreme 
C ourt and ex-K lansm an D avid 
Duke out o f  the U.S. Senate; reg­
istering hundreds o f thousands 
o f voters; leading marches; and 
pushing the issue o f diversity in 
corporations and on television.
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A LITTLE HISTORY.

Black History Month is about discovery. And with routes from the 
Carolinas to New York, Florida to DC. and all points in between, 
Amtrak makes it possible to discover history in any part of the 
country. Relax in roomy Coach seats, grab a bite to eat from the 
dining car, or take in the views from the lounge car. Amtrak is the 
perfect way to connect with family as you reflect on the past and 
build possibilities for the future.

We welcome everyone on board especially those with a heart for 
discovering history. And best of all, kids ages 2-15 ride half price. 

Amtrak. Getting there is half the fun.

Kids ages 2-15 ride half off.

For more information:
1 -800-USA-RAIL » i« / Amtrak.com.
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