INTRODUCTION

[A] misundersianding of the Black freedom movement—and therefore of ihe
history of this country—had dire consequences for evervone, especially for
all of us who believe that there is still the possibility of creating “a more
perfect Union” in this land. As a result, one of the major challenges available
to teachers in every possible institution is to introduce ourselves and our
students to an alternative vision of the movement, to see it as a great gifi for
all Americans, us a central point of grounding for our own pro-democracy
movement. —Vincent Harding (1990) Black History Is America's History

00 often, the teaching of the Civil Rights Movement—as a spontaneous, emotional

eruption of angry but saintly African Americans led by two or three inspired

orators—-discounts the origins, the intellect, and the breadth that guided this
complex social movement. Rather, strategic brilliance, logistical messiness, exalted joy,
heart-gouging sorrow, sharp tactical conflicts, and near-religious personal transformations
are all part of the very human story of ending formal racial segregation in the United
States. In addition, the civil rights story tends to focus exclusively on the Black freedom
struggle, ignoring the struggles of all people for justice, in the U.S. and internationally.

We have published this book to challenge the typical story of the Civil Rights Move-
ment, which, in the name of honoring Black history, is actually a disempowering narra-
tive. By moving beyond “heroes and holidays,” we uncover and humanize the stories of
all the many, many ordinary people who performed heroic acts in the name of social
justice. In doing so, students are able to learn useful lessons about their roles in this
world, to develop strategies to address pressing problems in their lives and community,
and to see themselves as agents of change.

This book is not intended as a curriculum with step-by-step instructions; rather, it is a
resource guide. Putting the Movement Back into Civil Rights Teaching offers teach-
ers, parents, and others materials and lesson plans for presenting students a more
rounded and action-oriented history that includes and affects us all.

Criteria for Selection

We chose material with strong academic content that: (1) meets or exceeds national
standards for history and language arts (seec www.civilrightsteaching.org for more details
on standards): (2) contains useful background information and/or lessons for teachers;
(3) is classroom-tested; (4) offers interdisciplinary applications; and (5) uses at least one
of the lenses described below for interpreting and understanding the Civil Rights Move-
ment. We were just as careful to select materials that reflect a philosophy of critical
teaching, such as the progressive teaching methods pioneered by Brazilian educator
Paulo Freire and the inclusive educational content crafted by African-American scholar
Carter G. Woodson. This philosophy is grounded in the beliefs that the purpose of
education is to create equality and justice. that students must play an active part in the
learning process, and that teachers and students are both simultaneously learners and
producers of knowledge. The materials encourage students and teachers to challenge
barriers to student achievement, analyze how injustice is reinforced, and develop infor-
mation and skills for creating a just world. In addition. the online resource guide provides
many excellent books and videos that help students understand the conditions that
created the need for social justice movements such as the Civil Rights Movement.
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Critique of the Traditional Narrative

By Charles Payne

1. Placing so much emphasis on national leadership and national institutions mini-
mizes the importance of local struggle and makes it difficult to appreciate the
role “ordinary” people played in changing the country and the enormous personal
costs that sometimes entailed for them. It implicitly creates the impression that
historical dynamism resides among elites—usually white, usually male, usually
educated—and that non-elites lack historical agency. The gender bias of tradi-
tional history is especially inappropriate in this case in that we know that at the
local level, women provided a disproportionate share of the leadership in the
early 1960s.

2. Normative social analysis is analysis that emphasizes the primacy of norms and
values in shaping the behaviors of individuals or groups. In the master narrative,
it shows up in the emphasis on the morality of national leadership, on the church,
legal institutions, and interracialism. The Movement gets reduced to a “protest”
movement. African-American activism is sometimes-equated with the church,
the most normative of institutions. The danger is that this emphasis may oversim-
plify the motives of actors, understating the salience of disruption, of economic
and political pressure. The emphasis on the normative character of the Civil
Rights Movement is in considerable contrast to the way other movements are
portrayed. When we think about the labor movement, for example, we are a
good deal less likely to invoke normative explanations. We see that as a struggle
over privilege, although each side tried to wrap its cause in the mantle of higher-
morality.

3. A top-down perspective can lose any sense of the complexity of the African-
American community—its class, gender, cultural, regional, and ideological
divisions—and how that complexity shaped responses to oppression. One gets a
few well-defined leaders and then the undifferentiated masses.

4. Concentration on the period between the mid-1950s and the mid-1960s—the
Montgomery to Memphis framework—underplays the salience of earlier periods
of struggle. All apart from their significance for understanding the modern Civil
Rights Movement, those earlier periods of struggle are important in their own
right as one of the keys to understanding the evolving self-consciousness of
African Americans and the shifting constraints that confronted them.

5. A top-down perspective presumes that the most appropriate historical markers
have to do with legislative/policy changes. This position makes it very difficult to
understand the Movement as a transforming experience for individuals or as an
evolving culture, which in turn makes it very difficult to understand the
radicalization of the Movement.

6. A top-down perspective typically implies that the Movement can be understood
solely through large-scale, dramatic events, thus obscuring the actual social
infrastructure that sustained the Movement on a day-to-day basis.
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