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The Student Movement 
An Appeal for Human Rights  
 
The Story 

Atlantans opened their morning papers on March 9, 1960, to find an 
advertisement that would change the tone of the city’s race relations and 
set the agenda for a decade of civil rights protests. “An Appeal for Human 
Rights,” a full -page ad signed by student leaders from all six colleges of 
the Atlanta University Center, sounded a stirring manifesto for a new 
generation of black activists. “We do not intend to wait placidly for those 
rights which are already legally and morally ours to be meted out to us 
one at a time,” the students announced.  The publication of the “Appeal” 
represented a watershed in the course of race relations in Atlanta and, 
indeed, the nation. 

 
 
The Backstory 
Throughout the early decades of the 20th century, Georgia was dominated by the politics of 
rural racism which disenfranchised black voters and weakened the voting power of the urban 
vote.  As urban populations began to grow and rural ones shrank, a “county unit system” 
insured that smaller counties in Georgia retained a disproportional amount of political power. 
During that same period, political control of the capital city of Atlanta operated under a system 
that ensured a weak mayor and a strong city council which divided the city into tightly 
controlled wards. 
 
In 1936, with the election of William Hartsfield as mayor, the power 
structure of Georgia’s capital city began to dramatically change.  
Hartsfield, a strong and shrewd politician, aided by the public support 
of the crusading editor of the Atlanta Constitution newspaper Ralph 
McGill, began to dismantle the city’s patronage system that had so 
tightly controlled the apportionment of city funds. 
 
Building on his reputation as a reform-minded mayor, Hartsfield was 
also able to forge a close working relationship with Atlanta’s business 
elite such as lawyer Hughes Spalding a partner in Atlanta’s largest law 
firm and Mills Lane a prominent Atlanta banker. But chief among his 
business allies was Robert Woodruff, the head of the Coca-Cola company and, arguably the 
most powerful man in Atlanta. 
 
Across town, from the finer black neighborhoods of Atlanta, the business corridors of Auburn 
Avenue, the campus of Atlanta University and the pulpits of Wheat Street and Ebenezer Baptist 
churches, a new generation of black leaders was rising to prominence...men such as activist and 
Prince Hall Mason John Wesley Dobbs, president of the local NAACP Austin Walden, Atlanta 
Daily World newspaperman C.A. Scott, and ministers William Holmes Borders and Martin 
Luther King Sr. These business professionals, educators and ministers would ultimately join with 
Hartsfield’s political machine and Atlanta’s white businessmen to dictate the pace of racial 
change in Atlanta for the next two decades. 

William Hartsfield 

Appeal for Human Rights ad 
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Housing, Public Spaces, Transportation and Schools 

Following World War II, the issue of segregated Atlanta began to 
take on greater significance for all Atlantans.  Black GIs, returning 
from the war found that, because of zoning regulations, they were 
excluded them from purchasing their piece of the American dream.  
Blacks were excluded from city parks, swimming pools and 
recreation centers enjoyed by white patrons.  Buses and trolley 
cars restricted seating access and blacks     

   were always expected to defer to whites 
when seating was crowded. Schools for Black children were insufficient 
and poorly supplied.  Department stores tightly controlled how and 
when Black shoppers shopped, theaters and movie houses restricted 
seating and restaurants prohibited black patrons from entering at all.  
Under no circumstances were Blacks allowed to mingle with whites as 
equals.  Integration was something that was not even on the table for 
discussion. 
 
Hartsfield Success 
As William Hartsfield navigated his was through successive terms as mayor of Atlanta, he 
became more and more dependent on his coalition with Atlanta’s black leadership to insure his 
reelection.  By trading incremental social advancements on the subject of segregation, 
Hartsfield was able to secure the backing the black leaders and through them, the black voting 
community.  Statistically, had he not had the help and support of the black community, William 
Hartsfield would never have achieved his 6-term record as mayor. 
 

One of Hartsfield’s major talents lie in his ability to 
tightly control Atlanta’s public image. As he, in part 
due to court orders, began to relax Atlanta’s 
segregationist’s tendencies, through negotiation and 
guile, he was able to tightly control press coverage of 
each incident.  School integration, city golf courses 
and even the appointment of black police officers all 
happened under Hartsfield’s image sensitive guiding 
hands.  But as he approached the end of his sixth and 

final term of mayor of Atlanta, the winds of change had begun to blow, and the coalition 
Hartsfield had so carefully assembled and nurtured began to crack under the weight of a new, 
younger, more aggressive coalition. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

White only neighborhoods 

    Colored waiting room 

                   Atlanta's first Black police officers 
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The Students 
By the 1960s, the city that deemed itself too busy to hate also was also proving that it was too 
busy to integrate.  To the younger, more aggressive students of Atlanta’s Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities, the incremental pace 
of change orchestrated by William Hartsfield 
and the “old guard” Auburn Avenue elite began 
to seem out of touch with the pace of change 
sweeping the nation. It is useful to remember 
that the 1960s was one of America’s most 
chaotic, divisive, and aspirational periods.  
Nowhere in the United States did the 
disillusionment with the country’s status quo 
and the rejection of what was deemed the 
conformity of the 1950s manifest itself more 

than on the campuses of America’s institutions 
of higher learning.  Though there were many issues that captured the minds and energies of 
America’s college students, no issue in the 1960s called more attention to itself than that of 
racial equality. 
 
In February 1960, four Black college students in Greensboro, North Carolina, staged a “sit-in” at 
a Woolworth’s lunch counter.  When they were refused service, the students refused to 
relinquish their seats. This type of protest rapidly spread to cities large and small across the 
country and, with six historically Black colleges, Atlanta was no exception. Dissatisfied with the 
city’s pace of change, Lonnie King, Julian Bond and other student leaders organized a day-long 
series of sit-in protests at several Atlanta downtown establishments. 
 
Prior to the start of the protests, the students were 
asked to appear before a special meeting of the 
Atlanta University Center’s Council Presidents.  
Although there was some disagreement, the Council 
endorsed the student campaign but urged the 
students to announce their position in writing before 
undertaking the organized protest.  What followed is 
what became a full-page newspaper advertisement 
named “An Appeal for Human Rights.” The Appeal 
was published in local newspapers on March 9, 1960.  Six days later, sit-ins began. 
 
The Appeal 
The document was written by Roslyn Pope (from Spelman College) with contributions from 
Lonnie King, Julian Bond (from Morehouse College), Herschelle Sullivan (Spelman College), 
Carolyn Long (Clark College) and Morris Dillard (Morris Brown College). It was signed by a 
student leader from each of the schools.  From the Appeal came the organization known as 
COHAR (Committee on Appeal for Human Rights) which planned protest demonstrations and 
communicated goals. 
 
 
 

                                            Atlanta protests 

Lonnie King 
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The document was unequivocal in its meaning and intention: 
...We do not intend to wait placidly for those rights which are already legally and morally ours 
to be meted out to us one at a time. Today's youth will not sit by submissively, while being 
denied all of the rights, privileges, and joys of life... we cannot tolerate in a nation professing 
democracy, ...  the discriminatory conditions under which the Negro is living today in Atlanta 
Georgia... 
 

 
 
The Appeal touched specifically on 7 areas of grievance: 
Education – Jobs – Housing – Voting – Hospitals – Movies, Concerts, Restaurants – Law 
Enforcement 
 
Closing with: 
We, therefore, call upon all people in authority — State, County, and City officials; all leaders in 
civic life — ministers, teachers, and business men; and all people of good will to assert 
themselves and abolish these injustices. We must say in all candor that we plan to use every 
legal and non-violent means at our disposal to secure full citizenship rights as members of this 
great Democracy of ours. 
 
In the fall of 1961, the City of Atlanta ended the formal practice of segregation in public 
facilities. 
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