
The fight for equal rights
Major figures

 Abraham Lincoln
February 12, 1809 – April 15, 1865
He was the 16th President of  the 
USA, serving from March 1861 until 
his assassination in April 1865. He 
led the USA through its Civil War 
(1861-1865), thus maintaining the 
Union, abolishing slavery and 
modernizing the economy.

He grew up on the western frontier, in Kentucky and Indiana. 
He was self-educated and became a lawyer. His life as a 
political representative started in the 1830s. He was a ''Whig'', 
then a Republican. He was against the Mexican-American 
War (1846-1848). He was elected President in 1860 and his 
election caused seven southern states to form the Confederate 
States of  America. He was re-elected in 1964. He was shot 
after a speech to promote voting rights for blacks by John 
Wilkes Booth, a Confederate spy and an actor.
Achievements : Freed the slaves in the northern states, where slavery  
was made illegal  from 1863 on, until the 13th Amendment was passed  
(1864-1965), and made slavery illegal across the United States.

Nelson Mandela
July 18, 1918 – December 5, 2013
Nelson Mandela was born in the former 
Cape Province, in Mvezo, Umtata. He is 
a descendant of  the Thembu royal 
family on his mother's side. He grew up as 
a cattle-boy, spending his time in the 
outdoors. Both his parents were illiterate, 
but he was sent to a Methodist school at 7. 

His father died when he was 9, and his mother let him 
stay with her family. He was treated like a son, and learned 
English, Xhosa, History and Geography at school. He listened 
to the tales of  the elders about the country. As a student, he 
had friends who were involved with the African National 
Congress (ANC), who wanted independence for South Africa, 
but he stayed supportive of  the British when WW2 
started. Returning home to his mother's family, he realised a 
marriage had been arranged with his cousin, and they both 
escaped to Johannesburg (1941). There, he started working, 
and became involved with the ANC. He studied again to 
become a lawyer. He married an ANC activist, Evelyn Mase, 
in 1944. He became the ANC National Executive in 1950. He 
was arrested many times and sent to prison for his politi-
cal activities, where he spent 27 years, from 1962 to 
1990. His release was made possible by the pressure of  inter-
national attention and sanctions, and the arrival of  Frederik 
de Klerk as the head of  the state. He was elected President 
of  South Africa in 1994, in the first national election where 
black South Africans had the right to vote. He refused to be 
candidate for a reelection in 1999. After retiring from politics 
at 77, he was still active in charities, but he had severe health 
problems partly due to his long stay in prison. He died at 95, 
from a lung infection, probably caused by the tuberculosis he 
had contracted in prison.
Achievements : He was a fervent political activist and symbolised the  
fight against apartheid. He was the first black President in South Africa.

Rosa Parks
February 4, 1913 – October 24, 2005

She was born in Alabama, USA. Her 
mother was a teacher and her father was a 
carpenter. She was of  African ancestry, but 

one of  her great-grandfathers was Scots-
Irish and one of  her great-grandmothers 
was a slave of  Native American descent. 

When she was a child, white children took 
the bus to their school, but black children 

had to walk to theirs. She was repeatedly bullied by white 
children in her neighbourhood, and she fought back. 

As an adult, she took numerous jobs (as a domestic worker, a 
hospital aid...). In December 1943, she became active in 

the Civil Rights Movement. She was the only woman in 
her group, and became secretary. In 1955, on December 1, 
in Montgomery, Alabama, after working all day, she took a bus 
and sat in the colored section. A group of  white people got in, 
and the driver asked her and three other black people to stand 
up and leave the seats for the white passengers. She moved to 

the window, refusing to stand up. She was arrested by the 
police. A boycott movement was begun three days later, 
starting from black churches in the area. The whole black 

community stopped using buses, demanding the end of 
segregation, and the hiring of  black drivers as well. A young 

minister, Martin Luther King, Jr., was elected president of 
the movement. The boycott lasted 381 days. This brought 

international awareness to the civil rights fight.
Achievements : Became an icon of  the Civil Rights Movement,  

lifelong political activist in the USA.

Malcolm X
May 19, 1925 – February 21, 1965

Born Malcolm Little, he was an 
American muslim minister and a 
human rights activist. He was an 

orphan, as his father was killed when he 
was 6, and his mother placed in a 

mental hospital when he was 13, and he 
was placed in a series of  foster homes. 

In 1946, he went to prison for breaking 
into a house, and he became a member of  the Nation of 

Islam during his stay. He was released on parole, and became 
a leader of  this organisation from 1952 on. He was a 

supporter of  black supremacy and an advocate of  the 
separation of  black and white Americans. He wasn't for 

integration of  black people in a white society. By March 1964, 
Malcolm X was disappointed with the Nation of  Islam and 

embraced Sunni Islam. He travelled to Africa and to the 
Middle East, where he completed the Hajj, and abandoned 

his racist views. He founded Muslim Mosque and the Organization  
of  Afro-American Unity. He continued to defend pan-africanism, 

black self-determination and black self-defense. He was 
assassinated by three members of  the Nation of  Islam after 

quitting.
Achievements : His autobiography, The Autobiography of  Malcolm 

X, published shortly after his death, is considered one of  the most  
influential nonfiction book of  the 20th century. 


