Siddhanta’s International Journal of Humanities & Social Science Studies
Vol. 1, No. 1, Year 2025
Website : https://siddhantainternationalpublication.org/index.php/sijhsss

The Impact of Social Movements on Public Policy in the 20th
Century

Dr. Ashok Kumar, Assistant Professor, Deptt. of Sociology, FGM College, Adampur, Hisar,

Haryana

Abstract

Social movements have played a significant role in shaping public policy throughout the 20th
century. This paper examines the impact of various social movements, such as the Civil Rights
Movement, the Women’s Liberation Movement, and the Environmental Movement, on public
policy changes in the United States and globally. It explores how these movements influenced
legislative reforms, changed social norms, and led to the reformation of societal structures.
Additionally, the paper highlights the methods used by social movements to advocate for change

and the challenges they faced.
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1. Introduction

The 20th century witnessed the emergence and rise of numerous social movements, which
challenged traditional power structures and advocated for reforms. These movements were a
direct response to issues of inequality, discrimination, and environmental degradation. Social
movements such as the Civil Rights Movement, the Women's Liberation Movement, and the
Environmental Movement not only brought attention to these critical issues but also significantly
impacted public policy and the legislative process.

This paper explores the ways in which social movements influenced public policy throughout the

20th century, with a focus on the U.S. but also considering global developments. By analyzing
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key events and policy shifts, this paper demonstrates the crucial role social movements played in

reshaping society.
2. The Civil Rights Movement and Its Impact on Public Policy

The Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s in the United States is one of the most
significant social movements of the 20th century. Led by figures such as Martin Luther King Jr.,
Rosa Parks, and Malcolm X, the movement aimed to dismantle the systemic racial segregation
and discrimination faced by African Americans. It employed various strategies, including

peaceful protests, legal challenges, and acts of civil disobedience.

The movement's efforts culminated in significant legislative changes, notably the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. These laws outlawed discrimination based on
race, color, religion, sex, or national origin and removed barriers to voting for African Americans
(Sitkoff, 2008). The success of the Civil Rights Movement demonstrated the power of social
movements in influencing public policy, leading to the expansion of civil rights protections in
the United States. The Civil Rights Movement was a pivotal social movement in the 1950s and
1960s that aimed to dismantle racial segregation and discrimination, particularly against African
Americans, in the United States. Sparked by events like the 1955 arrest of Rosa Parks and the
subsequent Montgomery Bus Boycott, the movement gained national momentum under leaders
such as Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, and many others. It used a combination of peaceful

protests, legal challenges, and civil disobedience to demand equality and justice.

The impact of the Civil Rights Movement on public policy was profound. The movement led to
the passage of landmark legislation that reshaped the legal and social landscape of the country.
The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was a critical policy achievement that prohibited discrimination
based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin in public accommodations, employment,
and education. It marked a turning point in the nation's efforts to create a more inclusive society.
Additionally, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 aimed to eliminate barriers that prevented African
Americans from voting, especially in Southern states, ensuring greater political participation for

marginalized groups.
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Beyond legislation, the Civil Rights Movement also brought about a shift in social attitudes
toward race and equality. It challenged entrenched systems of racism and laid the groundwork
for subsequent social movements, including those advocating for women's rights, LGBTQ+
rights, and immigrant rights. It also influenced public policy beyond the U.S., inspiring global

movements for racial equality and justice.

Overall, the Civil Rights Movement not only transformed public policy but also helped to
reshape societal values around race, justice, and equality, leaving a lasting legacy in the fight for

civil rights and social justice.
3. The Women’s Liberation Movement and Public Policy Reform

The Women's Liberation Movement, which gained momentum in the 1960s and 1970s, aimed to
address the systemic inequality faced by women in areas such as employment, education, and
reproductive rights. The movement was inspired by earlier suffragist efforts and gained
widespread attention through activism and advocacy. Key events, such as the publication of
Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique (1963), helped to galvanize the feminist cause and bring

issues of gender inequality into the public sphere.

The impact of the Women's Liberation Movement on public policy is evident in the passage of
important laws such as Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, which prohibited
discrimination on the basis of sex in federally funded education programs (Powers, 2008).
Additionally, the movement's advocacy for reproductive rights led to the landmark Supreme
Court case Roe v. Wade (1973), which legalized abortion in the United States. These policy
changes reflect the enduring influence of the Women's Liberation Movement on public policy.
The Women’s Liberation Movement, which gained significant momentum in the 1960s and
1970s, sought to address and challenge the widespread inequality faced by women in areas such
as employment, education, reproductive rights, and legal protections. The movement was rooted
in the second wave of feminism, which built on the accomplishments of the suffrage movement
but focused on broader social, political, and economic equality. Key figures in the movement
included Betty Friedan, whose 1963 book The Feminine Mystique brought attention to the
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limitations placed on women in post-World War Il America, and activists like Gloria Steinem

and Shirley Chisholm, who played prominent roles in advocating for women’s rights.

One of the movement's primary goals was to change public policy to ensure equal rights for

women. The Women’s Liberation Movement had a profound impact on public policy reform in

several key areas:

Reproductive Rights: A central issue for the movement was women's control over their
reproductive choices. One of the most significant policy reforms was the U.S. Supreme Court
decision in Roe v. Wade (1973), which legalized abortion and guaranteed women the right to
choose in the early stages of pregnancy. This decision was a major victory for reproductive
freedom and is often regarded as one of the most consequential outcomes of the movement.

Workplace Equality: Women’s rights activists fought for equality in the workplace,
focusing on issues such as equal pay, maternity leave, and protection against discrimination.
The movement played a pivotal role in the passage of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of
1964, which prohibited employment discrimination based on sex, race, and other factors.
Additionally, Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibited sex-based
discrimination in federally funded education programs, ensuring that women had greater

access to educational opportunities and athletic programs.

Legal Protections Against Gender Discrimination: The Women's Liberation Movement
was instrumental in challenging and reforming legal structures that upheld gender-based
discrimination. The movement pushed for reforms that addressed issues like marital rape,
domestic violence, and workplace harassment, which had been largely overlooked by earlier
legal frameworks.

Social and Cultural Change: In addition to formal legislative changes, the movement
helped shift societal views on gender roles, encouraging a broader cultural change in the
perception of women's place in society. The Women's Liberation Movement helped
challenge traditional notions of femininity, providing women with more opportunities to

pursue careers, education, and personal autonomy.
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The Women’s Liberation Movement faced significant opposition, including from conservative
groups who viewed its demands as radical. Nevertheless, the movement succeeded in bringing
women's issues to the forefront of public discourse and led to substantial policy reforms that
continue to shape the legal and social rights of women today. These reforms have provided
women with greater economic, educational, and reproductive opportunities, contributing to the

ongoing fight for gender equality.
4. The Environmental Movement and Policy Change

The environmental movement, which gained prominence in the 1960s and 1970s, sought to
address the increasing concerns about pollution, environmental degradation, and the exploitation
of natural resources. Pioneering works like Rachel Carson's Silent Spring (1962) alerted the

public to the dangers of pesticide use, sparking a broader environmental consciousness.

The environmental movement led to the establishment of key policies and agencies aimed at
protecting the environment, such as the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), founded in
1970. Significant legislative measures, including the Clean Air Act (1970), the Clean Water Act
(1972), and the Endangered Species Act (1973), were enacted in response to the movement’s
advocacy (Dowie, 2009). These laws marked a turning point in U.S. environmental policy and
laid the foundation for future environmental protections. The Environmental Movement, which
gained significant momentum in the 1960s and 1970s, was driven by increasing concerns over
pollution, environmental degradation, and the unsustainable exploitation of natural resources.
This movement emerged as a response to growing awareness of the negative effects of
industrialization, urbanization, and human activity on the planet’s ecosystems. Key events, such
as the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), which exposed the dangers of
pesticides, and the first Earth Day in 1970, helped to galvanize public interest in environmental

issues and raised awareness about the need for sustainable practices.

The Environmental Movement led to substantial policy changes and the establishment of
legislative frameworks designed to protect the environment and promote sustainability. These
changes were instrumental in shaping public policy and environmental governance in the 20th

century:
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Creation of Environmental Protection Agencies: One of the most significant outcomes of
the Environmental Movement was the establishment of the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) in 1970 under President Richard Nixon. The EPA was tasked with regulating
and enforcing environmental laws, ensuring that public health and the environment were
protected from pollutants and harmful practices. The agency played a crucial role in
implementing key environmental policies and overseeing the enforcement of regulations that

limit pollution and safeguard natural resources.

Legislative Reforms on Pollution Control: The movement led to the enactment of
landmark environmental legislation in the United States, including the Clean Air Act of
1970 and the Clean Water Act of 1972. The Clean Air Act set standards for air quality and
regulated emissions from industrial sources, automobiles, and other contributors to air
pollution. The Clean Water Act aimed to reduce water pollution and protect the quality of the
nation's water bodies. These laws marked a turning point in how the U.S. addressed

environmental concerns and set a precedent for other countries to follow.

Endangered Species Protection: The Endangered Species Act of 1973 was another key
piece of legislation that emerged from the Environmental Movement. This law aimed to
prevent the extinction of threatened and endangered species by providing legal protections
and promoting conservation efforts. It created mechanisms for identifying and preserving
critical habitats and required federal agencies to consider the impact of development projects

on endangered species.

Public Awareness and Advocacy: The Environmental Movement was also effective in
raising public awareness about environmental issues and encouraging grassroots activism.
The movement fostered a cultural shift toward sustainability, with growing emphasis on
conservation, recycling, and the importance of protecting natural resources for future
generations. Advocacy efforts, such as campaigns against deforestation, oil drilling, and
nuclear energy, brought environmental issues to the forefront of public discourse and

influenced consumer behavior, corporate practices, and governmental priorities.

117 |Page


https://siddhantainternationalpublication.org/index.php/sijhsss/index
https://siddhantainternationalpublication.org/index.php/sijhsss

Siddhanta’s International Journal of Humanities & Social Science Studies
Vol. 1, No. 1, Year 2025
Website : https://siddhantainternationalpublication.org/index.php/sijhsss

« Global Influence: While the movement had its roots in the United States, it had a far-
reaching global impact. Environmental concerns, such as climate change, biodiversity loss,
and resource depletion, became central issues in international relations and policy. Global
agreements, such as the 1972 Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment and the
1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, focused on international cooperation for
environmental sustainability, leading to the creation of binding agreements and protocols

aimed at protecting the planet.

In conclusion, the Environmental Movement played a critical role in shaping public policy
around environmental protection and sustainability. Its influence can be seen in the development
of laws, agencies, and global frameworks designed to address pollution, conserve biodiversity,
and mitigate the negative effects of human activity on the environment. The movement has left a
lasting legacy in both national and international environmental policies, and its continued
influence is essential as the world faces ongoing environmental challenges, including climate

change and ecological degradation.
5. Global Social Movements and Their Impact

While this paper focuses on the U.S., it is important to recognize the global impact of social
movements on public policy. The anti-apartheid movement in South Africa, for example, played
a crucial role in the eventual dismantling of the apartheid system in the 1990s. International
pressure, along with grassroots activism, led to economic sanctions and political changes that
culminated in the election of Nelson Mandela and the establishment of a multiracial democracy
(Hodgson, 2001).

Similarly, labor movements across the world, particularly in Europe and Latin America, helped
to secure workers' rights, including minimum wage laws, better working conditions, and social
security programs. These movements demonstrated the power of collective action in shaping
policies that benefit marginalized groups. Global social movements have played an essential role
in shaping public policy and advancing social, political, and economic changes around the world.
These movements often transcend national borders, addressing issues that affect people globally,

such as human rights, environmental sustainability, labor rights, racial equality, and gender

118 |Page


https://siddhantainternationalpublication.org/index.php/sijhsss/index
https://siddhantainternationalpublication.org/index.php/sijhsss

Siddhanta’s International Journal of Humanities & Social Science Studies
Vol. 1, No. 1, Year 2025
Website : https://siddhantainternationalpublication.org/index.php/sijhsss

justice. The influence of global social movements has been significant, driving policy reforms,

challenging oppressive regimes, and reshaping societal norms in diverse regions.
5.1. The Anti-Apartheid Movement

One of the most significant global social movements in the 20th century was the anti-apartheid
movement in South Africa. Apartheid was a system of institutionalized racial segregation and
discrimination enforced by the South African government from 1948 until the early 1990s. The
movement, led by figures such as Nelson Mandela, Desmond Tutu, and other key activists,

aimed to dismantle apartheid and secure equal rights for black South Africans.

International support for the anti-apartheid movement played a crucial role in applying pressure
on the South African government. Global sanctions, divestment campaigns, and widespread
protests forced the South African regime to negotiate for change. In 1990, Nelson Mandela was
released from prison, and in 1994, South Africa held its first multiracial elections, resulting in the
election of Mandela as president. The international community’s involvement in the anti-
apartheid movement demonstrates the power of global solidarity in effecting policy change. It
also inspired other liberation movements worldwide and highlighted the importance of

international advocacy in challenging systems of oppression (Hodgson, 2001).
5.2. The Labor Movement

The labor movement, which gained prominence in the 19th and 20th centuries, has had a
significant global impact on public policy, especially concerning workers' rights, wages, and
working conditions. This movement sought to address the exploitation of workers in
industrialized economies, demanding improvements such as the right to organize, fair wages,

workplace safety, and reasonable working hours.

International labor movements led to the establishment of policies and legal protections for
workers, including the International Labour Organization (ILO), founded in 1919, which
promotes social justice and fair labor practices globally. In many countries, labor movements
secured key legislative victories, such as the minimum wage laws, worker's compensation,

and the right to unionize. These reforms improved the lives of millions of workers and laid the
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groundwork for modern labor laws around the world. Moreover, global solidarity among labor
unions helped to address issues such as child labor, forced labor, and unsafe working conditions

in developing countries (Klein, 2008).
5.3. The Women’s Rights Movement

While the Women’s Liberation Movement in the West significantly impacted national policies,
women’s rights movements around the world have similarly influenced global policies related to
gender equality. The global women’s rights movement seeks to address issues such as gender-

based violence, reproductive rights, economic inequality, and political representation.

A major example of the global impact of this movement is the United Nations’ Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), adopted in
1979. This treaty obligates signatory nations to take concrete actions toward achieving gender
equality. International women's movements have led to significant legal reforms, such as
improved access to education for girls, legal protections against domestic violence, and the right
to vote in many countries. Additionally, the movement has shifted societal norms around gender
roles, empowering women to challenge patriarchal structures both within their countries and

globally.
5.4. The Environmental Movement

The global environmental movement, which gained momentum in the 1960s and 1970s, has had
a profound effect on international environmental policy. The movement, spurred by growing
concerns over pollution, deforestation, biodiversity loss, and climate change, has advocated for

global efforts to protect the planet’s ecosystems.

The 1972 Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment, for example, was a landmark
international event that brought environmental issues to the global stage and led to the creation
of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). Subsequent international agreements,
such as the Kyoto Protocol (1997) and the Paris Agreement (2015), sought to combat climate
change through global cooperation and emissions reductions. The environmental movement also

played a critical role in raising public awareness of sustainability issues, such as renewable
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energy, waste management, and conservation practices. It has pushed governments and

multinational corporations to adopt more environmentally responsible policies (Dowie, 2009).
5.5. The LGBTQ+ Rights Movement

The LGBTQ+ rights movement has emerged as a significant global force advocating for equal
rights and social acceptance of LGBTQ+ individuals. The movement gained traction in the mid-
20th century, particularly after the Stonewall Riots in 1969, which are widely considered a

turning point in the struggle for LGBTQ+ rights in the United States.

Globally, LGBTQ+ movements have influenced legal reforms, such as the legalization of same-
sex marriage in numerous countries and the decriminalization of homosexuality in others. The
United Nations has also taken steps to protect LGBTQ+ individuals from discrimination and
violence. However, challenges remain, as many countries continue to have laws that criminalize
LGBTQ+ identities or deny them basic human rights. The LGBTQ+ movement's global impact
reflects a broader shift toward human rights, personal freedom, and social justice (Adam, 2003).

Global social movements have had a profound impact on public policy, advocating for social
justice, human rights, environmental sustainability, and political change across the world.
Whether through efforts to dismantle apartheid in South Africa, secure workers' rights globally,
promote gender equality, protect the environment, or secure LGBTQ+ rights, these movements
have demonstrated the power of collective action in influencing policy and shaping a more
equitable world. While challenges persist, the ongoing efforts of these movements continue to

inspire change at the national, regional, and global levels.
6. Challenges Faced by Social Movements

Despite their successes, social movements in the 20th century faced significant challenges.
Movements often encountered resistance from political elites, business interests, and
conservative elements of society. The Civil Rights Movement, for instance, was met with violent
opposition from segregationists and law enforcement, while feminist activists faced criticism

from those who viewed their demands as radical.
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Furthermore, social movements sometimes struggled to maintain momentum after achieving
initial successes. As movements gained victories, they often faced the challenge of ensuring the
long-term sustainability of the changes they had fought for (McAdam, Tilly, & Tarrow, 2001).
Additionally, movements needed to navigate the complexities of working within political
systems that were often resistant to change. Social movements, while powerful tools for
advocating change, often face significant challenges that can hinder their success. These
challenges can be external—stemming from opposition, political resistance, or societal apathy—
or internal, arising from organizational issues or differing goals within the movement itself.
Despite these hurdles, social movements have historically persisted and, in many cases, achieved
transformative societal change. Below are some key challenges faced by social movements:

6.1. Political Resistance and Opposition

One of the most significant challenges social movements face is resistance from political
authorities and institutions. Governments, especially those that are authoritarian or conservative,
may view social movements as threats to the established power structures. Political opposition

can take many forms, including legal restrictions, surveillance, repression, and even violence.

For example, during the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, activists were met with
violent opposition from law enforcement and segregationist groups. Similarly, the anti-apartheid
movement in South Africa faced brutal repression from the government, which used force to
quell protests and demonstrations. Political leaders may also use propaganda to discredit

movements or frame them as unpatriotic or dangerous.
6.2. Legal and Institutional Barriers

Social movements often encounter legal obstacles that hinder their ability to organize and
advocate effectively. For instance, laws that restrict the right to protest, such as requiring permits
for demonstrations or imposing curfews, can make it difficult for movements to mobilize. In

some cases, social movements may face lawsuits or criminal charges for their activities.

Additionally, when movements demand systemic changes, such as legislative reforms or the

recognition of new rights, they often encounter institutional barriers. Legislative bodies may be
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reluctant to pass laws that challenge entrenched interests or threaten political stability. This can
lead to slow progress and frustration for activists, especially when they are up against powerful

corporate or political forces that benefit from the status quo.
6.3. Resource Constraints

One of the ongoing challenges faced by social movements is a lack of resources—financial
support, organizational infrastructure, and personnel. While grassroots movements often rely on
volunteers and donations, limited financial resources can restrict their ability to run large-scale

campaigns, produce media materials, or sustain long-term efforts.

Social movements may also struggle with acquiring the necessary organizational infrastructure to
coordinate activities, communicate with supporters, and maintain momentum over time. The
absence of a centralized structure can lead to fragmented efforts and a lack of coherence in

messaging or strategy, which in turn can reduce the movement's effectiveness.
6.4. Fragmentation and Diverging Objectives

Another challenge social movements face is internal fragmentation. Movements often consist of
diverse groups with different ideologies, strategies, and priorities. For example, within the
Women’s Liberation Movement, there were various factions, from radical feminists advocating
for systemic change to more moderate feminists seeking incremental reforms. These divisions

can lead to conflicts over tactics, goals, or the best way to approach a particular issue.

When a movement's leadership or core activists do not present a unified message, it can
undermine their efforts to gain widespread support or attract new followers. Diverging objectives

and infighting may also alienate potential allies and create confusion about the movement’s aims.
6.5. Media Representation and Public Perception

The way social movements are portrayed in the media can greatly impact their success.
Mainstream media often controls the narrative, and social movements may be misrepresented,

vilified, or ignored. Media outlets may choose to focus on the most sensational aspects of
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protests or conflict, portraying movements as violent or extreme, even when the vast majority of

activists are peaceful.

Moreover, social movements can struggle to attract attention in an era of media saturation,
especially when other, more sensational news stories dominate public discourse. Activists must
often work hard to ensure that their message breaks through, which can be especially difficult

when there are competing movements or distractions in the media landscape.
6.6. Co-optation by Mainstream Institutions

Another challenge social movements face is the potential for co-optation—when the movement’s
goals or demands are absorbed or diluted by mainstream political, economic, or social
institutions. Co-optation can occur when political parties, corporations, or other established
powers adopt the language of the movement but fail to implement the substantive changes the

movement advocates for.

For example, after the Civil Rights Movement gained traction, certain political leaders and
institutions embraced civil rights rhetoric but failed to address deeper structural issues, such as
economic inequality or police brutality. Similarly, environmental movements have at times been
co-opted by corporations that promote "greenwashing"—appearing to adopt environmentally

friendly practices without making meaningful changes to reduce harm.
6.7. Fatigue and Burnout

Social movements often require sustained effort over extended periods, and this can lead to
fatigue and burnout among activists. The emotional and psychological toll of fighting for justice,
especially in the face of opposition or slow progress, can cause individuals to disengage. The
emotional and physical demands of organizing protests, writing petitions, or participating in civil
disobedience can overwhelm activists, particularly when the movement’s goals are not quickly

realized.
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Movements also face the risk of losing momentum if supporters become disillusioned by
perceived setbacks or failures to secure concrete changes. The long-term nature of some social

struggles can make it difficult to maintain enthusiasm and commitment over time.
6.8. Countermovements and Backlash

Countermovements—organized efforts to resist the goals of a social movement—are another
significant challenge. These groups often work to discredit the movement, rallying public
opinion against its objectives or opposing policy changes. For example, the LGBTQ+ rights
movement has faced backlash from conservative religious groups that oppose same-sex marriage
and LGBTQ+ rights.

In some cases, countermovements may attempt to delegitimize the movement by framing it as
radical, divisive, or threatening to social stability. Backlash can also manifest in the form of

violence or legal action aimed at suppressing the movement's activities.

While social movements have been critical in shaping social, political, and economic change
throughout history, they face a range of challenges that can impede their success. From political
opposition and legal barriers to internal fragmentation and co-optation, movements must
navigate complex obstacles to achieve their goals. Despite these challenges, the resilience of
social movements and the persistence of their advocates often lead to significant social
transformation. Understanding these barriers is essential for anyone engaged in activism, as it

allows them to better anticipate and address obstacles while striving for long-term change.
7. Conclusion

The impact of social movements on public policy in the 20th century is undeniable. From the
Civil Rights Movement to the Women’s Liberation Movement to the Environmental Movement,
social movements played a pivotal role in shaping legislative reforms and societal norms. These
movements demonstrated the power of collective action and advocacy in achieving policy
change and addressing critical social issues. While challenges remain, the successes of these

movements provide a lasting legacy that continues to influence public policy today.
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