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THE HISTORY OF THE NEGRO IN 

THE UNITED STATES 

The history of the Negro in the United States begins- as every 
American schoolboy knows- in 1619 when a Dutch vessel left 
'twenty negars' at Jamestown, Virginia. The history of the 
Negro as a slave, however, did not begin until later and it is 
important to recognize the time-lag which occurred before 
slavery became firmly rooted in the English colonies of North 
America because it provides greater understanding of the attitude 
of the settlers to the Negro as a slave. Slavery in many of the 
colonies was adopted only very reluctantly and with some 
concern as to the effect which large numbers of Negroes would 
have upon the colonies - apart from the fear of slave insurrec
tions. This fear of the Negro in various forms remains possibly 
the most consistent thread in the warp and woof of black-white 
relationships in the United States even at the present time. 
These Negroes who arrived in the second decade of the seven
teenth century were not regarded as slaves but as bond-servants 
or indentured labourers, little dilferent, apart from their colour, 
from their unfree white counterparts. Labour in the colonies 
was always in extremely short supply. The native Indian proved 
unsuitable as a source of manual labour, and, therefore, re
course was had to the indenture system. Under this system, 
white servant labour contracted to work for a period of years -
sometimes five, sometimes seven - after which time they were 
released from their bondage and granted land as free men. In 
the early years, little distinction was made between Negroes 
and white men, many of the former receiving land and enjoying 
the same rights as the white labourer. 1 

Yet within two or three decades after the first arrival in 
North America, the position of the Negro was rapidly changed 
from that of indentured servant to that of chattel property or
in other words - a slave. This change, to some degree, came 
about from the shortcomings of the indenture system itself. 

1 The complex problem of the relationship of the institution of slavery and the 
emergence of American racial prejudice is examineJ by Carl Degler's 'Slavery and 
the Genesis of American Race Prejudice', Comparative Studies in Socie~v and Historv, 
October, I 959, and in the ensuing correspondence between Oscar and Mary F. 
Handlin and Carl Degler in Comparative Studies in Society and History, July, 1960, 
pp. 488-493· 
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White indentured labour continued to be in short supply and, 
moreover, once the years of service were completed, had to be 
replaced by new and untrained labourers- a system of cyclical 
inefficiency. In contrast, the Negro arriving in the New World 
came as an involuntary emigrant and the flow of labourers 
could always be adjusted by slave-traders to meet the demand. 
Perpetual servitude was more economical than the indenture 
system and guaranteed continuity in the labour supply. In 
addition, when a white indentured servant ran away it was 
difficult to trace him and secure his return in a predominantly 
white societywhereas a black runaway was conspicuous from the 
colour of his skin and could be punished severely as he was not 
a Christian. The loop-hole whereby Negroes were converted 
and baptized was plugged with laws which decreed that servi
tude was not ended by conversion. Colour thus became the 
badge of slavery and to draw the line quite firmly between 
free-man and slave, slave codes adopted from those in use in 
the West Indies were instituted to control an alien, slave 
population. 

Once the transition took place, slavery and with it the slave
trade became major econon1ic features of American life. Slavery 
developed fastest and most extensively in Southern agriculture 
but large numbers of slaves were held also by whites in the 
middle and New England colonies. New England particularly 
benefited because throughout the eighteenth century New 
England slavers were very prominent in the slave-trade. Rum, 
molasses and Negroes were the prime ingredients of the 
notorious 'triangular trade' between New England, the West 
Indies and Africa. An estimated I 5,ooo,ooo Negroes in all 
were shipped from Africa to the New World across the 'Middle 
Passage' under revolting conditions by any age or standards, 
the profits from the trade easily covering the losses in transit. The 
importations of slaves mounted rapidly during the eighteenth 
century. Virginia, for example, had I 2,ooo Negroes in I 708, 
23,000 in I 7 r 5, 42,000 in I 743, I 2o,ooo by I 756 and over 
25o,ooo by I 782. The average annual importation rose from 
2,500 between 1715 and 1750 to nearly 7,500 between I76o 
and 1770. 

The transformation of the Negro into a slave seems to have 
been achieved without major or widespread upheavals. Stanley 
Elkins in his comparatively recent study, Slavery, posits the 
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thesis that the passivity of the slave on Southern plantations 
resulted from an early form of'shock' treatment not dissimilar to 
that of concentration camp victims in Nazi Germany where 
conditioning produced passivity and survival depended upon 
being inconspicuous. Further, he contrasts strongly the lack 
of rebellion in the Southern states with the frequency of revolts 
led by Negro slaves in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
This is disputed by other historians (and particularly by Negro 
historians who are probably over-sensitive to the Negro 'image' 
at the present-day) and they instance several revolts which 
occurred in Virginia, South Carolina and New York in the 
first half of the eighteenth century apart frmn the better known 
Gabriel plot of I 8o I in Virginia, the Denmark Vesey insurrec
tion in South Carolina in I822 and the Nat Turner insurrection 
of I83I in Virginia. These revolts were swiftly crushed with 
great brutality which may well have inhibited further attempts 
while strengthening the legacy offear and insecurity regarding 
Negroes in large nun1bers which had been handed down from 
earlier days. On the whole, however, docility seems to have 
characterized the Negro people in the United States until 
recent years. Docility and accommodation to the white man's 
power have been for many the sine qua non of self-preservation 
and still are in many Southern states and in some Northern 
cities. The increasing aggressiveness of the Negro in the second 
half of the twentieth century reflects not simply a refusal to 
tolerate second-class citizenship but a consciousness of the 
increasing strength of the Negro people and of their greater 
security under Federal law. 

The end of the Seven Years War brought about the deterior
ation in the relationship between the colonies and Great 
Britain which eventually resulted in independence. To many 
in the colonies the claims put forward for 'freedom' based in 
part on the philosophy of 'natural rights' seemed somewhat 
unconvincing when the colonists were denying that same free
dom to Negro slaves. Thus demands for independence were 
accompanied by demands for the abolition of slavery. Through
out the eighteenth century the Quakers of Pennsylvania and 
New Jersey had been vociferous in their denunciation of slavery. 
Others like] ames Otis and Thomas Jefferson appealed for the 
abolition of Negro slavery. In 1775 the Quakers organized 
the first anti-slavery society and Jefferson in an early draft of 
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the Declaration of Independence wrote a strong denunciation of 
the institution. Unfortunately for the Negroes, economic and 
political considerations forced the exclusion of Jefferson's 
denunciation from the final draft, and independence and 
freedom were denied to the Negroes. Nevertheless, during and 
following the war, most of the Northern states either by 
manumission or abolition secured freedom for their slaves. 
There remained a great deal of reluctance to have Negroes in 
the State militias undergoing military training largely from 
fear of possible slave insurrections but an estimated s,ooo 
Negroes did fight in the \Var of American Independence, many 
of whom were slaves who were promised their freedom at. the 
end of the war. 

With the drawing up of the Constitution of the United States 
in I 787 another opportunity presented itself for achieving what 
had been left undone with the Declaration of Independence. By 
this date, however, conservative elements fearful of economic 
and political instability and social 'democracy' were increas
ingly pron1inent. The interests of the slave owners were con
stitutionally safeguarded by the extension of the slave-trade 
for another twenty years, by provision for the return of runaway 
slaves and by the counting of five slaves as three white people 
for purposes of representation. All these clauses implicitly put 
a Constitutional imprimatur of approval on the continuance of 
slavery in the United States. 

The Rise and Fall of the Slave Power, 1788-x865 

The Constitution of the United States, more sensitive to the 
rights of property than to humanity, left slavery very much to 
the States themselves and classified slaves as property. The 
invention of the cotton gin in I 793 which speeded up the process
ing of cotton brought about the rise of the 'Cotton Kingdom' 
based on extensive cultivation and a constantly increasing labour 
force of Negro slaves who were also in demand in the sugar, 
rice and tobacco plantations. Despite the legal abolition of the 
slave-trade after I8o8 large numbers of slaves continued to be 
imported into the United States right up to the outbreak of the 
Civil War and together with domestic breeding the slave pop
ulation of the United States rose from about 7oo,ooo in I 790 
to about 4,ooo,ooo in 186o. The Cotton Kingdom spread rap-
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idly westward in the lower South bringing into the Union 
states such as Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama and Texas 
where by I 86o nearly half of all the slaves were concentrated. 
With the steady demand for more slaves, prices rose steadily 
until in I 86o a good field-hand would fetch as much as $1 8oo. 

Historical research has shown quite clearly that the owner
ship of slaves was limited to less than I o per cent of the South's 
white population ofwhich number approximately 85 per cent 
owned less than twenty slaves and the majority of these owned 
less than five. Thus the large slave owners with extensive 
plantations formed only a very small part of the South's 
population yet inversely exercised a degree of political and eco
nomic power far in excess of their numbers. Support for them 
came from non-slave-holders who themselves aspired to the 
position of slave-holders and the real or imagined affluence and 
social status that slave ownership brought with it. 

There is still a wide divergence of opinion on the conditions 
under which the Negro slave was held. On the one hand, the 
picture is a dark and bloody one of brutality and inhumanity 
portrayed by Harriet Beecher Stowe in Uncle Tom's Cabin. On 
the other, is the picture of happy, childlike Negroes devoted to 
the plantation owner as portrayed in the classic silent film of 
D. W. Griffith, The Birth of a Nation. Both views have some 
elements of reality to them but both have broad areas of 
dubious validity. Travellers like Frederick Law Olmsted 
encountered all aspects of slave life and could see that con
ditions varied from state to state and even from plantation to 
plantation. A resident plantation owner, aware of the amount 
of capital invested in his slaves, would, on the whole, treat his 
slaves as he would valuable live-stock with a fair amount of 
consideration. Where, on the other hand, the owner was non
resident and left the running of the plantation to an overseer 
who was primarily concerned with positive financial returns, 
conditions could be much worse. A nice balance had to be struck 
between getting the maximum return on investment from a 
labour force which was not always energetic and highly efficient 
and driving a labour force too hard with resultant recalcitrance, 
attempts at escape and subsequent incapacitation of a slave by 
excessive punishment. Whether or not slavery was a profitable 
system remains a matter of dispute. Older historians like 
U. B. Phillips were of the opinion that slavery would eventually 

7 



have collapsed because it was uneconomic and inefficient. A 
more modern assessment by economists such as Conrad and 
Meyer 1 makes the point that slavery was efficient for what it 
was designed to do and was profitable not only to the planters 
themselves but to the South as a whole. The newer view is prob
ably nearer the truth in so far as it utilizes a much wider body 
of data and not simply the records of the larger plantations. 

Although many slaves lived and worked in the towns and 
cities of the South, the great majority worked in the fields and 
on plantations. The large plantations had two groups of slaves
house servants and field hands but on smaller farms the division 
was often blurred, most slaves being used in the fields. House 
servants on the whole were the more intelligent and better 
trained, some of them being highly skilled artisans and mech
anics who were often hired out to work in the towns and cities. 
They performed most of the household tasks, cooking, cleaning, 
gardening as well as being coachmen, valets, house-maids, 
carpenters, builders, blacksmiths and children's nurses. The 
field hands for the most part worked in gangs at set tasks 
generally from dawn to dusk with free days limited to Christ
mas and other festive occasions. They were housed, fed and 
clothed as cheaply as possible. The slave cabins were little 
more than windowless, dirt-floored shanties. They were fed on 
cheap meal, meat and fish and clothed in the roughest and 
cheapest textiles imported from the North, which were little 
more than coarse sacking. 

The life of the slave was controlled in each state by slave 
codes which varied in detail from state to state but in general 
terms laid down that a slave could not leave a plantation 
without written permission, could not make a contract, 
could not sue or be sued, could not strike a white man even in 
self-defence, could not testify in court against a white man and 
could not hold a meeting of slaves unless a white man was 
present. Violation of slave codes brought punishment, whipping 
for minor offences, branding, imprisonment and occasionally 
death for major ones. Those who escaped were hunted down, 
brought back and punished in any way the owner so desired 
whether by whipping, branding, ear cropping or, if completely 
intractable, by death. Marriages between slaves did not legally 
exist and families could be split up and sold when necessary. 

1 Conrad, A. H. and Meyer, J. R., The Economics of Slavery (Chicago, 1964). 
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Breeding of slaves was important as children were interest on 
capital invested and the owner saw little wrong in fathering 
children by his slave women, the end result being that most 
American Negroes at the present day are to a greater or lesser 
degree white. Revolt against the system came not so much by 
open rebellion, except in individual cases, but in more subtle 
ways by feigning stupidity or illness, by working at the slowest 
pace which the slave-driver would tolerate and by wearing the 
mask of cheerful subservience as a protection against punish
ment. Many slaves, had, however, no need to feign stupidity 
or laziness. Ironically, the final whip-hand was held by the 
slave in that by committing suicide he could destroy a valuable 
investment belonging to his master. At its best slavery was a 
tolerable way of life at a rudimentary level; at its worst it 
justified every condemnation of those opposed to the 'peculiar 
institution'. 

As slavery grew so did opposition to it. Before the 183o's, 
largely due to the activities of the American Colonization 
Society, founded in 1817, attempts were made to expatriate 
Negroes to Africa. Support for this idea came strongly from 
the South where 30o,ooo free Negroes were an embarrassment 
best removed to Africa. The Negroes as a whole were opposed 
to going back to Africa with which few links remained and 
they thought of themselves as Americans and not Africans. 
The abolitionists too saw no solution in re-transportation and 
from 1831 under the leadership ofwhite men such as William 
Lloyd Garrison, Theodore Weld, Arthur and Lewis Tappan 
and Wendell Phillips, Negroes such as Frederick Douglass, 
James Forten and Samuel Ringgold Ward and women such as 
Lucretia Mott, the Grimke sisters, and Harriet Tubman, they 
began to campaign strongly for the abolition of slavery. Further 
support came from abolitionists in Great Britain. There is also 
dispute over how far the abolitionist crusade was effective in 
the years before 1861 but one recent writer, Louis Filler in his 
book The Crusade Against Slavery, sees it as not simply an attack 
on slavery as a moral issue but a major social revolutionary 
movement. 

The South did not allow attacks on slavery to go unchal
lenged and Southern writers like George Fitzhugh defended 
slavery on the grounds that the South's economy depended on 
it, that the destiny of the Negro to be a slave could be proved 
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by the Bible and that the benevolent paternalism of the slave
owner was a lesson in humanity to factory owners in the North 
- all arguments fundamentally based on the twin convictions 
that Negroes were biologically and ethnically inferior to white 
men (views which were not limited necessarily to those living 
South of the Mason-Dixon line). 

During the 184o's the abolitionists kept up their pressure 
but the traditional political balance between North and South 
was maintained by the admission of equal numbers of slave and 
free states. With the acquisition of new territory from Mexico 
after the war ended in I 848 this balance was no longer so easy 
to maintain and the Compromise of I 850 was but a temporary 
solution. By 1854 slavery and anti-slavery elements were in 
direct confrontation in 'Bleeding Kansas' and in 1857 the 
Supreme Court's decision in the Dred Scott case explicitly 
repealed the old Missouri Compromise and threw open the 
territories to slavery. John Brown's raid on Harper's Ferry in 
1859 and the election of Lincoln, the Northern, Sectional 
Republican candidate, to the Presidency were finger-posts on 
the way to Civil War. Why this war broke out between North 
and South is still being hotly debated among historians. 
Explanations are offered in profusion: economic sectionalism, 
states-rights, Southern nationalism, extremist minorities on both 
sides, a breakdown of the democratic system, the inadequacies 
of statesmen, the 'irrepressibility' of the conflict and the aboli
tion of slavery. Increasingly the multi-faceted effects of slavery, 
political, economic, social and moral are being given promi
nence because of an inability to evade the answer to the question 
'Would the Civil War have occurred had slavery not existed 
in the United States?' 1 

The Civil War and Reconstruction 

Paradoxically, a war which broke out over slavery was not 
fought initially to abolish slavery but simply to keep the Union 
in being. Implicit in the preservation of the Union was the 
preservation of slavery. For political and military reasons 
Lincoln did his best to avoid the issue of slavery and had the 
war ended in the first half of 1862, there is good reason to 

1 For a more detailed examination of this question see Alan Conway, The Causes 
d' till American Civil War (Historical Association, 1961). 
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believe that abolition would not have taken place. As it was, 
it became militarily and internationally expedient to issue an 
Emancipation Proclamation in 1863. By 1864 with the end of 
the struggle in view, the war entered on a third phase under 
the more radical elements of the Republican party. They saw 
the war as being fought not simply for the abolition of slavery 
but also for the future position of the Negro in American 
society. To the dismay of the abolitionists, during the first two 
years of the war the legal status of thousands of slaves in the 
loyal border states of Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky and 
Missouri remained unchanged: free Negroes attempting to enlist 
in the armies were rejected out ofhand and runaway slaves were 
considered simply as 'contraband of war' and put to work by 
Union officials as slaves. It showed clearly that many North
erners were uninterested in the abolition of slavery or were 
basically anti-Negro even when in favour of abolition. 

Lincoln himself regarded slavery as a moral evil but was 
not in favour of abolition by force where it existed. He hoped 
that gradual, compensated emancipation would be the best 
solution coupled with voluntary colonization outside the 
United States. Lincoln, in fact, was a separatist and was of 
the belief that the Negro was inherently inferior to the white 
race. 

As military control by the Union armies was extended and 
as the fugitive slaves became more numerous, Union com
manders were severely embarrassed by the number of slaves 
coming into their lines. The returning of fugitive slaves to their 
owners was abandoned and by Confiscation Acts passed in 
1861 and 1862 slaves used to promote the cause of the rebellion 
could be freed. Despite the efforts of the abolitionists, there 
was continued strong opposition to the use of fugitive slaves 
and free Negroes in the armies except as labourers, cooks and 
servants but after 1863 Negroes were recruited into segregated 
regiments under white officers. They were given less pay, less 
training and poorer equipment than white troops and, if 
captured by Southerners, were executed as insurrectionary 
slaves. ~1ortality rates were high, an estimated 3o,ooo Negro 
troops losing their lives out of a total enrolment of some 
185,000. 

The Emancipation Proclamation of 1 January 1863 marked 
the abandonment of compensation and colonization and 
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decreed that 'all persons held as slaves within any state, or 
designated part of the state, the people whereof shall be in 
rebellion against the United States, shall be then, thence
forward, and forever free'. John Hope Franklin in his book The 
Emancipation Proclamation maintains that the proclamation made 
a positive contribution to the winning of the war. But in I863 it 
decreed freedom for slaves in those areas over which the Federal 
Government had no control and left slavery untouched in those 
areas where it did have control. Its immediate effect was 
virtually nil except in so far as it was a declaration of intent 
welcomed by many people particularly in Great Britain. 
Whether it helped to keep Britain and France from intervening 
in the struggle to the advantage of the Confederacy is doubt
ful; the outcome of the fighting at Vicksburg and Gettysburg 
in July I 863 was probably much more decisive. 

In the Confederacy, although many Negroes seized the 
opportunity offered by the proximity of Union troops to leave 
the plantations and cross through the lines to freedom, the 
great mass of slaves remained where they were, employed on 
fortification works or continuing on the plantations under the 
direction of the planter's wife who kept the plantation going 
while the husband fought. Wisely, the attempt was never made 
(or possibly never even contemplated) to mount slave revolts. 
The decision to arm the slaves was not taken by the Confederate 
government until the last few months of the war when all was 
virtually lost but the chances are that Negroes in the South 
would have fought for the Confederacy as other Negroes 
fought for the Union although it is arguable whether they 
would have done so with the same enthusiasm. This strange 
situation may possibly be explained by the fact that Southern 
Negroes did not necessarily feel close kinship with Northern 
Negroes and often demonstrated considerable parochial loyalty 
to their own State or section of that State. A fact too often 
forgotten, then and now, was that the Negroes were individuals 
and not simply a like-thinking mass under a dark skin. 

Slavery was abolished officially by the ratification in I 865 of 
the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution. Two hundred 
and more years of slavery were over; the Negro became a freed
man but not a free man. To many Americans in all parts of 
America the conviction was 'once a slave always a slave, once 
a nigger always a nigger'. 
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Reconstruction. 

The end of the war saw the South completely defeated and 
forced to acquiesce in the emancipation of the Negro by the 
superior strength of the North. The economy was in ruins, 
communications were destroyed, Confederate money was 
worthless, the plantations were abandoned or semi-derelict and 
in seven states civil government was non-existent. Far and above 
loomed the great black labour force of the South - four million 
Negroes freshly freed from slavery. Many Southerners feared a 
race-war and a few Negroes feared that the assassination of 
Lincoln might mean a return to slavery. As a positive demon
stration to themselves that they were free, large numbers of 
Negroes left the plantations and made their way to the towns 
and cities of the South, there to find what employment they 
could or to survive on rations issued to them by the Army or by 
the Freedmen's Bureau which had been established in March 
1865 to supervise relief work for Negroes and refugees alike. 
Other Negroes more sensibly remained on or near the planta
tion where they had formerly worked as slaves. Some white 
Southerners hoped that with increasing mortality rates among 
Negroes they would die out as the Indians seemed to be doing 
and their places might be taken by immigrants from Europe or 
by Chinese coolies. None of these things happened and it was 
soon realized that white and black would have to find some 
modus vivendi. In its simplest terms the situation was that 
whites owned land but lacked the capital to pay for equipment 
and labour; the Negroes were the source of labour but had no 
land and little or no capital either to buy land even if they 
could find white men willing to sell them land. 1 The solution 
was found in most cases by the crop-sharing system where the 
land counted as one-third of any future share, labour counted 
as one-third, and the final third went to whoever provided 
seed, mules and equipment (generally the land-owner who 
could secure credit more readily than theNegro).As a variation 
of the share-cropping system the Negro became a tenant-farmer 
paying rent for the land from the crop which he could raise. 
Gradually, the South recovered economically from the war al
though forever doomed, it seemed, to lag behind the rest of the 

1 The hopes of many Negroes that the Federal Government would grant them 
each 'forty acres and a mule' from the confiscated estates of Southern rebels were 
quickly proved unjustified. 
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Union and particularly theN orth which would embark on large
scale urbanization and industrialization which would transform 
America. 

Politically, the re-admission of the Southern States to the 
Union presented considerable difficulty. Andrew Johnson who 
succeeded to the presidency on Lincoln's death hoped for a 
swift re-establishment of civil government in each of the 
Southern States and the easy acceptance by Congress of their 
senators and representatives. Unfortunately for such hopes, the 
Republican party which had won the war was fully aware that 
a re-united Northern and Southern Democratic party would 
probably cast them from power. To avoid this danger it was 
essential that strong Republican party organizations should be 
established in the Southern States. As the Negroes were the 
main source of such political strength, the Southern Senators 
and representatives (many of them prominent ex-Confederates) 
were refused their seats in Congress and the more radical ele
ments of the Republican party decided to take over from the 
President the task of reconstructing the South on the firmer 
basis of Negro enfranchisement. The result was that between 
1867 and 1876 for shorter or longer periods, radical Republican 
governments were in control of all the Southern States, the 
broad basis of power being the Negro vote with control shared 
between Northern 'carpetbaggers' and Southern 'scalawags'. 
Contrary to Southern mythology and to some Southern his
toriography, the Negroes were not in control at any time of any 
Southern State; only in the lower house of the South Carolina 
legislature did they have a majority of members. The highest 
office attained by a Negro was that of Lieutenant-Governor of 
Louisiana. The driving force behind the Radical Republicans 
was Thaddeus Stevens from Pennsylvania in the House sup
ported by Charles Sumner in the Senate. In fairness to Stevens, 
he was not simply concerned for the political health of his 
party but felt strongly that the Negroes should not be left 
sitnply as emancipated slaves (permanently on the mud-sill of 
Southern Society) without civil or social rights. He was eager 
to secure for them the same justice, rights and opportunities 
enjoyed by whites - more so, in fact, because he considered 
that by rebelling Southern leaders had forfeited the privileges 
and rights enjoyed by citizens of the United States. He con
demned the so-called 'black codes' drawn up by some of the 
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Southern States desjgned to keep the Negro in his place and 
was determined that the Negroes should not be the victims of 
discriminatory legislation. It was unfortunate for the Negroes 
that Stevens died in 1868. After his death the impetus behind 
Congressional reconstruction began to fade. The political use
fulness of the Negro still concerned the Republican party but 
concern for their civil rights became secondary until in 1877 
the Negro was once again left to his own resources and to the 
mercy of Southern Democrats who returned to power in every 
Southern State during the 187o's determined whatever the cost 
to keep the Republicans out and the Negroes down. 

Yet the period between 1865 and 1877 was not entirely 
barren for the Negro. In fact joel Williamson in his recent study 
of the Negro in South Carolina considers this a time when the 
Negro made tremendous strides forward. l\1uch of the credit 
must go to the Freedmen's Bureau under General Oliver Otis 
Howard which not only initially helped whites and Negroes by 
furnishing them with food, clothing and medical aid but also 
subsequently supervised labour contracts and the problems of 
crop division, rented abandoned land to ex-slaves, provided 
funds for Negroes to move to better employment areas and set 
up Bureau courts to ensure justice for the Negro when this 
could not be secured from the civil courts. 

The greatest success of the Bureau was, however, in the field 
of education where it worked closely with Northern philan
thropic and religious institutions, like the American Missionary 
Association, in the setting up and running of all kinds of schools 
which would begin the mammoth task of educating theN egro 
from scratch. Dedicated Northern women mainly from New 
England and the middle West gave a rudimentary education 
to hundreds of thousands of Negroes from the very young to the 
very old. These 'Yankee school-marms' worked under difficult 
conditions, endured social ostracism but only rarely were in 
danger of physical assault. Negroes themselves contributed to 
the cost of building and maintaining the schools and paying 
the teachers' small salaries. Often coloured schools were burned 
down and the teachers forced to move. Nevertheless, a substan
tial beginning was made in the education of the Negro people 
and the establishment of institutions of higher learning like 
Howard, Atlanta and Fisk Universities, enabled some provision 
to be made for the subsequent education of talented Negroes. 
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Southern white Democrats were not prepared passively to 
accept Republican party rule in the South based on Negro 
votes and struck back by way of secret societies like the 
Knights of the White Camelia and the more notorious Ku Klux 
Klan. The latter, originally, was formed by respectable South
ern whites with General Nathan Bedford Forrest as Grand 
Wizard but they withdrew once the Klan fell under the control 
of rougher elements who by intimidation, whipping, castration 
and mutilation were determined to put the Negro back in his 
proper place and to force control out of the hands of 'carpet
baggers' and 'scalawags'. The gallant 'knights' of Thomas 
Dixon Jr's The Clansman (upon which The Birth of a Nation was 
based) bore little resemblance to the racist 'red-necks' who were 
particularly active in the terrorism of Negroes. Yet the Klan 
proved very effective and with the election of Rutherford B. 
Hayes in 1877 the few remaining Federal troops in the South 
were withdrawn by the Government. The problems of the 
Southern States and particularly that of the Negro were hastily 
passed back to Southern Democrats for solution - the major 
elements of which would be subordination, segregation and 
discrimination. 

The Fourteenth Amendment which provided the first ex
plicit definition of citizenship and the Fifteenth Amendment 
which tried to remove race, colour or previous condition of 
servitude as obstacles to voting seemedsomewhatflimsydefences 
for the Negro in the years ahead. 

The Negro Nadir, 1877-1901 

Rayford Logan has called these years 'the nadir' in Negro 
history although others would maintain that it began later 
and continued longer. C. Vann Woodward in his Strange 
Career of Jim Crow rightly points out that Negroes continued 
to vote after 1876, that Negroes continued to be returned 
to Congress and that for a decade or so segregation was implicit 
rather than legally explicit. By the turn of the century, however, 
although some gains had been made by Negroes economically, 
educationally and socially, segregation was firmly established. 
Once the Southern Redeemers were again in control, they were 
determined that if the Negro vote could not be secured for the 
Democratic party then he would not vote at all. Physical 
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intimidation by whites which made voting by Negroes a peril
ous operation continued after Reconstruction but the intro
duction of poll-tax qualifications, literacy qualifications, 
'gerrymandering' and 'grandfather clauses' (denying the vote 
to any male whose father or grandfather did not have the 
vote in 1867) added a little finesse to the process of disfran
chising the Negro. The acquiescence of the Republican party 
in this process ensured the control of the Democratic one-party 
system in the South by the Bourbon aristocracy although 'poor
whites' too found then1selves excluded from voting as well as 
Negroes. 

It was the Populist movement of the 1 8go's which posed a 
major threat to white solidarity. Acute agricultural depression 
and discontent brought into being a con1munity of interests 
between Negroes and poorer white farmers in opposition to 
wealthy planters, bankers, merchants and industrialists. For a 
while the colour question was subordinated to broader econo
mic, political and social issues. With the failure of the Populists, 
however, Bourbon Democrats re-asserted themselves and white 
solidarity and supremacy once more came to the forefront. 
From 18go onwards State constitutions were drafted to exclude 
as completely as possible Negroes from voting. In addition to 
poll-taxes and literacy tests the Democratic State-wide primary 
(tantamount to an election) created a white man's political 
club. By 1910 it was estimated that in the majority of Southern 
States the Negro vote had virtually been eliminated. 

State racists capped the process by enacting the harsh segre
gation 'Jim Crow' laws throughout the South which gave 
quasi-legality to the doctrines of white supremacy and Negro 
inferiority. When even the Supreme Court in the landmark 
case of Plessy v Ferguson in 18g6 gave its constitutional blessing 
to the 'separate but equal' doctrine and upheld segregation in 
transportation and education, the opening was provided for 
individual states to extend segregation by discrimination into 
every aspect of Southern life. This final capitulation to racism 
made any white man superior to any Negro. The coloured man 
thus found himself in constant jeopardy and lynchings increased 
apace- with over 3,ooo cases being recorded between 188o and 
I goo. How many went unrecorded cannot be known. Southern 
swamps were handy and few white officials were likely to exert 
themselves if a Negro disappeared. 
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Educationally, the Negro continued to make progress after 
Reconstruction. The funds of the Freedm.en's Bureau were re
placed by donations from philanthropic institutions like the 
Peabody Fund and the Julius Rosenwald Fund among others. 
They helped to train college-educated Negro teachers and gave 
financial help to school systems providing educational facili
ties for Negro children. Negroes too raised substantial sums to 
improve Negro education and by rgoo over a million and half 
Negro children were attending schools (albeit inferior to white 
schools), Northern universities were accepting gifted Negro 
students and Negroinstitutionsofhigherlearningwere becoming 
more numerous. 

With the death of Frederick Douglass in I 8gs, leadership of 
the Negro people fell to Booker T. Washington, the Negro 
educator who was president of Tuskegee Institute. In that 
same year, at the Cotton States Exposition in Atlanta, Georgia, 
he urged Negroes and whites to recognize the fact that although 
separate they were interdependent. He advocated the training 
of Negroes primarily 'in the more practical fields. As skilled 
workmen, Negroes would benefit themselves econon1ically and 
earn the respect of the white ruling classes. His belief in the 
value of vocational education and the shunning of agitation for 
political and civil rights was summed up in these words: 'The 
opportunity to earn a dollar in a factory just now is worth in
finitely more than the opportunity to spend a dollar in the 
opera house.' 

Booker T. Washington was advocating the ultimate accep
tance and integration of Negroes into American life by slow 
stages but too many whites North and South regarded his 
advice as an acceptance of inferiority in perpetuity. From that 
date to the present, controversy has continued among Ameri
can Negroes as to the soundness of Washington's advice. One 
of his earliest critics was W. E. B. Du Bois, professor of history 
at Atlanta University and the first Negro ever to receive a 
doctorate from Harvard University. In a series of books, 
articles and speeches, he attacked Washington's ideas as too 
narrow, too materialistic and as a capitulation to white suprem
acy. Yet it was Booker T. Washington who held control until 
his .death in I g I 5, who was consul ted by political leaders in 
Washington and who remained one of the most influential 
figures in Negro history. 
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In the last quarter of the nineteenth century the majority of 
Negroes continued to live in the Southern States, struggling to 
make a bare livelihood in agriculture. As tenants or share-

- croppers they were particularly vulnerable to crop failures and 
agricultural depressions. The result was that the Negroes began 
to move increasingly to urban areas in the South and to North
ern cities. Some 40,000 in 1879 even set out for Kansas earning 
themselves the sobriquet of the 'Exodusters'. White South
erners, fearful of losing their cheap labour, did their best to 
prevent Negroes leaving the South but with limited success. The 
Negro who moved to the industrial cities found as many diffi
culties as those he had left and equal hostility. White labour 
excluded Negroes from labour unions and prevented them from 
securing any training for skilled occupations. Unemployment, 
bad housing in Negro ghettos and discrimination would be the 
lot of the urban Negro in the twentieth century. 

From Roosevelt to Roosevelt 

The United States entered the twentieth century as a robustly 
healthy young giant and within a short time the somewhat pro
gressive Theodore Roosevelt came to the White House in 
succession to the assassinated McKinley. Despite all handicaps 
it seemed likely that some of the benefits of prosperity would 
filter down through society to the Negro. The new President's 
action in having Booker T. '\Tashington to dine with him at 
the White House and his condemnation of lynching gave rise 
to the hope that at long last concern for the Negro in the 
United States was high on the White House priority list. As in 
other areas, Roosevelt's activity had more shadow than sub
stance and Negroes swiftly realized that little of a positive 
nature was likely to be forthcoming from the Government. 
Economically, too, there seemed little improvement in their 
situation. They still found it difficult to obtain anything but the 
most menial employment; segregation in Northern and South
ern cities alike made decent housing unobtainable and landlords 
of their own race as well as those of other races rack-rented 
the Negro tenant. Under these conditions delinquency, the 
break-up of the C:1.miJy, ill-health and high mortality rates 
- all the social evils of the city slums - proliferated. Property 
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owners viewed the incoming black tides of Negro migrants 
with uneasiness and open hostility which erupted in the race 
riots of the early 19oo's which were the urban equivalent of the 
rural 'lynching-bee'. Race violence, armed confrontation be
tween the races and the deaths of Negroes and whites, broke 
out in Georgia in 1904 and 1906, in Texas in 1906 and finally 
at Springfield, Illinois in 1908 within a few months of the 
centennial of Lincoln's birth and within a few miles of his 
home and burial place. 

Disillusionment with the ideas of Booker T. Washington set 
in because it was obvious that if the Negro waited for white 
attitudes to change of their own volition he would wait for 
ever. More active measures were needed to secure changes and 
improvements. The result was the creation of the Niagara move
ment under the leadership of Du Bois which called for freedom 
of speech, universal manhood suffrage and the abolition of 
discrimination on the basis of race. White liberals, too, were 
shocked by the mounting violence of race relations and the result 
was the formation in May 1910 of the inter-racial organization, 
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People. Moorfield Storey, a lawyer from Boston, became its 
first president. The only Negro official was Du Bois who be
came director of publicity and research and editor of The Crisis. 
The strength and respectability provided by white liberals 
were welcomed in these early days of the movement but 
today the more radical element of Negro leadership remains 
suspicious of the motivation of white liberals and the conserva
tism of an organization which from the beginning put theNegro 
in a subordinate position rather than in control. The 
N.A.A.C.P. adopted a policy, to which it has adhered in sub
sequent years, of working through the courts for the redress of 
grievances, pressing in particular for the strict enforcement 
of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments as the basis for 
the long struggle to secure full civil rights for the Negro. 
Alongside the N.A.A.C.P. another important body arose, the 
National Urban League, led by liberal academics from Col
umbia University, New York, which attempted to grapple 
with the many problems arising from the migration of Southern 
Negroes to Northern cities. The Urban League helped Negroes 
to find employment and reasonable housing and also provided 
vocational counselling and medical aid. Together with the 
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N.A.A.C.P., the Urban League began a period of more positive 
action than that advocated by Booker T. Washington. 

Presidentially, neither Roosevelt nor Taft nor Wilson were 
able to do very much for the Negro. Having become disillu
sioned with Roosevelt and Taft, many Negroes broke with 
tradition in 1912 and voted for the Southern-born Democrat, 
Wilson. Whatever Wilson's views may have been they lacked 
the strength to offset Southern white Democratic pressure re
quiring segregated facilities for Negro federal employees. 
Wilson's heart may have been in the right place but to the 
Negroes it seemed to be more with the minorities in Europe 
than with those in the United States. 

The year 1915 saw the death of Booker T. Washington, the 
lynching of three score and more Negroes and the formation of 
a new, violently racist Ku Klux Klan. The entry of the United 
States into the First World War in April 1917 to make the 
world safe for democracy was marked by a race riot in East 
St. Louis, Illinois, in which many Negroes were killed. Never
theless, Negroes rushed to enlist in the armed forces and event
ually more than 350,000 Negroes were called into service 
in segregated units and primarily in labour battalions. Only a 
handful of Negroes was commissioned and when friction and 
bloodshed occurred between Negro trainees and Southern 
civilians, the former were hastily shipped overseas. Those 
who were assigned to active fighting units acquitted them
selves well. Those who fought in Europe found themselves 
accepted by the European peoples in a way unknown in the 
United States. The resultant expectations would be harshly 
dispelled. 

On the home front, the demand for labour in munition 
factories and other industries closely concerned with the pro
secution of the war together with a Southern labour depression 
arising from crop failure and floods, brought an estimated one 
million Negroes from the rural South to the urban centres of 
the North. Although fresh problems had to be faced in the 
North, on the credit side the Negro found less social prejudice, 
higher wages and better educational opportunities for his 
children than in the South. Substantial Negro communities de
veloped in cities like New York, Philadelphia, Washington and 
Chicago. The First World War improved considerably the 
economic and social position of many Negroes; the post-war 
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'return to normalcy' proved to be a savage blow to their hopes. 
The summer of 1919, sometimes called 'the red summer', saw 
inter-racial strife and race riots break out on an unprecedented 
scale from Texas to Illinois and from Tennessee to Nebraska. 
Three days of rioting occurred in the capital and by the end of 
the year over 8o lynchings had taken place including Negro 
soldiers still in their uniforms. The reasons for this eruption of 
race hatred can be traced to a number of factors. Competition 
for jobs between whites and Negroes became intensified with 
the post-war economic decline. The revived Ku Klux Klan 
with a membership of 1 oo,ooo attracted the violent elements of 
society and actively encouraged them to keep the Negro 'in his 
place'. Also, nativism seemed to blend with isolationism in this 
post-war period and the Negro was but one of the groups to 
experience antipathy of white Anglo-Saxon Protestants looking 
backward to the nineteenth century. 

One of the most unusual Negro movements to emerge from 
the war years was the Universal Negro Improvement Associa
tion. Founded in Jamaica by a Negro, Marcus Garvey, it grew 
to a fantastic extent in Harlem when Garvey left his native 
Caribbean. It was essentially a 'back to Africa' movement, 
not unlike the older American Colonization Society, except 
that it was an all-Negro movement which appealed primarily 
to the pride of being a Negro as the Black l\lluslim movement 
would do after the Second World War. Garvey made extrava
gant claims that millions of Negroes belonged to the Association 
but even if a conservative estimate of half a million is accepted 
it reflects strongly the frustrations of the American Negro. 
Garvey's plans for a Negro shipping-line and the creation of 
all-Negro business enterprises collapsed in a fiasco of mis
management and eventually Garvey was deported. The one 
point which Garveyism made was a negative one. The majority 
of American Negroes saw no future in returning to Africa; they 
were Americans first and Africans second even though denied 
acceptance by white Americans. 

During the 1 g2o's, more Negroes fled the agricultural depression 
of the Southern States and found opportunities for employment 
in the fast developing automobile industry, and in the food, 
clothing and transportation industries although they were large
ly excluded from the trade unions. Yet high unemployment 
rates remained the mark of the ghettos and thus the Negro had 
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ample training for hardship even before the Great Depression 
overtook the United States in October 1929. 

The New Deal and the Second World War. 

Poverty was a great leveller in the Depression although for 
the most part the Negro remained more level than others. Yet 
humanitarian ideals were strengthened and Franklin D. 
Roosevelt's concern for the poor and hungry - the wretched 
refuse of the teeming cities - was genuine. The concentrations 
ofNegroes in Northern urban centres brought them a measure 
of economic strength and, more important, increasing political 
power. Republican courting of Southern whites in 1928 saw the 
beginning of a fresh desertion of the Republican party by 
Negroes - a trend which accelerated in 1932 and was solidly 
confirmed in the Democratic capture of the Negro vote in I 936. 
That date saw an increase in the number of Negroes elected to 
local State and Federal office. By 1940 some one hundred 
Negroes were brought into the service of the Federal Govern
ment as aides or special advisers on the economic and social 
problems of the Negro. Among them were well-trained 
professional men who formed the so-called Roosevelt 'Black 
Cabinet', the 'talented tenth' of W. E. B. Du Bois. Their 
services were badly needed because the worst effects of the 
Depression fell upon Negroes. Even the most menial jobs, the 
traditional occupations of the Negro, were filled by whites. In 
other occupations where the Negro had gained a finger-tip 
hold, the unwritten law of 'last hired, first fired' went into 
effect. By n1id-1934 over half of all Negroes in Northern cities 
were on relief and more than a quarter of all Negroes in the 
United States had to be assisted in some form or other. White 
Americans did not suffer with anything like the same severity, 
protected as they were to a considerable degree by discrimi
natory practices in employment. 

Relief, recovery and reform were the key-notes of the New 
Deal and Negroes hoped for a fair share under these headings. 
Unfortunately, much of the New Deal programme was 
State administered and there discrimination continued to 
operate. The results were that lower minimum wages were 
provided for Negroes than for whites, the financial benefits of 
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crop restnctlon under the Agricultural Adjustment Admini
stration were enjoyed more by land-owners than by their Negro 
tenants and share-croppers and social security payments by
passed agricultural and domestic workers among whom were 
very many Negroes. Despite such drawbacks, Negro farmers 
were able to buy land and make improvements with Federal 
aid. Low-cost housing was made available to some Negroes, 
hospitals and schools and other public facilities for Negroes 
were built by the Public Works Administration and an esti
mated 1,ooo,ooo Negroes secured relief and employment in the 
Works Progress Administration. The Civilian Conservation 
Corps too provided for some 2oo,ooo young Negroes. 

The racial exclusion policy maintained by the craft unions of 
the American Federation of Labour left Negroes outside the 
protection of the unions until John L. Lewis and his United 
Mine Workers broke with the A.F. of L. to bring into being the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations which drew large num
bers of unskilled and semi-skilled Negroes into the Union 
movement particularly from major industries like steel, auto
mobile and meat-packing. The outbreak of the Second World 
War made the Depression a thing of the past for the United 
States and Roosevelt, under pressure from Negro leadership, in 
June 1941 signed an executive order prohibiting discrimina
tion against qualified Negro labour in the defence industries. 
The result was a great leap forward during the war years for 
both skilled and semi-skilled Negroes. 

The New Deal, despite its good intentions for the forgotten 
man generally, was not able to legislate a new deal for the 
forgotten race. Lynching, one imperfect yardstick by which to 
measure racial relations, did decline during the New Deal al
though Congress failed to enact anti-lynching legislation. Never
theless, the Supreme Court continued its policy of invalidating 
discriminatory legislation and extended its protection to many 
Negroes who would otherwise have suffered under State laws, 
possibly the most famous of which were the Scottsboro rape 
cases in Alabama. At the same time, another decade would 
pass before the Supreme Court was prepared to reverse the 
18g6 Plessy v Ferguson 'separate but equal' ruling. Education
ally and in housing, in both North and South, segregation 
operated strongly whether de facto or de jure. The depression 
years saw shortages of funds for education and particularly in 
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the South the pinch was felt more by Negroes than by whites. 
Schools were poorer and teachers' salaries lower than those for 
whites. Fortunately, public support for Negro institutions of 
higher learning increased and with it the number of Negroes 
attending Northern universities. With this increasing emphasis 
on higher education, the Negro professional classes, although 
still very much a sliver of the whole, expanded and teachers, 
doctors, dentists and lawyers became more numerous and the 
core of a Negro middle-class. This middle-class in turn, how
ever, intensified social stratification and in later years would be 
accused of'Uncle Tom-ism' by the large mass ofNegroes lower 
down the social scale. 

The United States entered the Second World War for the 
preservation of democracy but (to many Negroes) continued 
practices which were the negation of democracy. The Selective 
Service Act of September 1940 forbade discrimination in the 
calling-up and training of Negroes but the War Department 
continued the practice of segregated regiments. Numbers of 
Negroes received officer-training in non-segregated camps but, 
with a few rare exceptions, Negroes and whites fought the 
same war separately, and often with different facilities. Over 
one million Negroes served in all the world-theatres; Negro 
fighting units again acquitted themselves well as in the First 
World War; many performed the equally vital tasks of main
taining supplies and distribution. 

The movement of many Negroes from the South, 1 accelerated 
by the demands for labour from Northern war factories, 
brought pressing problems of accommodation and once Negroes 
began to spill over into former all-white sections of Northern 
cities reaction was swift. In Detroit, for instance, which became 
a major Negro growth point, rioting on a large scale took place 
in 1943 which cost over 30 lives and destroyed much property 
and required armed troops to restore order. Axis propagandists 
justifiably could point out that the United States, supposedly 
fighting for freedom, was hardly a shining example of it her
self where her own coloured citizens were concerned. The 
famous Rooseveltian call for the four freedoms should have 
been a call for five. Nevertheless, the New Deal years of 

1 Recent statistics show that in April 1 g66 only I ,452,000 non-white men, women 
and children were on American farms, a decline of nearly 44 per cent from the 
2,577,ooo listed in tg6o. 



Roosevelt witnessed substantial economic, political and social 
gains by the Negro. The death of Roosevelt left a question mark 
against the future - would a second 'return to normalcy' 
follow the Second World War as it had done after the First 
World War? 

The Post-War Struggle, 1945-1967. 

The new mobility of the Negro from the South to the North 
and to the West Coast aircraft factories continued after the 
war and increased the Negro's economic strength and political 
leverage. As long as no initiative was forthcoming from the 
Federal Government, however, private protest organizations 
could do little more than safeguard the gains so slowly made. 
The outbreak of the Cold War, the emergence of independent 
African and Asian states and the creation of the United Nations 
forced the United States to place its major minority problem 
in a much wider global focus. To many it seemed that Harry 
Truman was unlikely to be able to fill Roosevelt's shoes but 
they were proved wrong. In September 1945 he sent to Con
gress his plans for the 'Fair Deal'. Among its proposals were 
those for an anti-lynching bill, the elimination of the poll-tax 
as a pre-requisite for voting, and the placing on a permanent 
basis of the Fair Employment Practices Commission which 
during the war had tried to prevent discrimination in employ
ment on war contracts. Congress refused to go along with 
Truman's proposals and in the middle of 1946 the F.E.P.C. 
came to an end. 

Had Truman been a man of lesser stature he could easily 
have done nothing more but in December 1946 he brought the 
whole problem of the Negro into the light of day by using his 
executive powers to create the President's Committee on Civil 
Rights. In less than a year this Committee's investigation of the 
position of minority groups was completed and its proposals 
for the amelioration of their difficulties presented. Its major 
recommendations were for a permanent commission to act as 
a watchdog over civil rights, a new F.E.P.C., legislation out
lawing lynching, elimination of the poll-tax and Federal legis
lation to stop discrimination at the ballot-box and in the 
courtroom. In February 1948, in a message to Congress, Truman 
urged that legislative action should be taken on these recom-
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mendations. This action together with his earlier executive 
orders integrating the armed forces and ensuring that the 
Federal Government recruited personnel on a non-discrimin
atory basis met with Congressional disapproval and aroused the 
Southern wing of the Democratic party. The result was the 
break-away in the 1948 election of the States-rights Dixiecrats 
from the Democrat party which came within a hair's-breadth 
of securing Truman's defeat. His was a personal victory and 
the Democratic Congress controlled by powerful Southern 
Democrats and conservative Republicans ignored Truman's 
appeal for civil rights legislation. Nevertheless, as a result of 
Truman's initiative, the issue of Negro rights could never again 
be kept hidden away in the political broom-cupboard. He had 
held it up to view at the national and international levels 
and demanded to know what democracy in America intended 
to do about it. 

At approximately the same time, Negro leadership came of 
age and began to take over dominance of the protest move
ment from white liberals. Group indentification became 
stronger. The Northern urban Negro and the Southern rural 
Negro moved more closely together recognizing that in their 
Negro-ness they had a 1nutuality of interests over-riding geo
graphical and economic distinctions. Political and economic 
strength brought a new decisiveness to Negroes as a whole. 

The springboard for this new militancy, paradoxically, was 
the most conservative of Federal institutions, the one least sub
ject to popular pressure from its appointive nature - the 
Supreme Court and the Federal judiciary. In a series of deci
sions, the Supreme Court struck down as unconstitutional 
restrictive covenants which sustained segregation in private 
housing and in Federal housing projects, segregation on inter
state and extra-state transportation, the 'white primary' which 
excluded Negroes from voting in Southern States and the po11-
tax as a pre-requisite for voting which denied the franchise to 
Negroes and poorer whites alike. The sharpest constitutional 
axe blows of the Supreme Court were struck, however, in the 
field of education. Most Americans were aware that the dual 
'separate but equal' school system of the South and the de facto 
segregation by neighbourhood schools in the North had 
strengthened concepts of white superiority and Negro inferior
ity and that educational handicaps resulted in economic and 
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political inequalities. The first changes had been made in the 
1940's with Supreme Court rulings that Negro graduates with 
qualifications equal to those of whites must be admitted to 
State post-graduate institutions and not sent out of the State 
on scholarships or provided with separate post-graduate insti
tutions (which by their very nature were likely to be ipso facto 
inferior to white institutions). Separate seating in classrooms, 
libraries and cafeterias was also struck down as a denial of the 
equal protection of the law guaranteed by the Fourteenth 
Amendment to the Constitution. 

In 1952 the struggle was extended into the wider arena of 
primary and secondary education. In that year the eminent 
N.A.A.C.P. lawyer, Thurgood Marshall,! brought before the 
Supreme Court five cases challenging segregated education at 
these levels. Finally, after much arguing and re-arguing on 
1 7 May I 954 in the case of Brown v Board of Education of Topeka 
the Supreme Court in a unanimous decision reversed Plessy v 
Ferguson and outlawed segregation in the state school system on 
the grounds that 'separate but equal' education was inherently 
unequal education. The Court then called on local authorities 
to submit their plans for desegregation demanding that com
pliance should take place with 'all deliberate speed'. In some 
states, particularly those on the borders of the South, progress 
was made towards integration but in the states of the Deep 
South like South Carolina, Georgia, Alaban1a and Mississippi, 
all of which had substantial Negro populations, opposition to 
integration developed apace and when open defiance of the 
Federal government crumbled, legal chicanery was employed 
with the result that as late as I g67 integration is far from com
plete and token integration has been substituted for actual 
integration. Confrontations between the Federal government 
and the State governments, between Federal authority and 
State sovereignty, have marked the slow progress of the last 
decade or so and become headlines in the world's press
Governor Orval Faubus in Little Rock, Arkansas, Governor 
Ross Barnett trying to prevent the admission of james Meredith 
to the University of Mississippi and Governor George Wallace 
of Alabama trying still to succeed where others failed. Yet 
despite incidents of this nature integration has taken hold in 

1 Appointed to the Supreme Court in I g67 - the first Negro ever to hold this high 
office. 



many hundreds of Southern school districts with quiet accep
tance of its constitutionality and justice. Even 'token integration' 
has meant the acceptance of the principle despite practice 
lagging behind. 

The repercussions from the r 954 Supreme Court decision 
were felt over the whole area of segregation and the new Negro 
militancy was felt throughout the United States accompanied 
inevitably by race-riots, bloodshed, arson and murder as whites 
and Negroes came into direct confrontation. The N.A.A.C.P. 
continued to secure successes through the courts in the areas 
of education, housing, voting and public transportation. The 
National Urban League advanced the economic and social 
health of the Negro in employment, education, housing and 
health and welfare. But other groups of varying degrees of 
radicalism have also been active devising new means for the 
eradication of discrimination. The non-violent Southern Chris
tian Leadership Conference under Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
came into being in rg56 largely as a result of one coloured wo
man, Mrs. Rosa Parks, refusing, after a long day's work, to give 
up her seat and move to the back of a bus in Montgomery, 
Alabama in December 1955. For months, thereafter, Negroes 
boycotted the city's bus system to force by economic means the 
ending of segregated seating. In June rg56, a Federal district 
court, subsequently upheld by the Supreme Court, declared 
that segregation on local public transportation violated the 
Fourteenth Amendment and the entire city transportation sys
tem of Montgomery was desegregated. Similar action soon 
followed in cities like Birmingham, Alabama; Tallahassee and 
Jacksonville, Florida; and Atlanta, Georgia. The success of the 
bus-boycotts encouraged Negroes to extend their activities to 
white business establishments where discriminatory practices 
were used. In rg6o the 'sit-in' was tried in a North Carolina 
store by Negro students and with the organization of the 
Student Non-violent Co-ordinating Committee, this tech
nique spread rapidly with the result that desegregation of 
luncheon-counters and public facilities took place throughout 
the country. 

In mid-rg6r the Congress of Racial Equality originally 
formed by James Farmer in 1942 began sending 'Freedom 
Riders' through the South to test segregation in inter-state 
transportation and facilities. Once again Negro pressure 
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brought white violence, particularly in Alabama and Missis
sippi. 

Another movement which came to fuller flower in the rg6o's 
was that of the Black Muslims, which although part of the 
protest movement stood aloof from other Negro organizations. 
Similar to, but more aggressive than, the Garveyites, the Black 
Muslims are strongly anti-white and seek a separate Negro 
state within the United States. This extreme sect advanced 
black racism as a counter to white racism. Its leader is Elijah 
Muhammad but its best known members are the assassinated 
Malcolm X and the controversial Cassius Clay. 

The slogan of the 195o's- 'free by '63'- had no likelihood of 
fulfilment by the centennial of the Emancipation Proclamation 
and to high-light the Negro's frustration Martin Luther King 
chose Birmingham, Alabama, 'the most throughly segregated 
big city in the United States' as the target for a massive protest 
drive. In April 1963, hundreds of Negro men, women and chil
dren demonstrated for equal rights, a large number of them 
ending up in jail. Dogs, high-pressure hoses and club-wielding 
policemen were used by the Public Safety Commissioner, 
'Bull' Connor, to halt the demonstrations. The world-wide 
publication of pictures taken in Birmingham outraged world 
opinion and brought massive support from white Americans. 
The killing of four Negro girls in the bombing of a Sunday 
School on 'Birmingham Sunday' later in the year strengthened 
the protest movement. Hundreds of separate demonstrations 
took place during this year. President Kennedy enjoined the 
Justice Department to produce swiftly a civil rights bill and 
appealed on television to the nation to end discrimination. The 
climax of this sun1mer was a march on Washington, by 20o,ooo 
whites and Negroes to protest in the nation's capital against a 
century of inequity and inequality. 

The death of Kennedy was a severe loss to the American 
Negro but Presidentjohnson announced his support for the civil 
rights bill which was before Congress. Despite a long 'filibuster' 
by Southern senators the bill was passed and signed by the 
President in July 1964. 

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was the strongest piece of 
legislation since 1875 to deal with virtually every aspect of 
discrimination and the extension of the Civil Rights Commission 
until I g68 demonstrated the intention of the government to 
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implement the Act's provisions. No one expected that discrimi
nation would disappear in the immediate future. It could not 
wipe out overnight the Negro ghettos, or Negro poverty or the 
inadequacies of Negro education; it could not provide immedi
ately skilled jobs and better economic returns but it showed 
that the Federal government had taken upon itself the duty 
of securing for American Negroes the same opportunities avail
able to white citizens. The election of 1 g68 is likely to provide 
a clear indication whether the eradication of inequality and 
injustice becomes a reality in the twentieth century. 

Negro Culture. 

The cultural contribution of the Negro to American society 
is not easy to assess. The almost complete relegation of the 
Negro to a historical sub-stratum until recent years has under
standably produced a tendency to over-inflate the achievements 
of Negroes in the United States. Nevertheless, there is a rich 
cultural vein running through the history of the American 
Negro apart from the best-known contribution in the field of 
jazz music. Of necessity, there was little opportunity during 
slavery for the Negro to express himself culturally. Thus it was, 
with the possible exception of the writingsofFrederickDouglass, 
that little of real substance emerged before the end of the nine
teenth century. Biographical and historical writings were in
itially popular, with the autobiographies of men like Frederick 
Douglass and Booker T. Washington being quite widely read. 
The appearance of Negro intellectuals like Du Bois underlined 
the fact that Negroes were emerging from the cultural shadows. 

In the realm of fiction William Wells Brown in books like 
My Southern Home (1850) portrayed life in the South while 
Charles vV. Chesnutt became the best-known Negro novelist in 
America with books like The Conjure Woman published in 188g. 
The best known poet at this time was Paul Lawrence Dunbar 
who although romanticizing Southern rural Negro life added 
richness to literature with his dialect poems. 

Further progress came with the 'New Negro Movement' 
also known as the 'Harlem Renaissance' of the pre- and post
First World War period with Henry Ossawa Tanner becoming 
internationally known for his paintings. Others who formed 
part of this movement were the novelist WilliamS. Braithwaite, 
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the poet Claude McKay and the historian Carter G. Woodson. 
The migration ofNegroes to Northern cities provided a market 
for Negro writers who dealt in their writings with the particular 
problerns of the Negro. The 'Harlem Renaissance' was basic
ally a literary protest movement. Claude McKay, a West 
Indian Negro, won acclaim for his Harlem Shadows in I 92 2 as 
did Countee Cullen for his lyric poetry in Color. Langston 
Hughes was both poet and novelist! - his volume of short 
stories The Ways of the White Folks written in 1934 earning him 
considerable eminence in the new movement. Negro novelists 
like Jessie Redmond Fauset with her book There is Confusion 
published in I 924 dealt with the difficulties of middle-class 
Negro life in the city and the colour question. Walter White, 
another novelist, with his Fire in the Flint published in 1926 and 
Flight published two years later examined Southern racial prob
lems and the attraction to Negroes of 'passing over' into white 
society. 

In the theatre Charles Gilpin acted The Emperor Jones in 
Eugene O'Neill's play in I 929 and Paul Robeson in I 924 won 
acclaim for his role in the same writer's All God's Children Got 
Wings. Richard B. Harrison achieved fame for his playing of 
'De Lawd' in Marc Connelly's The Green Pastures. On the con
cert stage Paul Robeson would become the greatest of American 
Negro singers with a tremendous reputation the world over. 
The 'Harlem Renaissance' although dominated by New York 
was a national movement and although suffering from the de
pression years showed clearly that Negroes were not just African 
savages one stage removed but had talents and abilities com
parable to those of white Americans. 

During the New Deal, the Federal Writers' Project and the 
Federal Theatre Project encouraged many Negroes. Langston 
Hughes continued to produce work of the highest quality and 
the 194o's saw the emergence of Richard Wright with the 
appearance of his collection of short stories Uncle Tom's Chil
dren in I 938. The publication of Native Son in I 940 put him 
squarely in the forefront of the prose writers with his powerful 
portrayal of the frustrations of a young Negro living in the big 
city. His Twelve Million Black Voices,afolk history oftheAmerican 
Negro, appeared a year later and in 1945 Black Boy movingly 
depicted Negro life in the South. His untimely death in 1g6o 

1 He died recently in May 1967 aged 65. 
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brought to an end a brilliant career. Other writers too came 
into prominence. In 1946 Frank Yerby's The Foxes of Harrow 
became a best seller and like his subsequent works was made 
into a film. Ralph Ellison's The Invisible Man became a classic 
novel, the forerunner of James Baldwin's bitter works. 

In the theatre, the cinema and on television the image of the 
Negro as a stupid foil for the white man or a kind-hearted 'black 
Mammie' only slowly gave way to the recognition that the 
Negro could portray other roles than these and was accepted 
as an actor in his own right. 

In the light entertainment field, musicians like Count Basie, 
Louis Armstrong, Dizzie Gillespie and Thelonius Monk were 
largely instrumental in the development of modern jazz. 
Others gained fame as singers, night-club entertainers and 
musicians. Katherine Dunham became known for her dancing 
and choreography and on the concert stage singers such as 
Marian Anderson, Mattiwilda Dobbs and Leontyne Price have 
achieved international recognition. 

Finally, in the field of historical scholarship and sociology, 
many have made contributions of the greatest significance to 
the understanding of the American Negro - E. Franklin 
Frazier and Charles S. Johnson in sociology; Carter Woodson, 
Charles H. Wesley, Rayford W. Logan, Benjamin Quarles, 
A. A. Taylor and John Hope Franklin in history. 
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