
Jim Crow Era – Lecture Notes 

I. The New South 

a. Post-Civil War the South remained economically stagnant compared to the Northeast 

i. Economy held back by dependency on northern finance capital, continued 

reliance on cotton production, and the legacy of slavery 

ii. 1870s- A group of southerners led by Henry W. Grady, editor of the Atlanta 

Constitution, envisioned a “New South” with a reinvigorated agricultural 

southern economy in which modern textile manufacturing was situated close 

to the cotton fields. Economy would be unhindered by labor unions or 

restrictions on child labor 

1. Promoted industrial development and northern investment  

2. Also wanted to maintain white supremacy – emphasized that social 

supremacy of whites over blacks was necessary in this vision 

a. To maintain northern investments, he insisted that African 

Americans received “fair treatment” in the South despite what 

was known to be true 

b. Advance of southern industry did little to improve working life of African American 

workers 

i. 1/3 region’s population 

ii. Workforce rigidly segregated 

iii. Trade unions refused membership to blacks 

c. Southern progressivism excluded blacks – believed disenfranchisement of African 

Americans was necessary for reform 

i. Jim Crow laws were strengthened during “Progressive Era” 

d. “Redeemer” governments – Southern faction of the pro-business, conservative 

Bourbon Democrats. Dominated southern politics from 1870s – 1910s 

i. Represented rich former planters and the southern white elite 

ii. Supported by terrorism from KKK and White League, who used violence and 

intimidation to suppress Republican influence and the black vote  

1. Black vote further limited by poll taxes, literacy tests, grandfather 

clauses 

 

II. Legal issues and black codes 

a. Racial oppression justified by social Darwinism which portrayed blacks as inferior 

i. Racism growing in intensity and influence in politics and culture 

ii. Fueled by racist stereotypes and representation in popular culture 

1. E.g. Thomas Dixon’s novel The Clansman (1905) – included 

dehumanizing descriptions of blacks 

a. Made into popular film Birth of a Nation (1915) – both book 

and film depicted the Ku Klux Klan as heroes; responsible for 

the revival of the KKK in the 20th century 

i. Film also featured Confederate navy flag – led to its 

revival as a symbol of the “Lost Cause” and used by 

segregationists through early 20th century 

2. “Lost Cause” ideology – pseudohistorical ideology that emphasizes 

“states’ rights” as the primary reason for the Civil War and denies 

slavery as a cause 

a. Used to support white supremacist policies and Jim Crow laws 
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3. Historiography – the Dunning School: a school of thought that 

dominated the historical understanding of the Reconstruction Era 

between about 1900-1930 

a. W.A. Dunning and his followers characterized black suffrage 

as a serious mistake and emphasized political corruption 

during Reconstruction 

b. This further supported Southern conservatism and the 

Redeemers, and entrenched white supremacy in historical 

scholarship 

c. Challenged by later historians – W.E.B. Du Bois, Eric Foner, 

etc.  

b. Black codes – laws established after the Civil War in Southern states that restricted 

the rights of free blacks and maintained the political dominance of whites 

i. Often replaced existing slave codes 

ii. Legislation varied from state to state; some common features 

c. Thriving system of convict labor - “Slavery by another name”   

i. 13th Amendment – outlaws slavery “except as a punishment for crime” 

ii. African Americans 90% of convict labor force  

1. Violation of black codes, even minor infractions, criminalized much of 

the black population (outrageous sentencing, arbitrary application of 

the law) 

2. Vagrancy laws – homeless or unemployed persons would be placed 

in prison, subject to forced labor 

a. Stripped blacks of economic independence 

iii. Convict leasing system – prisons “leased” out prisoners to work in coal 

mines, railroad construction, sharecropping, etc.   

 

III. Jim Crow Laws 

a. Definition – state and local laws that enforced racial segregation in the Southern 

United States following Reconstruction 

i. Segregation is the systematic separation of people along racial lines 

ii. Facilities, services, and opportunities such as education and health care were 

segregated  

iii. Touched every aspect of everyday lives 

iv. Enforced until 1965 

b. Name derives from “Jump Jim Crow”, a minstrel show caricature of a black man 

depicted by a white actor in blackface popular in 1830s – “Jim Crow” had become 

pejorative term for blacks by 1870s 

c. Legislated by white, Democratic Redeemer governments 

d. Created a racial caste system in which African Americans were relegated to second-

class citizenship  

i. Went beyond law – popular culture, religion, science (or pseudoscience), 

newspapers & magazines, politicians, cultural artifacts, etc. perpetuated 

stereotypes and justified racial segregation  

1. Also extended to social etiquette and norms 

2. System of laws and system of customs – which is more difficult to 

change? 
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e. Jim Crow system maintained by violence – form of social control 

i. Blacks who violated segregation, tried to vote, or broke with social etiquette 

risked their homes, jobs, or lives 

ii. Blacks had little to no legal recourse – legal system entirely controlled by 

whites (police, judges, juries, prosecutors, etc.) 

iii. Lynchings – public murders carried out by mobs  

1. Most hanged or shot, others burned, beaten or dismembered 

2. Data started being collected around 1882 – from that point until 1968, 

approx. 4,730 lynchings were recorded; 73% of that number were 

black men and women 

3. Ida B. Wells – investigative journalist  

a. Published research on lynchings in two studies, Southern 

Horrors and The Red Record 

b. Discovered that most allegations that a black victim of a 

lynching had raped a white woman were false. Instead, the 

real reason was black economic progress, which threatened 

white Southerners with competition  

c. Traced history of lynchings and noted that the lynching of 

black people did not become common until Reconstruction, as 

a tool to stamp out black political and economic participation  

4. Period around 1890’s -1920s sometimes described as nadir, or low 

point, of racial oppression  

a. 1919 Red Summer – wave of anti-black, white supremacist 

attacks occurred in over 3 dozen cities, resulting in hundreds 

of deaths 

i. Boiled over from tension post-WWI between white and 

black Americans competing for work and housing 

 

IV. Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) 

a. Background – 1890, Louisiana passes “Separate Car Law” which supposedly 

created “separate but equal” facilities for blacks and whites on passenger trains (in 

reality facilities were never equal –often black facilities were older, not well-kept, 

under resourced) 

i. A New Orleans committee of citizens intended to challenge the law and 

chose Homer Plessy, who was of one-eighth black ancestry, to be the test 

case. Plessy was arrested for refusing to leave whites-only section of the 

train car  

ii. His lawyers argued his arrest was a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment 

and that segregation implied the inferiority of blacks 

b. Supreme Court case Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) –  

i. Court voted 7-1 to uphold constitutionality of Louisiana’s train car segregation 

law 

1. Justice Henry Billings Brown wrote majority opinion – rejected notion 

that law violated 14th Amendment. Considered law a reasonable 

measure within the power of the state. Said that racial prejudice could 

not be overcome by legislation.  
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a. “If one race be inferior to the other socially, the Constitution of 

the United States cannot put them upon the same plane…” – 

Justice Brown 

b. Upheld the “separate but equal” doctrine as constitutional 

2. Dissenting opinion from Justice John Marshall Harlan – argued that 

the court was being willfully ignorant of the fact that the law was 

meant to keep blacks subordinate.  

a. “…we shall enter upon an era of constitutional law, when the 

rights of freedom and American citizenship cannot receive 

from the nation that efficient protection which heretofore was 

unhesitatingly accorded to slavery and the rights of the 

master.” – Justice Harlan 

c. Significance – Legitimized state laws that established racial segregation  

i. Between 1890 – 1908, southern states passed new state constitutions that 

further disenfranchised blacks and upheld Jim Crow system 

ii. Was not reversed until 1954, in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 

Kansas 

 

V. Booker T. Washington 

a. Most influential Southern black progressive  

b. Bio:  

i. Born a slave in 1856, educated at Hampton Institute (one of first freedmen’s 

schools) 

ii. 1881 – founded Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, dedicated to industrial and 

moral education  

iii. Autobiography – Up from Slavery (1901) – written in way that retains support 

among white Americans 

iv. Established National Negro Business League with help from Andrew 

Carnegie  

c. Philosophy:  

i. Leading spokesman for racial accommodation, urging blacks to focus on 

economic improvement and self-reliance, as opposed to political and civil 

rights 

ii. Speech delivered at Cotton States Exposition in Atlanta, 1895 – “Cast down 

your bucket where you are” – told blacks to focus on improving vocational 

skills as industrial workers and farmers. Message of “mutual progress”, while 

maintaining separation, to whites.  

iii. Publicly insisted on racial accommodation, but worked behind the scenes to 

stop disenfranchisement and segregation with financial support to court 

cases battling these issues 

 

VI. W.E.B. Du Bois 

a. Alternative to Washington’s leadership; challenged his philosophy  

b. Bio:  

i. Born into black middle class, Massachusetts, 1868 

ii. Educated at Fisk University, then first African American to earn PhD at 

Harvard, 1895 
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iii. Book The Philadelphia Negro (1899) – refuted racial stereotypes by 

describing black contributions to the city’s political and business life 

iv. Book The Souls of Black Folk (1903) – essays on black history, culture, 

education, and politics. Described double consciousness – tension felt 

between African heritage and effort to assimilate as Americans 

1. First scholarly effort to embrace and preserve African American 

culture 

2. “the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line”  

c. Philosophy: 

i. Criticized Washington’s philosophy for its acceptance of “the alleged 

inferiority of the Negro” 

ii. Argued that black community must fight for the right to vote, for civic equality, 

and for higher education for the “talented tenth” of their youth 

iii. Niagara movement – 1905, Du Bois and editor William Monroe Trotter 

brought together group of educated black men to oppose Washington’s 

views. Moved their meeting to Niagara Falls, Ontario after facing 

discrimination in Buffalo, NY.  

1. Declared “persistent manly agitation is the way to liberty”  

iv. Many of Niagara movement’s members attended National Negro Conference 

in 1909 in NY. Group included a number of white progressives sympathetic to 

their cause. New interracial organization emerged from this conference 

1. National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP) 

a. Du Bois founded and edited the Crisis, monthly NAACP 

journal  

 

VII. Marcus Garvey 

a. Bio: 

i. Born in Jamaica in 1887. Disillusioned by colorism, economic inequality and 

hardship in Jamaica, he lived for a while in Costa Rica, Panama, England 

ii. Influenced by Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery, as well as hearing 

about colonial Africa from people he met in Europe 

iii. In 1914, launched Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA)  

1. Aimed to help the poor and establish a vocational school like 

Tuskegee Institute by appealing to white elite for donations 

2. Organization failed to take off in Jamaica. Many middle-class 

Jamaicans saw him as a pretentious social-climber; were offended by 

how he described Jamaicans 

iv. In 1916, Garvey moved to Harlem, New York  

1. Public speaking – he aimed to reach migrant West Indians and 

African Americans alike 

2. UNIA grew in membership by 1918 – differed from NAACP in that it 

was a black-only group 

3. Established weekly newspaper – The Negro World 

v. 1919 – established Black Star Line, shipping and passenger company 

traveling between North America and Africa 
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vi. 1923 – arrested for mail fraud, and later deported to Jamaica, where he 

remained active in politics 

b. Philosophy:  

i. Opposed to W.E.B. DuBois, who in turn regarded Garvey as a demagogue  

ii. Inspired by Booker T. Washington – believed that African Americans needed 

to secure financial independence from white-dominant society 

1. Established several business ventures in this aim 

2. Capitalist – highly opposed to socialism 

iii. Pan-Africanism – emphasized unity between Africans and the pan-African 

diaspora; sought to end European colonial rule over Africa and establish a 

unified African state 

1. Never actually visited Africa 

iv. Encouraged Back-to-Africa movement – argued that African-Americans 

should migrate to the continent  

v. Black nationalism / black separatism – argued in favor of racial separation, 

even collaborating with the KKK  

1. Believed in need for black racial purity 

2. Influenced by Irish independence movement 

vi. Criticized for his prejudice against mixed-race people and Jews 

vii. Controversial, but his legacy inspired sense of black pride and self-worth in 

Africans and African diaspora 

1. Influential to Rastafari religion in Jamaica, Black Power Movement 

and Nation of Islam in U.S. 

 

 


