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Dedication
Keith Randell (1943–2002)
The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series 
to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living 
legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved 
accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer 
students the best possible support for their studies. 
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CHAPTER 1

Prior to the American Civil War (1861–5), most black Americans lived in the South as slaves. 
Disagreements over the expansion of slavery led to the Civil War between the Northern states and the 
Southern states. Although President Abraham Lincoln had not gone to war to end slavery, the North’s 
victory led to its abolition. These developments are traced in sections on:
	 White perceptions of black Americans to 1850
	 Slavery and the Civil War

Context: Black Americans to 1865

White perceptions of black 
Americans to 1850

	n How did white perceptions of black Americans and slavery vary in the 
period before 1850?

In the seventeenth century, white Europeans were engaged in the conquest of 
the North American continent. They imported and enslaved black Africans, and 
considered it justified because

n Africans had a different, non-Christian culture and whites perceived them as 
uncivilised heathens and inferior.

n European technological superiority seemed to prove black cultural and racial 
inferiority.

n Africans did not look like Europeans, so whites considered it appropriate to 
treat them differently.

n As there was work that needed to be done and too few white men to do it, 
slaves were deemed essential for cheap and plentiful labour. For example, 
Thomas Jefferson used many slaves for growing tobacco on his Virginia 
plantation.

1

KEY DATES

1600s  White immigrants to North 
America imported and enslaved 
black Africans

1776  The Declaration of 
Independence

1787  Constitution of the new United 
States of America

1861–5  Civil War between Southern 
slave states and Northern states

1862 Sept. Emancipation Proclamation 
announced

1863 Jan. Emancipation Proclamation 
issued

1865  13th Amendment abolished 
slavery
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In 1776, when the white American colonists demanded freedom from British 
rule in their Declaration of Independence, there were 2.5 million people in 
British North America and 500,000 of them were black slaves. Few slave owners 
were willing to acknowledge the contradiction between their ideas of freedom 
and the existence of slavery. The Declaration’s ringing phrases about equality 
were not considered applicable to black Americans (see Source A).

SOURCE A

From the American colonists’ Declaration of Independence from British rule, 
4 July 1776.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal; that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That, to secure these rights, governments are 
instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed; 
that, whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the 
right of the people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute a new government, laying 
its foundations on such principles …

The American Constitution and race relations
In 1783, the British government recognised American independence. The 
Americans needed to establish their own form of government for the 13 former 
colonies, which they now called states. The states sent 55 delegates to discuss a 
new constitution, and 19 of them owned slaves.

The new American Constitution would have a great and long-lasting impact 
upon black Americans. First, it treated slavery as acceptable and appropriate, 
and thus confirmed black inequality. Second, it reserved considerable powers to 
state governments, which opened the way to future clashes between states and 
the federal government (see Figure 1.1, page 3) over the conditions under which 
black Americans lived. Third, it guaranteed certain rights to American citizens, 
which enabled black American campaigners in future years to take the moral 
high ground when demanding those rights.

Differing perceptions of slavery
The white colonists who had eloquently demanded freedom from British 
tyranny frequently overlooked the unequal treatment of non-whites. For 
example, although Thomas Jefferson probably wrote ‘all men are created equal’, 
he was ambivalent about enslavement. He never publicly admitted his affection 
for his long-standing slave-mistress or acknowledged their children (he finally 
freed them in his will). He said he despised slavery, but although he once spoke 
of freeing all his slaves, he never did. He said he found it difficult to decide 
whether blacks were inferior to whites or simply made so by what Southerners 
called the ‘peculiar institution’ of slavery. He claimed that freeing those brought 
up in slavery would be like abandoning children.

SOURCE QUESTION

Which words in Source A 
could be used to argue 
against slavery?

KEY TERMS
Constitution The rules 
and system by which a 
country’s government 
works. The USA has a 
written constitution.
Federal government 
The USA, as a federation 
of many separate states 
(such as South Carolina 
and New York), has a 
federal government. 
The federal government 
consists of the President, 
Congress and the Supreme 
Court (see Figure 1.1).

KEY FIGURE
Thomas Jefferson 
(1743–1826)
Principal author of the 
Declaration of 
Independence and one of 
the Founding Fathers of the 
United States. He was 
President of the United 
States 1801–9.
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Continued clashes between Northerners and Southerners over whether new 
territories should become slave states created bitterness. The Republican Party 
opposed the extension of slavery, so Southerners feared for the future of slavery 
when the Republican Abraham Lincoln was elected President of the United 
States. This prompted the Southern states to form a new nation, the Confederate 
States of America (the Confederacy) (see Figure 1.2, page 6). When President 
Lincoln raised Northern armies to bring the South back into the United States, 
the Civil War began. After four years of bitter fighting, the North won.

Was the Civil War a war to end slavery?
As far as Lincoln was concerned, slavery constituted ‘the greatest wrong 
inflicted on any people’ and he had opposed its extension to any new states. 
However, he had been willing to accept its continued existence in the South and 
he was convinced of black inferiority. He told a black audience that, unalterably 
and undeniably, ‘not a single man of your race is made the equal of a single man 
of ours.’ ‘It is’, he said, ‘better for us to be separated.’

KEY TERM
Confederacy When 
the Southern states left 
the Union of the United 
States, they became 
the Confederate States 
of America, known as 
the Confederacy for 
short. Supporters of the 
Confederacy were called 
Confederates.

Abraham Lincoln
1809 Born in a log cabin in Kentucky
1831 Moved to Illinois; worked as a store clerk, 

postmaster, surveyor
1834 Elected to Illinois state legislature
1837 Became a lawyer
1842 Married Mary Todd, whose Kentucky family 

owned slaves
1846 Elected to the House of Representatives
1856 Joined the new Republican Party. 

Increasingly focused on the slavery issue
1860 Elected President in November
 In December, the first Southern state 

seceded (withdrew) from the Union of the 
United States

1861 The Confederate States of America 
established in February

 Confederate forces fired on a federal fort in 
April; Lincoln raised forces to defeat the 
South

1862 Lincoln announced the Emancipation 
Proclamation

1863 Lincoln issued 
the Emancipation 
Proclamation

1864 Re-elected President
1865 Confederacy 

surrendered; Lincoln 
assassinated by actor 
and Confederate 
sympathiser John 
Wilkes Booth

Lincoln is important in any history of American race 
relations because he began freeing the slaves with 
his Emancipation Proclamation of 1862. Subsequent 
generations of blacks revered him as the ‘Great 
Emancipator’, but historians disagree over the relative 
importance of political calculation and genuine 
idealism in his actions, and over the extent of his 
racism. He was certainly vital to the defeat of the  
pro-slavery Confederacy, after which the South and 
race relations would never be the same again.
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SOURCE G

From an 1891 Ida B. Wells article in the Memphis Free Speech, describing 
the leaders of the National Afro-American League at the meeting in 
Knoxville, Tennessee. Quoted in Linda McMurray, The Life of Ida B. Wells, 
Oxford University Press, 1999, p. 121.

A handful of men, with no report of work accomplished, no one in the field to spread 
it, no plan of work laid out – no intelligent direction – meet and by their child’s play 
illustrate in their own doings the truth of the saying that Negroes have no capacity 
for organization. Meanwhile a whole race is lynched, proscribed, intimidated, 
deprived of its political and civil rights, herded into boxes (by courtesy called 
separate cars) … and we sit tamely by without using the only means – that of 
thorough organization and earnest work to prevent it. No wonder the world at large 
spits upon us with impunity.

After Wells’ death in 1931, the black academic W.E.B. Du Bois credited her with 
beginning ‘the awakening of the conscience of the nation’, saying her ‘work 
has easily been forgotten because it was taken up on a much larger scale by the 
NAACP and carried to greater success’. Although Wells failed to get the federal 
government to legislate against lynching, she put the issue in the public eye. 
For many years after her death, Wells was virtually forgotten outside Chicago, 
until greater black militancy and feminism in the late twentieth century revived 
interest in her life and career. 

The National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People (NAACP)
Established in 1909, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) said it aimed to make America’s 11 million black population 
economically, intellectually, politically and socially free and equal. The NAACP was a 
long-lasting and effective organisation. 

Test your knowledge of 
the factors assisting the 
triumph of Jim Crow in the 
late  nineteenth century by 
 completing Worksheet 9 at 
www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/accesstohistory/extras

ONLINE EXTRAS
Pearson Edexcel

KEY FIGURE
W.E.B. Du Bois 
(1868–1963)
A Massachusetts-born 
academic who published 
many criticisms of 
discrimination and helped 
establish the NAACP in 
order to combat it. He 
increasingly despaired of the 
USA, sympathised with the 
Soviet Union in the Cold 
War, and in 1961 emigrated 
to Africa and advocated 
international black unity.

SUMMARY DIAGRAM

BLACK RESISTANCE

How did black
Southerners resist

Jim Crow?

Protest

Litigation

Accommodationism
Slow drift

North

Test your knowledge of 
the relative importance of 
the reasons why whites 
were able to reassert their 
supremacy by  completing 
Worksheet 10 at  
www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/accesstohistory/extras

ONLINE EXTRAS
Pearson Edexcel

Test your knowledge of the 
deteriorating states of black 
Americans by  completing 
Worksheet 11 at  
www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/accesstohistory/extras

ONLINE EXTRAS
Pearson Edexcel

SOURCE QUESTION

According to Source G, 
what is the situation of 
black Americans in the 
South, how can it be 
explained, and how could 
it be remedied?
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CHAPTER SUMMARY
The Southern white backlash against 
Reconstruction led Southern state legislatures 
to promote black inequality through laws that 
segregated public places such as railroads (as 
in Florida in 1887) and made it difficult for blacks 
to vote through devices such as poll taxes, 
literacy and income qualifications, and grandfather 
clauses.

The spread of segregation was supported by 
the Supreme Court in a series of decisions 
that began with the ruling in the Civil Rights 
Cases (1883) that the 1875 Civil Rights Act was 
unconstitutional. Further condoning of segregation 
came with the Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) ruling, 
which declared the ‘separate but equal’ doctrine. 

In Williams v. Mississippi (1898), the court ruled 
that literacy tests and the poll tax were not 
unconstitutional, and in Cumming v. Board of 
Education (1899), it approved segregated schools.

Whites were able to restore white supremacy 
in the South because of white racism and/or 
apathy across the nation, the powers reserved 
to the states in the American Constitution, and 
the poverty and poor education of the majority 
of black Americans. Some black Southerners 
sought a better life outside the region, some 
were content to accept segregation, some railed 
against it. None of these black solutions proved 
particularly successful.

Refresher questions

 1 What methods did white Southerners use to 
control black Americans in the late nineteenth 
century?

 2 Was the 1887 Florida law on railroads 
revolutionary?

 3 In what public places were blacks and whites 
segregated in the late nineteenth century?

 4 What race theories were popular by 1900?

 5 What arguments did white Southerners use against 
black voting?

 6 How did Southern whites stop black people 
voting?

 7 What was the significance of the Supreme Court’s 
1883 ruling on the Civil Rights Cases?

 8 Upon what grounds did Justice Harlan oppose that 
ruling?

 9 What was the significance of Plessy v. Ferguson?

10 What did the Supreme Court rule in Williams v. 
Mississippi?

11 Why did Southern whites find it relatively easy to 
erode black freedoms after 1877?

12 In what ways did black Americans resist the 
imposition of Jim Crow?

13 Why was Ida B. Wells significant?
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Question practice

Essay questions
1	 How accurate is it to say that the Supreme Court played the crucial role in the spread of the Jim Crow laws in 

the last two decades of the nineteenth century?

EXAM HINT: Consider the role of the Supreme Court along with other points which led to the spread of the Jim 
Crow laws. Reach a judgement on which factor played ‘the crucial role’.

2	 ‘The Jim Crow laws did not introduce any totally new system of Southern race control.’ How far do you agree 
with this statement?

EXAM HINT: Address the spread of Jim Crow laws, linking these to the Supreme Court and the importance of state 
rights. Compare Jim Crow laws with pre-emancipation slavery.

Source analysis questions
1	 Study Source C (page 40). Assess the value of Source C for revealing Justice Harlan’s view of race and the 

attitude of the federal government to the deteriorating position of black Southerners in the last two decades of 
the nineteenth century. Explain your answer, using the source, the information given about its origin and your 
own knowledge about the historical context.

EXAM HINT: Address both points raised in the question, and use your historical knowledge to assess Harlan’s 
argument. The introduction to Source C can be used to draw reasoned inferences.

2	 Study Source D (page 41). Assess the value of Source D for revealing the situation of black Americans in the 
South in the years 1865–85, and the attitude of white Southerners to that situation. Explain your answer, 
using the source, the information given about its origin and your own knowledge about the historical context.

EXAM HINT: Examine both points in the question. Refer especially to your historical knowledge to consider Cable’s 
statement on why many whites did not protest, and whether Congress had indeed handed over the problem to 
southern states.

For further guidance on how to answer essay and source questions, see pages 99, 155, 232–42.
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Timeline
President Domestic events The impact of foreign affairs

George Washington (1789–97) 
No party affiliation

The American Constitution allowed for 
the continuation of slavery

John Adams (1797–1801) 
Federalist

Thomas Jefferson (1801–9) 
Democrat–Republican

Slavery had been abolished in most 
Northern states by this time but 
continued to flourish in the South

James Madison (1809–17) 
Democrat–Republican

James Monroe (1817–25) 
Democrat–Republican

John Quincy Adams (1825–9) 
Democrat–Republican

Andrew Jackson (1829–37) 
Democrat

French visitor Alexis de Tocqueville 
considered racism stronger in the 
North than in the South

Martin Van Buren (1837–41) 
Democrat

William Harrison (1841) 
Whig

John Tyler (1841–5) 
Whig then no party affiliation

James Polk (1845–9) 
Democrat

Zachary Taylor (1849–50) 
Whig

Millard Fillmore (1850–3) 
Whig

Between 1851 and 1853, Indiana, 
Iowa and Illinois passed laws to block 
black immigration

Franklin Pierce (1853–7) 
Democrat

Uncle Tom’s Cabin helped turn many 
Northerners against slavery

James Buchanan (1857–61) 
Democrat

Only seven per cent of the roughly 
250,000 free blacks in Northern 
states were able to vote

Abraham Lincoln (1861–5) 
Republican, then National Union in 
wartime

Opposed the expansion of slavery 
and massively contributed to its 
demise

Lincoln’s election inspired the 
Southern slave-owning states to 
secede from the Union. In 1862, 
Lincoln issued the Emancipation 
Proclamation. The South was 
defeated in the Civil War and the 13th 
Amendment abolished slavery

Many other nations had abolished 
slavery by this time
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