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My Country ’tis of thee,

Sweet land of liberty,

Of thee I sing;

Land where my fathers died;

Land of the pilgrim’s pride;

From every mountain side

Let Freedom ring!

Samuel Francis Smith (1808–1895), ‘America’


With this faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day. This will be the day when all of God’s children will be able to sing with new meaning – ‘my country ’tis of thee; sweet land of liberty; of thee I sing; land where my fathers died, land of the pilgrim’s pride; from every mountain side, let freedom ring’ – and if America is to be a great nation, this must become true.

Martin Luther King Jr., ‘I Have A Dream’ speech, 28 August 1963
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Note on Terminology

The interchangeable use of the terms black and African American in this book reflects common usage in the United States today. Readers, however, should be alerted to the fact that earlier in the century blacks and whites alike preferred the terms Negro (or negro) and coloured. When such terms appear in the text quotation marks are employed in order to reflect their current redundancy.
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The past intrudes upon the present

Ninety-four years after the demise of the southern Confederacy, the people of the United States paused to mourn the passing of the last surviving veteran of the American Civil War. Walter W. Williams died in Houston, Texas, on 19 December 1959. He claimed to have been born in the cotton kingdom of Mississippi in 1842 and to have enlisted in the Confederate army at the age of 22. President Dwight D. Eisenhower accepted these remarkable assertions and issued a short proclamation to mark the historic event. Having observed thankfully that ‘the wounds of the deep and bitter dispute which once divided our nation have long since healed’, he went on to contend that ‘a united America in a divided world now holds up on a larger canvas the cherished traditions of liberty and justice for all’. With Williams’s death, he said, ‘the hosts of Blue and Gray who were the chief actors in that great and tragic drama a century ago have all passed from the world stage. No longer are they the Blue and the Gray. All rest together as Americans in honored glory.’1

1 NYT, 21 December 1959, p. 27; Public Papers of the Presidents: Dwight D. Eisen-hower 1959 (Washington, DC, 1960), pp. 864–5.

While purporting to look back to a bygone era, the president’s carefully crafted words were designed to have maximum relevance for contemporary affairs. By 1959 the United States was embroiled in an ongoing power struggle with the Soviet Union. Proclaiming the Civil War’s contribution to the unity of modern America made sound political sense in the context of the battle for global hegemony between the two nations. There was more to Eisenhower’s proclamation, however, than its obvious Cold War resonance. Rapid social and economic change in the United States after 1941 had begun to erode the sectional harmony between North and South which Eisenhower was so keen to posit. This was indicated most clearly by the growth of racial tensions in the wake of the US Supreme Court’s rejection of segregated schools in 1954. Eisenhower himself had been forced to dispatch American marines to Little Rock, Arkansas, in order to protect black schoolchildren from a baying white mob. Solemnifying the patriotic endeavours of Walter Williams and his peers may have made nonsense of the veterans’ motives for fighting (enlisting in the Confederate army was an odd way to preserve American unity) but the president could hardly be blamed for seeking to sanitise the past, given the burgeoning problems of the present.

Eisenhower’s strenuous efforts to gloss over resurgent sectional tensions were soon undermined by the approach of the Civil War centennial.2 The long series of commemorative events began in early 1961 with a wreath-laying ceremony at the tomb of Union commander Ulysses S. Grant in New York City, a week-long celebration of the founding of the Confederate government in Montgomery, Alabama, and a spectacular pageant and rocket display in Charleston, South Carolina, where the first shots of the war had been fired. Such festivities were intended to contribute towards national unity (in the same way that Eisenhower’s proclamation had attempted to do) as well as give a boost to the domestic tourist industry. In fact, while the centennial did attract the crowds, it did little to promote the sectional harmony that federal officials were determined to accentuate.

2 For a full account of the centennial and its impact on the civil rights movement see R. Cook, ‘From Shiloh to Selma: The Impact of the Civil War Centennial on the Black Freedom Struggle in the United States, 1961–65’ in The Making of Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights Movement, ed. B. Ward and A.J. Badger (Basingstoke, 1996), pp. 131–46.

In April 1961 the United States Civil War Centennial Commission (USCC), set up by Congress to oversee the heritage jamboree, scheduled its annual meeting in Charleston to coincide with a grand re-enactment of the Confederate bombardment of Fort Sumter. Sadly for the Commission, anxious to avoid the slightest hint of controversy, New Jersey’s centennial commission chose to send a black delegate, Madeline Williams, to attend the national convention. When it became clear that municipal segregation laws would prevent Mrs Williams from being accommodated in the same hotel as the other delegates, a political storm ensued.

Furious at the slight delivered to their delegate, the New Jerseyans announced immediately that they would not attend the Charleston convention. Segregation was a thing of the past in the North, they insisted, and Mrs Williams was an American citizen entitled to equal treatment with the other delegates. Other northern state commissions followed suit and declared that they would be withdrawing from the planned proceedings.

This concerted response was mirrored by America’s oldest civil rights organisation, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), a long-time opponent of racial segregation. On 17 March the organisation’s New York office directed its branches across the country to promote a boycott of the Fort Sumter observances. A segregated gathering, it was contended, would constitute ‘a betrayal of everything the Civil War was fought for’.3

3 H.L. Moon to R. Wilkins, 26 January 1960, General Office File, Box A76, Group 3, NAACP Papers, LC.

Initially the national Centennial Commission sought to stand its ground, rejecting even a plea from the newly inaugurated president, John F. Kennedy, that all delegates to the Charleston meeting should receive equal treatment. At this point liberal northern state governors like Otto Kerner of Illinois and Richard Hughes of New Jersey denounced the Commission’s behaviour as supine and President Kennedy stepped in once again, this time decisively, to insist that a federally funded body like the USCC must find a solution which would accord equal treatment to black delegates under the Constitution. The USCC’s elderly chairman, Major General Ulysses S. Grant III, had no alternative but to back down. On 25 March he announced that the Commission would hold its meeting at the desegregated US naval station outside Charleston. The New Jerseyans declared themselves satisfied with this partial victory with even Madeline Williams declaring that it had wrought ‘a victory for the democratic process in America’.4

4 NYT, 26 March 1961, I, p. 72.

The second battle of Fort Sumter was the first of many controversies over race during the Civil War centennial. The problem was that far from concluding an era of bitter sectional tension, as Eisenhower asserted in his proclamation, Walter Williams’s death had occurred at a time when the meaning of America’s Civil War was being contested by two of the key groups most directly affected by that conflict, namely southern whites and African Americans. The truth was, as the president well knew, that the nation’s racial problems remained unsettled, General Lee’s surrender at Appomattox Court House in April 1865 notwithstanding. As the southern writer Robert Penn Warren made plain in his sensitive reflections on the centennial, the Civil War held ‘in suspension so many of the issues and tragic ironies – somehow essential yet incommensurable – which we yet live’.5

5 R.P. Warren, The Legacy of the Civil War: Meditations on the Centennial (New York, 1964), p. 108.


The civil rights movement in context

African Americans have been struggling for freedom in the United States since the birth of the Republic in the eighteenth century. Originally brought to North America against their will, they have consistently put abstract promises of freedom, equality and democracy to the test and frequently found them dismally wanting in practice. Of all the nation’s diverse ethnic groups, blacks (in common with Native Americans) have always been best placed to discern the gap between the fiction and the reality of the American Dream.

During the course of the twentieth century the black search for equal citizenship developed into a full-blown social revolution designed to achieve what Martin Luther King, Jr called ‘certain basic structural changes in the architecture of American society’.6 This social revolution was labelled ‘the civil rights movement’ by contemporaries – a term which is generally accepted by most scholars of post-1945 American history. The movement provides the central focus of this study, for it was during the 1950s and 1960s, particularly the latter, that African Americans launched a major challenge to southern segregation (or ‘Jim Crow’ in contemporary parlance), the success of which was dependent on organised protest at every level of the federal polity. This does not mean that black people did not contest their subordinate status in the years before the Montgomery bus boycott of 1955–56 nor does it imply that their struggle ended with the breakdown of the civil rights coalition in the late 1960s. What it does mean is that the pace, shape and style of black protest altered significantly in the middle decades of the twentieth century. A shift in gear occurred which culminated in the movement’s greatest triumph: the destruction of the southern caste system.

6 Quoted in D. Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (New York, 1986), p. 323.

For most Americans, black as well as white, the civil rights movement was pre-eminently the work of one man: Martin Luther King. King, assassinated in the spring of 1968, was rapidly apotheosised and has now taken his place in the pantheon of great American heroes. His once controversial career has been sanitised by the myth-makers, his home has become a museum-piece owned by the National Park Service, and his birthday is now a national holiday. By no means all Americans regard him as a saint but few would question his historic role as leader of the civil rights movement.

During the 1960s, however, King’s place within the civil rights movement was a hotly contested one. As well as being ridiculed by black nationalist critics such as Malcolm X, he was not regarded as leader by many of those active within the movement. As early as the winter of 1964–65 a white scholar, August Meier, wrote an important essay in which he reflected on ‘[t]he phenomenon that is Martin Luther King’:

The Nobel Peace Prize winner is accepted by the outside world as the leader of the nonviolent direct action movement, but he is criticized by many activists within the movement. He is criticized for what appears, at times, as indecisiveness, and more often denounced for a tendency to accept compromise. Yet in the eyes of most Americans, both black and white, he remains the symbol of militant direct action. So potent is this symbol of direct actionist, that a new myth is arising about his historic role.7

7 A. Meier, ‘On the Role of Martin Luther King’ in Meier, A White Scholar and the Black Community 1945–1965: Essays and Reflections (Amherst, 1992), p. 212. The essay first appeared in New Politics 4 (1965), 52–9.


Meier’s concern with the paradoxical nature of King’s career was largely a product of his own grass-roots involvement in the movement.8 Prior to his appointment as a lecturer at Roosevelt University in Chicago, he had served as an adult adviser to the Civic Interest Group, a student organisation founded on the campus of Morgan State College in Baltimore. The group participated in a number of civil rights campaigns, notably an attempt to bring social and economic justice to the segregated town of Cambridge on Maryland’s eastern shore. King, viewed by so many contemporaries as the movement’s figure-head, played no role in Baltimore or Cambridge or, indeed, in most southern communities where demonstrations and boycotts were taking place.

8 Meier, White Scholar, pp. 24–33.

Meier’s experiences at the local level taught him that the movement was much more than Martin Luther King. His path-breaking essay emphasised the role played by organisations other than King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) as well as the complementary nature of their roles and the potential dynamism of inter-organisational competition. Significantly, however, while Meier cast doubt on King’s political status within the movement, he did not deny that the SCLC leader exerted a disproportionate amount of influence. He did so, argued Meier, partly through his symbolic appeal to whites but also because of his position at the ‘vital center’ of the civil rights coalition. King was thus the linchpin of the movement, a ‘conservative militant’ capable of appealing to vast numbers of people in the United States.9

9 Meier, A White Scholar and the Black Community 1945–1965, pp. 214, 218.

Much of the scholarship on the civil rights movement has, consciously or unconsciously, reflected the duality underpinning Meier’s thesis – the gap between the local and national which Meier attempted to bridge with his notion of King as a symbolic leader. In the immediate aftermath of King’s death, scholars tended to view the movement as a top-down phenomenon with the Great Man at the centre of the narrative. A welter of books and articles appeared examining King’s life and stressing the overriding significance of high-profile SCLC campaigns such as the Montgomery bus boycott, Birmingham and Selma.10 By no means all of these works were hagiographical in intent, but very few of them countered the prevailing King-centric wisdom in the wider community.

10 See e.g. M.L. Sharma, ‘Martin Luther King: Modern America’s Greatest Theo logian of Social Action’, Journal of Negro History 53 (1968), 257–63; C.S. King, My Life With Martin Luther King, Jr (London, 1970); D. McKee, Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York, 1969); L.G. Davis, I Have a Dream – The Life and Times of Martin Luther King Jr. (Westport, Conn., 1969); D.L. Lewis, King: A Critical Biography (New York, 1970); K. Slack, Martin Luther King (London, 1970); J. Bishop, The Days of Martin Luther King Jr. (New York, 1971); A.F. Westin and B. Mahoney, The Trial of Martin Luther King (New York, 1974); B.E. Goodwin, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr: God’s Messenger of Love, Justice and Hope (Jersey City, NJ, 1976); C.E. Lincoln, ed., Martin Luther King, Jr: A Profile (rev. edn, New York, 1984).

By the mid-1980s, however, a number of memoirs and well-crafted local studies had begun to alter the way historians thought about the movement. Many of the retrospective accounts of the 1960s re-emphasised Meier’s point that Martin Luther King played litde or no role in the bulk of protest campaigns.11 Some were openly critical of King, contending that his presence undermined the capacity of ordinary blacks to think and fight for themselves. Recalling the decision of black leaders in Albany, Georgia, to invite King into town during the winter of 1961–62, James Forman, at that time a prominent activist in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), stated that he had opposed the move as unnecessary:

11 See e.g. J. Forman, The Making of Black Revolutionaries (New York, 1972); C. Sellers with R. Terrell, The River of No Return: The Autobiography of a Black Militant and the Life and Death of SNCC (Jackson and London, 1990); M. King, Freedom Song: A Personal Story of the 1960s Freedom Movement (New York, 1987).

A strong people’s movement was in progress, the people were feeling their own strength grow. I knew how much harm could be done by interjecting the Messiah complex – people would feel that only a particular individual could save them and would not move on their own to fight racism and exploitation.12

12 Forman, Black Revolutionaries, p. 255.


Although Forman’s attitude to King was not unpredictable in the light of his career as a radical black activist, the new local studies gave added credence to the view that the civil rights movement had drawn most of its strength from local people and community institutions.13 This was confirmed by the sociologist Aldon Morris who contended forcefully that the freedom struggle was rooted in ‘movement centres’ such as Nashville, Tennessee, and Birmingham, Alabama.14 The black church in these cities, suggested Morris, played a vital role in the development of direct action tactics such as sit-ins and street demonstrations. Without its considerable cognitive and material resources, the movement would have lacked the organisational strength which was a necessary precondition for successful protest.15

13 Among the most important local studies of the civil rights movement are W.H. Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights: Greensboro, North Carolina, and the Black Struggle for Freedom (New York, 1980); D.R. Colburn, Racial Change and Community Crisis: St. Augustine, Florida, 1877–1980 (New York, 1985); R.J. Norrell, Reaping the Whirlwind: The Civil Rights Movement in Tuskegee (New York, 1985); K.L. Rogers, Righteous Lives: Narratives of the New Orleans Civil Rights Movement (New York, 1993); C.W. Eagles, Out side Agitator: Jon Daniels and the Civil Rights Movement in Alabama (Chapel Hill, 1993).

14 A.D. Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement (New York, 1984), pp. 68–72, 174–7.

15 Ibid., pp. 1–16.

While some of these local studies rejected Morris’s stress on the importance of the black church, all of them highlighted the critical role of ordinary African-American men and women in the struggle. Moreover, the common assumption that southern blacks did not begin to resist segregation until the Montgomery bus boycott was found to be untenable in the light of overwhelming evidence of community-level protest dating back at least as far as the Second World War. The new ‘history from below’ which came into its own in the 1970s and 1980s made particularly effective use of oral history as well as the voluminous records of the NAACP.16 It revealed not only a plethora of grass-roots activism in the first half of the twentieth century, much of it centred around NAACP voter registration campaigns, but also highlighted the hitherto unheralded efforts of countless southern black professionals and labouring people to procure first-class citizenship for themselves and other members of their race. Continuity of protest has thus become a major theme of civil rights scholarship in recent years.17

16 Several collections of oral testimony have enriched our understanding of the civil rights movement. These include H. Raines, My Soul Is Rested: The Story of the Civil Rights Movement in the Deep South (New York, 1983); H. Hampton and S. Fayer, Voices of Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 1980s (New York, 1990); Youth of the Rural Organizing and Cultural Center, Minds Stayed on Freedom: The Civil Rights Struggle in the Rural South, an Oral History (Boulder, 1991).

17 See esp. J. Egerton, Speak Now Against the Day: The Generation Before the Civil Rights Movement in the South (New York, 1994); J. Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Urbana and Chicago, 1994), pp. 1–40; and A. Fairclough, Race and Democracy: The Civil Rights Struggle in Louisiana, 1915–1972 (Athens, Ga, 1995), pp. xiv–xv, 21–163.

While King-centred orthodoxy and grass-roots revisionism continue to influence our understanding of the movement, Steven F. Lawson noted a growing trend in 1991 towards ‘a more interactive model’:

Only by emphasizing the element of struggle – between national institutions and local activists, moderates and radicals, whites and blacks, women and men, predecessors and contemporaries – can we fashion more complete syntheses of the civil rights movement.18

18 S.F. Lawson, ‘Freedom Then, Freedom Now: The Historiography of the Civil Rights Movement’, AHR 96 (1991), 457. Recent works emphasising King’s centrality to the movement include Garrow, Bearing the Cross; J.A. Colaiaco, Martin Luther King, Jr: Apostle of Militant Nonviolence (Basingstoke, 1988); T. Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years 1954–63 (New York, 1988) ;J. White, Martin Luther King, Jr, and the Civil Rights Movement in America (British Association for American Studies pamphlet,’1991). For a more grass-roots perspective see esp. CM. Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, 1995).


The account of the black freedom struggle which follows is written in the context of Lawson’s challenge to historians of the movement. I have opted to stress four major themes: (1) the primary role of black civil rights organisations, aided at times by white allies, in developing effective strategies to destroy southern segregation; (2) the concerted attempt by black leaders, of whom Martin Luther King was primus inter pares, to secure the intervention of the central state in southern affairs; (3) the national scope of the movement, its initial concentration on the South notwithstanding; and (4) the persistent struggle of ordinary African Americans to be treated as equals in the most powerful democracy on earth. Shot through with moral fervour, the civil rights movement was a black-led, interracial crusade for freedom, dignity and justice. Its roots were planted firmly in community institutions and heavily reliant on the remarkable courage of individual men and women at the local level. Without the assistance of supra-local organisations, however, grass-roots protests alone would not have destroyed segregation. In their own very different ways, the constituent elements within the civil rights coalition of the 1960s harnessed local energies to national goals and sought, with an array of creative strategies, to counter the power of southern segregationists with the might of the federal government in Washington. Their success may have been a partial one in the sense that racism and poverty continue to blight the lives of many African Americans, but it was total in the light of their initial aim which was to destroy de jure segregation in the South.

Chapter one examines the origins and nature of the southern caste system in an attempt to explain its durability and the potential for change. Chapter two constitutes a broad acceptance of Adam Fairclough’s contention that the civil rights movement may be thought of as a two act play with the first act based on events before the mid-1950s.19 The movement possessed what can loosely be termed a pre-history; certainly, no proper understanding of the play’s denouement, to persist with the metaphor, can be arrived at without investigating the early tensions between accommodationists, reformers, and black nationalists and the substantial impact of the Great Depression and the New Deal on black life in America. The continuity theme is developed further in Chapter three. The outbreak of the Second World War heralded a discernible quickening in the pace of black protest even if the ensuing Cold War – the Brown decision and the Montgomery bus boycott notwithstanding – eventually brought down the curtain on the first act of the drama.

19 Fairclough, Race and Democracy, p. xii.

Chapters four, five, six and seven constitute act two of the drama. Chapter four analyses the golden age of the civil rights movement from a national perspective. Although many of the principal players and events here are familiar ones, not least Martin Luther King and the SCLC campaigns in Birmingham and Selma, the central event in the making of a genuine social movement is deemed to have been the student sit-ins of 1960. These largely, though by no means entirely, spontaneous demonstrations gave black leaders what they had lacked hitherto: mass support. Thousands of highly motivated college and high school students opposed to gradualism provided the shock troops of the civil rights movement. Most of them confined their participation to local campaigns in the early 1960s. A minority abandoned their studies to devote their lives to service in either SNCC or the revitalised Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). Chapter five shifts the focus from the national campaign against segregation to the SNCC-led struggle to foster participatory democracy in rural areas of the South where patterns of deference were most firmly entrenched. The campaign culminated in the Mississippi Freedom Summer of 1964, a formative event not only in the attempt to transform individuals, the South and the nation, but also in the history of the civil rights coalition. Chapter six details the final collapse of the movement as a national force from the failure of the SCLC’s Chicago campaign in 1966 to the assassination of Dr King and the fiasco of the Poor People’s Campaign in 1968. After Chapter seven, a thematic examination of the civil rights movement, a concluding chapter charts the progress – or lack of it – of black protest in the last third of the twentieth century.

There is still much work to be done on this subject. Topics such as organised labour, the role of women, and the civil rights struggle in the North, as well as the impact of Black Power and the Vietnam War, have been poorly dealt with. Much of the historiography tends to be focused on Mississippi and Alabama. The history of the NAACP in the 1960s remains to be written. Many key individuals within the movement have yet to have their contributions properly assessed by scholars. Inevitably, therefore, this account of the black freedom struggle represents something of an update on the state of play so far as civil rights scholarship is concerned. It is also a predominantly political synthesis which attempts to give ordinary people their due without writing either Martin Luther King or the federal government out of the narrative.

The civil rights movement operated on several different levels and attracted supporters with varying ideas about how social, political, economic and cultural change could best be achieved in the United States. Not surprisingly, those activists who have committed their accounts of the movement to paper have produced memoirs which reflect their own battle-hardened experience of events. Thus lawyers such as Jack Greenberg and Fred Gray have written valuable books stressing the central importance of litigation to the movement.20 SNCC activists like James Forman and Mary King have written equally significant autobiographies which highlight their own preoccupation with long-term community organising as distinct from the SCLC’s reputedly more superficial stress on short-term mobilisation.21 Historians wielding their own personal biases and political commitments have frequently lined up behind one of the movement’s various factions to write SNCC-, NAACP- or SCLC-oriented history. Although the bulk of this work has contributed hugely to our understanding of the movement and some of it represents a perfectly healthy reaction to the orthodox preoccupation with Martin Luther King, historians would do well not to involve themselves in what Americans like to call ‘a zero-sum game’. Giving visionary leaders like King a share of the credit does not automatically detract from the innumerable acts of endurance, courage and defiance performed by those whose names may or may not be lost to history. After all, the movement’s initial strength lay not in uniformity of approach, but in its diversity, its complexity, its eclecticism and its toleration of alternative strategies.

20 J. Greenberg, Crusaders in the Courts: How a Dedicated Band of Lawyers Fought for the Civil Rights Revolution (New York, 1994); F. Gray, Bus Ride to Justice: Changing the System by the System; the Life and Works of Fred Gray (Montgomery, 1996).

21 Forman, Black Revolutionaries; King, Freedom Song.



Chapter 1 Change and Continuity in the Jim Crow South
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The main target of the civil rights movement between 1955 and 1965 was the system of de jure segregation which underpinned the second-class citizenship of African Americans in the southern states. No understanding of the black freedom struggle is possible without an awareness of how the southern caste system developed over time and a recognition that the system was neither monolithic nor entirely immutable.


Reconstruction and the post-Civil War South

The crushing military defeat of the Confederacy in the spring of 1865 settled two outstanding questions. Firstly, it preserved the American Union, President Abraham Lincoln’s ‘last, best hope of earth’ for which so many northern volunteers had fought and died.1 Although southern whites would continue to regard themselves in a somewhat different light from other Americans, they would never again be in a position to launch a serious bid for nationhood. Secondly, while the war was fought to save the Union and not to free the slaves, it did result in the liberation of four million black bondsmen and women who had provided the bulk of the labour force in the antebellum South’s vibrant cotton economy.

1 A. Lincoln, Annual Message to Congress, 1 December 1862, in The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, ed. R.P. Basler (9 vols, New Brunswick, 1953–55), vol. v, p. 537.

What the Civil War failed to do was provide equal citizenship for the so-called freedmen. True, Republican-dominated Congresses took steps in this direction by passing the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution. Supported by moderate and Radical members of the Republican Party and ratified in 1868 and 1870 respectively, these amendments aimed to give full citizenship rights to African Americans. Such rights included the ‘equal protection’ of the laws under the federal Constitution and, remarkably in the context of the time, manhood suffrage. Attempts to secure these rights in practice for southern blacks, however, foundered on pervasive interracial factionalism within the southern state Republican organisations, the tenacious resistance of local whites, the salience of new issues, the persistence of systemic racism throughout the nation, the reluctance of moderate Republican leaders to countenance a permanent increase in the powers of the central state, and a growing desire for sectional reconciliation on the part of northern whites. As a consequence, while Reconstruction did advance black rights, many of the resulting gains were quickly eroded after 1877 when the federal government finally abandoned the freedmen to their fate.

For all its failings, Reconstruction anticipated some of the actions necessary to reform the South’s repressive caste system in the twentieth century. Particularly significant was the positive role taken, at least initially, by the federal government. Washington not only set up the Freedmen’s Bureau in 1865 to oversee the transition from slavery to freedom, but also evinced a readiness to exert military power over southern whites when the latter proved reluctant to accept the consequences of their wartime defeat. In 1867 Congress responded to the South’s rejection of the Fourteenth Amendment by dividing the rebel states into five military districts under the command of Union generals. This action demolished the conservative, white-dominated regimes fostered by the excessively lenient Reconstruction policy of President Andrew Johnson, a conservative Tennessee Unionist who had served as Lincoln’s vice-president in the final stages of the Civil War, and provided for black participation in southern politics. In states containing large black populations such as South Carolina, Mississippi and Louisiana, the extension of the electoral franchise to blacks combined with the consciousness-raising efforts of black Union Leagues to overturn the existing political order. Scores of African Americans were elected to local and state office as Republicans during the late 1860s and early 1870s and a handful, including US Senator Hiram Revels of Mississippi, were sent to Congress.2 Without federal intervention southern blacks, outgunned and outnumbered by their former masters, would never have experienced the heady years of political activism in the 1870s. It was a lesson that did not go unheeded by civil rights campaigners in the twentieth century.

2 E. Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution 1863–1877 (New York, 1988), pp. 351–7.

Reconstruction left many legacies for the future. One of them was the bitterness felt by most southern whites at their sufferings during the period of alleged misrule by the three leading elements in the southern Republican coalition: ‘carpetbag’ adventurers from the North; opportunistic southern white race-traitors whom they dubbed ‘scalawags’; and supposedly ignorant blacks perceived as dupes of their white Republican allies. Such sufferings were more imagined than real. There was corruption aplenty in the post-war South, not least in Radical-controlled states like South Carolina and Louisiana.3 Some former Confederates, moreover, were disfranchised by congressional legislation, civil liberties were adversely affected by military rule, and the tax burden on ordinary southerners, hard hit by the economic consequences of war and defeat, did increase after 1867. Corruption, however, transcended race, party and region in Gilded Age America and was certainly not confined to the carpetbag governments of the 1870s. Leading Confederates quickly regained their political rights; withdrawal of habeas corpus was an infrequent occurrence; and southern tax rates were not especially high relative to other regions of the country. What southern whites really resented about Reconstruction was the fact that they had been forced to surrender power to their northern conquerors and former slaves. In spite of the fact that they had regained political control in all the ex-Confederate states by 1877, southern whites remembered the humiliating years of ‘subjugation’ long after the last federal troops had been withdrawn to barracks. Reconstruction was seared into the public memory of the white South by historians and movie-makers alike, with predictably damaging results for the cause of social progress below the Mason-Dixon Line.

3 Foner, Reconstruction, pp. 384–9.

There were, however, more positive legacies of Reconstruction. Congressional policies enabled African Americans to seize a much greater measure of control over their own lives. Although blacks were far from passive victims of white domination under slavery, efforts to forge a genuinely autonomous culture were inevitably constrained by the dictates of their confinement. During Reconstruction the obstacles to independent activity were reduced, enabling black men and women to test the limits of their newly won freedom. As well as allowing the liberated slaves to engage in political activities, Reconstruction gave the freedmen the space and tools necessary to build more of their own durable institutions. Churches, schools, small urban businesses, and a plethora of self-help organisations mushroomed after Appomattox, contributing to black self-confidence and the social diversity of the black community.4 Some of the institutions founded during the Reconstruction era, including colleges of higher education like Howard and Fisk, would provide the kind of race leaders necessary to carry the struggle for civil rights into the next century. Reconstruction may have been less a part of black folk memory than that of the white variant, but as a time of unprecedented social and political opportunity for blacks it had no parallel in African-American history.

4 Ibid., pp. 88–102.

One of the principal reasons why southern blacks were unable to thwart the conservative counter-revolution (‘Redemption’) which occurred in the 1870s was their lack of economic power. Great swathes of the southern states were devastated by the war and cultivation of the South’s chief export staple, cotton, had been severely disrupted. Most congressional Republicans believed that a swift return to plantation agriculture offered the best chance of restoring prosperity and order to the late rebel states. In their view, the emancipated slaves (ill-equipped for freedom as most of them were held to be) could be best provided for as wage labourers on southern plantations. Rejecting Radical calls for the destruction of the plantocracy’s economic power base and the granting of material aid (encapsulated in the slogan ‘forty acres and a mule’) to southern blacks, moderates and conservatives hoped that temporary institutions like the Freedmen’s Bureau would help to inculcate planters and freedmen alike with the values of ‘free-labour’ democracy. Bureau officers had orders to enforce binding contracts, and to use their extensive authority to preserve a precarious balance between employers and employees.5

5 Ibid., pp. 164–70.

Black aspirations were dashed not only by the demise of Reconstruction (including the termination of the Freedmen’s Bureau), but also by a multiplicity of economic problems which consistently hindered the South’s post-war recovery.6 The most serious of these was the region’s continuing dependence on cotton well into the twentieth century. Prior to 1861 high world demand for southern cotton had helped to augment the fortunes of the region’s dominant planter class, thereby swelling sectional confidence in the face of the perceived threat from the antislavery Republican Party. A number of respected southern commentators had warned that the South’s over-reliance on monoculture was unhealthy but even defeat in the Civil War failed to stem the general enthusiasm for cotton, particularly in the immediate postbellum years when the staple continued to fetch attractive prices on the international market. ‘New South’ proponents of economic diversification were forced to confront the reality that cotton continued to be far more profitable per acre than any other southern crop. As a consequence thousands of indebted whites who had previously played a marginal role in the region’s economy were drawn into the cotton nexus during the late nineteenth century. Their initial intention was to become thriving commercial farmers like their peers in the Midwest. However, when the surge in world demand for American cotton began to slow in the 1870s, many yeoman farmers found themselves mired in the same vicious cycle of debt and poverty which quickly trapped the freed-men on the plantations. Visions of wealth and independence proved to be as great a mirage for most southern whites as did liberty and justice for African Americans.

6 On the postbellum southern economy see esp. G. Wright, Old Smith, New South: Revolutions in the Southern Economy Since the Civil War (New York, 1986), pp. 17–123.

Southern blacks were unable to escape from the grip of King Cotton for two reasons: they lacked land and credit. The failure of the Republicans to carry out a systematic programme of land reform in the South after the Confederate surrender at Appomattox has long been seen as a fundamental precondition for the rise of Jim Crow. Deprived of the means of achieving economic independence by northern politicians intellectually and politically indisposed to compensate blacks for their years of captivity, African Americans were inevitably handicapped in their search for equal rights in a capitalist republic where landownership had always been viewed as an integral component of citizenship. Equally damaging to black aspirations was the paucity of available credit which the freed-men needed to engage successfully in commercial farming. They lacked access to wealth for obvious reasons: few blacks had received wages under slavery and the federal government showed even less inclination to provide them with hard cash than it did to give them forty acres and a mule. It was not just blacks, however, who were deprived of the means to take full control over their own lives. The entire South was starved of capital, not only because of the war, but also because the nation’s economic power lay in the industrialising Northeast. Like their midwestern counterparts, with whom they had much in common, southerners lacked economic muscle in the shape of essential credit institutions and an elastic circulating medium. This had always been the case, even during the antebellum years when regional self-confidence had reached its apogee, but after the war the rapid pace of northern industrialisation combined with the predominance of cotton culture to maintain the South’s position as an economic colony within the Union.

These material deficiencies meant the halting growth of a fullblown wage labour economy in the southern states. For all their attachment to the meritocratic values of commercial capitalism, the victorious Republicans made little attempt, beyond setting up the Freedmen’s Bureau and pouring substantial amounts of taxpayers’ money into shaky railroad schemes, to develop a modern capitalist economy in the South. Strapped of credit and hard currency, southern planters found it difficult to comply with the dictates of a wage economy. The result was the rapid emergence throughout the Deep South of the sharecropping system by which planters furnished their credit-starved tenants with tools, animals and fertilisers in return for a share of the cotton crop at the end of the year.

Although Marxist scholars tend to view sharecropping as a coercive labour system imposed on the freedmen by a reactionary planter class, most historians view the rise of sharecropping as a compromise between planters and their workforce.7 Planters often lacked the ability to pay regular wages, but needed labourers to cultivate the cotton crop on a year-round basis. While the freed slaves could no longer be forced to work from sun-up to sun-down for virtually nothing beyond their keep, their desire for a greater measure of independence was usually thwarted by their poverty. In this sense both groups gained something from sharecropping: planters secured a cheap and relatively reliable labour force to which they could devolve some of the risks inherent in commercial farming; blacks no longer had to labour under constant supervision and won a degree of material security in an era of unsettling change.

7 H.D. Woodman, ‘Sequel to Slavery: The New History Views the Postbellum South’, JSH 43 (1977), pp. 523–44, and J. Wiener, Social Origins of the New South: Alabama, 1860–1885 (Baton Rouge and London, 1978), pp. 66–72; Wright, Old South, New South, pp. 85–7; Foner, Reconstruction, pp. 172–4.

While devotees of classical economics have sought to argue that a relatively free labour market developed in the post-war South, it would be wrong to discount the Marxist interpretation entirely.8 The relationship between planters and labourers was not an equal one as was clearly demonstrated by the former’s legal right to a first lien on the crop and the latter’s inability to break out of the cycle of debt inflicted on them by the furnishing system. Rural croppers and tenants not only rented the means to farm from their employers but also purchased basic foodstuffs and luxuries from the plantation store, owned either by the planter himself or a local merchant with whom the former was often allied. Normally such goods were supplied on credit. As a result, because the yield from the cotton crop was invariably deemed insufficient to pay off their cumulative debt, farm workers found themselves plantation-bound for yet another year. Southern labour mobility did increase after 1865 as the regional economy began to expand and the existence of a farm-ladder of sorts did allow space for some labourers to achieve a measure of economic independence. In general, however, the advent of sharecropping restored a significant degree of coercion to the lives of the former slaves – one that was increased by the growth of a formal caste system at the turn of the century.9

8 See e.g. R. Higgs, Competition and Coercion: Blacks in the American Economy, 1865–1914 (New York, 1977).

9 P. Daniel, ‘The Metamorphosis of Slavery, 1865–1900’, JAH 66 (1979), 88–99.

The chief beneficiaries of the South’s predominantly agricultural, labour-intensive economy were the planters and merchants who possessed the necessary links to outside capital. By no means all of them had been in power before the war, but the survivors of the old slave-holding class quickly combined with arrivistes to form a dominant elite in the post-war South. Centred in the cotton regions of the Deep South (the so-called Black Belt) as well as other outposts of plantation agriculture like Virginia’s tobacco-growing Southside, this privileged group of largely white males proceeded to impose their political will on society in most of the former Confederate states. They were allowed to do so for a variety of reasons, not least of which was the retention of a decentralised system of government in the United States after the Civil War. A pervasive laisser-faire ideology (which did much to undermine Reconstruction) combined with the requirements of a federal constitution to place severe constraints on the capacity of the federal government to influence events in the South after the 1870s. Even if Washington had possessed the will to counteract the power of racist southern elites (which to a large extent it did not), the Supreme Court’s cautious interpretation of the post-war constitutional amendments and the reserved powers of the states would have made it difficult for the central government to improve the lot of southern blacks. What the latter needed most in post-Civil War America were local allies. Unfortunately for them, the power of the county-seat elites who dominated southern life in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was bolstered by a fragmented opposition which proved unable to contend successfully for the rights of ordinary whites, let alone those of the emancipated slaves.

While plantation agriculture (principally cotton, but also tobacco, rice and sugar) provided the fundamental basis for the development of the southern caste system, one should not make the mistake of viewing the post-war South as an unchanging and uniform landscape dotted solely by large commercial farms. The expanding towns and cities of the region, parts of the upper and peripheral South with ties to the dynamic northern economy, and the increasingly market-oriented hill country all contained sources of potential opposition to the regnant planter-merchant elite of the Slack Belt. New South industrialists, merchants and publicists, salaried professionals, hard-pressed small farmers and mountain whites drawn into the region’s burgeoning textile manufacturing sector – all had very different interests from the kind of men who dominated southern political life. However, as the eclipse of Republicanism in the region during Reconstruction had revealed, their commitment to white supremacy was too great for the creation of a progressive alternative to the conservative Democrats who had redeemed the South from the thraldom of wicked carpetbaggers.

As Armstead Robinson has shown, Reconstruction proved short-lived partly because southern Republicans were unable to harmonise the interests of their logical constituents: elite former Whigs, lower-class whites (who had sometimes challenged the hegemony of slave-holding planters in the antebellum period) and blacks.10 Assuming black support for the party as axiomatic, white southern Republicans bid aggressively for the support of ex-Whigs on the grounds that such influential voters would favour policies designed to promote economic growth.11 Generally speaking, the party’s southern leaders ignored the possibility that blacks and lower-class whites could be united against the planter elite. They did so partly because they were themselves well-to-do professionals with an aversion to inciting class conflict, partly because they were well aware that respectable southerners were unlikely to appreciate measures designed to improve the lot of the lower orders, and partly because they possessed a realistic awareness of the power of southern racism. Sadly for the Republicans, they were never able to rid themselves of their alien, carpetbag image with the inevitable result that their central policy of state support for railways failed to hold the coalition together in the face of widespread corruption and Democratic violence during the 1870s.

10 A.L. Robinson, ‘Beyond the Realm of Social Consensus: New Meanings of Reconstruction for American History’,JAH 68 (1981), 276–97.

11 M. Perman, The Road to Redemption: Southern Politics, 1869–1879 (Chapel Hill and London, 1984), pp. 87–107.


The era of segregation

Although subsequent decades witnessed attempts by various groups in southern society to challenge planter dominance, elite rule was too entrenched to allow the development of a strong progressive opposition. One of the reasons why a New South party failed to gel in the late nineteenth century was the ability of industrialists and planters to make common cause in spite of their divergent interests, most notably their competing demand for labour. This was particularly evident in Alabama, where ‘Big Mule’ industrialists centred in the boom town of Birmingham carved out a modus vivendi with planters in the Black Belt. This alliance was built partly on the development of the convict labour system which enabled coal mining companies to procure a reliable supply of predominantly black workers at the expense of the state.12 Ultimately tensions between businessmen and planters would prove to be the Achilles’ heel of the caste system but it took more than half a century of economic growth and change for divisions between the two dominant groups to become evident. For most of the time between 1880 and 1940, planters, merchants and industrialists seemed united in their support for segregation and a low-wage, labour intensive economy.

12 A. Lichtenstein, ‘“Through the Rugged Gates of the Penitentiary”: Convict Labor and Southern Coal, 1870–1900’ in Race and Class in the American Smith Since 1890, ed. M. Stokes and R. Halpern (Oxford and Providence, RI, 1994), pp. 3–42.

Prospects for an alliance between blacks and lower-class whites were brightest during the Populist revolt of the 1890s.13 The complex modernising trends sweeping across the postbellum United States provoked a strong reaction from southern and western farmers who found their status and material well-being in terminal decline. Many of them sought succour in political action by joining the short-lived People’s (or Populist) Party in the 1890s. Populist efforts to mobilise the disparate agricultural community of the South took many forms – among them the advocacy of statist solutions to the farmer’s problems, fervent appeals to the evangelical Protestant mores which suffused the region’s dominant sub-cultures and, in some areas, genuine efforts to forge links with black tenants and sharecroppers.14 What might have proved a decisive move forward in the history of southern race relations, however, soon turned into a disastrous leap backwards. Fearful of the revolutionary implications of a Populist victory, some representatives of the planter-merchant elite responded by injecting racial hatred into political debate.15 Cynical appeals to the white southerner’s complex sexual and social fears of the black male not only helped to divide lower-class radicals along racial lines but also contributed to the rash of lynchings which broke out across the South during the 1890s. They also paved the way for the rise of de jure segregation in the same decade.

13 The following account of the Populist movement is based on a variety of sources. Reliable introductory syntheses include E. Ayers, The Promise of the New South: Life After Reconstruction (New York and Oxford, 1992), pp. 249–82, and H.N. Rabinowitz, The First New South 1865–1920 (Arlington Heights, III., 1992) pp. 98–117.

14 On the complex relationship between blacks and the Populist Party see G.H. Gaither, Blacks and the Populist Revolt: Ballots and Bigotry in the ‘New South’ (University, Ala, 1977).

15 C.V. Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow (rev. edn, New York, 1966), p. 79.

Although Jim Crow was in part a product of the unique political and socio-economic circumstances of the late nineteenth century, it did not represent a major break with the southern past.16 There had never been a golden era of southern race relations, even though Old South devotees like Susan Dabney Smedes, the daughter of a Mississippi planter, strove desperately to recall warm magnolia-blossom days when loyal slaves laboured contentedly in the fields under the benign gaze of their paternalistic ‘massa’.17 It was not that blacks and whites did not interact on a regular basis in the antebellum South. House servants were in perpetual contact with the planter’s family on the plantations, slaves worked under close supervision of their master on the smaller farms, and fraternisation between the lower orders of both races was far from uncommon in the larger towns of the region. Even field workers, often seen by modern historians as the principal carriers of African-American culture because of their relative distance from the planter, cannot be said to have lived entirely separate lives from the whites around them, particularly if their master happened to be a paternalistic individual whose frequent intrusions into the everyday lives of his slaves hampered the development of a separate black community. At no stage in the antebellum South, however, did adult blacks and whites come together as equals. Isolated friendships grounded in mutual respect did occur but for the most part the social order of the peculiar institution rested firmly on the basis of black subordination to white rule. Slaves, therefore, were required to exhibit due deference to their masters at all times. Failure to carry out appointed tasks or attempts to challenge the existing regimen through laziness, sabotage, or flight invariably resulted in punishment. The relatively small number of free blacks in the Old South found their meagre liberties increasingly constrained as the slave system tightened around them after 1830. They too were expected to conform to the region’s complex system of racial etiquette and lived under the permanent threat of bondage. Significantly, those free blacks who resided in towns appear to have congregated in informally segregated neighbourhoods.

16 H.N. Rabinowitz, ‘More than the Woodward Thesis: Assessing the Strange Career of Jim Crow’, JAH 75 (1988), 842–56.

17 S.D. Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter (Baltimore, 1887).

Emancipation, congressional Reconstruction and the penetration of capitalist labour relations into the South undoubtedly eroded much of the old paternalism, but there is little evidence that they did much to promote genuine racial integration. Indeed, most of the Republican regimes in the South were so concerned about the salience of racial prejudice among whites that they declined to combat the de facto segregation of schools, housing and public accommodations which proceeded apace after 1865, particularly in the urban areas. New Orleans public schools were desegregated for a brief period in the 1870s and some states in which blacks became a dominant component of the Republican coalition, notably South Carolina, did enact laws designed to prohibit racial discrimination in public places. Those laws which were passed, however, were seldom enforced and hopes that federal legislation might procure equal treatment evaporated with the Supreme Court’s invalidation of the largely ineffective 1875 US Civil Rights Act.18

18 Foner, Reconstruction, pp. 368–72.

The rise of de jure segregation in the 1890s was underpinned by the ideological hegemony of scientific racism which posited a global hierarchy of races in which blacks and persons of mixed race were defined as biologically inferior to Caucasians. Its emergence gave official sanction to existing patterns of de facto segregation which were, only in part, an inevitable consequence of a general desire on the part of blacks and whites to live in their own communities. As was the case with contemporaneous racial segregation in South Africa, Jim Crow had many sources and assumed various guises in different regions.19 In South Africa, the formal separation of whites and blacks served the economic ends, firstly, of employers who wished to guarantee a constant supply of labour to the mines and fields and, secondly, of ordinary whites who wished to guarantee their own privileges and status in an ethnically diverse society. In the United States, lawmakers who enacted segregation ordinances were well aware that their white constituents generally assented to measures which institutionalised a formal separation of the races as the processes of urbanisation and industrialisation gathered pace. Segregation underpinned a two-tier system in which white workers, particularly skilled workers, were guaranteed substantial material and psychological benefits because blacks were normally confined to the most arduous, poorly paid jobs and increasingly defined as second-class citizens.20 Although segregation did not always make economic sense to southern capitalists whose main concerns were productivity and cheap labour, businessmen usually shared the racial mores of the community in which they lived and did little, beyond the sporadic employment of black strike-breakers, to undermine Jim Crow.

19 W. Beinart and S. Dubow, eds, Segregation and Apartheid in Twentieth-Century South Africa (London and New York, 1995) provides a useful introduction to the ongoing scholarly debate over the sources of racial separation in South Africa. Important comparative works on the development of segregation in the two societ ies include G.M. Fredrickson, White Supremacy: A Comparative Study in American and South African History (New York, 1981) and J.W. Cell, The Highest Stage of White Suprem acy: The Origins of Segregation in South Africa and the American South (Cambridge, 1982).

20 H.M. McKiven, Jr, Iron and Steel: Class, Race, and Community in Birmingham, Alabama, 1875–1920 (Chapel Hill, 1995), pp. 29–30.

At the heart of the southern caste system, a hierarchically organised society based on inequalities of race as well as class, lay a bewildering array of state and local laws, passed between 1881 and 1915, mandating racial segregation in all walks of life. Such statutes banned blacks and whites from travelling in the same railway carriages, tram-cars and steamboats; provided for the separation of races in most other public places including theatres, cinemas, parks, churches, schools and even cemeteries; and zoned off urban blacks from their white counterparts. Although the majority of southern blacks doubtless preferred the company of their own people, the more wealthy among them resented the loss of power and dignity occasioned by the hardening of Jim Crow practices. Their efforts to stem the tide of legal segregation continued throughout the period in the form of legal challenges and boycotts, but the prospects of success were dimmed by the decision of the US Supreme Court in the seminal case of Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. Homer Plessy, a well-to-do Louisiana mulatto, had brought suit in state court claiming that a local law mandating segregated railway cars was void under the Constitution. The nation’s highest court rejected his claims on the grounds that ‘separate but equal’ railway accommodation was constitutionally permissible and chided Plessy for being overly sensitive to the stigma he attached to segregation.21 This decision, followed as it was by further Supreme Court rulings extending the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ to other public spaces, legitimised the activities of southern states and municipalities and gave the green light for yet more legislation. By the time the United States entered the First World War, the gains of Reconstruction had been almost totally undermined by the welter of Jim Crow statutes.

21 R. Kluger, Simple Justice: The History of Brown v. Board of Education and Black America’s Struggle for Equality (London, 1977), pp. 73–83.

‘Separate but equal’ was one of the basest fictions ever peddled by the American legal system. Southern governments had no intention of spending taxpayers’ money to protect Fourteenth Amendment rights as was confirmed by their underfunding of black schools and health care, and their blatant refusal to provide decent public facilities for their black populations. Conservative regimes were notoriously penurious in their provision of services, for whites as well as blacks, but the disparities in public spending on the races were evident for all to see. Black education was particularly hard hit. After 1890, for example, Mississippi invested most of its school money in white tuition with the result that by the turn of the century blacks received 19 per cent of the total education budget in spite of constituting 60 per cent of the state’s school-age population.22 Schooling was worst in rural areas where child labour was important to planters and black farmers alike. Buildings were usually wooden huts, teachers lacked proper qualifications, illiteracy rates were high, resources were at a premium, and few black children could hope to continue beyond the fifth grade. While urban blacks generally received higher quality education, all of them suffered from the discriminatory policies of local school boards. Some southern states, such as North Carolina, did attempt a modicum of reform during the Progressive era of the early twentieth century, and rural blacks across the region benefited from the uplift programmes of northern philanthropic foundations like the Rockefeller and Rosenwald Funds.23 For the most part, however, while literacy rates for southern blacks did show a steady increase, the standards of black education lagged well behind those of whites throughout the first half of the century. As late as the Second World War, Mississippi blacks (by then 57 per cent of the local school-age population) were still receiving only 13 per cent of the state’s education budget.24

22 N.R. McMillen, Dark Journey: Black Mississippians in the Age of Jim Crow (Urbana and Chicago, 1989), pp. 72–3.

23 W.A. Link, The Paradox of Southern Progressivism, 1880–1930 (Chapel Hill and London, 1992), pp. 125–42.

24 McMillen, Dark Journey, p. 73.

Central to the stability of the southern caste system was the rapid disfranchisement of blacks in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. To some extent this development was an inevitable consequence of the anti-black rage of the 1890s and the defeat of the Populist crusade. Almost as significant, however, were white middle-class attempts to clean up state and municipal politics. Progressive reformers like Alexander J. McKelway and Edgar Gardner Murphy regarded ordinary blacks as immature human beings whose ignorance and irrationality made them prey to the baser instincts and liable to manipulation by corrupt politicians.25 Black disfranchisement was thus seen as a necessary tool of political reform, alongside the direct election of United States senators, the referendum and recall, and the replacement of inefficient municipal governments by new city commissions. Black Belt elites had done their fair share of manipulating the black vote in the past, but as long as southern legislatures remained apportioned to their advantage, most planters were only too happy to see blacks deprived of the vote. Their enthusiasm for reform was increased by the fact that many lower-class whites were also affected by the techniques used to disfranchise blacks. The established order had been shaken by the Populist revolt and its leaders welcomed the opportunity to minimise the possibility of future earthquakes.

25 Link, Paradox, pp. 68–9.

As the Fifteenth Amendment prohibited interference with a citizen’s right to vote on the grounds of race, southern state governments and constitutional conventions, unusually creative in matters designed to undermine the rights of their black populations, formulated a wide range of new provisions designed to complete a process that had begun during Redemption. Payment of poll taxes (often on a cumulative basis) became a mandatory precondition for registration. So too did literacy and other residency and citizenship tests, the most famous of which were the ubiquitous grandfather clauses by which even the most illiterate whites were allowed to register if they possessed an immediate relative who had voted in the period prior to Congressional Reconstruction. Although ordinary whites were adversely affected by some of these measures, it was blacks who suffered most, principally because the various tests were administered in a discriminatory manner by white employees of the state. In the Mississippi Delta, where thousands of poorly educated sharecroppers laboured on the sprawling cotton plantations, only a handful of favoured blacks were permitted to vote while illiterate whites were registered without compunction by local registrars. Although disfranchisement of blacks was greatest in the rural areas of the Deep South where the ‘coloured’ population was most concentrated (and to whites the most threatening), the vast majority of the race had lost its principal badge of citizenship by the advent of the First World War.

The chief political vehicle by which segregation and disfranchisement were accomplished was the same one that had engineered secession and rescued the South from the ignominy of carpetbag rule. The Democratic Party had been the party of white supremacy and state rights for most of the nineteenth century, so it was hardly surprising that most southern whites gravitated towards it at election time. Blacks played virtually no role in the organisation, not only due to the various discriminatory suffrage provisions but also because of the white primary – a racially exclusive contest to decide party nominees prior to general elections – which was introduced in most southern states during the early years of Jim Crow. As Democratic strength in the region made nomination tantamount to election, ‘reform’ laws allowing the ruling party to dictate its own membership criteria provided one more way of depriving blacks of their political voice. While the Republican Party maintained a following among mountain whites and the few blacks allowed to vote, its loyalists lacked the means to challenge the Democratic nominees at all levels of the federal system. Almost the only influence possessed by the Republicans in the lower South derived from their organisation’s domination of the presidency between 1877 and 1932. Control of the federal spoils, however, was a poor substitute for voter support, particularly when the party’s national leaders remained divided over the racial implications of patronage policy.

The Democrats’ domination of southern politics made the South the major player within the national Democratic organisation until the 1936 presidential contest but resulted in frequent intra-party factionalism below the Mason–Dixon Line. While each of the southern states had its own distinctive political culture, Richard Scher has identified three separate groupings: stable unifactional states such as Virginia and Tennessee (dominated respectively by the machines of the patrician Harry F. Byrd and Memphis boss, Edward Crump); bifactional systems in which two wings of the Democratic Party contended regularly for power on the basis either of personality (as in Louisiana and Georgia) or socio-economic fault-lines (as in Alabama); and multifactional states such as North Carolina, Arkansas and particularly Texas (whose heterogeneous social and economic base made for the richest in-fighting of all) .26 Scher’s categorisation indicates that politics in the ‘Solid South’ were less uniform than many historians have suggested. Occasionally Democratic factions did appeal to those urban blacks who could vote, sometimes with positive consequences for the supply of public services. This was especially true of states and localities where the Democratic organisation was controlled by populist factions (dependent partly for support on whites outside the Black Belt) or growth-oriented city machines which had always been prepared to trade votes for services. With few exceptions, however, southern Democratic politicians during the first half of the twentieth century remained wedded to the basic structures and values of Jim Crow. The region’s politics were far from monolithic, but they left African Americans with little opportunity to exert what remained of their political clout.

26 R.K. Scher, Politics in the New South: Republicanism, Race, and Leadership in the Twentieth Century (New York, 1992), pp. 75–80.

Life for most southern blacks would have been hard enough had Jim Crow been solely a matter of law. Tragically, its extra-legal supports added another more frightening dimension to everyday life for most members of the race. The perpetual threat of white violence hung over the region like a summer storm cloud. Its oppressive presence created a stifling climate of fear in many black communities and thereby reinforced obstacles to free expression under the caste system. Lynching was the most high-profile form of violence meted out to African Americans in the Jim Crow South. Tuskegee Institute statistics record that 3,446 blacks were lynched in the United States between 1882 and 1968, 88 per cent of them in the 11 states of the old Confederacy.27 Although this horrific practice reached its peak in the 1890s when political and social turmoil galvanised the popular myth of the black rapist, a majority of blacks lynched were accused of murder rather than rape.
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