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Jim Crow in America
“…I have traveled in this free country for twenty 

hours without anything to eat; not because I had no 

money to pay for it, but because I was colored. Oth-

er passengers of a lighter hue had breakfast, din-

ner and supper. In traveling we are thrown in “jim 

crow” cars, denied the privilege of buying a berth 

in the sleeping coach. This monster caste stands at 

the doors of the theatres and skating rinks, locks 

the doors of the pews in our fashionable churches, 

closes the mouths of some of the ministers in their 

pulpits which prevents the man of color from 

breaking the bread of life to his fellowmen.”

Pamphlet excerpt from “The Black Laws” by “Bishop B.W. Arnett.

Me and Jim
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/
item/2005686751/

Historical Background

In 1865, the U.S. Civil War ended after four devastat-

ing years. Although the war had begun as a struggle 

to reunite a nation in which slavery would still exist, it 

ended as a war to free people from slavery. Abraham 

Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 symboli-

cally established a national intent to eradicate slavery 

in the United States. In January of 1865, the 13th 

amendment to the Constitution officially abolished 

slavery in this country, while the 14th amendment, 

passed in 1866, set forth three principles:

• All persons born or naturalized in the U.S. were 

citizens for the nation and no state could make 

or enforce any law that would abridge their 

rights of citizenship.

• No state could deny any person of life, liberty, 

or property without due process of law.

• No state could deny any person equal protection 

of the laws.

Finally, the 15th amendment, passed in 1869, out-

lawed the denial of voting rights due to race, color, 

or past servitude. However, Congress was unsuc-

cessful in its attempt to build a new political order 

based on equality. In less than a decade, African 

Americans were effectively disfranchised and racial 

segregation was imposed on nearly every aspect of 

their lives. Tired of struggling with the problems of 

reconstruction, the North accepted this new order 

in the South.

It wasn’t until the 1960s, almost 100 years after 

passage of the 13th, 14th, and 15th amendments, 

that issues of equality for all again gained a national 

focus.

What happened?
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Black Codes

No sooner had the Civil War ended than most South-

ern states adopted what came to be known as Black 

Codes or Black Laws. These codes were aimed at 

limiting the economic and physical freedom of for-

mer slaves. While early attempts to confer inferior 

status to Southern blacks 

were blocked by legisla-

tion and prevented by 

federal troops, it even-

tually proved impossible 

to protect the civil rights 

of African Americans. 

The violence and terror-

ism that swept over the 

South in the 1860s and 

1870s convinced African 

Americans that though the law of the land gave 

them equality, the reality of white supremacy de-

nied them their rights.

Emancipation
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/
item/2004665360/

With the Compromise of 1877, political power was 

returned to Southern whites in nearly every state 

of the former Confederacy. The federal government 

abandoned attempts to enforce the 14th and 15th 

amendments in the South. By 1890, when Mis-

sissippi added a disfranchisement provision to its 

state constitution, the legalization of Jim Crow had 

begun.

Jim Crow

Thomas “Daddy” Rice, a white minstrel show per-

former of the 19th century, was famous for black-

ening his face with makeup and dancing a crazy jig 

while singing the song “Jump Jim Crow.” Twenty 

years later, in the 1850s, the Jim Crow charac-

ter had become a standard figure in U.S. minstrel 

shows. Jim Crow was one of many terms and iconic 

images that inferred black inferiority in the popular 

culture of the time. By the end of the century, in-

stances of racial discrimination toward blacks were 

often referred to as Jim Crow practices.

In the period from 1890 to 1910, aided by crucial 

Supreme Court decisions, Southern states began to 

systematically create laws that ensured a subordi-

nate social position for African Americans. Blacks 

and whites were separated in all public places, and 

black men were prevented from exercising their 

right to vote. The signs we associate today with Jim 

Crow – “Whites Only,” “Colored”– appeared at water 

fountains and rest rooms, as well as at the entranc-

es and exits to public buildings. Jim Crow remained 

the law of the South for decades.

An End to Jim Crow

In the 50 years following the end of Reconstruction, 

African Americans moved away from the South in 

large numbers. As blacks overcame the difficulties 

presented by urban life 

in the North, and as they 

became increasingly rec-

ognized in politics, sports 

and the arts, a social 

revolution began. A new 

generation of activists de-

manded that the U.S. gov-

ernment provide all its 

citizens with the rights 

and protections guaran-

teed by the Constitution. The Civil Rights movement 

of the mid-20th century instigated a new quest for 

equal rights for all Americans. The death throes of 

Jim Crow were violent and ugly, but finally, in the 

1960s and ’70s, die it did.

Civil rights march on Washington, 
D.C.
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/
item/2003654393/
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Suggestions for Teachers

Teachers may use these Library of Congress primary source documents to support 

teaching about Jim Crow in the U.S. This primary source set documents evidence from 

popular culture, as well as the causes and effects of these laws. This set includes im-

ages, song sheets, articles, legal documents, political cartoons and sound files.

The content of some of these documents could be considered offensive by today’s 

standards. This primary source set provides an opportunity to help students under-

stand that different times shape different cultural values and mores.

Drinking fountain on the county 
courthouse lawn...
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/
fsa1997003218/PP/Additional Resources

Discovery Label for Kids: What does Jim Crow mean?

http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/brown/kidslabel-6.html

Today in History - Plessy v. Ferguson

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/today/may18.html

America’s Library – Plessy v. Ferguson

http://www.americaslibrary.gov/jb/progress/jb_progress_plessy_1.html

America’s Library – Thurgood Marshall

http://www.americaslibrary.gov/aa/marshallthrgd/aa_marshallthrgd_subj.html

America’s Library – Martin Luther King

http://www.americaslibrary.gov/aa/king/aa_king_subj.html

loc.gov/teachers

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/today/may18.html
http://www.americaslibrary.gov/aa/king/aa_king_subj.html
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/fsa1997003218/PP/


4

Timeline of African American History

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/aap/timeline.html

African-American Experience in Ohio 

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/connections/afam-ohio/thinking.html

African-American Mosaic

http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/african/intro.html

African American Odyssey – The Civil Rights Era

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/aaohtml/aopart9.html

“With and Even Hand”: Brown v. Board at Fifty

http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/brown/

From Slavery to Civil Rights

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/civil-rights/
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Photographs of Signs Enforcing Racial Discrimination

http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/list/085_disc.html

African American Photos for the Paris Exposition of 1900

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/anedub/

Drinking fountain on the county courthouse lawn, Halifax, North Carolina (1938 

photograph) 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/fsa1997003218/PP/

The souls of black folk : essays and sketches / by W.E. Burghardt Du Bois. (1903) 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/uncall:@field(DOCID+@lit(BDP-1646))

Souls of Black Folk

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aaeo:@field(DOCID+@lit(o3254))

When Will He Admit This?

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/aaeo:@field(DOCID+@lit(o3643))

Segregation: From Jim Crow to Linda Brown

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/lessons/jimcrow/

African American Identity in the Gilded Age: Two Unreconciled Strivings

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/lessons/strivings/
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Primary Sources with Citations

Me and Jim. Photographic print. c1865. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Online 

Catalog.

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2005686751/

Reed, Jim P. “Jim Crow Jubilee.” Sheet music. c1847. From Library of Congress Prints and 

Photographs Online Catalog.

http://loc.gov/pictures/item/2001701399/

Jim Crow. Image. n.d. From Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Online Catalog. 

http://loc.gov/pictures/item/2004669584/

Reed, Henry, performer. “Jump Jim Crow.” Sound recording. 27 August 1966. From Library

of Congress, Fiddle Tunes of the Old Frontier. MP3 and Real Audio.

http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.afc/afcreed.13035a39

Jabbour, Alan. “Jump Jim Crow.” Sheet music. [Between 1966 and 1968.] From Library of 

Congress, Fiddle Tunes of the Old Frontier.

http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.afc/afcreed.reedt039

Deming, Leonard. “Jim Crow.” Song sheet. Boston: L. Deming, n.d. From Library of Congress, 

America Singing: Nineteenth-Century Song Sheets. 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/amss:@field(DOCID+@lit(as106690))

De Marsan, H. “The Crow Family.” Song sheet. New York, H.De Marsan, n.d. From the Library 

of Congress, America Singing: Nineteenth-Century Song Sheets.

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/amss:@field(DOCID+@lit(as200590))
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Negroes to Ride in City Railway Passenger Cars! Broadside. Philadelphia: 1868. From Library 

of Congress, An American Time Capsule: Three Centuries of Broadsides and Other Printed 

Ephemera.  

http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbpe.15902600 

United States Congress. “An Act to Protect All Citizens in their Civil and Legal Rights.” Statutes 

at Large. 43rd Congress, 2nd Session, Volume 18, Part 3. 1 March 1875. From Library of 

Congress, A Century of Lawmaking for a New Nation: U.S. Congressional Documents and 

Debates, 1774-1875.

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi- bin/ampage?collId=llsl&fileName=022/llsl022.db&recNum=364

Hall, Chas. E. “Prof. William H.H. Hart,” The Appeal. 12 November 1904. From Library of  

Congress, Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83016810/1904-11-12/ed-1/seq-4/

Oliver Scott’s Refined Negro Minstrels. Poster. Cincinnati: U.S. Printing Co., c1898. From 

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Online Catalog. 

http://loc.gov/pictures/item/var1994001712/PP/ 

Rev Brooks, Walter H., D.D. “The ’Jim Crow’ Car.” Richmond Planet. 15 September 1900.

From Library of Congress, Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84025841/1900-09-15/ed-1/seq-8/ 

Palestine Daily Herald. “The ’Jim Crow’ Law.” 12 July 1907. From Library of Congress,

Chronicilng America: Historic American Newspapers. 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86090383/1907-07-12/ed-1/seq-3/              

To the Colored Men of Voting Age in the Southern States. Philadelphia: Press of E.A. 

Wright, [190-?]. From Library of Congress, From Slavery to Freedom: The African-American 

Pamphlet Collection, 1824-1909. 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/rbaapcbib:@field(NUMBER+@od1(rbaapc+33200))

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/rbaapcbib:@field(NUMBER+@od1(rbaapc+33200))
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Al. G. Field Greater Minstrels Fun’s Famous Fellows. Poster. Buffalo: Courier Co., c1907. 

From Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Online Catalog. 

http://loc.gov/pictures/item/var1993000231/PP/

Erhart. For the Sunny South. An Airship with a “Jim Crow” trailer. Illustration. Keppler & 

Schwarzmann, 26 February 1913. From Library of Congress Prints and Photgraphs Online 

Catalog. 

http://loc.gov/pictures/item/2002720354/

Ferris, Glen. “Wants 'Jim Crow' Law All Over the United States.” The Washington Times. 

22 February 1915. From Library of Congress, Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers
. 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn/84026749/1915-02-22/ed-1/seq-6

The Washington Herald. “Jim Crow Law Upheld.” 5 June 1908. From Library of Congress

Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers.

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83045433/1908-06-05/ed-1/seq-12/
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