
Teaching about Racial Discrimination in the Jim Crow Era 
with Resources from the Center for Legislative Archives at

the National Archives



Guiding Question:

How did Jim Crow laws and practices limit the freedom of Black 
Americans?



“Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the 
Emancipation Proclamation….But one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free; one hundred 
years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the 
chains of discrimination… I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation 
where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. I 
have a dream today!...”

Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr at the 1963 March on Washington



Five lessons on the problem of racial inequality:

• Reviewing the Civil War and Reconstruction
• Was Reconstruction a Revolution?
• Discussing Equality
• The Impact of Racial Discrimination on the Lives of Black Americans in 

the Jim Crow Era.
• Congress Protects the Right to Vote: the Voting Rights Act of 1965

Archives.gov/legislative



Teaching about racial discrimination from the earliest days of the 
Colonial Era on presents moral challenges:
• Europeans exploited and dispossessed Native American tribes
• Europeans instituted long-lasting systems of race-based enslavement

Teaching about racial discrimination after the ratification of the 14th 
Amendment has both moral and constitutional dimensions.





Judgment in the U.S. Supreme Court Case Dred Scott v. John F. A. Sanford NAID 301674

“The question is simply this: Can a Negro whose ancestors 
were imported into this country, and sold as slaves, 
become a member of the political community formed and 
brought into existence by the Constitution of the United 
States, and as such, become entitled to all the rights and 
privileges and immunities guaranteed to the citizen?... We 
think they are not, and that they are not included, and 
were not intended to be included, under the word 
"citizens" in the Constitution…” 1857



A Constitutional Guarantee of Equality

14th Amendment, Section 1.
All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are 
citizens of the United States and of the state wherein they reside. No state shall make or enforce 
any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor 
shall any state deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor 
deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws. NAID 1408913





S. 1, Sumner Civil Rights bill, as 
introduced, 1873 NAID 1986640 How does this bill enforce the 14th Amendment?



Memorial of the Board of President and 
Directors of the St. Louis Public Schools against 
the school integration clause of the Civil Rights 
bill, endorsed June 16, 1874 

NAID 1991060



“Public schools have been provided for the colored people… of as good quality as those 
schools opened for white children.”

Opening school admissions to children of both races in the same schools would cause “the 
withdrawal of large numbers of white children from the Public Schools.”

Have racial attitudes been changed by the Civil War and the 14th Amendment?





What does this legislation indicate about racial attitudes after Reconstruction?



Plessy v Ferguson, 1896  

“We cannot say that a law which authorizes or even requires the separation of the two 
races in public conveyances is unreasonable…”

What is the relevance of the underlined text?



Teaching with visual primary sources:

Many records empower historians to “hear” the voices of Americans

Others enable historians to “see” their actions



Record of Lynching Map, 1922. (Map submitted to Congress by the Colored Women’s Clubs of Michigan to support an 
anti-lynching bill, H. R. 13, introduced by Representative Leonidas Dyer of Missouri,) 

National Archives Identifier: 149268727

How can this visual 
primary source be 
used to teach 
about the 14th 
Amendment?



The  Ku Klux Klan parade on Pennsylvania Avenue, Washington, DC, 1928 (Note the Capitol in 
the background.) NAID 541885

How/what does this image 
communicate to its viewer?





1. How do the actions called for or opinions expressed in this 
document illustrate how Jim Crow, a system of laws and practices 
set in place to maintain white supremacy, limited the freedom of 
African Americans?

2. What underlying attitudes about racial equality can you discern in 
this document?

Apply two sample questions from the lesson to the following documents:



The Context: The Segregated Armed Forces in World War II

Roughly one million African Americans joined the U.S. armed forces during World War II; 
approximately half served overseas. 

While thousands of black troops served in combat—among them the army’s 92nd and 93rd 
all-black divisions, as well as the famed 99th Pursuit Squadron known as the Tuskegee 
Airmen.

The most common assignments for black servicemen were rear-guard mopping-up actions 
and menial supply and requisition roles. 

Source: 
https://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/BAIC/Historical-Essays/Keeping-the-Faith/Second-
World-War/





The Frenchmen, whom the American Army fought against in North Africa, the same 
Frenchmen who have been responsible for the killing of American soldiers have access to all 
the facilities of the American Red Cross.  The Italians, who before they were conquered, were 
Allies of the Germans, and who have been responsible for the taking of thousands of 
American lines (sic) – these soldiers, provided they are wearing the American uniform have 
access to all the facilities of the American Red Cross.  This same organization, to whose 
benefits the Negro has contributed, stands solidly on its feet, and bluntly tells the American 
born Negro soldier that – “We have a regulation that does not include Negroes in our 
program.” I have found that one of the most insufferable fates that can happen, is to be born 
an American Negro.

Transcript of a Letter from a Soldier Stationed in Italy, 1944, NAID 6922054 (excerpt 
from page 1)

How do the actions called for or opinions expressed in this document illustrate how Jim 
Crow, a system of laws and practices set in place to maintain white supremacy, limited the 
freedom of African Americans?



The Context: Segregated public recreation facilities in post-war America

“Cities began to racially segregate pools throughout the north, and it then 
extended…all throughout the United States. And black Americans were 
typically relegated, if a pool was provided at all, to a small indoor pool that 
wasn't nearly as appealing as the large, outdoor resort pools that were 
provided for whites.” “A History of Racial Disparity in American Public Swimming Pools.” Mejia, 
Carlos. Marketplace. NPR, 6/6/2018 
https://www.wnpr.org/post/history-racial-disparity-american-public-swimming-pools accessed on 
2/10/2021)

Jackson, MS
 Advocate
 9/23/50

The Evening 
Star,
Washington, 
DC
7/19/1949

The Evening Star,
Washington, DC
3/9/50



Letter from former First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt to 
President Harry S. Truman referring to racial segregation 
in public swimming pools in St. Louis, MO and 
Washington, DC, 1950



How do the actions called for or 
opinions expressed in this 
document illustrate how Jim 
Crow, a system of laws and 
practices set in place to maintain 
white supremacy, limited the 
freedom of African Americans?



Context: Segregated Schools

The Evening Star, Washington, DC 
6/9/52

Complaint in Brown v. Board of 
Education of Topeka, 6/19/1951 
NAID 6997520



Letter from South Carolina Governor James E. Byrnes to 
President Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1953, NAID 12171148

“Our counsel will argue that the United States 
Supreme Court… has held that the 14th Amendment 
did not prohibit a state from enacting a law requiring 
separation of races in public schools provided equal 
facilities were furnished all students…”

James F. Byrnes, Governor of South Carolina, 
November 20, 1953



How do the actions called for or opinions expressed in this document illustrate how Jim 
Crow, a system of laws and practices set in place to maintain white supremacy, limited the 
freedom of African Americans?

The court has no right to 
legislate…

What underlying attitudes about racial equality can you discern in this 
document?



What underlying attitudes about racial equality 
can you discern in this political cartoon?

Source: eBook, A Visual History, 1940–1963
Archives.gov/legislative



The Context: Segregated Public 
Transportation

How does this document illustrate 
how Jim Crow laws and practices 
limited the freedom of African 
Americans?

Fingerprint Card of Rosa Parks
was produced in association with her arrest for 
refusing to obey orders of a bus driver on 
December 1, 1955 in Montgomery, Alabama.

NAID 641627



Letter from Byron De La Beckwith, 
Mississippi Society, Sons of the American 
Revolution 1958 [NAID 6092867]

Context:
Ku Klux Klan
Violence



Details from Beckwith stationery 



Dear President Eisenhower,
 I wish to praise you in your speech last night telling the Chinese to negotiate or fight. Now 
then to another subject — this summer we were host to the National Society S.A.R (Sons of 
the American Revolution). Every SAR who came to Mississippi saw, participated in and 
approved of our way of segregation. 98% of the SAR are infuriated over forced integration 
and are doing something to stop forced integration — nearly every one of us except you — 
do you still choose to be and act like an SAR? We wish you would get hold of yourself and 
again order segregation. This seems unlikely therefore it appears to us that you would rather 
see white and Negro bodies piled high in the streets so their blood will mingle freely in the 
gutters. This is the only way our blood will mix. This is the last that you shall hear from me in 
so far as me begging and pleading for you to restore States’ Rights, Racial Integrity and 
Constitutional Government to the land. It is evident that you neither desire this for the 
people nor wish for them to obtain it. Never-the-less, we shall have it whether you wish it or 
not. Many will suffer now but soon all will be better for the South and the nation. It is my 
purpose to make life happy for most of us by thwarting some of them who would destroy all 
of us. 
Sincerely, Byron De La Beckwith Board of Governors, Miss. Society Sons of the American 
Revolution



What underlying 
attitudes about 
racial equality 
can you discern 
in this 
document?



The Context: Congressional 
Obstacles to Civil Rights

The Seniority System 
- Power in Congress was based 
on seniority
- The one-party South was home 

to many powerful committee 
chairs

- Chairs used their power to 
block bills

The Senate Filibuster 
If a bill was before the full 
Senate, members could delay it 
and most likely kill it

Jim Berryman, Evening Star, Washington, 
DC 6/22/1957 NAID 5743243



What underlying attitudes 
about racial equality can you 
discern in this document?



The Context: Challenging 
the validity the registrations 
of Black voters

An excerpt from a press release 
issued by the Attorney General 
William P. Rogers on the 
Proposed Civil Rights 
Legislation before the 
Subcommittee on Constitutional 
Rights of the Senate Judiciary 
Committee, 2/14/1957.

NAID 12167080

What underlying attitudes about 
racial equality can you discern in 
this excerpt?



 Letter from Jackie Robinson, 1958 [NAID 186627]

The Context: Assumptions and attitudes that obstruct the movement for Civil Rights





Telegram from the 
NAACP and President 
Truman’s response, 
1960 [NAID 
40020096]



Telegram from 
the NAACP and 
President 
Truman’s 
response, 1960 
[NAID 
40020096]



What underlying attitudes about racial equality can you discern in these documents?





Statement by Attorney 
General Nicholas deB. 
Katzenbach before the 
House Judiciary 
Committee on the 
proposed Voting Rights 
Act of 1965, March 18, 
1965

Is this evidence 
of Jim Crow laws 
and practices?

https://www.archives.gov/files/legislative/resources/education/voting-rights/images/facsimiles-all.pdf



“Their cause must be our cause too. 
Because it is not just Negroes, but 
really it is all of us, who must 
overcome the crippling legacy of 
bigotry and injustice. And we shall 
overcome.”

President Lyndon B. Johnson's 
speech to Congress on voting 
rights: “The American 
Promise,” March 15, 1965





Five lessons on the problem of racial inequality:

• Reviewing the Civil War and Reconstruction
• Was Reconstruction a Revolution?
• Discussing Equality
• The Impact of Racial Discrimination on the Lives of Black Americans in the 

Jim Crow Era.
• Congress Protects the Right to Vote: the Voting Rights Act of 1965

Archives.gov/legislative


