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Exam tips


Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers





1  Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summaries





•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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About this book


This guide covers A-level Unit 3 Option 8 The American Century, c.1890–1990 in the WJEC GCE specification, which is worth 20% of the total A-level.


The Content Guidance section outlines the key content areas of the period 1890–1990. There are two nominated themes, both of which have to be studied. The first nominated theme is The Struggle for Civil Rights, c.1890–1990, which focuses on the African American experience. The first section focuses on the impact of Jim Crow laws and the erosion of African American freedoms. The next section examines the impact of migration, the New Deal and war on African Americans in the period 1910–48. A third part analyses the developments in civil rights for African Americans in the period 1954–68. Finally, the consequences of the civil rights movement are examined during the period 1968–90.


The second nominated theme is The Making of a Superpower, c.1890–1990. The first section examines change and continuity in US foreign policy in the period 1890–1937. The next section looks at the impact of US involvement in the Second World War and the Cold War in the period 1937–75. Finally, the significance of détente and the end of the Cold War are considered in the period c.1975–90.


The Questions & Answers section gives examples of responses to both types of essay question for this unit (worth 30 marks each). Examples of a level 5/4 (A/B grade) and a weaker level 3/2 (E/F grade) response are provided. It is not possible to provide sample questions and answers for every development, so you must be aware that any parts of the specification could be tested in the examination. This guide also cannot go into full details on every development, so you should use it alongside other resources, such as class notes and articles in journals, as well as at least some of the books included in the reading list drawn up by the WJEC for this specification.
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Content Guidance



The African American struggle for civil rights, c.1890–1990


The impact of Jim Crow laws and the erosion of African American freedom


Introduction


At the end of the American Civil War in 1865 slavery was abolished in the US A by the 13th Amendment to the Constitution. Four million African American slaves were now legally free: it was not clear, however, that as freedmen they had the same civil rights as white Americans. The defeated southern states were brought back into the United States and reformed in a process known as Reconstruction. Attempts by Congress to grant civil rights to African Americans and to create new governments for southern states provoked a fierce reaction, including obstruction from southern white members of the Democratic Party as well as campaigns of intimidation and terror against Republicans and African Americans from secret organisations such as the Ku Klux Klan (KKK).


Two further amendments to the Constitution were ratified in 1868 (the 14th Amendment) and 1870 (the 15th Amendment). These amendments granted all US citizens equality before the law and declared that the right to vote could not be denied on ‘account of race, colour or previous conditions of servitude’. A limited Civil Rights Act in 1875 tried to prevent discrimination in public places such as railroads, hotels and theatres, but did not apply to education and churches. However, these changes were to prove ineffective as enforcement depended upon state governments controlled by opponents of civil rights.


The period of Reconstruction came to an end in 1877, by which time nearly all southern states were once again ruled by Democrat governments determined to uphold the supremacy of white Americans and undermine the recent changes in favour of African American civil rights. Although 700,000 African Americans had been registered to vote in southern states during the period of Reconstruction, by 1910 their vote had been virtually eliminated. Not only were African Americans disenfranchised (see below), but their other civil rights were methodically undermined in an increasingly segregated society plagued by white violence and intimidation.



Disenfranchisement


African American voters in the south were disenfranchised, often by fraud and intimidation, after the period of Reconstruction. By the 1890s disenfranchisement became much more widespread and systematic. Ways were found to make the 15th Amendment (which had made disenfranchisement on grounds of colour illegal) ineffective.


In 1890 the state of Mississippi led the way by introducing new voting qualifications which included a poll tax, a literacy test and a residential requirement. The rules for payment of the poll tax were made very complex and expensive; the literacy tests were devised to make it extremely difficult for African Americans to persuade local registrars that they could read and answer questions about the US Constitution. The Supreme Court ruled that the tests introduced by Mississippi were legal. Although the 15th Amendment forbade denial of the vote by race or colour, it had not done so on grounds of literacy, ownership of property or payment of tax.


Before long most southern states had copied the Mississippi model. The proportion of African Americans registered to vote in the south ranged from as little as 2% in some states to a maximum of 15% in others.


The impact of the disenfranchisement was also felt by poor white voters who lost the vote because of the property and literacy tests. Several southern states attempted to work around this difficulty by introducing ‘grandfather’ clauses. These gave the vote to all male adults whose father or grandfather had voted before 1867 (that is, before the 14th and 15th Amendments). Others introduced ‘understanding’ clauses which allowed a registrar to enrol illiterate men with little or no property if they could demonstrate an understanding of a section of the state constitution when read to them. This was easily abused and allowed registrars to grant the vote to white Americans and deny it to African Americans.


The south was far less democratic in 1900 than it had been in 1860. In a country where politicians and most officials were elected, the loss of the vote diminished the status of African Americans.


There was little reaction to these blatant attempts to undermine the 14th and 15th Amendments in the southern states. The issue of civil rights for African Americans became less important for politicians in the 1890s when other political and economic problems occupied Congress, notably arguments about tariffs, trusts and silver. A Democrat-dominated Congress repealed most of the enforcement legislation passed during the Reconstruction period. As the political voice of African Americans was progressively diminished by disenfranchisement policies, the issue of race was a low priority for politicians until after the Second World War.


The impact of Supreme Court decisions


The Supreme Court is the highest court in the USA. Its rulings are final and it was intended to ensure that neither the president nor Congress abused the powers given to them by the Constitution. If the Supreme Court rules that a law is unconstitutional, it cannot be implemented. Several Supreme Court decisions undermined the guarantee of equal treatment given to African Americans in the amendments to the Constitution after the Civil War.
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Exam tip


You need to understand why Supreme Court decisions were so important in a country with a written constitution — see the diagram on p. 5.
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In 1883 the Supreme Court examined five civil rights cases in which African Americans had sued transportation companies, hotels and theatres for racial discrimination. The court ruled that the Civil Rights Act 1875 was unconstitutional. The court said that the federal government had no authority to protect African Americans against discrimination by private individuals.


In 1890 the state of Louisiana had passed a law requiring separate accommodation for different races in trains. In 1892 Homer Plessy, an African American, challenged this law in a case which eventually reached the Supreme Court in 1896. The Supreme Court ruling in the Plessy case proved highly significant. It ruled that the rights of African Americans were not affected by segregated transport facilities, provided the facilities were equal. Thus the idea of ‘separate but equal’ was now given the green light by the highest court in the USA.


In another case, Cumming v Board of Education (1899), the Supreme Court extended the principle to schools. The idea of segregation now took hold with a vengeance in the southern states, applying not only to transport but also to parks, theatres, hotels, hospitals, residential districts, schools, even cemeteries.


One of the Supreme Court justices, John Marshal Harlan, famously dissented from the judgements in the 1883 civil rights case and the 1896 Plessy case, claiming that ‘our constitution is colour blind’ and that the substance and spirit of the congressional actions had been undermined by the court.


The role of the Supreme Court has generated controversy, with some historians pointing out that its decisions usually reflected the state of public opinion at the time and that the amendments to the Constitution in 1866–70 were not drawn precisely enough to prevent discrimination.



Jim Crow laws


Starting in 1887, the southern states passed laws to segregate African Americans from white Americans which were known collectively as Jim Crow laws. They were named after a song called ‘Jump Jim Crow’ which made fun of African Americans. It was composed by Thomas Rice for a minstrel show in the 1830s and was popular with white audiences.


The Jim Crow laws were more far reaching, detailed and strictly enforced than anything that had existed before. Florida passed laws in 1887 which required separate accommodation for races on trains. By 1891 most southern states had passed similar laws and the Plessy case tested those passed by Louisiana in 1890. The Plessy case gave the stamp of approval to Jim Crow laws, and these were soon applied to almost every aspect of public life in the southern states.


The Jim Crow laws were accompanied by vicious outbreaks of racial violence and a determined effort to disenfranchise African American voters.


Racial violence


By 1900 African Americans were largely denied the vote and more rigidly segregated than ever before. The idea of white supremacy also encouraged a climate of racial violence. Mob attacks on African American residential areas erupted with savage frequency. In 1898 in Wilmington, North Carolina, 11 African Americans were killed and hundreds made homeless by a white mob. Similar attacks were seen in Atlanta and New Orleans in 1900. However, this racial violence was not an exclusively southern affair. Sporadic race riots plagued northern cities such as New York, Philadelphia and Chicago.


Particularly obnoxious was the spread of lynching. This reached a peak in the 1890s: in 1892 alone 235 African Americans were lynched by white mobs. It has been estimated that between 1882 and 1930 there were 2,805 victims, predominantly African Americans, in ten southern states. Lynching was often aided by the collusion of law enforcement officials. Scenes of sadism and cruelty were common. In 1899, for example, Sam Hose, a plantation labourer who had killed his employer in self- defence, was mutilated and burned alive before 2,000 onlookers in Newnan, Georgia. He was only afterwards accused of rape.


Very often southern defenders of lynching portrayed it as a defence against African American sexual assaults on white women. Most lynching was, however, provoked by other alleged crimes and the economic competition that African Americans presented to whites. Indeed, 50 of the victims were African American women, some of them pregnant. There were no convictions for participation in lynching until 1918.
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Knowledge check 1


In what ways were the civil rights of African Americans limited in the late nineteenth century?
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Lynching had a profound effect on the African American community, creating a climate of fear and deterring any challenge to a white-dominated society.


Political, social and economic conditions of African Americans in 1900


In the south, the political and social conditions of African Americans by 1900 had declined since the period after the Civil War. Not only had they mostly lost the vote, but they also lived in a segregated society with persistent fear of violence and intimidation. Around 85% of African Americans lived in southern states where the per capita income was around half the national average. However, the claim that African Americans were not much better off than they had been under slavery has to be qualified:





•  There is evidence that in the 50 years after emancipation there was some improvement in African American standards of living and a reduction in mortality rates.



•  By 1910, 20% of African American farmers owned their own land.



•  There was also a significant increase in businesses owned by African Americans between 1880 and 1900.





Those businesses that catered exclusively for African American customers did particularly well in a segregated society. African American insurance companies and banks prospered as white-owned companies discriminated against African Americans, charging higher premiums and interest rates to African American customers.


African American universities were often funded by religious missionary societies and aided by land grants received during Reconstruction and afterwards. Substantial sums had also been raised to improve education for African Americans — by 1900, 1.5 million African Americans were attending school. The Peabody Fund and the Julius Rosenwald Fund supported the training of African American teachers for these schools. Nevertheless, there was a huge discrepancy between expenditure on schools for African Americans and on those for whites.
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Exam tip


It is a good approach to point out that the African American experience by 1900 was not uniformly negative.
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The growth of African American businesses and improvements in education were to have a significant impact on the African American reaction to white supremacy and discrimination.



Why did racial segregation and white supremacy become so entrenched after 1890?


There were several reasons for this:





•  The Republican Party had traditionally been the main supporter of civil rights for African Americans but this support had started to wane by the end of Reconstruction. African American votes became less important to the Republican Party.



•  Memories of the Civil War had faded, particularly after 1898 when a new American nationalism formed during the Spanish–American War. Northern and southern whites fought together while African Americans were mostly relegated to segregated units. White racial superiority became identified with ideas of nationalism during the war and the acquisition of the new territories of Puerto Rico and the Philippines, where the domination of non-white people by white Americans was seen as natural and justified.



•  Supreme Court rulings undermined the civil rights of African Americans to such an extent that few African Americans retained the right to vote in a range of elections by the beginning of the twentieth century.



•  The federal government lacked the political will to enforce the 14th and 15th Amendments and the Civil Rights Act 1875. Politics was preoccupied with other issues, the Democratic Party dominated the southern states, and there was little opposition from northern politicians to African American disenfranchisement and racial segregation.



•  There was fear that since the abolition of slavery a new generation of African Americans presented a threat to the established order, especially in the south. Accusations of rape and miscegenation show what lynch mobs were particularly worried about. Segregation was seen as a solution to the problems created by a post-slavery society.





The African American response to the erosion of civil rights


Booker T. Washington


One of the most influential African American leaders, Booker T. Washington, principal of one of the leading African American colleges at Tuskegee, Alabama, advocated concentration on economic progress for African Americans rather than social and political equality. He believed that education, particularly vocational education with an emphasis on practical skills, would enable African Americans not only to improve their economic status but also, eventually, to earn the respect of white Americans.
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Knowledge check 2


Why did racial segregation spread in the southern states after 1890?
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Booker T. Washington saw the achievement of political and social equality as a long-term goal — during this lengthy process white supremacy was to be accepted until the economic advance of African Americans persuaded white Americans to grant concessions.
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Exam tip


Note that African Americans had varying responses to white supremacy and discrimination.
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This approach has been labelled ‘accommodationist’ and was criticised by some African Americans as being too passive. They argued that acceptance of white supremacy would never bring about a change of heart in white American beliefs.


Nevertheless, Booker T. Washington was an important figure, regularly consulted by presidents and other politicians and acknowledged as a leading spokesman for African Americans. President Theodore Roosevelt incurred much press criticism when he invited Booker T. Washington to the White House to dine with him in 1901.


Booker T. Washington’s success in securing northern white investment into African American education and other causes did much to support the advancement of African Americans into professions. The number of professional African Americans working in teaching, for example, increased from 68,350 in 1910 to 136,925 in 1930.


The image of Washington’s compliance also needs to be modified, as he did secretly support court actions to challenge disenfranchisement of African Americans and in 1904 he successfully fought a legal action against an attempt to exclude African Americans from jury service. Given the context of the times, Booker T. Washington’s moderation may have been the only practical response to the strength of white supremacy. Nevertheless, the evidence for the economic advance of African Americans by the time of Booker T. Washington’s death in 1915 is meagre.


W. E. B. Du Bois


There was African American opposition to the ideas of Booker T. Washington. Perhaps his most significant opponent was W. E. B. Du Bois, a professor at Atlanta University from 1896 to 1910 and the first African American to achieve a doctorate at Harvard.


He attacked Booker T. Washington’s basic idea that economic gains were more important than the achievement of civil rights. He argued that African Americans should not accept menial occupations, but should campaign vigorously and more militantly for political, civil and social rights.


In particular, he put forward the idea that a well-educated elite of African American leaders whom he called ‘The Talented Tenth’ should lead the fight for equality and not meekly accept white supremacy.


A civil rights organisation called the Niagara Movement was inspired by Du Bois and founded in 1905. (The first meeting took place on the Canadian side of the Niagara Falls, as no US hotel would accept them.) Of more lasting significance, however, was the formation of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909, in which Du Bois played a leading role as director of research and publicity.
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Knowledge check 3


What was the difference in the approaches of Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois to the achievement of civil rights for African Americans?
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Ida B. Wells and the campaign against lynching


Ida B. Wells had been born into a slave family in Mississippi in 1862. She campaigned in the courts against railroad car segregation in Tennessee in 1884–87. Although unsuccessful in this campaign, she later attracted national attention by writing about the horrors of lynching.


Her attacks on the practice of lynching and the racist culture of the south made her a target for reprisals and she was forced to abandon her home in Memphis, Tennessee, moving to Chicago in 1892. In 1898 she wrote a letter to President McKinley demanding government intervention in the southern states to stop lynching. Her book Lynching and the Excuse, published in 1901, proved highly influential in revealing the scale of lynching and the reasons for it.


However, neither the Supreme Court nor the federal government was persuaded to take effective action, arguing that it was a matter for local states to deal with.


The NAACP


Continuing violence between African Americans and white Americans was exemplified by race riots in 1908 in Springfield, Illinois: two African Americans were lynched, six more were murdered by other means, four whites were killed and hundreds of people were injured.


Springfield was Abraham Lincoln’s old home town and the site of his tomb. The riot inspired white liberals to call for a conference in 1909, on the centenary of Lincoln’s birth, to campaign for civil rights and resist racist violence. Out of it came the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) with a manifesto to:





•  abolish segregation



•  campaign for equal voting rights for African Americans



•  campaign for improved educational facilities for African Americans



•  enforce the 14th and 15th Amendments





W. E. B. Du Bois became the editor of the NAACP’s magazine Crisis and Ida B. Wells was an enthusiastic supporter. The organisation placed great importance on court action to achieve civil rights for African Americans. It won belated but important victories in 1915 when the Supreme Court declared ‘grandfather’ clauses in Oklahoma and Maryland unconstitutional and in 1917 when a Louisville regulation allowing residential segregation was declared invalid.
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Knowledge check 4


What did the early work of the NAACP and the campaigns against lynching achieve?
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From these small beginnings the NAACP developed into a national organisation with 90,000 members by the 1920s. Its achievements were limited until it could recruit a larger membership.
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Summary


When you have completed this topic you should have a thorough knowledge and understanding of the following issues:





•  the measures taken to disenfranchise African American voters



•  the impact of Supreme Court decisions in the 1880s and 1890s on the civil rights of African Americans



•  the codification of racial segregation known as Jim Crow Laws



•  the impact of racially motivated violence



•  the political, social and economic condition of African Americans at the beginning of the twentieth century



•  the reasons why racial segregation and white supremacy were so strong after 1890



•  the importance of Booker T. Washington and the accommodation philosophy



•  the criticisms of W. E. B. Du Bois



•  Ida B. Wells and the campaign against lynching



•  the importance of the NAACP and its early achievements
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The impact of migration, the New Deal and war on African Americans, c.1910–48



The Great Migration


The mass movement of African Americans from the rural south to the urban centres of the south and north, known as the Great Migration, accelerated in the period before and during the First World War.
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Exam tip


Note what did and did not change for African Americans during the Great Migration.
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It has been estimated that 500,000 African Americans left the south before 1910 and another 500,000 left during the First World War. Between 1916 and 1960 some 6 million African Americans made the move from the south. One third of the inhabitants of Washington by 1910 were African American.


Although most of the movement was from south to north, there was a significant movement of African Americans from southern farms to southern cities. By 1910 New Orleans in the Deep South had an African American population of over 80,000 and African Americans outnumbered the white population in southern cities such as Charleston, Savannah and Baton Rouge.


Despite the enormous pull of the northward Great Migration, it is also important to remember that the number of African Americans remaining in the south was still large and also growing — 8,912,000 in 1920 and 11,312,000 by 1960. The Great Migration, however important, could not alter the fact that most African Americans continued to live in the south in conditions of political, social and economic inequality.


Why did the Great Migration take place?


A number of factors encouraged the Great Migration:





•  There were simply more jobs available in the north which paid significantly higher wages. Migrants who were paid 75 cents a day picking cotton or washing clothes in the south could make that much in an hour in the north.



•  The dependence in the south on the cotton industry made workers vulnerable to the effects of overproduction. There were significant slumps in cotton prices in 1913–15 and 1920 which impacted upon the wages of African American cotton pickers.



•  The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 restricted the flow of European immigrants to the north and created a labour shortage. Northern companies sent labour recruiters to the Deep South searching for workers to fill jobs normally taken by European immigrants.



•  Hope of a better life was a powerful reason to leave the rural south. Escape from the threat of lynching, the humiliation of Jim Crow laws and the oppression of debt peonage was a rational choice to secure better jobs and pay.



•  The growth of African American communities in northern cities, once established, acted as a magnet for others to follow.







[image: ]


Knowledge check 5


Why did the Great Migration take place?
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Impact of the First World War


The entry of the USA into the First World War in 1917 resulted in the registration of 2 million African Americans for the military draft, of whom 367,000 served in the armed forces. The memory of the American Civil War, where the enlistment of African Americans had resulted in significant changes to their status in society, offered hope that this war might also bring about change.


However, the majority of African Americans were not assigned to combat units. Most were used in labour units, in support of front-line troops, digging trenches or building roads and bridges.


Racism was entrenched within the War Department. The navy only took African Americans as mess men. The commander of the American army in France, General Pershing, insisted on segregated units and told his French ally that an African American ‘is regarded by the white American as an inferior being’.


Nevertheless, the Harlem Hellfighters (369 regiment), a segregated African American combat unit, fought longer in the front line than any other American unit and was one of the most highly decorated African American units.


When President Wilson asked Congress to declare war on Germany in April 1917, he had proclaimed that ‘the world must be made safe for democracy’. In July 1917 a silent parade of 15,000 African Americans in New York protested against lynching with signs saying ‘Mr President, why not make America safe for democracy?’


The aftermath of the First World War did not bring the hoped-for improvements for African Americans. There was instead widespread fear among the white community in the USA about competition for jobs and housing in the north, the problems of the postwar economy and the spread of communism (the ‘Red Scare’). An outbreak of savage race riots in the northern cities took place.


Impact of the Great Migration


Racial hostility


Although the northward migration had been powerfully influenced by the belief in a better life, African Americans often encountered fierce racial hostility. As the migration increased, African American populations concentrated in ghettos in the main cities, such as Harlem in New York, and Chicago’s South Side. These enormous concentrations of population (in Chicago’s ghetto 90,000 people lived in 1 square mile) created appalling conditions with poor sanitation and education and high rates of disease, crime and delinquency.


Segregation became more common in the north with African Americans stopped from entering hotels, restaurants, parks and other public places. African Americans set up their own facilities — churches, businesses, welfare organisations and their own press. Throughout the north, schools became more segregated: prior to the Great Migration, in Chicago most African Americans had attended mixed schools; by 1930, 82% of Chicago’s African American students were in all-African-American schools. Similar moves took place in other northern cities.
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