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Source 1: Founding America, founding race  

 

Why not retain and incorporate the blacks into the state, and thus save the 

expence of supplying, by importation of white settlers, the vacancies they will 

leave? Deep rooted prejudices entertained by the whites; ten thousand 

recollections, by the blacks, of the injuries they have sustained; new 

provocations; the real distinctions which nature has made; and many other 

circumstances, will divide us into parties, and produce convulsions which will 

probably never end but in the extermination of the one or the other race.—To 

these objections, which are political, may be added others, which are physical 

and moral. The first difference which strikes us is that of colour. Whether the 

black of the negro resides in the reticular membrane between the skin and 

scarfskin, or in the scarf-skin itself; whether it proceeds from the colour of the 

blood, the colour of the bile, or from that of some other secretion, the 

difference is fixed in nature, and is as real as if its seat and cause were better 

known to us. And is this difference of no importance? Is it not the foundation of 

a greater or less share of beauty in the two races? Are not the fine mixtures of 

red and white, of every passion by greater or less suffusions of colour in the 

one, preferable to that eternal monotony, which reigns in the countenances, 

that immoveable veil of black which covers all the emotions of the other race? 

Add to these, flowing hair, a more elegant symmetry of form, their own 

judgment in favour of the whites, declared by their preference of them, as 

uniformly as is the preference of the Oranootan for the black women over those 

of his own species. The circumstance of superior beauty, is thought worthy 

attention in the propagation of our horses, dogs, and other domestic animals; 

why not in that of man? Besides those of colour, figure, and hair, there are 

other physical distinctions proving a difference of race. 

 

Source: Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia. Philadelphia: Prichard 

and Hall, 1888, pp. 147-148 

 

 

Commentary: 

 

Born in 1743, Thomas Jefferson was a Virginian lawyer, planter, and politician 

who served as third President of the United States from 1801 to 1809. An 

architect of the American Revolutionary War (1775-1783), Jefferson wrote the 

Declaration of Independence in 1776, encapsulating Enlightenment political 

thought in the opening sentence: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that 
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all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 

unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of 

Happiness.’ Meanwhile, Jefferson held around 200 African Americans in slavery 

on his Monticello plantation, one of the largest in Virginia. 

 

Appearing in English in 1787, Notes on the State of Virginia was Jefferson’s only 

published work and the most extensive guide to his thought. Here, Jefferson is 

discussing his failed provision, which coupled gradual emancipation (of all 

slaves born after the passage of the proposed bill) with colonisation, the forced 

removal of freed slaves to ‘such place as circumstance and time should render 

most proper.’ Jefferson believed that colonisation was necessary because the 

black and white ‘races’ could not coexist peacefully in a free society. His 

reasoning switches between culture (white prejudice and black memories of 

oppression) and nature (‘the real distinction which Nature has made’). However, 

Jefferson devotes most of his attention to the latter category. 

 

Jefferson devotes a great deal of attention to the supposed ‘superior beauty’ of 

whites. To the Virginian, the reasons for differences in skin colour are less 

important than the fact that differences exist. Jefferson also throws in a 

reference to sex between African women and male Orangutans (during 

Jefferson’s time, this seems to have been a popular idea, appearing in a number 

of sources). Considering Jefferson’s claims regarding black beauty and 

sexuality, it is interesting to note that Jefferson began an affair with one of his 

slaves, Sally Hemings, who bore six of Jefferson’s children. Inherited from his 

father-in-law, Sally Hemings was the half-sister of Jefferson’s wife. Notes is not 

simply a reflection of prevailing ideas: it played a crucial role in the 

development of the modern concept of ‘race’ as a natural category determining 

culture and ability. Until the late eighteenth century, this view was 

comparatively rare. Ever since Ancient writers like Pliny the Elder, western 

observers had been fairly united in their view of Africans as inferior, but this 

inferiority was usually conceptualised in cultural or religious, rather than racial, 

terms, one. 
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Source 2: The American School of Ethnology  

 

 

 

 

Source: Josiah Nott and George Gliddon, Types of Mankind: Ethnological 

Researches Based Upon the Ancient Monuments, Paintings, Sculptures, and 

Crania of Races. Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1854, p. 458 

 

 

Commentary: 

 

Types of Mankind was the zenith of an intellectual movement retrospectively 

labelled the American School of Ethnology. The goal of this loosely-defined 

movement was to prove the scientific hypothesis of polygenesis. According to 
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proponents of polygenesis, not only could Homo sapiens be divided into 

distinct races, but these races had originated independently of each other. 

Therefore, it was claimed, Europeans shared no common ancestors with 

Africans and racial mixing would result in ‘hybrids’ doomed to degeneration 

and sterility. 

 

In the United States, polygenesis was pioneered by Samuel George Morton. As 

Professor of Anatomy at Philadelphia University, Morton measured skulls in an 

attempt to demonstrate that blacks had smaller brains than whites. In so doing, 

he was able to draw upon the ‘American Golgotha,’ his personal collection of 

almost 1,000 skulls. The dubious results of Morton’s work formed the basis of 

his two books, Crania Americana (1839) and Crania Aegyptica (1844). After 

Morton’s death in 1851, his work was continued and popularised by his two 

acolytes, Josiah Nott, Professor of Surgery at Alabama University, and George 

Gliddon, a prominent Egyptologist who had worked with Morton on Crania 

Aegyptica. The final member of the American School of Ethnology was the Swiss 

natural scientist, Louis Agassiz, who emigrated to the United States in 1846 and 

was appointed Professor of Zoology at Harvard the following year. Types of 

Mankind collected Morton’s writings with additions from Nott and Gliddon, and 

a chapter contributed by Agassiz. The book proved very popular, going through 

9 editions before 1900. 

 

This illustration accompanies Louis Agassiz’s chapter, ‘Comparative Anatomy of 

the Races,’ in which the zoologist argues that blacks are human, but closer to 

apes than whites. The eight figures on this page relate to another assertion: 

‘Our remarks on African types have shown the gradations which, ever 

ascending in caste of race, may be traced from the Cape of Good Hope 

northward to Egypt. The same gradation might be followed Asiatic and Euopean 

races up to the Teutonic.’ The lowest race (commonly seen as the Khoi-Khoi, or 

‘Hottentots’ of South Africa) is implicitly compared to the ‘Orang-Outan’ and 

Chimpanzee. The other message conveyed by the image is the fixity of races 

through space and time. The ‘Hottentot Wagoner’ from South Africa shares the 

same features as the ‘Hottentot from Somerset.’ This acts as implicit refutation 

of eighteenth-century intellectuals who believed that racial characteristics were 

tied to environment. The four images at the bottom right make the same point, 

comparing Egyptian illustrations of sub-Saharan Africans (or, at least, 

caricatured versions of them) with supposedly accurate depictions of black 

residents of Mobile, Nott’s home in Alabama. 
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Source 3: Opposition to polygenesis  

 

Man is distinguished from all other animals, by the possession of certain 

definite faculties and powers, as well as by physical organization and 

proportions. He is the only two-handed animal on the earth--the only one that 

laughs, and nearly the only one that weeps. Men instinctively distinguish 

between men and brutes. Common sense itself is scarcely needed to detect the 

absence of manhood in a monkey, or to recognize its presence in a negro. His 

speech, his reason, his power to acquire and to retain knowledge, his heaven-

erected face, his habitudes, his hopes, his fears, his aspirations, his prophecies, 

plant between him and the brute creation, a distinction as eternal as it is 

palpable. Away, therefore, with all the scientific moonshine that would connect 

men with monkeys; that would have the world believe that humanity, instead of 

resting on its own characteristic pedestal -- gloriously independent -- is a sort of 

sliding scale, making one extreme brother to the ourang-ou-tang, and the other 

to angels, and all the rest intermediates! 

 

Tried by all the usual, and all the unusual tests, whether mental, moral, 

physical, or psycological, the negro is a MAN -- considering him as possessing 

knowledge, or needing knowledge, his elevation or his degradation, his virtues, 

or his vices -- whichever road you take, you reach the same conclusion, the 

negro is a MAN. His good and his bad, his innocence and his guilt, his joys and 

his sorrows, proclaim his manhood in speech that all mankind practically and 

readily understand. 

 

Source: Frederick Douglass, The Claims of the Negro Ethnologically Considered 

(Rochester: Lee, Mann, 1854). 

 

 

Commentary: 

 

Born into slavery in 1818, Douglass was an abolitionist, civil rights activist, and 

reform journalist. Douglass served a number of different slave-owners until he 

made his escape aged 20, in 1838. Dressed as a sailor and carrying the papers 

of a free black seaman he met in Baltimore, Douglass fled to New York via train 

and steamboat. In the North, Douglass settled in the state of Massachusetts. 

Here, he became an active participant in the abolitionist movement, reading 

abolitionist literature and attending anti-slavery meetings. Impressing 

audiences with his powerful public speaking, Douglass was hired as a lecturer 
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by white abolitionists, making hundreds of anti-slavery speeches. In the winter 

of 1844-45, Douglass wrote a short autobiography, Narrative of the Life of 

Frederick Douglass, which was published in 1845, selling over 30,000 copies in 

the USA and Britain over the next five years and making Douglass the most 

famous African American in the world. 

 

In 1854, Douglass delivered his speech, ‘The Claims of the Negro, 

Ethnologically Considered,’ before the literary societies of Western Reserve 

College at the start of the new academic year. Western Reserve was a college in 

Hudson, Ohio with strong ties to the abolitionist movement. It was the first 

college in the American west to enrol a black student, John Sykes Fayette 

(Fayette joined the college in 1832). The 1850s were marked by mounting 

tensions in America between the slaveholding, southern states, and the free, 

northern states. The particular focus of this tension was the question of 

whether slavery should be permitted in the new states created as a result of 

America’s westward expansion. 

 

The purpose of the speech was to refute the arguments of scientists (like 

Samuel Morton, Josiah Nott, George Gliddon, and Louis Agassiz) who sought to 

prove the racial inferiority of African Americans and thus deny them the rights 

enumerated in the Declaration of Independence. Indeed, Douglass made this 

speech shortly after the publication of Types of Mankind, to which he alludes. 

As Douglass put it earlier in the speech: ‘The relation subsisting between the 

white and black people of this country is the vital question of the age.’ In order 

to debunk the idea that black people are more closely related to monkeys than 

they are to white people, Douglass emphasises the distinction between humans 

and the rest of the animal kingdom. His idea that humanity rests ‘on its own 

characteristic pedestal,’ apart from the rest of nature echoed older, Christian 

views of the world and ran counter to the movement within the natural sciences 

to group homo sapiens alongside other primates. Charles Darwin’s Origin of 

Species was published five years after Douglass’s speech, firmly establishing 

the evolutionary connection between humans and apes. Douglass’s anti-racism 

was founded upon Christianity and the American democratic tradition and this 

speech marked a rare foray into science.  

 

Douglass’s use of ‘MAN’ as a capitalised, collective noun, synonymous with 

humanity, might also suggest more than simply the gendered conventions of 

the nineteenth century. Douglass’s writings and speeches evince an especial 

antipathy towards the emasculating effects of slavery on African American men. 
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As a number of episodes in his autobiography suggest, Douglass conceived of 

freedom and masculinity as symbiotic. Here, Douglass argues that the humanity 

of African Americans is marked not only by their admirable qualities but also by 

their ‘vices.’ This approach to black agency nuanced ‘vindicationist’ accounts, 

which focused exclusively on commendable achievements. 

  



 
 

 9 

Source 4: A Klan costume 

 

 

 

Source: 1882 photograph of Reconstruction-era Ku Klux Klan costume. State 

Archives, North Carolina Office of Archives and History, Raleigh.  
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Commentary: 

 

The origins of the Ku Klux Klan are somewhat obscure, but it is likely that they 

were founded in Pulaski, Tennessee in May or June 1866, by six former 

Confederate officers. The meaning of the name is also unclear, although it may 

derive from the Greek word ‘kuklos,’ which means circle, and was used widely 

at the time in the names of fraternities and secret societies. Groups identifying 

themselves as Ku Klux sprang up across the southern states of the old 

Confederacy, fuelled by the publicity provided by newspaper reports of Klan 

activity. According to Nathan Bedford Forrest the Klan’s leader (‘Grand High 

Wizard’) and a former Confederate General, the organisation could claim 

550,000 members by August 1868. 

 

Whilst the initial purpose and activities of the Klan are uncertain, it is clear that 

by 1867, the Klan was a political organisation, dedicated to the restoration of 

white supremacy and, therefore, the power of the Democratic Party in the 

southern states. In the crescendo to the Civil War, the US two-party system split 

along sectional lines, the Democrats becoming largely the party of the South, 

with the Republicans the party of the North. Having declared their 

independence from the United States over the Winter of 1860-61, the southern 

states – or Confederacy – fought the Civil War in order to protect the institution 

of slavery. With the defeat of the Confederacy in 1865 came the end of slavery, 

abolished in the same year by the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution. In 

order to protect black southerners, as well as ensure their own political 

ascendancy, the Republicans enacted the Reconstruction Acts of 1867, giving 

the vote to African American men. As a result of the black vote, the Republicans 

won control of every state government in the South. 

 

In consequence, white southerners unleashed a storm of violence against both 

African Americans and white Republicans. Black southerners who participated in 

politics, were seen to amass too much property and wealth, or who violated 

codes of racial deference, were beaten, whipped, or shot dead. It was virtually 

impossible to rein in this violence at a local level because sheriffs, judges, 

juries, and witnesses were all either Klansmen, sympathetic to the Klan, or 

scared of them. Eventually, the federal government stepped in, passing the 

Enforcement Acts of 1870 and 1871, which gave Washington the powers to 

protect black voters and crack down on the Klan. By 1872, the Klan had 

disintegrated, only to be re-founded in 1915. 
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The image depicts one of the costumes worn by Klansmen during their violent 

assaults. These costumes varied in colour and design (the standardised white 

robes of today’s Klan were not adopted until 1915), but they were all 

outlandish. Whilst the political aims of the Klan are easy to understand, the 

rational behind their bizarre outfits is less clear. It is not sufficient to argue that 

these costumes were simple disguises; after all, the southern legal system gave 

Klansmen little to fear. Early testimony from Klansmen suggested that the 

costumes were supposed to make Klansmen look like ghosts, a deliberate 

attempt to play on supposed black superstition. However, it is unlikely that any 

victims of the Klan actually believed they were the casualties of supernatural 

persecution. It is more likely that the costumes were intended to create the 

impression of Klan omnipresence and omnipotence. Indeed, the Klan adopted 

the Latin motto: ‘quod semper, quod ubique, quod ab omnibus’ (‘what is 

always, what is everywhere, what is believed by everybody’) More recently, 

historians have argued that the costumes allowed Klansmen to transgress 

everyday norms of behaviour, engaging in acts of savagery that they claimed, as 

supposedly civilised whites, were beneath them. The tradition of donning 

costume or masks in order to invert social norms is a long one, stretching back 

to the carnival tradition of the Middle Ages. 
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Source 5: Newspaper description of a lynching 

 

The Mutilation Begins 

 

A hand grasping a knife shot out and one of the negro’s ears dropped 

into a hand ready to receive it. Hose pleaded pitifully for mercy and begged his 

tormentors to let him die. His cries were unheeded. The second ear went the 

way of the other. Hardly had he been deprived of his organs of hearing than his 

fingers, one by one, were taken from his hands and passed among the 

members of the yelling and now thoroughly maddened crowd. 

When the crowd wearied of this mutilation the words, Come on with the 

oil, brought a huge can of kerosene to the foot of the tree, where the Negro, his 

body covered with blood from head to food, was striving and tugging at his 

chains. The can was lifted over the negro’s head by three or four men and its 

contents poured over him. By this time a good supply of brush pieces of fence 

rail, and other firewood had been placed about the negro’s feet. This pyre was 

thoroughly saturated and a match applied. 

  

The Death Struggle 

  

A flame shot upward and spread quickly over the pile of wood. As it 

licked the negro’s legs he shrieked once and began to struggle. As the flames 

crept higher and the smoke entered his eyes and mouth, Hose put the stumps 

of his hands to the tree back of him and with a terrific plunge forward of his 

body, severed the upper portion of the chains which bound him to the tree. His 

body, held to the tree only as far as the thighs, lunged forward, thus escaping 

the flames which roared and crackled about his feet. One of the men nearest 

the burning Negro quickly ran up and pushing him back said: Get into the fire 

there, and quickly coupled the disjoined links of the chain. 

The road for a distance of half a mile on each side of the burning Negro 

was black with conveyances and was simply impassable. The crowd surrounded 

the stake on all sides, but none of those nearer than 100 feet of the centre was 

able to see what was going on. Yell after yell went up, and the progress of the 

flames was communicated to those in the rear by shouts from the eyewitnesses. 

The torch was applied about 2:30, and at 3 o’clock the body of Sam Hose 

was limp and lifeless, his head hanging to one side. The body was not cut 

down. It was cut to pieces. The crowd fought for places about the smoldering 

tree, and with knives secured such pieces of his carcass as had not crumbled 

away. The chain was severed by hammers, the tree was chopped down, and the 
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chips and such pieces of the firewood as had not burned were carried away as 

souvenirs. 

 

Source: ‘Negro Dies at the Stake,” New York Times, April 24, 1899, 1.  

 

 

Commentary: 

 

This is a newspaper report of the lynching of Sam Hose, an African American 

from Georgia who was accused of murdering his employer, Alfred Cranford, 

during the course of an argument. Hose fled the scene and false rumours began 

to circulate that he had sexually assaulted Cranford’s wife. After being captured 

by white mob, Hose was tortured and executed before a crowd of between 500 

and 2,000 spectators. Sam Hose was one of thousands of African Americans 

lynched (that is, murdered) during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Even the most conservative estimate places the number of blacks 

lynched in the South between 1880 and 1930 at 3,220. Lynching’s reign of 

terror peaked between 1892 and 1893 when 90 black southerners were 

murdered by lynch mobs. During the 1890s alone, around 744 African 

Americans were killed. 

 

The New York Times article describes the dismemberment and burning of Sam 

Hose in gruesome detail. This account appeared in daily newspapers across the 

country and was one of thousands of articles on lynching that appeared in the 

popular press. The swift transmission of news had been facilitated by the 

introduction of telegraph technology (a telegraph line joined the west and east 

coasts in 1861). The Times itself was a Republican newspaper, one of the 

largest in the country with a circulation of over 7 million in 1899. Although 

opposed to lynching, the Times shared the racist assumptions of the white 

public sphere, depicting African Americans as credulous and irrational. 

 

Historians have long debated the causes of lynching. Instrumentalist 

explanations focus on the political and economic motivations for white 

violence. Lynching may have been a way to terrorise black voters and deal with 

the threat that biracial Populist parties posed to southern Democrats. It may 

also have been a way to both control black labour and stamp out black 

competition for jobs. However, neither of these explanations fully account for 

the sheer scale and baroque brutality of a spectacle lynching like this one. 

Consequently, recent historians have focused on the symbolic and ritualistic 
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aspects of lynching. Violent spectacles were intended to send a message to 

black southerners, creating a climate of terror that would help whites maintain 

racial hierarchy. Of course, newspaper reporting itself helped to spread details 

of lynching beyond those immediately involved. Lynching was also both a 

figurative and literal attack on black masculinity, an expression of white male 

sexual anxiety and a means of controlling white women. Interracial unions had 

lethal consequences. That spectacles of violence were a means of dehumanising 

black men is suggested by the common practice of keeping and selling body 

parts as souvenirs, something reminiscent, it has been suggested, of big game 

hunting. 
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Source 6: Du Bois and the veil 

 

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and 

Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with 

second-sight in this American world,—a world which yields him no true self-

consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other 

world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always 

looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the 

tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his 

twoness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 

strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone 

keeps it from being torn asunder. 

 

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife,—this longing to 

attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer 

self. In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. He would 

not Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the world and Africa. 

He would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he 

knows that Negro blood has a message for the world. He simply wishes to make 

it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American, without being cursed 

and spit upon by his fellows, without having the doors of Opportunity closed 

roughly in his face. 

 

Source: W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Sketches. Chicago: 

A. C. McClurg, 1903, pp.3-4 

 

 

Commentary: 

 

Born in 1868 in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, William Edward Bughardt Du 

Bois was a pioneering black activist, historian, and sociologist. As one of only a 

handful of African Americans in his hometown, Du Bois was exposed to both 

the culture of black southerners and the injustices of the Jim Crow South when 

he attended Fisk University in Tennessee. In 1895, Du Bois became the first 

African American to receive a Ph.D. from Harvard (having also studied at the 

University of Berlin). His thesis, published the following year, was an economic 

history of the end of the slave trade. Du Bois was soon on the move again, 

having been invited by the University of Pennsylvania to conduct a study of the 

city’s black population. The result of Du Bois’s extensive research, The 
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Philadelphia Negro, was published in 1899. This sociological study exemplified 

Du Bois’s approach to the problem of racism in America, combining empirical 

rigor with a political call to action. 

 

Du Bois was among the first western intellectuals to argue that race was a 

historical construct rather than natural category. At the same time, as he made 

clear in “The Conservation of the Races,” an 1897 address to the American 

Negro Academy, he saw pride in black racial identity as a prerequisite to anti-

racist political struggle. These themes ran through 1903’s The Souls of Black 

Folk, a collection of essays and sketches, some of which had already been 

published in the periodical Atlantic Monthly. 

 

With its chapters meditating on black religion, education, politics, and music, 

Souls is often celebrated as one of the most important works of African 

American literature. Here, in the introduction to the book, Du Bois outlines his 

hugely influential concept of “double consciousness.” In the first paragraph, Du 

Bois employs a metaphor drawn from southern folk culture, arguing that 

African Americans are like those seventh sons gifted with psychic abilities, or 

“second sight.” In other words, because of the experience of living in a racist 

society, alongside their self-perception, African Americans are acutely aware of 

identity ascribed to them by whites on the other side of the racial barrier, or, 

the “veil.” Du Bois describes the conflict he feels between his national and racial 

identities: “two warring ideals in one dark body.” 

 

The second paragraph deals with Du Bois’s desire to synthesize both identities, 

retaining the elements of western culture that Du Bois admired alongside the 

best of African American culture. As seen in a later chapter, “Of the Faith of the 

Fathers,” Du Bois reserved particular praise for the beauty of black religion, the 

unique form of Christianity forged in the crucible of slavery. Du Bois’s notion of 

synthesis was influenced by the thought of the German philosopher, Georg 

Hegel, to whose work he was exposed at the University of Berlin. Here, the 

writer’s allusion to “negro blood” is figurative rather than literal: he saw racial 

identity as cultural and historical rather than biological. 
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Source 7: Anti-black, anti-Irish 

 

 

 

Source: Cartoon, “Different Specie-s,” in Diogenes, Hys Lantern, October 23, 

1852, p. 158. 

 

 

Commentary: 

 

Diogenes, Hys Lantern was one of around forty satirical periodicals issued 

between 1850 and 1865. It was an offshoot of the New York Picayune, the staff 

of which all contributed to Diogenes. Modelled on the humourous British 

magazine, Punch, and published in New York, it was edited by the comic actor, 

John Broughm, and aimed to ‘take the shine out of humbug, folly, pride, and 

vain-glory, and provide the Atlantic community with rays of humor from 

Yankeedoodledum.” Diogenes, Hys Lantern featured contributions from notable 

artists, including Frank Bellew and Thomas Gunn. This illustration, however, is 

initialled ‘A. C.’ 
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This cartoon reflects the growing power of anti-Irish sentiment amongst white 

Protestants in the United States. Between 1820 and 1930, around 4.5 million 

Irish immigrants arrived in America. Spurred by the Potato Famine of 1845, Irish 

emigration to the New World peaked at the middle of the century. During the 

1840s, half of all immigrants were Irish, and from 1850 to 1855, the rate of 

immigration was five times higher than that of the 1840s. Immigration centred 

on the cities – New York City in particular – and the majority of Irish immigrants 

soon found themselves living in cramped and squalid conditions. Middle-class 

Protestants blamed the Irish for the poverty and crime of America’s growing 

cities, whilst working-class whites resented them as economic competitors. 

Catholicism, under the derogatory label ‘Romanism,’ was attacked as an un-

American threat to national sovereignty and democracy. These fears coalesced 

in a short-lived, nativist, political movement, known variously as the Native 

American, American, or ‘Know-Nothing’ Party. The Know-Nothings burst onto 

the scene in 1855, won a quarter of the popular vote in the 1856 Presidential 

election, then disappeared just as swiftly, subsumed by the slavery controversy. 

 

This cartoon complicates our understanding of American racism as an anti-

black phenomenon. As the nineteenth century progressed, Irish Americans were 

increasingly racialised, depicted to the same degrading and animalising 

representations as African Americans. Here the physiognomy of the Irish 

character is clearly bestial, suggesting a brutish nature and evoking the anti-

Irish cartoons of Thomas Nast. His clenched fists suggest aggression, whilst his 

stove-pipe hat and clothing mark him as working-class. The Irish character is 

mirrored by an African American, whose louche demeanour and flamboyant (if 

patched and shoeless) attire echoes the urban ‘Zip Coon’ character of 

nineteenth-century minstrelsy. The black character is leaning on a ballot box, 

blocking the path of the other. This cartoon mocks attempts by Irish Americans 

to secure a place within the US body politic by adopting the racial category of 

‘whiteness’ as a means of obscuring cultural and religious difference. The 

equivalence of the characters is indicated by the form of their speech – it is 

rendered in dialect – as well as its content. The ‘Native American voter, just 

naturalised’ (meaning just awarded American citizenship) tells the African 

American to move, suggesting that his whiteness marks him out as one of the 

“soverin people.” The African American laughs, replying that, if this is the case, 

his blackness marks him out as ‘one ob de Guinea’ people. It is interesting to 

note that this cartoon, in its critique of the concept of white racial homogeneity, 

undermines prevailing notions of black racial homogeneity.  
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