
The history of American blacks dates back to an origin from the Western Sudan, which contained three black empires (from A.D. 300’s to 1591). Those three empires were Ghana (ruling from 300’s to mid-1000’s), Mali (ruling from about 1235 to end of the 14th century) and Songhai (ruling from 1400’s until early 1500’s) (Hornsby 2007). Most of those people focused there economic resources towards farming, mining gold and trade with Arabs of northern Africa. 

Towards the end of the 15th century, Africans began to experience hardship through the form of slavery. Africans were apart of the lowest social class. Most slaves were obtained in warfare and traded amongst Arabs in Northern Africa (Hornsby 2007). Other countries became involved with the African slave trade including Portugal, Spain, the Netherlands, France, England and Europeans.

 These trades were known for there triangular routes. Ships from Europe would transport goods to Africa, exchanging goods for slaves. Slaves were then carried to the West Indies and sold for profit (Middle Passage). The ships would then take the products obtained (such as coffee and tobacco) to Europe (Hornsby 2007). These slaves were either shipped using one of two systems, loose packing or tight packing. Under the first, a lower number of slaves would be carried on the ships to reduce sickness and death amongst them. In the latter, many blacks would die on the voyages anyway and so ships were packed to the maximum. These slave trades lasted from the 1500’s to the mid-1800’s. 

During the process of the slave trades, many families’ members may have separated from each other. The slave traders did not place much value on the African slaves and their family stability. James Green (1999) commented on the family life of slaves in America: “But the organization of the slave trade and of the slave-based plantation economy in North and South America and the West Indies made it difficult if not impossible for enslaved Africans to maintain an uninterrupted and secure domestic life…Men were enslaved more often than women because slavery was primarily a labor-system; more could be gained by having men rather than women working on plantations…Family relationships were seen by whites as an impediment to efficient plantation operations. Reproduction and child rearing were expenses most plantation owners wanted to avoid.” 

Africans were later brought into America as indentured servants. The first African slaves in the American Colonies came during the 1600’s. These servants would work on plantations without wages for a master for four to seven years and after that they would become free (Hornsby 2007). These Africans, as slaves, had no existing rights to freedom. When finishing service, some black servants purchased property. According to Mullen’s (1992) view on Africans and family life, many of the slave families were assimilated in the South due to the systems of maintenance that were in place there. The system offered two paths for the slaves which included either African and polygynous or Christian and monogamous (Mullen 1992). 

Although they had this opportunity, some white colonist prevented free blacks from bettering themselves, forcing them in the lowest level of colonial society (Hornsby 2007). Laws called slave codes were passed in the mid-1600’s, also preventing slaves from owning weapons, receiving an education, meeting other blacks and testifying against whites in court. Punishments were lesser for the masters than for the slaves at that time as well. 

In the American Colonies, there were approximately 40,000 or more free blacks by 1770 (Hornsby 2007). These blacks included runaway slaves, descendents of earlier servants and black immigrants from the West Indies. The number of Southern slaves increased to 700,000 by the early 1800’s. They began to protest against their conditions. Their forms of protest included destroying property, running away, pretending illness, disobeying orders, armed revolts and mutinies (i.e. La Amistad) (Hornsby 2007). There protect led them to receiving harsh punishments including beatings and execution. 

The Revolutionary War began a change in peoples mind toward slavery. It started a spirit of liberty and appreciation of black soldiers. Northern government leaders adopted laws which advocated for the end of slavery (Hornsby 2007). Not only were slaves free through the law but also by their masters, purchased freedom or they were born of free parents. Freedom allowed blacks to find jobs in tobacco plants, textile mills, doing carpentry, working in shipyards, on ships and also in railroad construction. These new jobs provided a means for blacks to provide for their families. 

With the increase of freedom, many blacks faced discrimination in hotels, restaurants, theaters and struggled with gaining the right to vote. Black children attended separate schools than white children. There was segregation in the churches, forcing blacks to set up their own churches. Most of the freedom the blacks obtained was in the North. In the South, blacks were enslaved if they were caught without providing proof of freedom. 

Although many whites did not agree with blacks being free, some opposed slavery. This created debates as to whether blacks should be enslaved or not. These debates were accompanied by aggressive opponents (known as abolitionists) of slavery in the North during the 1830’s. The Compromise of 1850 developed, allowing slavery to continue prohibiting the slave trade in Washington D.C. (Hornsby 2007). The Compromise ended the debates in Congress over slavery until 1854, when arguments over slavery rose again. 

Slavery became a major concern during the presidential election of 1860. Former President Abraham Lincoln was elected and eventually approved legislation that ended slavery. Later, an order to free slaves was issued but did not have an immediate effect in the South. The final order, the Emancipation Proclamation, was made in 1986. This time was referred to as the Day of Jubilee (Hornsby 2007). 


African Americans later took part in the Civil War. Following the start of the Civil War, the 13th amendment was passed which officially ended slavery throughout the world. After the War, reconstruction took place. Its focus was to build up the conditions of freedman since many didn’t have homes, were poor and were illiterate. Freemen’s Bureau was put in place from 1865-1872 which provide food and supplied to blacks, set up hospitals, resettle people into homes, and develop black schools (Hornsby 2007). 

Despite this effort, many blacks continued to struggle economically, living in poverty (Hornsby 2007). They not only struggled economically but also faced racist threats, violence, laws that restricted their civil rights. Several changes in the laws continued to take place including the Civil Rights Act of 1866 as well as the adoption of the 14th Amendment in 1868 (Hornsby 2007). Many of the Southern whites did not agree with the improving social status of blacks, forcing increased violence and death upon blacks. One of the largest groups forcing the death of blacks was the Ku Klux Klan. 

Blacks continued to struggle in the late 1800’s, suffering from segregation, loss of voting rights and other forms of discrimination (Hornsby 2007). As the struggle continued, more laws were passed such as the Civil Rights Act of 1866 to ensure the equality of black citizens. By the early 1900’s, struggles amongst Southern blacks increased the more. According to Hornsby (2007), “African Americans had little opportunity to better themselves economically. Some laws prohibited them from teaching and from entering certain other businesses and professions. Large numbers of blacks had to take low-paying jobs as farm hands or servants for white employers. Many other blacks became sharecroppers or tenant farmers. They rented a small plot of land and paid the rent with money earned from the crops. They had to struggle to survive, and many ran up huge debts to their white landlords or the town merchants.” 

By the early 20th Century, important African American figures and groups began to form that highly impacted the African Americans lifestyle. Leaders such as Booker T. Washington urged blacks to cease demanding political power and social equality and focus on economic advancement (Hornsby 2007). W.E.B. Du Bois, a sociologist and historian debated Washington’s approach, believing that Washington’s acceptance of segregation and the ideas he promoted would strengthen the beliefs that blacks were inferior and could be treated unequally. A group called the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) fought for racial equality, relying on legal action, education, protests and voter participation to pursue its goals (Hornsby 2007). 

Different time periods marked either a time of decrease or encouragement for African Americans, including the Harlem Renaissance, Great Depression, World War II, the Civil Rights Movement, and the development of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). An increase of African American literature took place in the 1900’s called the Harlem Renaissance. Many African Americans were recognized for their talents including music, writing, new found discoveries. One such leader who was known for his discovery of the products of peanuts, potatoes and other plants was George Washington Carver. 

The Great Depression, however, marked the increase of job discrimination for African Americans. This caused many blacks to come together and form groups including the Colored Merchants Association in New York City (Hornsby 2007). The NAACP then began to step up its campaign against discrimination at this time. World War II marked a period of economic opportunities for African Americans, although discrimination prevented some from working (Hornsby 2007). Many African Americans served faithfully in this war (approximately 1 million African Americans). 

After the War, the Civil Rights Movement took place. Leaders such as Rosa Parks became a symbol of African Americans action to receive their civil rights. A preacher and motivational speaker, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and other clergymen formed the SCLC, which organized the work of civil rights groups. Many of the African Americans during this period as well as during slavery relied on their faith in God to help them in their pursuits and also for survival. Author James Baldwin spoke up against white Americans for their prejudice against blacks (Hornsby 2007).  
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