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       Prof. Brett Flehinger

Racial Sentiments in the 19th Century: Critical Antagonists of Democratic Equality

Alexis de Tocqueville, a novelist of American democracy, asserts that democracy, “extends far beyond the political character and the laws of the country, and that it has no less effect on civil society than on the governed.”
 Democracy in the 19th century, as opposed to its current form, was the polar opposite of an equalizer with its divisionary tendencies. Democracy in this time period extended far beyond the written words of the Constitution and ventured deep into racial divisions and sentiments. 19th century policies regarding race were not conducive towards the meaning of democracy and its all-inclusive nature. In the 19th century racially-motivated events such as the Plessy v. Ferguson case decision, words of W.B. Dubois, and the racially-charged words of 19th century white supremacist John B. Knox give an accurate picture of the distorted understanding of race and democracy in America at that time period. The Plessy decision fails to depict an accurate view of what democracy was built upon or as Tocqueville put it, “the equality of condition.”
 The 19th century Plessy case established a separate but equal mentality which hinders the rights of African Americans and points to a broader policy concern for the need for drastic changes. Tocqueville says, “We shall scarcely find a single great event of the last seven hundred years that has not promoted equality of condition.”
 African Americans in the 19th century have been persecuted and legally hindered so that they are treated as unequal. 19th century racial policies and sentiments undermine the fabric of democracy by increasing racial division, limiting the opportunities of African Americans, and subverting equality of condition. 


19th Century racial policies and sentiments emerging from the Plessy v. Ferguson case decision and White supremacists' undermine the fabric of democracy by increasing racial divisions between  the White and African American citizens of the United States. Democracy was brought about by a need for equality Alexis de Tocqueville affirms and this need is very self evident throughout the history of the 19th century when one looks at race relations. The Plessy v. Ferguson ruling established that there is a separate but equal racially-motivated law in which railroad operators and owners could separate different passengers based they race. This ruling  expanded the divide between not only black and white passengers of railroads but also in a broader context by affecting racial sentiments and actions in America in the 19th century.  In an affirming opinion in Plessy vs. Ferguson Mr. Justice Brown holds that, “slavery implies involuntary servitude—a state of bondage”
 Those who were affected by this ruling were indeed feeling like they were in bondage. The dissenting Justice in the case, Justice Harlan, affirms that, “If a white man and a black man choose to occupy the same public conveyance on a public highway, it is their right to do so, and no government, proceeding alone on grounds of race, can prevent it without infringing the personal liberty of each. “
 Just as this ruling infringed upon the rights of the African American to choose where they'd like to sit in a railroad car, it also sent a distur bing message that the African Americans are second class and are not rightly able to share space with white men and women. Racial sentiments were drawn upon from the Plessy v. Ferguson ruling by increasing the gap between races... particularly between African Americans and Caucasians. Through his dissenting opinion, Justice Harlen describes the feeling that African Americans have dealt with throughout their lives. Justice Brown gives his  interpretation of what slavery is and gives leverage to the fact that separation of people is not the fundamental of democracy as its mission was to unite the people to shoot for progress. This feeling is why Tocqueville and other scholars' definitions of Democracy are so important and relevant.  The division between whites and blacks based on race in a situation such as this is unconstitutional and wrong as the framework of democracy is built upon equality and equal access to certain rights. Tocqueville and others realized this. Justice Harlan, dissenting, writes, 

In respect of civil rights, common to all citizens, the constitution of the United States does not, I think, permit any public authority to know the race of those entitled to be protected in the enjoyment of such rights.

This quote points to the lack of the Constitution to grant the railroad owners or workers the ability to distinguish and point out which rights are able to be enjoyed by a specific race or class of persons. In the Plessy v. Ferguson case Justice Brown wrote about the ruling saying, “No person or persons, shall be admitted to occupy seats in coaches, other than, the ones, assigned, to them on account of the race they belong to.”
 This policy confirmed by the court asserts the racial division that was spawned by this ruling. Justice Harlen goes on to affirm, “I am of opinion that the statute of Louisiana is inconsistent with the personal liberty of citizens, white and black, in that State, and hostile in both the spirit and letter of the Constitution of the United States.”
 This quote shows how Harlen vehemently disagrees with the separation and division of the people through the decision of Plessy v. Ferguson and how it intrudes on rights and causes much discourse and damage to personal liberties. Democracy was designed to assure that each person gets an equal share and say in the representative government which is focused on the pursuit of happiness   The Plessy v. Ferguson ruling fostered much sentiment throughout many groups at that time period including African Americans and white supremacists. These feelings which are fostered were typical of 19th century racial policy and the short-sightedness which totally went against the fundamental rights democracy sought to afford. 

White supremacist sentiments in the 19th Century also undermine the fabric of democracy by increasing the racial divide between whites and blacks through means such as subtle racism. A key proponent of the White Supremacist movement is John Knox, a lawyer and president of the Constitutional Convention, who gave a speech to white members of Congress regarding the need for policy changes in his state and nationally.  John Knox really perpetuates the notion of White Supremacy and destroying the notion of a democratic society by belittling the African American race's value. Knox proclaims in his speech to the Continental Congress asserting, “the Negro on the other hand, is descended from a race lowest in intelligence and moral perceptions of all the races of men.”
 By Knox proclaiming that the African American is lower in intelligence and moral perception than his race he increasingly broadens the gap between the races and damages democratic progress and really brings to light the racial disparities and issues which plagued democratic progress. The Plessy v. Ferguson decision similiarly complicated the racial issues and brings to light the consensus that existed with whites in the South by developing a separate but equal standard which is similar to that of the white supremacists' viewpoints. Referring back to the description that Alexis de Tocqueville had of democracy being spawned from the need for “equality of condition” and Justice Brown's description of racism as “bondage,” a society must understand the harsh and unrepairable damage that intolerance is causing in the guise of so-called democratic progress by the white supremacists in this time period. Knox, sharing the majority of the white view in the South, shows his harsh and dissenting viewpoint on this race in a subtle but clear way in his speech to the constitutional convention. Just as Harlen affirms his viewpoint in the Plessy case, Knox and white supremacists believed as Tocqueville asserts that equality of condition, “gives a particular tenor to the law.”
 One can also derive that the lack of this equality gives an even stronger type of tenor... a negative one. 

Racial policies and sentiments of the 19th century also undermined the fabric of democracy by limiting the rights , morale, and intellectual opportunity of African Americans. During the 19th century, racial intolerances by white supremacists and legal decisions not only caused formidable strife and widened the gap socially for African Americans but it also created a deficit in rights for the African Americans thereby going against the true form of democracy. The morale of the African American was also destroyed by sentiments and events in the 19th century. W.E.B. Du Bois, an African American who attained his PhD from Harvard, wrote a speech one could assume in response to the Plessy v. Ferguson condition and the racial situation in America. W.E.B. Du Bois asserts that, 

the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil [in] a world which yields him no self-
consciousness but only lets him see himself through through the revelation of the other 
world..[and] always this sense of looking at one's self through the eyes of others.
 

This quote shows even an intelligent black man's viewpoint on the racial situation his race is facing. Du Bois claims that he must always face a conscious reminder that his race is born with a veil. Contrary to many black people in his period, Du Bois sees the progress that should be achieved despite the ramifications of race differences but also seems to be subtle in his approach to this problem. W.E.B. Du Bois writes that his people are, “measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.”
 This quote shows his deep beliefs in this issue. There are two different sets of rules instead of the equal and just playing field which democracy set out to achieve. The democratic world which exists in the 19th century is in shambles and the African American race is held down not only by sentiment or legal cases such as the outcome of Plessy but also in a more subtle way which is the hindering of intellectual opportunity. Du Bois is one of the rare men in the African American race who did achieve success and intellectual development in that time. The majority of those in this time period were held down by laws and even their own acquiescence out of a lack of knowledge and a lack of opportunity. John Knox spoke about his view of the socially unacceptable Negro striving towards success in his speech to the Constitutional Convention saying, “inspired and aided by unscrupulous white men, he wasted money, created debts, increased taxes until it threatened to amount to confiscation of our property.”
 In these times white men of the North inspired the Negro to achieve but not understanding that those of the South held the keys their success and, most often, those of African American descent were set up to fail because they were suggested to work towards things which they did not have the fundamental ability to achieve and likewise ended up failing. Comments like these of Knox and others destroy the morale of the African American race and extend the subtle bondage which Justice Harlen spoke about defining racism in the Plessy case. Democracy is about the pursuit of one's dreams and without the ability to pursue those dreams democracy fails.   


Democracy should be viewed as a gateway towards leveling the playing field for equality and success and not defining the worth of one race over the other. The 19th century democratic situation was very strenuous and challenging for the African American and sentiments and court cases only served to hold them down farther. African American disfranchisement and intellectual opportunities guided by whites and even their own obliviousness hindered the cause of democracy on a broader scale in America. 19th century racial policies and sentiments undermine the fabric of democracy by increasing racial division and limiting the opportunities of African Americans. 
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