
AFRICAN AMERICAN LIFE IN THE 19TH CENTURY

LIVING UNDER THE 
ILLINOIS BLACK CODES
Grade level: Middle school

Estimated time: One class period

Topic: Illinois Black Codes

Subtopic: African American life in Illinois 1818–67

Teacher background information

“People of the State of Illinois, I appeal to you, 
and to your Representatives, who will assemble 
in the city of Springfield in a few weeks, to 
legislate for a noble and generous people. 
We ask you in the name of the Great God, 
who made us all; in the name of Christianity 
and Humanity, to erase from your statute book 
that code of laws commonly called the Black 
Laws.” So began John Jones’s appeal for the 
repeal of the Illinois Black Codes. Although 
Illinois was admitted to the union as a “free 
state” in 1818, it still placed severe restrictions 
on the civil liberties of African Americans.

According to Roger Bridges, “Slavery existed 
in Illinois for nearly 100 years prior to Illinois 
becoming a state in 1818, and continued to exist 
until 1845. Like their Midwestern neighbors, 
most early Illinois settlers believed in white 
supremacy and African American inferiority. 
Consequently, Illinois’ constitutions and laws 
reflected those views.”

For more History Lab activities, visit the educators section of the Chicago Historical Society’s website at www.chicagohistory.org.

The Illinois Black Codes were in existence in the 
state from 1818 until 1865. After 1853, Illinois 
prohibited all African Americans from entering 
the state. This law was passed in response to the 
Fugitive Slave Law. Full civil rights and suffrage 
were not given to African Americans until the 
passage of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 
Amendments in 1868 and 1870 and the Illinois 
Civil Rights Act of 1885.

To prepare for this lesson, the teacher should 
become familiar with the Summary of the Illinois 
Black Codes (provided). Also, it will be beneficial 
for teachers to read “Codes” by Rodger Bridges, 
which can be found on Northern Illinois 
University’s Illinois Periodicals Online website at 
www.lib.niu.edu/ipo/iht329602.html.
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Key concepts
Equality, freedom, disenfranchisement, suffrage,
civil liberties, racism, slavery, and citizenship

Key questions
Why were the Illinois Black Codes put into
place? What effect did these laws have on African
Americans living in Illinois at the time?

Goals of this lesson
This lesson aims to help students critically 
examine the Illinois Black Codes, and draw 
conclusions as to why these laws existed in what
was supposedly a “free state.” Students will draw
conclusions about the purpose of these laws and
how they affected the lives of African Americans
living in the North.

Objectives

1. To apply inquiry skills for the purpose of
historical analysis and interpretation.

2. To understand the significance of Illinois
Black Codes and how they worked to deny
the civil liberties of African Americans.

3. Learn about nineteenth-century Illinois histo-
ry in the years leading up to the Civil War.

4. To understand the concept of argument based
on supporting evidence.

Materials
Master copies of all handouts are provided.

1. Summary of the Illinois Black Codes
(one for each student)

2. Scenario Cards (one for each student or
one per group)

3. Paper and pens or pencils

Procedures

1. Distribute copies of the “Summary of Illinois
Black Codes.” Introduce the Illinois Black
Codes and discuss the significance of these
laws. Review the document carefully and
facilitate a class discussion. Have students
openly respond to the Illinois Black Codes.
Please remember that some of the information
in the handout may be disturbing or offensive

to some students. End the class discussion 
by asking the questions:

• What do these laws tell us about Illinois in
the early nineteenth century?

• Illinois was admitted to the Union as a “free
state.” What does that mean to you?

Some of the ideas generated should be a good
prelude to having students conduct a detailed
examination of the Illinois Black Codes.

2. Distribute copies of the “Scenario Cards.”
Have students cut apart the cards and com-
plete the scenarios in pairs or small groups.
On a separate piece of paper, students should
evaluate and answer the question posed in
each scenario by citing specific sections from
the summary sheet. This activity is designed
to give students a thorough understanding of
the restrictions the Black Codes imposed on
African Americans living Illinois in the first-
half of the nineteenth century

3. After students have completed the scenarios,
hold a class discussion. Encourage students to
share their answers and reactions during the
discussion.

Suggestions for student assessment
Students should be assessed on their completion
of the scenarios.

Additional resources

Angle, Paul M. “The Illinois Black Laws.” Chicago

History, vol. 8, no. 3 (1967): 65-75.

Bridges, Roger D. “Codes.” Northern Illinois
University, Illinois Periodicals Online website,
www.lib.niu.edu/ipo/iht329602.html.

Payne, Ethel. “Unearth Tale of ‘Forgotten’ Man.”
Chicago Defender, 12 July 1951.

Turner, Glennette Tilley. The Underground

Railroad in Illinois. Glen Ellyn, Illinois:
Newman Educational Publishing, 2001.
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Extension activities

1. Have students compare and contrast the
Illinois Black Codes to those of Ohio and
Oregon. This activity will give students 
a better understanding of this historical 
time period.

2. Ask students to examine other racially based
laws in Illinois: for example, the restrictive
housing covenants used in Chicago before 
the 1960s.

This lesson fulfills the following 
Illinois Learning Standards:

English Language Arts
State Goal 1: Read with understanding and fluency.

State Goal 4: Listen and speak effectively in a variety 

of situations.

State Goal 5: Use the language arts to acquire, assess, 

and communicate information.

Social Science:
State Goal 14: Understand political systems, with an 

emphasis on the United States.

State Goal 16: Understand events, trends, individuals, 

and movements shaping the history of Illinois, the 

United States, and other nations.

State Goal 18: Understand social systems, with an 

emphasis on the United States.

History Lab is made possible through a generous grant from
the Polk Bros. Foundation. These materials were researched and

written by David Harris. Images and artifacts included in this lesson are

for classroom reference and research use only and are not to be used for

commercial reproduction, display, broadcast, or publication unless 

authorized by a letter of permission from the Chicago Historical Society.

History Lab project coordination by Heidi Moisan and Gordon Karim 

for the History Programs Department, Chicago Historical Society. 

The Chicago Historical Society gratefully acknowledges the Chicago 

Park District’s generous support of all of the Historical Society’s activities.
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Scenario Cards Answer Key

Scenario #1: You are a fugitive slave and have just
arrived in Illinois by way of the Underground
Railroad. Can you legally settle in Illinois and
live as a free person?

Answer: No, according to the Illinois Black
Codes: “Upon entering the state all blacks and
family members were required to give evi-
dence of their freedom.”

Scenario #2: You are a free African American liv-
ing in Illinois in the 1840s and are the only
witness to a robbery committed by a white
person at the local store. The person is cap-
tured and then set free despite the fact that
you were an eyewitness. Why? 

Answer: Yes, according to the Illinois Black
Codes: “African Americans Indians were not
permitted to testify in court against a white
person.”

Scenario #3: You are a white woman living in Illinois.
You have always hated slavery, so you decide to
become a conductor on the Underground
Railroad. What might happen to you and to the
slaves you harbor if you are discovered?

Answer: According to the Illinois Black
Codes, “If any person harbored an African
American or mulatto without a bond or cer-
tificate they were subject to a fine of $500,”
and “any African American without the neces-
sary certificate was deemed a runaway slave
and subject to be sent back into slavery or sold
to the highest bidder.”

Scenario #4: You are an African American, and
you and your family have just arrived in
Illinois from North Carolina. In North
Carolina, you lived as free blacks. What steps
do you have to take to live legally in Illinois?

Answer: According to the Illinois Black
Codes, “All African Americans entering the
state were required to post a $1000 bond,” and
“no African American was permitted to reside
in Illinois without a Certificate of Freedom.”

Scenario #5: It is 1818, and Illinois as just been
admitted to the Union. You are a twelve-year-

old African American and have lived as a slave
in Illinois since you were born. Now that
Illinois has been admitted as a free state, are
you now free? Why or why not?

Answer: According to Illinois Black Codes,
“The Illinois Constitution permitted limited
slavery at the salt mines in Massac County,
and allowed slavery introduced by the French
to continue. The state constitution, however,
included a provision that freed the children of
those slaves when they reached adulthood.”

Scenario #6: You are a slave living in Illinois. One
day, you leave your master’s home without his
knowledge, because you urgently need to see
your elderly mother who lives in a town twen-
ty miles from yours. If you are stopped along
the way and asked for proof of your business,
what might happen to you? 

Answer: According to the Illinois Black
Codes, “If any slave or indentured servant was
found more than ten miles from the home of
their master without a pass, they were subject
to be taken before a justice of the peace and . . .
to be punished with stripes [lashes], not
exceeding thirty-five, at his discretion.”

Scenario #7: You are a free African American liv-
ing in Illinois, and you want your cousins who
live in New York to come visit you for the
summer. Can your cousins spend June, July,
and August with you?

Answer: No, according to the Illinois Black
Codes: “No African American from another
state could remain in Illinois for more than
ten days. If they did they could be arrested,
jailed, fined and removed from the state.”

Scenario #8: You are a free African American liv-
ing in Illinois in 1820. You have always fol-
lowed local politics closely. This year, the
election for your town mayor is hotly contest-
ed. Despite your interest and informed opin-
ions, you cannot vote. Why not?

Answer: According to the Illinois Black
Codes, “The right to vote was denied to all
African Americans.”



Name (s)_______________________________________________ Date _______________

JOHN and MARY JONES

S C E N A R I O  1
You are a fugitive slave and have just arrived

in Illinois by way of the Underground
Railroad. Can you legally settle in Illinois
and live as a free person? Why or why not?

S C E N A R I O  2
You are a free African American living in

Illinois in the 1840s and are the only witness
to a robbery committed by a white person at
the local store. The person is captured and
then set free despite the fact that you were

an eyewitness. Why? 

S C E N A R I O  3
You are a white woman living in Illinois. 

You have always hated slavery, so you decide
to become a conductor on the Underground
Railroad. What might happen to you and to
the slaves you harbor if you are discovered?

S C E N A R I O  4
It is 1847. You are an African American, 

and you and your family have just arrived 
in Illinois from North Carolina. In North

Carolina you lived as free blacks. What steps
do you have to take to live legally in Illinois?

S C E N A R I O  5
It is 1818, and Illinois has just been admitted

to the Union. You are a twelve-year-old
African American and have lived as a slave 
in Illinois since you were born. Now that
Illinois has been admitted as a free state, 

are you now free? Why or why not?

S C E N A R I O  6
You are a slave living in Illinois. One day, 
you leave your master’s home without his
knowledge, because you urgently need to 

see your elderly mother who lives in a town
twenty miles from yours. If you are stopped

along the way and asked for proof of your
business, what might happen to you?

S C E N A R I O  7
You are a free African American living in
Illinois, and you want your cousins from

New York to come visit you for the summer.
Can your cousins spend June, July, 

and August with you?

S C E N A R I O  8
You are a free African American living in
Illinois in 1820. You have always followed

local politics closely. This year, the election
for your town mayor is hotly contested.

Despite your interest and informed 
opinions, you cannot vote. Why not?

I L L I N O I S  B L A C K  C O D E S  S C E N A R I O  C A R D S

✄

ILLINOIS BLACK CODES



JOHN and MARY JONES

S U M M A R Y  O F  T H E  I L L I N O I S  B L A C K  C O D E S ,  1 8 1 8 – 6 5

The State of Illinois observed the Illinois Black Codes from 1818 until the passage of
Amendment XII in 1867. After 1853, Illinois prohibited all African Americans from entering
the state. This law was passed in response to the Fugitive Slave Law. Despite the severe
restrictions placed on African Americans living in Illinois at the time, the state became 
a major center of antislavery activity.

A summary of the Illinois Black Codes:

• The right to vote was denied to all African
Americans.

• No African American was permitted to
reside in Illinois without a Certificate 
of Freedom.

• Any African American without the neces-
sary certificate was deemed a runaway slave
and was subject to be sent back into slavery
or sold to the highest bidder.

• All African Americans entering the state
were required to post a $1,000 bond.

• If any slave or indentured servant was
found more than ten miles from the home
of their master without a pass, they were
subject to be taken before a justice of the
peace and “punished with stripes [lashes],
not exceeding thirty-five, at his discretion.”

• All contracts created between a master 
and his indentured servants during the 
servant’s time of service were void.

• African Americans could be jailed and
beaten if they gathered in groups of 
three or more.

• African Americans and Native Americans
were not permitted to testify in court
against a white person.

• African Americans were not permitted 
to serve in the militia.

• Any person that harbored an African
American without a bond or a Certificate
of Freedom was subject to a fine of $500.

• Slaveholders could not bring slaves into
Illinois in order to free them.

• African Americans from other states 
could not remain in Illinois for more 
than ten days. If they did, they could be
arrested, jailed, fined, or removed from 
the state.

• The Illinois Constitution permitted 
limited slavery at the salt mines in Massac
County and allowed slavery introduced 
by the French to continue; however, the
children of these slaves were freed when
they reached adulthood.

Name (s)_______________________________________________ Date _______________ILLINOIS BLACK CODES



H I S T O R Y L A B | F E E D B A C K F O R M

Please give us your feedback! After reviewing and using this History Lab lesson, please send us your

feedback. Your ideas and honest assessment will ensure that these lessons keep improving and will provide us

with useful insight for future teacher fellows. To fill out this form online or discover additional History Lab
activities, visit the educators section of the Chicago Historical Society’s website at www.chicagohistory.org.

Name:______________________________________________  E-mail:_________________________________

School:_____________________________________________  Grade you teach: _________________________

Are you a CHS member? (circle one):               yes                      no

Name of unit you are evaluating (check one): 

5 America’s Documents of Freedom 5 Chicago’s World’s Fairs

5 African American Life in the Nineteenth Century 5 Face-to-Face with the Great Depression

5 The Civil War: Up Close and Personal 5 America and Protest

Name of lesson you are evaluating:_______________________________________________________________

1. On a scale of one to five (with five being the best) rate this lesson in terms of the quality of the student 

learning experience it provides (circle one):

5 4 3 2 1

2. What were the strengths of this lesson? _________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What aspects of this lesson needed additional fine-tuning?__________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

4. What advice, tips, or suggestions would you give to future users of this lesson? _________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Where does this lesson fit in your course of study (scope, sequence, unit)?_____________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

6. If applicable, how did the use of primary sources impact student learning?_____________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Thank you for your time. Please send the completed form to: 
Chicago Historical Society, Clark Street at North Avenue, Chicago, Illinois, 60614-6071,

Attn: History Programs Fax: 312-266-2077




