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1. What were the various plans for Reconstruction proposed by Lincoln, Johnson, and
Congress? Which plan was enacted and why?
2. What were the effects of Reconstruction for blacks and whites in the South?

3. What were the political achievements and failures of the Grant administration?

FEW PERIODS IN THE HISTORY of the United States have produced as much bitterness
or created such enduring controversy as the era of Reconstruction—the years following the
Civil War during which Americans attempted to reunite their shattered nation. To many white
Southerners, Reconstruction was a vicious and destructive experience—a period when
vindictive Northerners inflicted humiliation and revenge on the defeated South. Northern
defenders of Reconstruction, in contrast, argued that their policies were the only way to prevent
unrepentant Confederates from restoring Southern society to what it had been before the war.

To most African Americans at the time, and to many people of all races since, Reconstruc-
tion was notable for other reasons. Neither a vicious tyranny, as white Southerners charged,
nor a thoroughgoing reform, as many Northerners hoped, it was instead an important first
step in the effort to secure civil rights and economic power for the former slaves.
Reconstruction did not provide African Americans with either the enduring legal protections
or the material resources to ensure anything like real equality. Most black men and women
still had little formal power to overturn their oppression for many decades.

And yet for all its shortcomings, Reconstruction did help African Americans create new
institutions and some important legal precedents that helped them survive and that ultimately, well
into the twentieth century, became the basis of later efforts to win greater freedom and equality.
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TIME LINE

Lincoln announces
Reconstruction plan

Confederacy surrenders

Lincoln assassinated;
Johnson is president

Freedmen’s Bureau

Joint Committee on
Reconstruction

Congressional
Reconstruction begins

Congress passes 15th
Amendment

Panic and depression

Supreme Court
upholds segregation

Atlanta Compromise

352.

Lincoln vetoes
Wade-Davis Bill

Republicans gain in
congressional elections

Johnson impeached and
acquitted

14th Amendment
ratified

Grant elected president

Hayes wins disputed
election

Compromise of 1877
ends Reconstruction

Plessy v. Ferguson

THE PROBLEMS OF
PEACEMAKING

Although it was clear in 1865 that the W
was almost over, the path to actual Peace
was not yet clear. Abraham Lincoln coulg
not negotiate a treaty with the defeated gy,
ernment; he continued to insist that the
Confederacy had no legal right to exist, yg
neither could he simply readmit the Souther,
states into the Union.

Txe ArreRmATH ofF WAR AND
EmanciPATION

The South after the Civil War was a desolate
place. Towns had been gutted, plantations
burned, fields neglected, bridges and rail-
roads destroyed. Many white Southerners—
stripped of their slaves through emancipation
and of capital invested in now worthless
Confederate bonds and currency—had almost
no personal property. More than 258,000
Confederate soldiers had died in the war, and
thousands more returned home wounded or
sick. Some white Southerners faced starva-
tion and homelessness.

If the physical conditions were bad for
Southern whites, they were far worse for
Southern blacks—the three and a half mil-
lion men and women now emerging from
bondage. As soon as the war ended, hun-
dreds of thousands of them left their planta-
tions in search of a new life in freedom. Bul
most had nowhere to go, and few had any
possessions except the clothes they wore.

Compering NoTions oF FrReepoM

For blacks and whites alike, Reconstruction
became a struggle to define the meaning of
the war and, above all, the meaning of fre¢
dom. But the former slaves and the defeated
whites had very different conceptions 0
what freedom meant.

For most white Southerners, freedo™
meant the ability to control their O%"
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RICHMOND, 1865 By the time Union forces captured Richmond in early 1865, the Confederate capital had been
under siege for months and much of the city lay in ruins, as this photograph reveals. On April 4, President Lincoln,
accompanied by his son Tad, visited Richmond. As he walked through the streets of the shattered city, hundreds of
former slaves emerged from the rubble to watch him pass. “No triumphal march of a conqueror could have equalled
in moral sublimity the humble manner in which he entered Richmond,” a black soldier serving with the Union army
wrote. “It was a great deliverer among the delivered. No wonder tears came to his eyes.” (The Library of Congress)

destinies without interference from the North or the federal government. And in the imme-
diate aftermath of the war, this meant trying to restore their society to its antebellum form.
When these white Southerners fought for what they considered freedom, they were fight-
ing above all to preserve local and regional autonomy and white supremacy.

For African Americans, freedom meant independence from white control. In the wake
of advancing Union armies, millions of black Southerners sought to secure that freedom
with economic opportunity, which for many meant landownership. An African American
man in Charleston told a Northern reporter, “Gib us our own land and we take care our-
selves.” For a short while during the war, Union generals and federal officials cooperated,
awarding confiscated land to the former slaves who had worked it.

Early in the war, when Union forces occupied the Sea Islands of South Carolina, the islands’
white property owners fled to the mainland, and 10,000 former slaves seized control of the
vacated land. Later in the war, a delegation of freed slaves approached General William
Sherman for outright possession of the land. Sherman acceded. He issued Special Field Order
No. 15 on January 16, 1865, granting former Confederate land in  Special Field Order No. 15
coastal Georgia and South Carolina (including the Sea Islands) to the region’s ex-slaves.
Within five months, nearly 400,000 acres had been distributed to 40,000 freed people.

In the war’s immediate aftermath, the federal government attempted to help ex-slaves
forge independent lives by establishing the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned

Lands, which Congress authorized in March 1865. The Freedmen’s Bureau,  Freedmen's Bureau

1 Foner, Reconstruction, p. 104.
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as it became known, helped feed, clothe, educate, and provide medical care for EX-slave,
It also settled land disputes and set labor contracts between freedmen and white Prop.
erty owners. Headed by General Oliver O. Howard, the Freedman’s Bureau Opera
on a shoestring budget with fewer than 1,000 agents, some of whom were corryp, yel
it still emerged as a key federal institution shaping black and white life in the Soug,
after the war.

The Freedmen's Bureau, for a while at least, also supported the redistribution of [y,
overseeing the allocation of 850,000 acres of confiscated land to former slaves. GL‘"Cmi
Howard instructed his agents in his famous “Circular 13" to lease the land in 40-acre plots 1
former slaves with the intention of eventually selling it to them. A small number of freedpe,

Land Redistribution  purchased land outright under the Southern Homestead Act of 1866
Howard had championed; the act made 46 million acres of public land for sale in 160-acp
plots in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Louisiana, and Mississippi. (The law was repealed befor
many ex-slaves were able 1o take advantage of it.) Some of Howard’s officials and other army
personnel secured mules for freed people as well, fulfilling the common wisdom that 40 acres
and a mule were the building block of any stable household. The Bureau also settled lang
disputes and set labor contracts between freedmen and white property owners.

PraNS For ReconsTRuCTION

Political control of Reconstruction rested in the hands of the Republicans, who were
deeply divided in their approach to the issue. Conservatives within the party insisted tha
the South accept abolition, but they proposed few other conditions for the readmission of

The Radical Republicans  the seceded states. The Radicals, led by Representative Thaddeus
Stevens of Pennsylvania and Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, urged a much
harsher course, including disenfranchising large numbers of Southern whites, protecting
black civil rights, confiscating the property of wealthy whites who had aided the
Confederacy, and distributing the land among the freedmen. Republican Moderates
rejected the most stringent demands of the Radicals but supported extracting at least some
concessions from the South on black rights.

President Lincoln favored a lenient Reconstruction policy, believing that Southem
Unionists (mostly former Whigs) could become the nucleus of new, loyal state governments
in the South. Lincoln announced his Reconstruction plan in December 1863, more than a
year before the war ended. It offered a general amnesty to white Southerners—other than
high officials of the Confederacy—who would pledge an oath of loyalty to the government
and accept the abolition of slavery. When 10 percent of a state’s total number of voters in
1860 took the oath, those loyal voters could set up a state government. Lincoln also proposed
extending suffrage to African Americans who were educated, owned property, or had served
in the Union army. Three Southern states—Louisiana, Arkansas, and Tennessee, all under
Union occupation—reestablished loyal governments under the Lincoln formula in 1864.

Outraged at the mildness of Lincoln’s program, the Radical Republicans refused 1©
admit representatives from the three “reconstructed” states to Congress. In July 1864, they

Wade-Davis Bill - pushed their own plan through Congress: the Wade-Davis Bill. Named for
Senator Benjamin Wade of Ohio and Representative Henry Davis of Maryland, it called
for the president to appoint a provisional governor for each conquered state. When 3
majority of the white males of a state pledged their allegiance to the Union, the govcrﬂﬂf
could summon a state constitutional convention, whose delegates were to be elected by
voters who had never borne arms against the United States. The new state constitutions
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would be required to abolish slavery, disenfranchise Confederate civil and military leaders,
and repudiate debts accumulated by the state governments during the war. Only then
would Congress readmit the states to the Union. Like the president’s proposal, the Wade-
Davis Bill left the question of political rights for blacks up to the states.

Congress passed the bill a few days before it adjourned in 1864, but Lincoln disposed
of it with a pocket veto that enraged the Radical leaders, forcing the pragmatic Lincoln
to recognize he would have to accept at least some of the Radical demands. The debate
between Congress and Lincoln over the proper course of Reconstruction and its purpose
and objectives was one that scholars would soon pick up. Indeed, beginning in the latter
stages of Reconstruction, historians struggled to make sense of its meaning to America.
They continue to do so today. (See “Debating the Past: Reconstruction.™)

THe DeaTtH of LincoLn

What plan the president might have produced no one can say. On the night of April 14,
1865, Lincoln and his wife attended a play at Ford's Theater in  Lincoin’s Assassination
Washington. John Wilkes Booth, an actor fervently committed to the Southern cause,
entered the presidential box from the rear and shot Lincoln in the head. Early the next
morning, the president died.

ABRAHAM LINCOLN This haunting photograph of Abraham Lincoln, showing clearly the weariness and aging
that four years as a war president had created, was taken in Washington only four days before his assassination in
1865. (The Library of Congress)



DEBATINGM HEIEAS I

RECONSTRUCTION

Debate over the nature of Reconstruction
has been unusually intense. Indeed, few
issues in American history have raised such
deep and enduring passions.

Beginning in the late nineteenth century
and continuing well into the twentieth, a rela-
tively uniform and highly critical view of
Reconstruction prevailed among historians.
William A. Dunning’s Reconstruction, Political
and Economic (1907) was the principal
scholarly expression of this view. Dunning
portrayed Reconstruction as a corrupt and
oppressive outrage imposed on a prostrate
South by a vindictive group of Northern
Republican Radicals. Unscrupulous carpet-
baggers flooded the South and plundered
the region. Ignorant and unfit African
Americans were thrust into political offices.
Reconstruction governments were awash in
corruption and compiled enormous levels
of debt. The Dunning interpretation domi-
nated several generations of historical schol-
arship and helped shape such popular images

of Reconstruction as those in the novel ang
film Gone with the Wind.

W. E. B. Du Bois, the great Africa,
American scholar, offered one of the firg
alternative views in Black Reconstructio,
(1935). To Du Bois, Reconstruction was ap,
effort by freed blacks (and their white allies)
to create a more democratic society in the
South, and it was responsible for many valy.
able social innovations. In the early 1960s,
John Hope Franklin and Kenneth Stampp,
building on a generation of work by other
scholars, published new histories of Recon-
struction that also radically revised the
Dunning interpretation. Reconstruction, they
arqued, was a genuine, if inadequate, effort
to solve the problem of race in the South.
Congressional Radicals were not saints, but
they were genuinely concerned with pro-
tecting the rights of former slaves. Recon-
struction had brought important, if tempo-
rary, progress to the South and had created
no more corruption there than was evident

A FREEDMEN'S BUREAU SCHOOL  African American students and teachers stand outside a school for former
slaves, one of many run by the Freedmen’s Bureau throughout the defeated Confederacy in the first years after

the war. (© Corbis)
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in the North at the same time. What was
tragic about Reconstruction, the revision-
ists claimed, was not what it did to Southern
whites but what it failed to do for Southern
blacks. It was, in the end, too weak and too
short-lived to guarantee African Americans
genuine equality.

In more recent years, some historians
have begun to question the assessment of
the first revisionists that, in the end,
Reconstruction accomplished relatively lit-
tle. Leon Litwack argued in Been in the Storm

he argues, “can only be judged a failure” as an
effort to secure “blacks’ rights as citizens and
free laborers.” But it “closed off even more op-
pressive alternatives. . .. The post-Reconstruc-
tion labor system embodied neither a return to
the closely supervised gang labor of antebel-
lum days, nor the complete dispossession and
immobilization of the black labor force and
coercive apprenticeship systems envisioned by
white Southerners in 1865 and 1866. . .. The
doors of economic opportunity that had

opened could never be completely closed.”
So Long (1979) that former slaves used the
protections Reconstruction offered them
to carve out a certain level of independence
for themselves within Southern society:
strengthening churches, reuniting families,
and resisting the efforts of white planters to
revive the gang labor system. as seen in Gone with the Wind, still

Eric Foner's Reconstruction: America’s Un- persist?
finished Revolution (1988) and Forever Free 2. A new view of Reconstruction began to
(2005) also emphasized how far African emerge in the 1960s, the end of the
Americans moved toward freedom and inde- civil rights movement. Why do you
pendence in a short time and how important think the civil rights movement might
they were in shaping the execution of have encouraged historians and others
Reconstruction policies. Reconstruction, to reexamine Reconstruction?

UNDERSTAND, ANALYZE, & EVALUATE

1. What are the popular interpretations
of Reconstruction today? Do romanti-
cized ideals of a benighted Old South,

The circumstances of Lincoln's death earned him immediate martyrdom. They also
produced something close to hysteria throughout the North, especially because it quickly
became clear that Booth had been the leader of a conspiracy. One of his associates shot
and wounded Secretary of State William H. Seward on the night of the assassination,
and another abandoned at the last moment a plan to murder Vice President Andrew
Johnson. Booth himself escaped on horseback into the Maryland countryside, where, on
April 26, he was cornered by Union troops and shot to death in a blazing barn. Eight
other people were convicted by a military tribunal of participating in the conspiracy.
Four were hanged.

To many Northerners, however, the murder of the president seemed evidence of an
even darker conspiracy—one masterminded and directed by the unrepentant leaders of the
defeated South to challenge the very authority of the nation's elected officials. Militant
Republicans exploited such suspicions relentlessly in the ensuing months.

Jonnson anp “Restoration”
Leadership of the Moderates and Conservatives fell immediately to Lincoln’s successor,
Andrew Johnson of Tennessee. A Democrat until he had joined the Union ticket in 1864,
he became president at a time of growing partisan passions.
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Johnson revealed his plan for Reconstruction—or “Restoration,™ as he preferred ¢, ca

Jokason's Recomsruction Plan  it—soon after he took office and implemented it during |
summer of 1865 when Congress was in recess. Like Lincoln. he offered some fory,
amnesty 10 Southerners who would take an oath of allegiance. In most other respec
however, his plan resembled the Wade-Davis Bill. The new president appointed a p“)\‘i:
sional governor in each state and charged him with inviting qualified voters (o eleg
delegates to a constitutional convention. To win readmission to Congress, a state haq o
revoke its ordinance of secession. abolish slavery and ratify the Thirteenth Amcndman
and repudiate Confederate and state war debs.

By the end of 1865, all the seceded states had formed new governments—some unde;
Lincoln’s plan, others under Johnson's—and awaited congressional approval of them, By,
Radicals in Congress vowed not to recognize the Johnson governments, for, by pg,,
Northern opinion had become more hostile toward the South. Delegates to the SOUlhcn;
conventions had angered much of the North by their apparent reluctance to abolish g|a,.
ery and by their refusal to grant suffrage to any blacks. Southern states had also seemgg
to defy the North by electing prominent Confederate leaders to represent them in Congregg.
such as Alexander Stephens of Georgia, the former vice president of the Confederacy,

RADICAL RECONSTRUCTION

Reconstruction under Johnson's plan—often known as “presidential Reconstruction”—
continued only until Congress reconvened in December 1865. At that point, Congress
refused to seat the representatives of the “restored” states and created a new Join
Committee on Reconstruction to frame a policy of its own. The period of “congressional,”
or “Radical,” Reconstruction had begun.

Tue Brack Copes

Meanwhile, events in the South were driving Northern opinion in still more radical direc-
tions. Throughout the South in 1865 and carly 1866, state legislatures enacted sets of laws
known as the Black Codes, which authorized local officials to apprehend unemployed
blacks, fine them for vagrancy, and hire them out to private employers to satisfy the fines.
Some codes forbade blacks to own or lease farms or to take any jobs other than as plan-
tation workers or domestic servants, jobs formerly held by slaves. Former slaves raised
an alarm immediately and called for swift intervention by the federal troops and for new
legislation to protect them. (See “Consider the Source: Southern Blacks Ask for Help.")
Congress first responded to the Black Codes by passing an act extending the life and
expanding the powers of the Freedmen's Burcau so that it could nullify work agreements
forced on freedmen under the Black Codes. Then, in April 1866, Congress passed the first
Johnson's Vewwes— Civil Rights Act, which declared blacks to be fully fledged citizens of the
United States and gave the federal government power to intervene in state affairs to protect
the rights of citizens. Johnson vetoed both bills, but Congress overrode him on each of them.

THe FOURTEENTH AMENDMENT

In April 1866, the Joint Committce on Reconstruction proposed the Fourteenth Amendment
to the Constitution. Congress approved it in early summer and sent it to the states for
ratification. It offered the first constitutional definition of American citizenship. Everyon¢
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Ce—

born in the United States, and everyone naturalized, was automatically a citizen and
entitled to all the “privileges and immunities™ guaranteed by  Citizenship for African Americans
the Constitution, including equal protection of the laws by both the state and national
governments. There could be no other requirements for citizenship. The amendment also
imposed penalties on states that denied suffrage to any adult male inhabitants. (Supporters
of woman suffrage were dismayed by the addition of the word male to the amendment.)
Finally, it prohibited former members of Congress or other former federal officials who
had aided the Confederacy from holding any state or federal office unless two-thirds of
Congress voted to pardon them.

Congressional Radicals offered to readmit to the Union any state whose legislature
ratified the Fourteenth Amendment. Only Tennessee did so. All the other former
Confederate states, along with Delaware and Kentucky, refused, leaving the amendment
temporarily without the necessary approval of three-fourths of the states.

But by now, the Radicals were growing more confident and determined. Bloody
race riots in New Orleans and other Southern cities were among the events that
strengthened their hand. In the 1866 congressional elections, Johnson actively cam-
paigned for Conservative candidates. but he did his own cause more harm than good
with his intemperate speeches. The voters returned an overwhelming majority of
Republicans, most of them Radicals, to Congress. In the Senate, there were now 42
Republicans to 11 Democrats; in the House, 143 Republicans to 49 Democrats.
Congressional Republicans were now strong enough to enact a plan of their own even
over the president’s objections.

THe ConcRressioNAL PLan

The Radicals passed three Reconstruction bills early in 1867 and overrode Johnson's
vetoes of all of them. These bills finally established, nearly two years after the end of the
war, a coherent plan for Reconstruction.

Under the congressional plan, Tennessee, which had ratified the Fourteenth Amendment,
was promptly rcadmitted. But Congress rejected the Lincoln-Johnson governments of the
other ten Confederate states and, instead, combined those states into five military districts.
A military commander governed each district and had orders to register qualified voters
(defined as all adult black males and those white males who had not participated in the
rebellion). Once registered, voters would elect conventions to prepare new state constitu-
tions, which had to include provisions for black suffrage. Once voters ratified the new
constitutions, they could elect state governments. Congress had to approve a state’s con-
stitution, and the state legislature had to ratify the Fourteenth Amendment. Once enough
states ratified the amendment to make it part of the Constitution, the former Confederate
states could be restored to the Union.

By 1868, seven of the ten remaining former Confederate states had fulfilled these
conditions and were readmitted to the Union. Conservative whites held up the return of
Virginia and Texas until 1869 and Mississippi until 1870. By then, Congress had added
an additional requirement for readmission—ratification of another  Fifteenth Amendment
constitutional amendment, the Fifteenth, which forbade the states and the federal govern-
ment to deny suffrage to any citizen on account of “‘race, color, or previous condition of
servitude.” Ratification by the states was completed in 1870.

To stop Johnson from interfering with their plans, the congressional Radicals passed
two remarkable laws of dubious constitutionality in 1867. One, the Tenure of Office Act,



SOUTHERN BLACKS ASK FOR HELP, 1865

Even before the war ended, groups of for-
mer slaves gathered in conventions to peti-
tion the federal government for steady
support for black civil rights, including the
use of the U.S. Army to subdue unrepentant
ex-Confederates. In this example, African
Americans from Virginia publicly air their
hopes and fears only three months after
Appomattox.

We, the undersigned members of a Con-
vention of colored citizens of the State of
Virginia, would respectfully represent that,
although we have been held as slaves, and
denied all recognition as a constituent of
your nationality for almost the entire period
of the duration of your Government, and
that by your permission we have been denied
either home or country, and deprived of
the dearest rights of human nature; yet
when you and our immediate oppressors
met in deadly conflict upon the field of
battle—the one to destroy and the other
to save your Government and nationality,
we, with scarce an exception, in our inmost
souls espoused your cause, and watched,
and prayed, and waited, and labored for
your success. . . .

When the contest waxed long, and the
result hung doubtfully, you appealed to us
for help, and how well we answered is writ-
ten in the rosters of the two hundred thou-
sand colored troops now enrolled in your
Service; and as to our undying devotion to
your cause, let the uniform acclamation of
escaped prisoners, “whenever we saw a
black face we felt sure of a friend,” answer.

Well, the war is over, the rebellion is “put
down,” and we are declared free! Four fifths
of our enemies are paroled or amnestied,
and the other fifth are being pardoned, and
the President has, in his efforts at the
reconstruction of the civil government of the
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States, late in rebellion, left us entirg
the mercy of these subjugated but unce,
verted rebels, in everything save the Privile "
of bringing us, our wives and little oneq te
the auction block. We know these mer;.(_’
know them well—and we assure yoy that
with the majority of them, loyalty is o'
“lip deep,” and that their professions of |,
alty are used as a cover to the cherigheg
design of getting restored to their former
relations with the Federal Government, apq
then, by all sorts of “unfriendly legislation »
to render the freedom you have given u's
more Intolerable than the slavery they
intended for us.

We warn you in time that our only
safety is in keeping them under Governors
of the military persuasion until you have so
amended the Federal Constitution that it
will prohibit the States from making any
distinction between citizens on account of
race or color. In one word, the only salva-
tion for us besides the power of the
Government, is in the possession of the
ballot. Give us this, and we will protect our-
selves. . . . But, 'tis said we are ignorant.
Admit it. Yet who denies we know a traitor
from a loyal man, a gentleman from a
rowdy, a friend from an enemy? . . . All we
ask is an equal chance with the white traitors
varnished and japanned with the oath of
amnesty. Can you deny us this and still
keep faith with us? . ..

We are “sheep in the midst of wolves,”
and nothing but the military arm of the
Government prevents us and all the truly
loyal white men from being driven from the
land of our birth. Do not then, we beseech
you, give to one of these “wayward sisters”
the rights they abandoned and forfeited
when they rebelled until you have secured
our rights by the aforementioned amend-
ment to the Constitution.

Y at

UNDERSTAND, ANALYZE, & EVALUATE

dangers to their prospect of freedom
did they observe?

3. What federal legal responses did they
propose? Can you recognize these sug-
gestions in the constitutional changes
that came with Reconstruction?

1. What did the authors of this petition
emphasize in the first two paragraphs,
and why did they feel this was important?

2. Why did the authors emphasize that
they had been “declared” free? What

Source: “Proceedings of the Convention of the Colored People of Virginia, Held in the City of Alexandria, August 2,3,
4,5,1865" (Alexandria, Va., 1865),in W. L. Fleming (ed.), Documentary History of Reconstruction (Cleveland, Ohio,
1906), vol. 1, pp. 195-196; located in “Southern Blacks Ask for Help (1865),” in Thomas A. Bailey and David M.
Kennedy (eds.), The American Spirit, vol. 1, 7th ed. (Lexington, Mass., 1991), pp. 466-467.

forbade the president to remove civil officials, including members of his own cabinet,
without the consent of the Senate. The principal purpose of the law was to protect the job
of Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton, who was cooperating  Limits on Presidential Powers
with the Radicals. The other law, the Command of the Army Act, prohibited the president
from issuing military orders except through the commanding general of the army (General
Grant), who could not be relieved or assigned elsewhere without the consent of the Senate.

ILLINOIS |IND

TENNESSEE
1868

[ Former Contederste sutes "ﬁ.\
1868 Date of readmitsion 15 the Unon o Sevrtenn mwiel of Vingila . § ) _xom s \
1576 ad weee 4 the

Dol o = state of West Viegna in 1863 s . oo

RECONSTRUCTION, 1866-1877 This map provides the date when each former Confederate state was readmitted
by presidential order to the Union, as well as the date when a traditional white conservative elite took office as a
majority in each state—an event white Southerners liked to call “redemption.” « What had to happen for a state to be
readmitted to the Union? What had to happen before a state could experience “redemption”?
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The congressional Radicals also took action to stop the Supreme Court frop, ;
fering with their plans. In 1866. the Court had declared in the case of gy te,
Milligan that military tribunals were unconstitutional in places where civil Couryg ‘f”f
functioning. Radicals in Congress immediately proposed several bills tha woc"
require two-thirds of the justices to support any decision overruling a law of C()llgreul
would deny the Court jurisdiction in Reconstruction cases. would reduce its '"cmb“‘
ship 1o three, and would even abolish it. The justices apparently took notice, Over lc"
next two years, the Court refused to accept jurisdiction in any cases i“\'OI\in
Reconstruction. .

THe IMPEACHMENT OF ANDREW JOHNSON

President Johnson had long since ceased to be a serious obstacle to the Passage o
Radical legislation, but he was still the official charged with :ldminislcring the
Reconstruction programs. As such, the Radicals believed, he remained a major impeg.
iment to their plans. Early in 1867, they began looking for a way to remove himy from
office, and a search for grounds for impeachment began. Republicans found i, they
believed, when Johnson dismissed Secretary of War Stanton despite Congress's refugg)
to agree. Elated Radicals in the House quickly impeached the president and sep the
case to the Senate for trial.
The trial lasted throughout April and May 1868. The Radicals put heavy pressure o
all the Republican senators, but the Moderates vacillated. On the first three charges 1
Johnson Acquined — cOMe 10 a vote, seven Republicans joined the Democrats and independeng
to support acquittal. The vote was 35 to 19, one vote short of the constitutionally requireg
two-thirds majority. After that, the Radicals dropped the impeachment effort.

THE SOUTH IN RECONSTRUCTION

Reconstruction may not have immediately accomplished what its framers intended. but it
did have profound effects on the South.

Txe Reconstruction GOVERNMENTS

Critics labeled Southern white Republicans with the derogatory terms scalawags and

“Scalawags” and “Carpetbaggers”  carpetbaggers. Many of the scalawags were former Whigs
who had never felt comfortable in the Democratic Party or farmers who lived in remote
areas where there had been little or no slavery. The carpetbaggers were white men from
the North, most of them veterans of the Union army who looked on the South as a more
promising frontier than the West and had settled there at war's end as hopeful planters,
businessmen, or professionals.

The most numerous Republicans in the South were the black freedmen, few of whom
had any previous experience in politics. They tried to build institutions through which
they could learn to exercise their power. In several states, African American voters held
their own conventions to chart their future course. Their newfound religious independence
from white churches also helped give them unity and self-confidence.

African Americans played significant roles in the politics of the Reconstruction
South. They served as delegates to the constitutional conventions and held public
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THE “STRONG™ GOVERNMENT 1869 1877.

CRITICS' VIEW OF RECONSTRUCTION  This Reconstruction-era cartoon expresses the view held by Southern
white Democrats that they were being oppressed by Northern Republicans. President Grant (whose hat bears
Abraham Lincoln’s initials) rides in comfort in a giant carpetbag, quarded by bayonet-wielding soldiers, as the
South staggers under the burden in chains. Evidence of military occupation is in the scarred background.

(© Granger, NYC—AII Rights Reserved.)

offices of practically every kind. Between 1869 and 1901. twenty blacks served in
the United States House of Representatives, two in the Senate. Blacks served, too, in
state legislatures and in various other state offices. Southern whites  Freedmen in Politics
complained loudly about “Negro rule,” but in the South as a whole, the percentage
of black officeholders was small—and always far lower than the percentage of blacks
in the population.

The record of the Reconstruction governments is mixed. Critics at the time and later
denounced them for corruption and financial extravagance, and there is some truth to
both charges. But the corruption in the South, real as it was, was hardly unique to the
Reconstruction governments. Corruption had been rife in some antebellum and
Confederate governments, and it was at least as rampant in the Northern states. And
the large state expenditures of the Reconstruction years were huge only in comparison
with the meager budgets of the antebellum era. They represented an effort to provide
the South with desperately needed services that antebellum governments had never
provided.
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Eoucarion

Perhaps the most important accomplishment of the Reconstruction govemmf:nls was 5
matic improvement in Southern education. Much of the impetus for cdu_cauonal refory, :
the South came from outside groups—the Freedmen’s Bureau, Northern private Philanthy,, :
organizations, the many Northem white women who traveled to the South to teach i f
men’s schools—and from African Americans themselves. Over the opposition of man.
Southern whites, who feared that education would give blacks “false notions of cha"[y«:
these reformers established a large network of schools for former slaves—4,000 schools :
1870, staffed by 9,000 teachers (half of them black), teaching 200,000 students. In the g3,
Reconstruction governments began to build a comprehensive public school system, By 187
more than half of all white children and about 40 percent of all black children were “llcnd:
ing schools in the South (although almost all such schools were racially segregated). Se,,
black “academies,” offering more advanced education, also began operating. Gradually, thege
academies grew into an important network of black colleges and universities.

LanoownErsHIP AND TENANCY

The most ambitious goal of the Freedmen’s Bureau, and of some Republican Radicg)

Land Reform Thwarted  in Congress, was to reform landownership in the South. The effon
failed. By June 1865, the bureau had settled nearly 10,000 black families on their gy,
land—most of it drawn from abandoned plantations in areas occupied by the Unigy,
armies. By the end of that year, however, Southern plantation owners were returning
and demanding the restoration of their property. President Johnson supported thejr
demands, and the government eventually returned most of the confiscated lands 1o thej
original white owners.

Even so, the distribution of landownership in the South changed considerably in the
postwar years. Among whites, there was a striking decline in landownership, from §0
percent before the war to 67 percent by the end of Reconstruction. Some whites lost
their land because of unpaid debt or increased taxes; others left the marginal lands they
had owned to move to more fertile areas, where they rented. Among blacks, during
the same period, the proportion of landowners rose from virtually none to more than
20 percent.

Still, most blacks, and a growing minority of whites, did not own their own land dur-
ing Reconstruction and, instead, worked for others in one form or another. Many black
agricultural laborers—perhaps 25 percent of the total—simply worked for wages. Most,
however, became tenants of white landowners—that is, they worked their own plots of
land and paid their landlords either a fixed rent or a share of their crops (hence the term
sharecropping). As tenants and sharecroppers, blacks enjoyed at least a physical inde-
pendence from their landlords and had the sense of working their own land, even if in
most cases they could never hope to buy it. But tenantry also benefited landlords in some
ways, relieving them of the cost of purchasing slaves and of responsibility for the physi-
cal well-being of their workers.

Incomes anp CrepiT

In some respects, the postwar years were a period of remarkable economic progress for
African Americans in the South. The per capita income of blacks (when the material
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benefits of slavery are counted as income) rose 46 percent between 1857 and 1879, while
the per capita income of whites declined 35 percent. African Americans were also able
to work less than they had under slavery. Women and children were less likely to labor
in the fields, and adult men tended to work shorter days. In all, the black labor force
worked about one-third fewer hours during Reconstruction than it had been compelled to
work under slavery—a reduction that brought the working schedule of blacks roughly into
accord with that of white farm laborers.

But other developments limited these gains. While the black share of profits was
increasing, the total profits of Southern agriculture were declining. Nor did the income
redistribution of the postwar years lift many blacks out of poverty. Peristent Black Poverty
Black per capita income rose from about one-quarter of white per capita income (which
was itself low) to about one-half in the first few years after the war. After this initial
increase, however, it rose hardly at all.

Blacks and poor whites alike found themselves virtually imprisoned by the crop-lien
system. Few of the traditional institutions of credit in the South—the  The Crop-Lien System
“factors” and banks—returned after the war. In their stead emerged a new credit system,
centered in large part on local country stores—some of them owned by planters, others
owned by independent merchants. Blacks and whites, landowners and tenants—all
depended on these stores. And since farmers did not have the same steady cash flow as
other workers, customers usually had to rely on credit from these merchants to purchase
what they needed. Most local stores had no competition and thus could set interest rates
as high as 50 or 60 percent. Farmers had to give the merchants a lien (or claim) on their
crops as collateral for the loans (thus the term crop-lien system). Farmers who suffered a
few bad years in a row, as many did, could become trapped in a cycle of debt from which
they could never escape.

As a result of this burdensome credit system, some blacks who had acquired land dur-
ing the early years of Reconstruction, and many poor whites who had owned land for
years, gradually lost it as they fell into debt. Southern farmers also became almost wholly
dependent on cash crops—and most of all on cotton—because only such marketable com-
modities seemed to offer any possibility of escape from debt. The relentless planting of
cotton ultimately contributed to soil exhaustion, which undermined the Southern agricul-
tural economy over time.

THe ArricaN AMERICAN FAMILY IN FREEDOM

A major reason for the rapid departure of so many blacks from plantations was the desire
to find lost relatives and reunite families. Thousands of African Americans  Families Reunited
wandered through the South looking for husbands, wives, children, or other relatives from
whom they had been separated. Former slaves rushed to have their marriages, previously
without legal standing, sanctified by church and law.

Within the black family, the definition of male and female roles quickly came to
resemble that within white families. Many women and children at first ceased working in
the fields. Such work, they believed, was a badge of slavery. Instead. many women
restricted themselves largely to domestic tasks. Still, economic necessity often compelled
black women to engage in income-producing activities: working as domestic servants,
taking in laundry, even helping their husbands in the fields. By the end of Reconstruction,
half of all black women over the age of sixteen were working for wages.
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LABORING OVER LAUNDRY One of the most common occupations of women recently emancipated from
slavery was taking in laundry from white families who no longer had enslaved servants. This photogra ph illustrates
how arduous a task laundry was. (The Library of Congress)

THE GRANT ADMINISTRATION

American voters in 1868 yearned for a strong, stable figure to guide them through the
troubled years of Reconstruction. They turned trustingly to General Ulysses S. Grant.

THe SoLpier PresiDenT

Grant could have had the nomination of either party in 1868. But believing that Republican
Reconstruction policies were more popular in the North, he accepted the Republican
nomination. The Democrats nominated former governor Horatio Seymour of New York.

Grant Elected  The campaign was a bitter one, and Grant's triumph was surprisingly narrow.
Without the 500,000 new black Republican voters in the South, he would have had a
minority of the popular vote.

Grant entered the White House with no political experience, and his performance was
clumsy and ineffectual from the start. Except for Hamilton Fish, whom Grant appointed
secretary of state, most members of the cabinet were ill equipped for their tasks. Grant
relied chiefly on established party leaders—the group most ardently devoted to patronagé:
and his administration used the spoils system even more blatantly than most of its prede:
cessors. Grant also alienated the many Northerners who were growing disillusioned with
the Radical Reconstruction policies, which the president continued to support. Somé
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Republicans suspected, correctly, that there was also corruption in the Grant administra-
tion itself.

By the end of Grant’s first term, therefore, members of a substantial faction of the
party—who referred to themselves as Liberal Republicans—had come to oppose what they
called “Grantism.” In 1872, hoping 10 prevent Grant's reelection, they bolted the party and
nominated their own presidential candidate: Horace Greeley,  Opposition from Liberal Republicans
veteran editor and publisher of the New York Tribune. The Democrats, somewhat reluctantly,
named Greeley their candidate as well, hoping that the alliance with the Liberals would
enable them to defeat Grant. But the effort was in vain. Grant won a substantial victory.
polling 286 electoral votes to Greeley's 66.

THe GrRANT ScanpaLs

During the 1872 campaign, the first of a series of political scandals came to light that
would plague Grant and the Republicans for the next four years. It involved the French-
owned Crédit Mobilier construction company, which had helped build the Union Pacific
Railroad. The heads of Crédit Mobilier had used their positions as Union Pacific stock-
holders to steer large fraudulent contracts to their construction company, thus bilking the
Union Pacific of millions. To prevent investigations, the directors had given Crédit
Mobilier stock to key members of Congress. But in 1872, Congress conducted an inves-
tigation, which revealed that some highly placed Republicans—including Schuyler Colfax,
now Grant’s vice president—had accepted stock.

One dreary episode followed another in Grant's second term. Benjamin H. Bristow,
Grant's third Treasury secretary, discovered that some of his officials and a group of
distillers operating as a “whiskey ring” were cheating the government  7he “Whiskey Ring”
out of taxes by filing false reports. Then a House investigation revealed that William W.
Belknap, secretary of war, had accepted bribes to retain an Indian-post trader in office
(the so-called Indian ring). Other, lesser scandals also added to the growing impression
that “Grantism” had brought rampant corruption to government.

THe Greenack QuesTion

Compounding Grant’s problems was a financial crisis, known as the Panic of 1873. It
began with the failure of a leading investment banking firm, Jay Cooke  7he Panic of 1873
and Company, which had invested too heavily in postwar railroad building. There had
been panics before—in 1819, 1837, and 1857—but this was the worst one yet.

Debtors now pressured the government to redeem federal war bonds with greenbacks,
which would increase the amount of money in circulation. But Grant and most
Republicans wanted a “sound” currency—based solidly on gold reserves—which would
favor the interests of banks and other creditors. There was approximately $356 million
in paper currency issued during the Civil War that was still in circulation. In 1873, the
Treasury issued more in response to the panic. But in 1875, Republican leaders in
Congress passed the Specie Resumption Act. which provided that after January 1, 1879,
greenback dollars would be redeemed by the government and replaced with new cer-
tificates, firmly pegged to the price of gold. The law satisfied creditors, who had wor-
ried that debts would be repaid in paper currency of uncertain value. But “resumption”
made things more difficult for debtors, because the gold-based money supply could not
casily expand.
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In 1875, the “Greenbackers™ formed their own political organization: the Naj

. e !
o wides ; Ony
National Greentack Pary. Greenback Party. It failed o sum al ﬂp':"‘d support, b, 3:
money issue was o remain one of the most controvers nd enduring iSSuesi
: h

late-nineteenth-century American politics.

RepusLican DipLomacy
The Johnson and Grant administrations achieved their greatest successes in foreigp affy
as a result of the work not of the presidents themselves but of two outstanding ggc,ﬂ a_"‘
of state: William H. Seward and Hamilton Fish. ey
An ardent expansionist, Seward acted with as much daring as the demangg
Reconstruction politics and the Republican hatred of President Johnson woy)g permW
He accepted a Russian offer to buy Alaska for $7.2 million, despite criticigy, fir s
Seward’s Purchase of Alaska - many who derided the purchase as “Seward’s Folly,» In| 8:;"
Seward also engineered the American annexation of the tiny Midway Islands, Weg
of Hawaii. .
Hamilton Fish's first major challenge was resolving the long-standing controversy gy,
the American claims that Britain had violated neutrality laws during the Civi] War b:
permitting English shipyards to build ships (among them the Alabama) for the Conl‘cdcmc)f
American demands that England pay for the damage these vessels had caused bccamé
Hamilton Fish and the “Alabama Claims”  known as the “Alabama claims.” In 1871, afier o num.
ber of failed efforts, Fish forged an agreement, the Treaty of Washington, which provideg
for international arbitration.

THE ABANDONMENT OF RECONSTRUCTION

As the North grew increasingly preoccupied with its own political and economic problems,
interest in Reconstruction began to wane. By the time Grant left office, Democrats had
taken back seven of the governments of the former Confederate states. For three other
states—South Carolina, Louisiana, and Florida—the end of Reconstruction had to wait
for the withdrawal of the last federal troops in 1877.

THe SoutHern States “Repeemen”

In the states where whites constituted a majority—the states of the upper South—
overthrowing Republican control was relatively simple. By 1872, all but a handful of
Southern whites had regained suffrage. Now a clear majority, they needed only to organize
and elect their candidates.
In other states, where blacks were a majority or where the populations of the two races
were almost equal, whites used outright intimidation and violence to undermine the
Ku Klux Klan Reconstruction regimes. Secret societies—the Ku Klux Klan, the Knights of
the White Camellia, and others—used terrorism to frighten or physically bar blacks from
voting. Paramilitary organizations—the Red Shirts and White Leagues—armed themselves
to “police™ elections and worked to force all white males 1o joi-n the Democratic Party-
Strongest of all, however, was the simple weapon of economic pressure. Some planters

refused to rent land to Republican blacks: storekee, it
. rs ’ redit;
employers refused to give them work. pers efused 10 extend them ¢
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The Republican Congress responded to this wave of repression with the Enforcement
Acts of 1870 and 1871 (better known as the Ku Klux Klan Acts), which
prohibited states from discriminating against voters on the basis of race and gave the
national government the authority to prosecute crimes by individuals under federal law.
The laws also authorized the president to use federal troops to protect civil rights—a
provision President Grant used in 1871 in nine counties of South Carolina. The Enforcement
Acts, although seldom enforced, discouraged Klan violence, which declined by 1872.

Enforcement Acts

WaninG NorTHErRN ComMMITMENT

But this Northern commitment to civil rights did not last long. After the adoption of the
Fifteenth Amendment in 1870, some reformers convinced themselves that their long cam-
paign on behalf of black people was now over, that with the
vote blacks ought to be able to take care of themselves. Former Radical leaders such as
Charles Sumner and Horace Greeley now began calling themselves Liberals, cooperating
with the Democrats, and even denouncing what they viewed as black-and-carpetbag mis-
government. Within the South itself, many white Republicans now moved into the
Democratic Party as voters threw out Republican politicians whom they blamed for the
financial crisis.

The Panic of 1873 further undermined support for Reconstruction. In the congressional
elections of 1874, the Democrats won control of the House of Representatives for the first
time since 1861. To appeal to southern white voters, Grant even reduced the use of
military force to prop up the Republican regimes in the South.

Flagging Interest in Civil Rights

Tre Compromise oF 1877

Grant had hoped to run for another term in 1876, but most Republican leaders—shaken
by recent Democratic successes and scandals by the White House—resisted. Instead, they
settled on Rutherford B. Hayes, three-time governor of Ohio and a champion of civil
service reform. The Democrats united behind Samuel J. Tilden, the reform governor of
New York, who had been instrumental in overthrowing the corrupt Tweed Ring of New
York City’s Tammany Hall.

Although the campaign was a bitter one, few differences of principle distinguished the
candidates from one another. The election produced an apparent Democratic victory.
Tilden carried the South and several large Northern states, and his popular
margin over Hayes was nearly 300,000 votes. But disputed returns from Louisiana, South
Carolina, Florida, and Oregon, whose electoral votes totaled 20, threw the election in
doubt. Hayes could still win if he managed to receive all 20 disputed votes.

The Constitution had established no method to determine the validity of disputed
returns. The decision clearly lay with Congress, but it was not obvious with which house
or through what method. (The Senate was Republican, and the House was  Victory for Hayes
Democratic.) Members of each party naturally supported a solution that would yield them
the victory. Finally, late in January 1877, Congress tried to break the deadlock by creat-
ing a special electoral commission composed of five senators, five representatives, and
five justices of the Supreme Court. The congressional delegation ¢ i of five
Republicans and five Democrats. The Court delegation would include two Republicans,
two Democrats, and the only independent, Justice David Davis. But when the Illinois
legislature elected Davis to the United States Senate, the justice resigned from the

Disputed Election
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Candidate (Party) Electoral Vote Popular Vote (%)
Rutherford B. Hayes 185 4,036,298
(Republican) (48)
Samuel J. Tilden 184 4,300,590
_ (Democratic) (51)
81.8% of electorate voting

THE ELECTION OF 1876  The election of 1876 was one of the most controversial in American history. As in the
elections of 1824,1888, and 2000, the winner of the popular vote—Samuel . Tilden—was not the winner of e
electoral vote, which he lost by one vote. The final decision as to who would be president was not made until the day
before the official inauguration in March. « How did the Republicans turn this apparent defeat into a victory?

commission. His seat went instead to a Republican justice. The commission voted along
straight party lines, 8 to 7, awarding every disputed vote to Hayes.

Behind this seemingly partisan victory, however, lay a series of elaborate and sneaky
compromises among leaders of both parties. When a Democratic filibuster threatened to
derail the electoral commission’s report, Republican Senate leaders met secretly with
Southern Democratic leaders. As the price of their cooperation, the Southern Democrats
exacted several pledges from the Republicans: the appointment of at least one Southerner
to the Hayes cabinet, control of federal patronage in their areas, generous internal improve-
ments, federal aid for the Texas and Pacific Railroad, and most important, withdrawal of
the remaining federal troops from the South.

In his inaugural address, Hayes announced that the South’s most pressing need was the
restoration of “wise, honest, and peaceful local self-government,” and he soon withdrew
the troops and let white Democrats take over the remaining Southern state governments.

Federal Traops Withdrawn  That produced charges that he was paying off the South for acqui-
escing in his election—charges that were not wholly untrue. The outcome of the election
created such bitterness that not even Hayes's promise to serve only one term could mollify
his critics.

The president and his party hoped to build up a “new Republican™ organization in the
South committed to modest support for black rights. Although many white Southern lead-
ers sympathized with Republican economic policies, resentment of Reconstruction was S0
deep that supporting the party became politically impossible. The “solid” Democratic
South, which would survive until the mid-twentieth century, was taking shape.
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THe Lecacy oF ReconsTRucTION

Reconstruction made important contributions to the efforts of former slaves to achieve
dignity and equality in American life. There was a significant redistribution of income
and a more limited but not unimportant redistribution of landownership. Perhaps most
important, African Americans themselves managed to carve out a society and culture of
their own and to create or strengthen their own institutions.

Reconstruction was not as disastrous for Southern white elites as most believed at the
time. Within little more than a decade after a devastating war, the white South had
regained control of its own institutions and, to a great extent, restored its traditional ruling
class to power. The federal government imposed no drastic economic reforms on the
region and, indeed, few lasting political changes of any kind other than the abolition
of slavery.

Reconstruction was notable, finally, for its limitations. For in those years, the United
States failed in its first serious effort to resolve its oldest and deepest social problem—the
problem of race. The experience so disillusioned white Americans that it would be nearly
a century before they would try again to combat racial injustice.

Given the odds confronting them, however, African Americans had reason for consid-
erable pride in the gains they were able to make during Reconstruction. And future gen-
erations would be grateful for the two great charters of freedom—the Fourteenth and
Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution—which, although widely ignored at the time,
would one day serve as the basis for a “Second Reconstruction™ that would renew the
drive to bring freedom to all Americans.

THE NEW SOUTH

The Compromise of 1877 was supposed to be the first step toward developing a stable,
permanent Republican Party in the South. In that respect at least, it failed. In the years
following the end of Reconstruction, white southerners established the Democratic Party
as the only viable political organization for the region's whites. Even so, the South did
change in some of the ways the framers of the Compromise had hoped.

The “Repeemers”

Many white southerners rejoiced at the restoration of what they liked to call “home rule.”
But in reality, political power in the region was soon more restricted than at  “Home Rule”
any time since the Civil War. Once again, most of the South fell under the control of a
powerful, conservative oligarchy, whose members were known variously as the
“Redeemers” or the “Bourbons.”

In some places, this post-Reconstruction ruling class was much the same as the ruling
class of the antebellum period. In Alabama, for example, the old planter elite retained
much of its former power. In other areas, however, the Redeemers constituted a genuinely
new ruling class of merchants, industrialists, railroad developers, and financiers. Some
of them were former planters, some of them northern immigrants, some of them ambi-
tious, upwardly mobile white southerners from the region’s lower social tiers. They
combined a defense of “home rule” and social conservatism with a commitment to eco-
nomic development.
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The various Bourbon governments of the New South behaved in many respecy
similarly. Virtually all the new Democratic regimes lowered taxes, reduced spengj,,
drastically diminished state services. One state after another eliminated or rcduCQ'(l .
support for public school systems. s

InousTRIALIZATION AND THE NEW SoutH

Many white southern leaders in the post-Reconstruction era hoped to see thejr regi
develop a vigorous industrial economy, a “New South.” Henry Grady, editor of the Atlay,
Constitution, and other New South advocates seldom challenged white supremacy bla
they did promote the virtues of thrift, industry, and progress—qualities that prewgr S(;U(:
emers had often denounced in northern society. )

Southern industry did expand dramatically in the years after Reconstruction, mog Vi,
ibly in textile manufacturing. In the past, southern planters had usually shipped theis
cotton to manufacturers in the North or in Europe. Now textile factories appeared iy the

Textiles, Tobacco. and Iron  South itself—many of them drawn to the region from New Englang
by the abundance of water power, the ready supply of cheap labor, the low taxes, ang the
accommodating conservative governments. The tobacco processing industry Similarl)-
established an important foothold in the region. In the lower South, and particularly j
Birmingham, Alabama, the iron (and, later, steel) industry grew rapidly.

Railroad development also increased substantially in the post-Reconstruction yeary
Between 1880 and 1890, trackage in the South more than doubled. And in 1886, the Soy
changed the gauge (width) of its trackage to correspond with the standards of the Nopy,

Substantial Railroad Development — No longer would it be necessary for cargoes heading into the
South to be transferred from one train to another at the borders of the region.

Yet southern industry developed within strict limits, and its effects on the region
were never even remotely comparable to the effects of industrialization on the North,
The southern share of national manufacturing doubled in the last twenty years of the
century, but it was still only 10 percent of the total. Similarly, the region’s per capita
income increased 21 percent in the same period, but average income in the South was
still only 40 percent of that in the North; in 1860 it had been more than 60 percent.
And even in those industries where development had been most rapid—textiles, iron,
railroads—much of the capital had come from, and many of the profits thus flowed
to, the North.

The growth of southern industry required the region to recruit a substantial industrial
workforce for the first time. From the beginning, a high percentage of the factory workers
were women. Heavy male casualties in the Civil War had helped create a large population
of unmarried women who desperately needed employment. Hours were long (often as
much as twelve hours a day), and wages were far below the northern equivalent; indeed,
one of the greatest attractions of the South to industrialists was that employers were able

Worker Exploitation 10 pay workers there as little as one-half of what northern workers
received. Life in most mill towns was rigidly controlled by the owners and managers of
the factories, who rigorously suppressed attempts at protest or union organization.
Company stores sold goods to workers at inflated prices and issued credit at exorbitant
rates (much as country stores did in agrarian areas), and mill owners ensured that no
competing merchants were able to establish themselves in the community. '

Some industries, such as textiles, offered virtually no opportunities to African American

workers. Others—tobacco, iron, and lumber, for example—did provide some employment
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THE CROP-LIEN SYSTEM IN 1880 In the years after the Civil War, more and more southern farmers—white and
black—became tenants or sharecroppers on land owned by others. This map shows the percentage of farms that
were within the so-called crop-lien system, the system by which people worked their lands for someone else, who
had a claim (or “lien™) on a part of the farmers’ crops. Note the high density of sharecropping and tenant farming in
the most fertile areas of the Deep South, the same areas where slaveholding had been most dominant before the
Civil War. + How did the crop-lien system contribute to the shift in southern agriculture toword one-crop forming?

for blacks. Some mill towns, therefore, were places where the black and white cultures
came into close contact, increasing the determination of white leaders to take additional
measures to protect white supremacy.

TeENANTS AND SHARECROPPERS

The most important economic problem in the post-Reconstruction South was the impov-
erished state of agriculture. The 1870s and 1880s saw an acceleration of  Growth of Tenantry
the process that had begun in the immediate postwar years: the imposition of systems of
tenantry and debt peonage on much of the region; the reliance on a few cash crops rather
than on a diversified agricultural system; and increasing absentee ownership of valuable
farmlands. During Reconstruction, perhaps a third or more of the farmers in the South
were tenants; by 1900, the figure had increased to 70 percent.

Arrican Americans AN THE New SouTH

The “New South creed” was not the property of whites alone. Many African Americans
were attracted to the vision of progress and self-improvement as well. Some former slaves
(and, as the decades passed. their offspring) succeeded in elevating themselves into the
middle class, acquired property, established small businesses, or entered professions.
Believing strongly that education was vital to the future of their people, they expanded
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the network of black colleges and institutes that had taken root during Rccomlrumio .
an important educational system. M iny
The chief spokesman for this commitment to education was Booker T, Wagh:

: " e . ]
Booker . Washington  founder and president of the Tuskegee Institute in Alabamg_ Bg "g![,:

slavery, Washington had worked his way out of poverty after acquiring an educy iny,
Virginia's Hampton Institute). He urged other blacks to follow the same roqq loon (g
improvement. ]
Washington's message was both cautious and hopeful. African Americqy
attend school, learn skills, and establish a solid footing in agriculture ang th
Industrial, not classical, education should be their goal. Blacks should, Moreovyer B
their speech, improve their dress, and adopt habits of thrift and personal c]ean]incg‘&eﬁn:
should, in short, adopt the standards of the white middle class. Only thus oo they
claimed, could they win the respect of the white population.
In a famous speech in Georgia in 1895, Washington outlined a controversial Philosoph, .
Adanta Compromise race relations that became widely known as the Atlanta Compy, m)jq
Blacks. he said. should forgo agitation for political rights and concentrate on self-improye *
and preparation for equality. Washington offered a powerful challenge to those whigeg who
wanted to discourage African Americans from acquiring an education or winning any econon,
gains. But his message was also intended to assure whites that blacks would not challenge 3,
emerging system of segregation.

s 5h()[,]l:
€ lry

; W%hing[m’.

THe Birth of Jim Crow

Few white southerners had ever accepted the idea of racial equality. That the former sJaye
acquired any legal and political rights at all after emancipation was in large part the regy
of their own efforts and crucial federal support. That outside support all but vanished afier
1877, when federal troops withdrew and the Supreme Court stripped the Fourteenth ang
Fifteenth Amendments of much of their significance. In the so-called civil rights cases of
1883, the Court ruled that the Fourteenth Amendment prohibited state governments from
discriminating against people because of race but did not restrict private organizations or
individuals from doing so. Popular culture reflected these frightening political develop-
ments. The rise of minstrel shows—slapstick dramatic representations of black culture—
typically embodied racist ideas. “Corked-up™ whites (or whites using heavy makeup to
appear black) grossly caricatured African American culture as silly, unintelligent, sensual,
and immoral. Late in the 1800s, however, blacks founded their own minstrel shows in
part to modify these stereotypes, though with only modest success. (See ““Patterns of
Popular Culture: The Minstrel Show.™)

Eventually, the Court also validated state legislation that institutionalized the separa-
tion of the races. In Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), a case involving 2
Louisiana law that required segregated seating on railroads, the Court held that separate
accommodations did not deprive blacks of equal rights if the accommodations wer
equal. In Cumming v. County Board of Education (1899), the Court ruled that com-
munities could establish schools for whites only, even if there were no comparable
schools for blacks.

Even before these dubious decisions, white southerners were working to separate the
races to the greatest extent possible, and were particularly determined to strip African
Americans of the right to vote. In some states, disenfranchisement had begun almost
soon as Reconstruction ended. But in other areas, black voling continued for some lime

Plessy v. Ferguson
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after Reconstruction—Ilargely because conservative whites believed they could control the
black electorate and use it to beat back the attempts of poor white farmers to take control
of the Democratic Party.

In the 1890s. however, franchise restrictions became much more rigid. During those
years, some small white farmers began to demand complete black
disenfranchisement—because they objected to the black vote being used against them by
the Bourbons. At the same time, many members of the conservative elite began to doubt
their ability to influence black voters and fear that poor whites might unite politically with
poor blacks to challenge them.

In devising laws to disenfranchise black males, the southern states had to find ways to
evade the Fifteenth Amendment, which prohibited states from denying anyone the right
to vote because of race. Two devices emerged before 1900 to accomplish this goal: the
poll tax, or some form of property qualification (few blacks were prosperous enough to
meet such requirements): and the “literacy” or “understanding” test, which required voters
to demonstrate an ability to read and to interpret the Constitution. Even those African
Americans who could read had a hard time passing the difficult test white officials gave
them, which often required them to interpret an arcane part of the Constitution to the
satisfaction of a white elected official. (The laws affected poor white voters as well as
blacks.) By the late 1890s, the black vote had decreased by 62 percent, the white vote by
26 percent.

Laws restricting the franchise and segregating schools were only part of a network of
state and local statutes—collectively known as the Jim Crow laws—that by
the first years of the twentieth century had institutionalized an elaborate system of racial
hierarchy reaching into almost every area of southern life. Blacks and whites could not ride
together in the same railroad cars, sit in the same waiting rooms, use the same washrooms,
eat in the same restaurants, or sit in the same theaters. Blacks had no access to many pub-
lic parks, beaches, or picnic areas; they could not be patients in many hospitals. Much of
the new legal structure did no more than confirm what had already been widespread social
practice in the South. But the Jim Crow laws also stripped blacks of many of the modest
social, economic, and political gains they had made in the late nineteenth century.

More than legal efforts were involved in this process. The 1890s witnessed a dramatic
increase in white violence against blacks, which, along with the Jim Crow laws, served
to inhibit black agitation for equal rights. The worst such violence—Ilynching of blacks
by white mobs—reached appalling levels. In the nation as a whole in the 1890s, there
was an average of 187 lynchings each year, more than 80 percent of them in the South.
The vast majority of victims were black. Those who participated in lynchings often saw
their actions as a legitimate form of law enforcement, and some victims of lynchings had
in fact committed crimes. But lynchings were also a means by which whites controlled
the black population through terror and intimidation.

The rise of lynchings shocked the conscience of many white Americans in a way that
other forms of racial injustice did not. In 1892, Ida B. Wells, a committed Ida B. Wells
black journalist, published a series of impassioned articles after the lynching of three of
her hometown friends in Memphis, Tennessee: her articles launched what became an
international antilynching movement. The movement gradually attracted substantial sup-
port from whites in both the North and the South (particularly from white women). Its
goal was a federal antilynching law, which would allow the national government to do
what state and local governments in the South were generally unwilling to do: punish
those responsible for lynchings.

Black Disenfranchisement

Jim Crow Laws
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THE MINSTREL SHOW

The minstrel show was one of the most pop-
ular forms of entertainment in America in
the second half of the nineteenth century. It
was also a testament to the high awareness
of race (and the high level of racism) in
American society both before and after the
Civil War. Minstrel performers were mostly
white, usually disquised as black. But African
American performers also formed their own
minstrel shows and transformed them into
vehicles for training black entertainers and
developing new forms of music and dance.
Before and during the Civil War, when
minstrel shows consisted almost entirely of

white performers, performers b'acken

their faces with cork and presenteq y

tesque stereotypes of the slave CU“ure:f
the American South. Among the mogy PO

lar of the stumbling, ridiculously i9n0ram
characters invented for these showsg were
such figures as “Zip Coon” and “|im Croy
(whose name later resurfaced as a labe| for
late-nineteenth-century segregation laws), 4
typical minstrel show presented a group of
seventeen or more men seated in a semjg,.
cle facing the audience. The man in the cep,
ter ran the show, played the straight man 1,
the jokes of others, and led the music—lively

MINSTRELSY AT HIGH TIDE The Primrose & West minstrel troupe—a lavish and expensive entertainment that
drew large crowds in the 1800s—was one of many companics to offer this brand of entertainment to eager
audiences all over the country. Although minstrelsy began with white musicians performing in blackface, the
popularity of real African American minstrels encouraged the impresarios of the troupe to include groups of white

and black performers alike. (The Library of Congress)
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dances and sentimental ballads played on
banjos, castanets, and other instruments and
sung by soloists or the entire group.

After the Civil War, white minstrels be-
gan to expand their repertoire. Orawing
from the famous and successful freak shows
of P. T. Barnum and other entertainment
entrepreneurs, some began to include
Siamese twins, bearded ladies, and even a
supposedly 8-foot 2-inch “Chinese giant” in
their shows. They also incorporated sex, both
by including women in some shows and, even
more popularly, by recruiting female imper-
sonators. One of the most successful min-
strel performers of the 1870s was Francis
Leon, who delighted crowds with his female
portrayal of a flamboyant “prima donna.”

One reason white minstrels began to
move in these new directions was that
they were now facing competition from
black performers, who could provide more-
authentic versions of black music, dance,
and humor. They usually brought more tal-
ent to the task than white performers. The
Georgia Minstrels, organized in 1865, was
one of the first all-black minstrel troupes,
and it had great success in attracting white
audiences in the Northeast for several years.
By the 1870s, touring African American
minstrel groups were numerous. The black
minstrels used many of the conventions of
the white shows. There were dances, music,
comic routines, and sentimental recitations.
Some black performers even chalked their
faces to make themselves look as dark
as the white blackface performers with
whom they were competing. Black min-
strels sometimes denounced slavery (at
least indirectly) and did not often speak
demeaningly of the capacities of their race.
But they could not entirely escape carica-
turing African American life as they strug-
gled to meet the expectations of their
white audiences.

The black minstrel shows had few openly
political aims. They did help develop some
important forms of African American enter-
tainment and transform them into a part of

the national culture. Black minstrels intro-
duced new forms of dance, derived from the
informal traditions of slavery and black
community life. They showed the “buck and
wing,” the “stop time,” and the “Virginia es-
sence,” which established the foundations
for the tap and jazz dancing of the early
twentieth century. They also improvised
musically and began experimenting with
forms that over time contributed to the
growth of ragtime, jazz, and rhythm and
blues.

Eventually, black minstrelsy—like its
white counterpart—evolved into other forms
of theater, including the beginnings of serious
black drama. At Ambrose Park in Brooklyn in
the 1890s, for example, the celebrated black
comedian Sam Lucas (a veteran of the min-
strel circuit) starred in the play Darkest
America, which one black newspaper later
described as a “delineation of Negro life, car-
rying the race through all their historical
phases from the plantation, into reconstruc-
tion days and finally painting our people as
they are today, cultured and accomplished in
the social graces, [holding] the mirror faith-
fully up to nature.”

But interest in the minstrel show did not
die altogether. In 1927, Hollywood released
The Jazz Singer, the first feature film with
sound. It was about the career of a white
minstrel performer, and its star was one of
the most popular singers of the twentieth
century: Al Jolson, whose career had begun
on the blackface minstrel circuit years
before.

UNDERSTAND, ANALYZE, & EVALUATE

1. How did minstrel shows performed by
white minstrels reinforce prevailing atti-
tudes toward African Americans?

2. Minstrel shows performed by black min-
strels often conformed to existing ste-
reotypes of African Americans. Why?

3. Can you think of any popular entertain-
ments today that carry remnants of the
minstrel shows of the nineteenth century?

<377



378- CHAPTER 15

A LYNCH MOB, 1893 A large, almost festive crowd gathers to watch the lynching of a black man accused of the
murder of a three-year-old white girl. Lynchings remained frequent in the South until as late as the 1930s, but they
reached their peak in the 1890s and the first years of the twentieth century. Lynchings such as this one—publicized
wellin advance and attracting whole families who traveled great distances to see them—were relatively infrequent,
Most lynchings were the work of smaller groups, operating with less visibility. (The Library of Congress)

But the substantial southern white opposition to lynchings stood as an exception to the
general white support for suppression of African Americans. Indeed, just as in the antebel-
lum period, the shared commitment to white supremacy helped dilute class animosities
between poorer whites and the Bourbon oligarchies. Economic issues tended to play a
secondary role to race in southern politics, distracting people from the glaring social
inequalities that afflicted blacks and whites alike.

CONCLUSION

Reconstruction was a profoundly important moment in American history. Despite the bit-
ter political battles in Washington and throughout the South, culminating in the unsuc-
cessful effort to remove President Andrew Johnson from office, the most important result
of the effort 1o reunite the nation after its long and bloody war was a reshaping of the
lives of ordinary people in all regions.

In the North, Reconstruction solidified the power of the Republican Party. The rapid
expansion of the northern economy accelerated, drawing more and more of its residents
into a burgeoning commercial world.

In the South. Reconstruction fundamentally rearranged the relationship between white
and black citizens. African Americans initially participated actively and effectively in south-
ern politics. After a few years of widespread black voting and significant black t)l'ﬁuuhu}d-
ing. however, the forces of white supremacy shoved most African Americans to the margins
of the southern political world, where they would mostly remain until the 1960s.

RECONSTRUCTION AND THE NEW SOUTH - 379

In other ways, however, the lives of southern blacks changed dramatically and perma-
nently. Overwhelmingly. they left the plantations. Some sought work in towns and cities.
Others left the region altogether. But the great majority began farming on small farms of
their own—not as landowners, except in rare cases, but as tenants and sharecroppers on
land owned by whites. The result was a form of economic bondage, driven by debt, only
scarcely less oppressive than the legal bondage of slavery. Within this system, however,
African Americans managed to carve out a much larger sphere of social and cultural
activity than they had ever been able to create under slavery. Black churches proliferated
in great numbers. African American schools and printing presses emerged in some com-
munities, and black colleges began to operate in the region. Some former slaves owned
businesses and flourished.

Strenuous efforts by “New South™ advocates to advance industry and commerce in the
region produced impressive results in a few areas. But the South on the whole remained
what it had always been: a largely rural society with a sharply defined class structure. It
also maintained a deep commitment among its white citizens to the subordination of
African Americans—a commitment solidified in the 1890s and the early twentieth century
when white southerners erected an elaborate legal system of segregation (the Jim Crow
laws). Tragically, the promise of the great Reconstruction amendments to the Constitution—
the Fourteenth and Fifteenth—remained largely unfulfilled in the South as the century
drew to its close.
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RECALL AND REFLECT

1. What were the principal questions facing the nation at the end of the Civil War?

2. What were the achievements of Reconstruction? Where did it fail and why?

3. What new problems arose in the South as the North's interest in Reconstruction waned?
4, What was the Compromise of 1877, and how did it affect Reconstruction?

5. How did the New South differ from the South before the Civil War?



