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Events of the Civil War which left a lingering 

hostility/resentment between the warring sides… 
1. Sherman’s March, 1864 

2. The prisoner-of-war camp at Andersonville,  

    Georgia – over 12,000 of the 45,000 Union  

    prisoners died due to starvation, malnutrition  
    and disease 

3. Emancipation Proclamation, 1862 & Jan.1863 

4. Lincoln’s assassination, 1865 

 
Reconstruction can be broke down into three 

distinct phases: 

1. “Presidential Reconstruction” 1863-1866 was  

     controlled by presidents Lincoln and Johnson  
     with the goal of quickly restoring harmony  

     and reuniting the country. 

2. “Congressional Reconstruction” 1866-1873  

     wherein members of congress directed the  
     Reconstruction efforts 

3. “Redemption” 1873-1877 wherein southern  

     conservatives and Democrats (calling  

     themselves ‘Redeemers’) defeated the  
     Radical Republicans and regained control of     

     southern states. 

 
THERE WAS HUGE A POST-WAR DEBATE 

THROUGHOUT THE NORTH AS TO WHETHER 

EX-CONFEDERATES SHOULD BE PUNISHED OR 

WELCOMED BACK INTO THE UNION. 

 

“Radical Republicans” – Thaddeus Stevens,  
   Charles Sumner, Salmon Chase. James Garfield 

“Moderate Republicans” – Lyman Trumbull 

“Redeemers” – Henry Raymond,                      

                         William Jennings Bryan 
 

Radical Republican’s plan for Reconstruction 

argued that the South should be punished for 

starting the war, while the Redeemers (southern 
Democrats), who wanted to welcome back the 

South with open arms, and Moderate 

Republicans (who held a more moderate 

approach) has plans which contrasted notably. 
 

No treason trials.   

➢ Only one person – Major Henry Wirz, 

commander of the Andersonville prisoner-of-
war camp – was executed for war crimes. 

Lincoln began his plans for Reconstruction with 

his Ten Percent Plan in late-1863.   

➢ It decreed that a state could be reintegrated 
into the Union when ten percent of its voters 

had taken an oath of allegiance to the United 

States.  

➢ Lincoln vetoed the Wade-Davis Bill of 1864.  
This bill would have required over fifty 

percent to take an alliance oath prior to 

reintegration of a state.  Never took affect. 

 
13th Amendment to the US Constitution, 1865 

➢ Officially abolished slavery.   

➢ At the time of its passing, slavery was only 

legal in Delaware, Kentucky, Missouri, 
Maryland and New Jersey; everywhere else 

slaves had been freed by state action or by 

the Emancipation Proclamation. 

 
Freedmen’s Bureau.   

➢ Created by Congress in March 1865, the 

Bureau provided food, clothing and fuel to 

destitute former slaves and white refugees, as 
well as advise on negotiating labor contracts.  

It attempted to oversee new relations between 

freedmen and their former masters. 

 
Since slavery was abolished, the three-fifths rule 

for representation no longer applied.  Fears were 

expressed that if the south were allowed to 

simply restore its previous established powers, 
that the “reward of treason will be an increased 

representation” in Congress. 

 

“Black Codes” 1865 
➢ Quickly after the war ended, all southern 

states passed Black Codes which restricted 

the freedmen, who were emancipated but not 

yet full citizens.   
➢ The Codes were allowed more rights than 

free blacks had pre-war, but they still had 

only a limited set of second class civil rights, 

no voting rights, could not own firearms or 
serve on a jury.   

➢ The Codes were an attempt to control 

freedmen and to ensure they did not claim 

social equity.   
➢ Black Codes outraged northern opinion. 

 

Major thematic problems of restoring the South 

to the Union – issues of national loyalty and 
black suffrage are paramount. 

Many northerners were hesitant to allow freed 

Blacks to vote.  Lincoln preferred a moderate 

course, wherein some (not all) freed blacks 
would be allowed to vote, such as veterans. 

“40 acres and a mule” promised in April 1865 to 

freedmen, the land partitioned from land taken 

by the Union army.  
➢ By June 1865, 10,000 freed slaves were 

settled on 400,000acres in Georgia and South 

Carolina. 

➢ Late-1865, President Johnson reversed the 
order 

 

Lincoln was murdered by John Wilkes Booth, a 

southerner, and immediately suspicions were 
that he was acting on behalf of the Confederate 

cause with active support.  He acted alone. 

 

With Lincoln’s assassination, Andrew Johnson 
of Tennessee becomes president.  As a 

southerner who owned a few slaves, he is 

distrusted by the north, yet his Vice Presidency 

under Lincoln made him equally suspicious to 
the ex-Confederates, knowing he was against 

succession of the South. 

 

As Vice President Johnson had taken a hard line 
and spoke of punishing rebel Confederates, but 

after Lincoln’s murder, as President, Johnson 

took a softer line, pardoning many Confederates 

leaders and ex-Confederates. 
 

Civil Rights Act of 1866 overruled the Black 

Codes and gave freedmen full legal equality 

(except the right to vote).   
➢ President Johnson vetoed the Act, but his 

veto was overturned by Congressional vote. 

 

In 1867, new elections were held.   
➢ New Republican lawmakers were elected by 

a coalition of white Northerners and 

Freedmen who had settled in the south.   

➢ This infuriates those who had previously 
maintained power. 

➢ Southerners feared their land would be 

redistributed to the Freedmen.   

➢ However, President Johnson orders that held 
land be returned to its pardoned owners. 

 

Republicans took control of all Southern state 

governorships and state legislatures by 1867, 
leading to the instillation of numerous blacks 

into other positions of power, such as state 

representatives.  Their role in the leadership 

remained brief, as whites strove to find ways to 
remove them.  One black candidate from 

Mississippi was elected to the House in 1868 but 

never seated due to an election dispute. 

 
 

Reconstruction Acts of 1867  

➢ Placed ten ex-Confederate states under 

military control, grouping them in five 
military districts and re-constituted under 

the direct control of the United States army.   

➢ There was little or no fighting, but rather a 

state of martial law in which the military 
closely monitored daily operations of the 

states 

 

14th Amendment to the US Constitution 
➢ Rejected in 1866; ratified/approved in 1868   

➢ Extended the qualification of citizenship to 

everyone born in the United States (except 

Native Americans on reservations and 
women).  Drafted by Representative John 

Bingham.  By incorporating rights for 

freedmen within the Constitution, it allows 

for federal actions in response to any state 
which tries to limit freedmen. 

➢ President Johnson tries to block its 

ratification, claiming that 3/4th of the 

necessary states did not approve it (southern 
states were not allowed a vote).   Passed by 

Congress over his veto. 

 

Johnson openly encouraged southern states to 
ignore the 14th amendment.  (All former 

Confederate states did just that, except for 

Tennessee, and the border states of Delaware, 

Maryland and Kentucky) 
 

As lenient as he was for poor white and 

military Southerners, Johnson held a tougher 

line on the plantation owners who lost their 
property in the war.  He required them to write 

a personal letter to him requesting their land be 

returned to them. 

➢ He will moderate on this later, as he comes 
to believe only a planter-class could contain 

the spread of influence of Freedmen.  He 

does not want to see blacks gain power. 

 
Northern Louisiana was a hotbed of 

Confederate resisters. 

 

President Johnson puts forth in a letter to the 
governor of Mississippi that only ex-slaves 

who can demonstrate a fluency in English and 

who own property and pay their taxes could be 

given the right to vote, encouraging Mississippi 
to set a process for other states to emulate. 

 

Southern conservative whites resisted the 

freedmen's exercise of political power, fearing 
black domination 



Impeachment of President Johnson, 1868 

➢ Johnson endorsed the quick re-admission of 

the Southern secessionist states, with little 
punishment and actually made efforts to 

continue to restrict Freedmen’s rights. 

➢ Johnson has many confrontations with 

Congress.  He then decided to suspend 
Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, due to 

numerous reasons, most notable a power 

struggle in which Stanton had assumed 

control of most of the government following 
Lincoln’s murder.   

➢ However, the Tenure of Office Act 

stresses that anyone appointed by the 

President with the advice and consent of 
the Senate may not be suspended without 

the Senates approving the removal. 

➢ Johnson survived removal from office by 

a single vote – 35 Senators said ‘Guilty’ 
and 19 ‘Not guilty’ (a two-thirds majority 

was necessary for removal from office.) 

➢ While remaining in power, he lost the 

power to influence Reconstruction. 
Under Johnson, little attempt was made to 

address economic hardships facing Freedmen. 

 

General Grant becomes president in 1869.   
➢ Although allied with the Radical 

Republicans, he does not provide any 

consistently strong leadership. 

➢ He sent federal troops to secure the 
legislature of South Carolina and to crack 

down on the KKK (which provided results), 

but his concurrent threatening of white 

supremacists prompted them to resisted 
more. 

➢ President Grant sent federal troops to secure 

Louisiana. 

➢ This was the culmination of tension 
stemming from a disputed governors race 

of 1872 (two years after which 5000 

White League members overwhelmed by 

3,500 state militia) and enflamed by the 
Coushatta Massacre of 1874. 

 

Supreme Court case: Texas v. White (1869)  

➢ The Court held Texas never left the Union 
during the Civil War. Further, a state cannot 

secede from the United States.  

➢ The decision based on Constitution Article 4 

 
15th Amendment to the US Constitution, 1870 

➢ Decreed that the right to vote could not be 

denied due to ethnicity, color or previous 

condition of servitude. 
 

Thaddeus Stevens argued that succession left the 

states in a status akin to that of new territories. 

➢ He was a vocal critic of President Johnson 
➢ Proposed that all ex-Confederates should lose 

the right to vote for five years.  Never passed 

by Congress. 

 
c.1870, Blacks were an absolute majority of the 

population in Mississippi, Louisiana and South 

Carolina, and represented over forty percent of 

the population in four other states. 
 

New Departure 

1870; refers to the political strategy utilized by 

the Democrats to distance itself from its pro-
Confederacy past in an effort to improve its 

electoral fortunes in the northern States. 

➢ Not embraced by all Democrats. 

➢ Republicans attacked Democrats as being 
insincere about reform, committed to state 

rights at the expense of national unity, and to 

white supremacy at the expense of civil rights. 

 
Congressional representatives for ex-

Confederate states were re-admitted at different 

times between July 1866 and July 1879 

 
Ku Klux Klan (“KKK”) 

➢ The first Klan was most active 1865-1870s.  

Founded by veterans of the Confederate 

army, it resisted Reconstruction by 
intimidating all through violent methods.   

➢ 200 blacks murdered in Louisiana, 1865 

➢ The increase in murders finally resulted in a 

backlash among Southern elites who viewed 
the Klan’s excesses as an excuse for federal 

troops to continue occupation. 

➢ The organization declined from 1868 to 1870 

and was destroyed by President Grants’ 
enforcement of the Civil Rights Act of 1871. 

 

Widespread poverty, disruption to an 

agricultural economy too dependant on cotton, 
and the falling price of cotton, led within 

decades to the routine indebtedness of the 

majority of the Freedmen and poverty by many 

planters. 
 

“Sharecropping”  

➢ A system of agricultural production in which 

a landowner allows a tenant to use the land in 
return for a share of the crop produced on the 

land. 

➢ This gave freedmen greater economic 

independence and social autonomy. 
 

Reconstruction abruptly changed the tax 

structure of the South.  

➢ In the U.S. from the earliest days, a major 
source of state revenue was property tax.  

➢ In the South, wealthy landowners assessed 

the value of their own land.  

➢ These assessments were nearly valueless 
and the pre-war tax rate was minuscule.  

➢ Pre-war southern states did not educate 

their citizens or build and maintain any 

infrastructure. State revenues came 
from fees and from sales taxes on 

slave auctions.   

➢ During Reconstruction, new spending on 

schools and infrastructure, combined with 
fraudulent spending and a collapse in state 

credit because of huge deficits, forced the 

states to dramatically increase property tax. 

➢ In some places, the rate went up to ten 
times higher – despite the poverty of the 

region.  

➢ The infrastructure of much of the South – 

wagon roads, bridges, and railroads – 
scarce as it was – had been destroyed 

during the war.  

➢ In part, the new tax system was 

designed to force owners of large 
estates with huge tracts of uncultivated 

land either to sell or to have it 

confiscated for failure to pay taxes.  

➢ The taxes would serve as a market-
based system for redistributing the 

land to the landless Freedmen and 

white poor. 
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Corruption and railroads 

Every Southern state subsidized railroads, which 
modernizers felt could haul the South out of 

isolation and poverty. Millions of dollars in 

bonds and subsidies were fraudulently pocketed. 

One ring in North Carolina spent $200,000 in 
bribing the legislature and obtained millions in 

state money for its railroads. Instead of building 

new track, however, it used the funds to 

speculate in bonds, reward friends with 
extravagant fees, and enjoy lavish trips to 

Europe. 

Election of 1872 

The Republican party starts to divide, from the 

Radical Republicans to the new Liberal 
Republicans, which resisted President Grant. 

 

Amnesty Act of 1872 

➢ Signed by President Grant, all but the top 
500 Confederate leaders were pardoned.   

➢ Affected over 150,000 former Confederate 

troops who had taken part in the war. 

➢ Controversial in the North, as the pardon 
restored Confederates voting privileges. 

 

Colfax Massacre/Riot, April 1873 

In the wake of a contested election for 
Governor and local offices, whites armed with 

rifles and a small cannon overpowered the 

freedmen and state militia (also black) trying to 

control the parish courthouse. White 
Republican officeholders were not attacked.  

Most of the freedmen were killed after they 

surrendered, estimated at 125, and nearly 50 

were killed later that night after having been 
held as prisoners for several hours. 

➢ Marked the beginning of a heightened 

insurgency and attacks on Republican 

officeholders and Freedmen in Louisiana 
and other Deep South states. 

 

Panic of 1873  

➢ The start of a long economic Depression.   
➢ It hit the South hard and disillusioned many 

Republicans who had gambled that railroads 

would pull the South out of its poverty. 

 
Numerous instances of unsolved murder occur 

throughout the south.   

➢ In Selma, Alabama, Major Houston notes 

that whites who killed 12 Freedmen never 
came to trial.  Many more killings never 

become official cases. 

➢ General Carl Schurz reported thousands of 

Freedmen had been killed in frequent 
seemingly random occurrences. 

  

White League 

➢ Arose in Louisiana in 1874.  
➢ It was a group of Confederate veterans 

whose states purpose was “the 

extermination of the carpetbag elements” 

and the restoration of white supremacy. 
➢ Most had been with white militias who had 

taken part in the Colfax Massacre. 

➢ The group operated openly 

➢ The targeted local Republicans for 
assassination and terrorized freedmen. 



Coushatta Massacre, 1874 

Union veteran Marshall Twitchell came to Red 

River Parish, Louisiana, as an agent of the 
Freedman’s Bureau.  He defended Freedmen’s 

rights, raising the ire of local people. 

➢ The White League sought to intimidate 

Twitchell, but were unable to harm him 
directly for fear of a federal military 

response. 

➢ The White League apprehended twenty 

people, including four of Twitchell’s 
brothers (in-law) and many Freedmen, and 

forced them to sign letters of resignation.  

They were murdered. 

➢ Violence ensures throughout the state. 
 

Red Shirts 

Founded 1875, this paramilitary organization 

were supporters of Democrat Wade Hampton.  
They used intimidation, violence and 

assassination in efforts to discourage voting. 

 

Brooks-Baxter War of 1874 
An armed conflict between factions (southern 

Scalawags and northern Carpetbaggers) of the 

Republican Party over the disputed 1872 

election for Arkansas governor.  90+ killed 
 

The South’s white leaders, who regained power 

in the immediate postwar era before the vote 

was granted to the freedmen, renounced 
succession and slavery, but not white 

supremacy. 

 

Southern women – their land destroyed and 
many males of society dead, hurt or in prisoner 

camps – were forced to learn how to manage the 

plantations.   

➢ This sparked a southern suffrage movement. 
 

“Carpetbaggers” were Northerners who 

migrated to the south, mostly Union veterans. 

 
 “Scalawag” is a term for southern whites who 

supported Reconstruction. 

➢ James Longstreet, Joe Brown 

➢ in South Carolina, 15% of the population 
were deemed to be Scalawags. 

 

“Freedmen” – a term in reference to recently 

freed slaves. 
 

Southern railway system expands from 11,000 

miles to 29,000 miles by 1890.  Southern 

landowners are taxed to pay for infrastructure 
improvements 

Hamburg Massacre/Riot, S.Carolina July 1876 

Beginning with a dispute over free passage on a 

public road, this racially motivated incident 
concluded with the death of seven men.  

➢ It launched the furious 1876 Democratic 

campaign for South Carolina's redemption, 

leading to nearly a century of "Jim Crow" 
denial of civil rights. 

 

Numerous private schools for Freedmen were 

established by northern missionaries to the 
South, and by the roughly 10% of blacks who 

were self-educated while in bondage.  

➢ Prior to this, there was no public school 

system in the south for either ethnicity. 
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Compromise of 1877 

➢ In 1876 there was a disputed Presidential 

election.  
➢ In a backroom compromise in 1877, the 

efforts at Reconstruction are effectively 

abandoned. 

➢ Southern Democrats agree to accept a 
Republican in the White House, and in return 

the new Republicans president agrees to 

abandon Reconstruction by removing the 

federal troops from southern states. 
➢ Removing the soldiers cause the collapse of 

the remaining three Republican state 

governments, bringing about the end of 

Reconstruction 
 

The end of Reconstruction marked the beginning 

of a period (1877-1900) in which white 

legislators passed laws and new constitutions 
that created barriers to voter registration and 

voting for blacks and poor whites, and also 

passed Jim Crow laws imposing segregation in 

public facilities and transportation, as well as 
other restrictions upon blacks. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 “The Lost Cause” 

A movement in the south to reconcile the 

traditional white society of the southern 
United States with the reality of the 

Confederacy’s defeat in the Civil War. 
THIS WAS AN EFFORT BY CONFEDERATE 

SYMPATHIZERS TO REWRITE HISTORY; THE 

SOUTH TRIES TO WRITE THEIR OWN VERSION 

OF HISTORY 

➢ It tended to portray the Confederacy’s cause 

as noble and most of the Confederacy’s 
leaders as exemplars of old-fashioned 

chivalry, defeated by the Union armies not 

through superior military skill, but by 

overwhelming tactics. 
➢ It condemns Reconstruction. 

➢ Confederate Generals represented the 

virtue of nobility, as opposed to northern 

Generals, who were characterized as 
possessing low moral standards and no 

religious virtue. 

➢ Loses on the battlefield were inevitable 

due to Northern superiority in resources 
and manpower. 

➢ Losses were the result of betrayal and 

incompetence on the part of certain 

subordinates of General Lee, notably 
generals James Longstreet, J.E.B.Stuart, 

and George Pickett. 

➢ Defense of state-rights, rather than a 

preservation of slavery, was the primary 
cause which led the eleven southern states 

to secede, thus precipitating the war. 

➢ Secession was a justifiable constitutional 

response to Northern cultural and 
economic aggression against the southern 

way of life 

➢ Slavery was a benign institution, and the 

slaves were loyal and faithful to their 
benevolent masters. 

➢ The motivation of Radical Republicans 

was a lust for power at the expense of 

national reconciliation and due to a 
irrational hatred of the Confederacy 

➢ Radical Republicans reversed the 

Reconstruction gains of Lincoln and 

Johnson, established corrupt shadow 
governments made up of Carpetbaggers 

and Scalawags, and, with an eye toward 

power, imposed political rights on freed 

slaves which they were unprepared or and 
unable to utilize. 
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Reconstruction Brainstorm 

 

The following questions are designed to assist with the preparations for an upcoming exam.  Using your brainstorm sheet and other relevant notes on the era, 

please complete the following questions.  Write on a separate paper, and attach this as the cover sheet  to what you turn in. 

 

 

1-3. What happened during each of the three phases of Reconstruction? 

1. a) “Presidential Reconstruction” –  

2. b) “Congressional Reconstruction’ –  

3. c )“Redemption” –  

4. What is the nature of the post-war debate taking place in the North ?  

5. President Johnson – who became president after Lincoln’s murder – was a 

Southerner yet was distrusted by the South.  Why did the South dislike 

him? 

6. To what does the Ten-percent Plan refer? 

7. What is the origin of the term “40 acres and a mule”? 

8. What did the 13th Amendment to the Constitution do? 

9. What did the 14th Amendment to the Constitution do? 

10. What did President Johnson put in a letter to Mississippi about voting 

rights for blacks? 

11. What would the Wade-Davis Bill of 1864 do? 

12. To what does the Freedman’s Bureau refer? 

13. “…the reward of treason will be an increased representation in Congress.”  Why 

is this a fear in the North? 

14. What did the Black Codes do? 

15. What did the Civil Rights Act of 1866 do? 

16. What did the Reconstruction Act of 1867 do? 

17. Under what reason did President Johnson veto the 14th Amendment? 

18. How did President Johnson respond to the passage of the 14th 

Amendment? 

19-22. What are the four events from the Civil War which left a lingering hatred  

           between the North and the South? 

19. a) 

20. b) 

21. c) 

22. d) 

23. Why was President Johnson impeached? 

24. What was the Colfax Massacre/Riot of 1873? 

25. How did President Grant respond to the KKK? 

26. In what way did Reconstruction change the tax structure of the South? 

27. What was the verdict of the Supreme Court case, Texas v. White? 

28. What did Thaddeus Stevens argue? 

29. What did the Amnesty Act of 1872 do? 

30. Describe the corruption affecting the railraods 

31. What did the 15th Amendment to the Constitution do? 

32. To what does the term ‘Panic of 1873’ refer? 

33. What was the White League? 

34. To what does the phrase ‘New Departure’ refer? 

35. Who founded the KKK, and why? 

36. What let to decades of routine indebtedness of the freedmen? 

37. What sparked the women’s suffrage (women’s independent) movement 

in the South? 

38. To what does the term Scalawag refer? 

39. What was the Brooks-Baxter War of 1874? 

40. What were Carpetbaggers? 

41. To what does the Red Shirts refer? 

42. In what ways did the Compromise of 1877 end the Reconstruction era? 

43. To what does ‘The Lost Cause’ refer? 

44. How did the Lost Cause portray Confederate Generals? 

45. How did the Lost Cause validate/rationalize succession? 

46. What does Lost Cause-thinking claim to be the reason for the Civil War? 

47. According to Lost Cause thinking, what explains why the South lost the 

war? 

48. How did the Lost Cause portray the south, and in what ways did it 

attempt to re-write the history of the South?  (Please be detailed . . . ) 
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Instructions –  

➢ As you read, draw a box around any word for which you do not know the meaning and cannot deduce the meaning from the context of the sentence. 

➢ In the vertical box on the right, make notations such as summarizing the main ideas, specific statistics, important people or definitions  

 (While you may highlight or underline the text itself, that is not sufficient for this; you are expected to write in the box) 

➢ In the larger box at the bottom of the second page, write a Précis Statement (a 22-25 word summary) 

➢ In the smaller boxes, identify three main things from the article which would support your Précis Statement. 

 

 

 

Reconstruction was America's first experiment in interracial democracy for men. It tested the central philosophies and traditions of 

America's society and institutions. The Civil War necessitated a dramatic expansion of the roles and responsibilities of the central 

government which contributed to the ratification of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution. These 

amendments made involuntary servitude a federal crime, created a new federal dimension of citizenship for all Americans, and sought to 

guarantee universal male suffrage. Once they were approved, Congress was constitutionally empowered and obligated to protect and 

enforce these new laws, sustaining the broad new powers and active role of the national government. 

 

The postwar period began with a series of fairly lenient Reconstruction plans put forth by presidents Lincoln and Johnson, who were 

both eager to see the former Confederacy returned to the Union with as much speed and as little vindictiveness as possible. As the 

ineffectiveness of Presidential Reconstruction became apparent in the face of clear violations of the freed peoples' constitutional rights 

and liberties, northern voters elected Republicans to Congress by a landslide, thereby providing a mandate for the Republicans to take 

over the job of putting the Union back together again. They were deemed "radical" by subsequent historians because they insisted that 

blacks be protected in their newfound rights. 

 

When white southern resistance followed the nation's first Civil Rights Act, Congress passed the Ku Klux Klan Act, which gave federal 

authorities jurisdiction over both states and individuals who tried to deprive freedmen and women of their newfound rights. Never before 

had the federal government intervened so forcefully and directly on behalf of its citizens, let alone its most impoverished minority. 

 

Yet even that unprecedented level of involvement proved insufficient to protect African-Americans or bring about a fundamental change 

in racial attitudes. Not since the Haitian Revolution had a recently enslaved population risen up amidst cataclysmic social change to 

claim their own rights and freedoms, to exercise power at every level of government in a society that had been—and, to a great extent, 

remained—predicated upon the concept of white supremacy. Central to the struggle of the emancipated men and women in the United 

States was the question, "How free is free?"  Was freedom simply the absence of bondage, or the right to obtain an education, to receive 

healthcare, to negotiate for wages, to vote, and to tend one's own plot of land? 

 

Black scholar W.E.B. Du Bois, who was born in 1868—the year that the Fourteenth Amendment was ratified—famously termed the 

Reconstruction period a "splendid failure," for it did not fail for the reasons that whites thought or expected that it would. Rather than 

revealing any innate inferiority or incompetence, some 2,000 black Americans governed reasonably well in nearly every level of 

government, from the Senate to the local sheriff and tax collector. They learned the uses of political power and served with great courage 

amidst a hostile environment of embittered and war-scared southern whites, many of whom targeted black representatives with violent 

attacks. 

 

During Reconstruction, African-Americans formed their own organizations and worshipped in their own churches, and they embraced 

the notion of an activist government that promoted and safeguarded the welfare of its citizens. Rather than becoming the illiterate, 

ignorant dupes of demagogues and northern white Republicans, as so many whites suspected or believed, black men and women eagerly 

obtained the education that  
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had been denied them by law under slavery. The Reconstruction governments were hardly perfect, but blacks proved themselves neither 

superior nor inferior to their white counterparts. This in itself was a revolutionary concept, in a society were white supremacy remained 

the central tenet of life, North and South, and where white ministers preached from the pulpit on Sundays that blacks had descended 

from Ham, and were therefore an inferior race, separated from the superior Anglo-Saxon (even though the Curse of Ham passage in the 

Bible’s Book of Genesis makes no mention of skin color or race). 

 

Corruption and bribery did take place in government during Reconstruction, as they had prior to the Civil War. Railroad promoters, 

business speculators and their retainers, land contractors, and stock market investors all sought to purchase their share of influence with 

elected leaders. As one black representative and former slave commented, "I've been sold eleven times in my life; this is the first time I 

ever got the money." Yet despite these moral frailties, all of the southern governments combined did not steal as much from the public 

treasury as William "Boss" Tweed's Ring in New York City, a Democratic Party machine that lined its pockets with over $75 million, or 

the Republican "Gas Ring" in Philadelphia, which did the same thing. Though such comparisons do not excuse the failings that 

Reconstruction governments did exhibit, the fact remains that such governments did establish some of the first public and social services 

in the South outside of North Carolina; they collected taxes to fund public schools, expand hospitals, and build asylums, among other 

programs. 

 

Nonetheless, as whites regained power over the South by 1877 and throughout the century that followed, whites from both North and 

South denounced the Reconstruction period as a disaster because blacks were in charge, and were – by white’s interpretation – racially 

unfit to rule and unprepared for the rights, responsibilities, and freedoms granted to them in postwar America. Reconstruction-era 

instances of corruption or bribery were vastly exaggerated; the nation's foremost scholars, especially historians, wrote seething histories 

of the period that decried the supposedly deplorable treatment of white southerners and spun overtly racist tales concerning the 

ignorance and savage lust of black officeholders. The two sides of the Civil War reunited during the late nineteenth century by casting 

the fate of the black population aside and basing numerous aspects of their reunited culture, education, and society on the concept of 

white supremacy.  In fact, whites during Reconstruction had responded the same way to all Reconstruction governments, whether 

corrupt or not. The white South turned to force to end the country's first experiment in integrated government; not because of black 

failure, but because of black success. Evidence of black ambition, confidence, and aptitude threatened the power structure, institutions, 

labor system, and society of the former Confederacy more than black corruption or ignorance ever could. But by discrediting the era in 

which blacks were most active politically, historians, filmmakers, politicians, and writers from across the country effectively acquitted 

the white South of disfranchising blacks under the Redemption and Jim Crow periods; they permitted racial segregation and 

discrimination, and even sanctioned it, for over a century. 
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