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Preface

the classroom with our students. Our primary goal

is to make American history accessible to them. The

key to that goal—the core of the book—is a strong, clear

narrative. We chose our book’s title because we believe the

theme of journey offers an ideal way to give coherence to

our narrative and yet fairly represent the complexities of
our nation’s past.

We employ this theme throughout the book, in its

chapters, its pedagogical features, and its selection of pri-

mary source documents. The journeys we describe can

The path that led us to The American Journey began in

be geographical, ideological, political, or social—some
eventually codified in our founding documents and insti-
tutions, others culminating in patterns of personal behav-
ior and social relationships, still others reaching a dead
end because of popular opposition, political or economic
changes, or even war.

Most of all, the journeys have been those of individu-
als. We have tried to blend their stories into the larger
national narrative of which they were and are a part. The
voices of contemporaries open each chapter, describing
their personal journeys—and detours—toward fulfilling
their dreams, hopes, and ambitions as part of the broader
American journey. Embedding these individual stories
within a broader narrative allows us to address questions
of culture, identity, politics, and ideas as they shaped the
lives of elites and common people alike.

We invite students and teachers to think about how
their own stories and those of their families relate to the
theme of our book. Most of all, we hope that The Ameri-
can Journey can guide students along their own intellectual
paths toward a better understanding of American history
and their place in it.

New to This Edition

Every chapter in the eighth edition of The American Journey
has been carefully revised for publication in REVEL, a fully
digital experience designed to integrate text contents with
interactive elements. The American Journey continues to
emphasize its unique features—chronological organization,
geographical literacy, regional balance, and religion.

REVEL™

Educational technology designed for the way today’s
students read, think, and learn.

When students are engaged deeply, they learn more
effectively and perform better in their courses. This simple

xXii

fact inspired the creation of REVEL: an immersive learn-
ing experience designed for the way today’s students read,
think, and learn. Built in collaboration with educators and
students nationwide, REVEL is the newest, fully digital
way to deliver respected Pearson content.

REVEL enlivens course content with media interac-
tives and assessments—integrated directly within the
authors’ narrative—that provide opportunities for students
to read about and practice course material in tandem. This
immersive educational technology boosts student engage-
ment, which leads to better understanding of concepts and
improved performance throughout the course.

Learn More about REVEL

http:/ /www.pearsonhighered.com/revel/

Rather than simply offering opportunities to read about and
study U.S. history, REVEL facilitates deep, engaging inter-
actions with the concepts that matter most. By providing
opportunities to improve skills in analyzing and interpreting
primary and secondary sources of historical evidence, for
example, REVEL engages students directly and immediately,
which leads to a better understanding of course material. A
wealth of student and instructor resources and interactive
materials can be found within REVEL. Some of our favorites
are mentioned in the paragraphs that follow.

Integrated Writing Opportunities

To help students reason more logically and write more
clearly, each chapter offers three varieties of writing
prompts. The Journal prompt elicits free-form topic-specific
responses addressing topics at the module level, and the
Shared Writing prompt encourages students to address
multiple sides of an issue by sharing and responding to each
other’s viewpoints, encouraging all to interpret a histori-
cal event or text as would people of the time. Finally, each
chapter includes an Essay prompt from Pearson’s Writing
Space, where instructors can assign both automatic-graded
and instructor-graded prompts. For more information about
all of the tools and resources in REVEL and access to your
own REVEL account for The American Journey: A History of
the United States, go to www.pearsonhighered.com/REVEL.

Revel Elements

* Text-specific Learning Outcomes inform each chapter,
with outcomes correlated to unique chapter features and
activities.


http://www.pearsonhighered.com/revel/
http://www.pearsonhighered.com/REVEL

Chapter introduction videos, based on each One Amer-
ican Journey primary source document excerpt and
filmed by authors, introduce students to the material,
helping to engage them even before they begin reading
the chapter. Each chapter has a new three to four minute
overview that links the One American Journey “voice”
to larger historical themes contained within the chapter.
The videos are featured on the chapter opening page,
and replace the introduction.

Chapter-specific videos, three to five per chapter, can be
found in-line in all REVEL chapters. New videos filmed
by authors, as well as existing videos by other scholars,
address key topics found in each chapter.

The Source Collection features five primary source doc-
uments associated with each chapter where students can
read, listen to, and annotate some of the most commonly
assigned primary source documents.

Interactive maps, figures, and tables feature toggles to
illustrate movement over time, as well as clickable map
keys, hot spots that allow pop-ups of images and videos,
and pan/zoom capability.

The thematic interactive timeline and flashcards that
summarize each chapter reinforce the essential points
of the narrative, as events are tied to key terms from
the text and flashcards feature all key terms, as well
as additional terms to help define chapter contents.
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Author-curated selections for Suggested Reading allow
additional exploration of chapter themes.

Assessment tied to primary chapter sections, as well as
full chapter exams, enables instructors and students to
track progress and get immediate feedback. Instructors
will be able to find the best resources for teaching their
students.

Engage Students and Improve
Critical Thinking

¢ Chapter introductory vignettes provide brief firsthand

accounts from individuals who powerfully recount
the personal journeys they took in their lives. Each of
these “voices” relates to the themes that follow in the
chapter.

Chapter images are bigger, visually interesting, and
informative. Photographs and pieces of fine art encapsu-
late emotional and historical meaning. Captions provide
valuable information that allows for a fuller understand-
ing of the people who lived the American journey.

From Then to Now relates important issues and events
in each chapter to the issues and events of today, letting
students see the relevance of history to their lives. This
feature also provides thought-provoking visuals to sup-
port and enhance the narrative.
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Chapter 16

Reconstruction 1865-1877

A HUNGER TO LEARN This 1863 watercolor by Henry L. Stephens depicts an elderly African American, probably

a former slave, learning to read. The newspaper’s headline states, “Presidential Proclamation, Slavery.” Learning
transcended age among freed blacks in the South.

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division[CaLC-USZC4-2442]
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16.1 White Southerners and the Ghosts of the
Confederacy, 1865

How did white southerners respond to defeat?

16.4 Counter-Reconstruction, 1870-1874
How were white northerners and the federal
government complicit in denying freed slaves the
basic rights of American citizenship?

16.2 More than Freedom: African American .
Aspirations in 1865 16.5 Redemption, 1874-1877
Why did black aspirations generate southern white How and why did Reconstruction end?
violence?
16.3 Federal Reconstruction, 1865-1870
How did Congressional Reconstruction change the
status of the former slaves in the South?
One American Journey
A Memoir Thomas Fortune felt that this incident encapsulated the

Marianna, Florida 1866

The white academy opened about the same time the church
opened the school for the Negro children. As the colored
children had to pass the academy to reach the church it
was easy for the white children to annoy them with taunts
and jeers. The war passed from words to stones which the
white children began to hurl at the colored. Several col-
ored children were hurt and, as they had not resented the
rock-throwing in kind because they were timid about going
that far, the white children became more aggressive and
abusive.

One morning the colored children armed themselves
with stones and determined to fight their way past the
academy to their school. [They] approached the academy in
formation whereas in the past they had been going in pairs
or small groups. When they reached hailing distance, a half
dozen white boys rushed out and hurled their missiles.
Instead of scampering away, the colored children not only
stood their ground and hurled their missiles but maintained
a solemn silence. The white children, seeing there was no
backing down as they expected, came rushing out of the
academy and charged the colored children.

During some fifteen minutes it was a real tug of war. In
the close fighting the colored children got the advantage
gradually and began to shove the white children back. As
they pressed the advantage the white children broke away
and ran for the academy. The colored fighters did not fol-
low them but made it hot for the laggards until they also
took to their heels. There were many bruises on both sides,
but it taught the white youngsters to leave the colored ones
alone thereafter.

T. Thomas Fortune, “Norfolk Journal and Guide,” August 20, 1927, reprinted
in Dorothy Sterling, ed., The Trouble They Seen: Black People Tell the Story of
Reconstruction, Doubleday, 1976, pp. 22-24.

dilemma of Reconstruction. In the journey from slavery to
freedom, education emerged as an important element of full
citizenship for African Americans. It was their “ticket” to
economic independence, as it was for all Americans. When
Thomas realized he could not obtain that ticket in the South,
he journeyed north to New York City, where he obtained a
job as a printer for the New York Sun. New York’s gain was
the South’s loss, a process repeated many times over as tal-
ented young black men and women migrated north. It was
a double tragedy for the South: losing people who could
have rebuilt a shattered region and missing the opportunity
to create a society based on racial equality.

Southern whites found the notion of black indepen-
dence both ludicrous and frightening. Slavery may have
ended, but subservience should not, whites believed. The
eagerness with which black children (and adults) embraced
education implied a pretense of equality, which whites
could not accept. They resisted full black citizenship, often
violently.

Reconstruction, though, was more than a story of white
resistance against black aspirations. What is remarkable
about the period is that African Americans continued to
press for political, economic, and social rights in the face of
withering and often violent white opposition. Most black
resistance was futile, as Thomas would eventually discover.
But if the failure of African Americans to attain the basic
rights of the freedom they won during the Civil War can-
not be attributed to their lack of effort and desire, it is also
true that southern whites were not the only obstacles along
the path of the African American journey from slavery to
freedom. Not only did white northerners and the federal
government ignore the violence, but they also often con-
doned or at least rationalized it. Reconstruction was not a
southern failure; it was a national disgrace.



The position of African Americans in American society
was one of the two great issues of the Reconstruction era.
The other great issue was how and under what terms to
readmit the former Confederate states. Between 1865 and
1867, under President Andrew Johnson’s Reconstruction
plan, white southerners pretty much had their way with
the former slaves and with their own state governments.
Congressional action between 1867 and 1870 attempted
to balance black rights and home rule, with mixed results.
After 1870, white southerners gradually regained control
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of their states and localities, often through violence and
intimidation, denying black southerners their political gains
while Republicans in Washington and white northerners
lost interest in policing their former enemies.

By the time the last federal troops left the South in 1877,
the white southerners had prevailed. The Confederate states
had returned to the Union with all of their rights and many
of their leaders restored. And the freed slaves remained in
mostly subservient positions with few of the rights and
privileges enjoyed by other Americans.

16.1 White Southerners
and the Ghosts of the
Confederacy, 1865

How did white southerners respond to defeat?

To understand how white southerners reacted to black aspi-
rations after the Civil War, it is necessary to understand what
whites saw, thought, and felt as they coped with the conse-
quences of their defeat. Confederate soldiers, generals and
troops alike, returned to devastated homes. General Braxton
Bragg returned to his “once prosperous” Alabama home to
find “all, all was lost, except my debts.” Bragg and his wife
found temporary shelter in a slave cabin. Yeomen farmers,
the backbone of the Confederacy, found uprooted fences,
farm animals dead or gone, and buildings destroyed. They
and their families wandered about in a living nightmare,
seeking shelter where they could. They lived in morbid
fear of vengeful former slaves or the hated Yankee soldiers
wreaking more damage.

Nathaniel Bell, a former Confederate soldier, was
lucky enough to get a job on the North Carolina Railroad
in 1865. Every two weeks, Bell enjoyed a two-day layover
in the coastal city of Wilmington. “On one of these occa-
sions,” he wrote, “a small boy and little girl, both pretty
children, came to me and asked me for something to eat.
I gave them all the meat, bread, potatoes, and syrup that
they could carry away. They were very proud of this. They
said their father was killed in the war, and that their mother
and grandmother were both sick. Some months afterwards
I was passing by the same place where I saw the children,
and a man got on my train. . . . I asked him about the two
children. . . . He said the little boy and girl starved to death.”

The casualties of war in the South continued long after
the hostilities ceased. These were hardly the only cases of
starvation that stalked the defeated region in the months
after the surrender. Although soldiers of both sides would
experience difficulty in reentering civilian life, the south-
erner’s case was the more difficult because of the economic
devastation, the psychological burdens of defeat, and the

break-up of families through death, migration, or poverty.
Cities such as Richmond, Atlanta, and Columbia lay in
ruins; farmsteads were stripped of everything but the
soil; infrastructure, especially railroads, was damaged or
destroyed; factories and machinery were demolished; and
at least 5 million bales of cotton, the major cash crop, had
gone up in smoke. Add a worthless currency, and the loss
was staggering, climbing into hundreds of billions of dollars
in today’s currency.

Their cause lost and their society destroyed, white
southerners lived through the summer and fall of 1865
surrounded by ghosts, the ghosts of lost loved ones, joyful
times, bountiful harvests, self-assurance, and slavery. Defeat
shook the basic tenets of their religious beliefs. A North
Carolinian cried, “Oh, our God! What sins we must have
been guilty of that we should be so humiliated by Thee
now!” Some praised God for delivering the South from the
sin of slavery. A Virginia woman expressed thanks that “we
white people are no longer permitted to go on in such wick-
edness, heaping up more and more wrath of God upon our
devoted heads.” But many other white southerners refused
to accept their defeat as a divine judgment. How could
they, as a devout people, believe that God had abandoned
them? Instead, they insisted, God had spared the South for
a greater purpose. They came to view the war as the Lost
Cause and interpreted it, not as a lesson in humility, but
as an episode in the South’s journey to salvation. Robert
E. Lee became the patron saint of this cause, his poignant
nobility a contrast to the crassness of the Yankee warlords.
White southerners transformed the bloody struggle into a
symbol of courage against great odds and piety against sin.
Eventually, they believed, redemption would come.

The southern white view of the Civil War (and of
Reconstruction) was not a deliberate attempt to falsify his-
tory, but rather a need to justify and rationalize the dev-
astation that accompanied defeat. This view, in which the
war became the Lost Cause, and Reconstruction became
the Redemption, also served to forge a community among
white southerners at a time of great unrest. A common reli-
gion solidified the bond and sanctified it. The Lost Cause
also enabled white southerners to move on with their lives
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and concentrate on rebuilding their shattered region. The
Lost Cause was a historical rationalization that enabled
believers to hope for a better future. The regrettable feature
of elevating the Civil War to a noble, holy enterprise was
that it implied a stainless Old South, a civilization worth
fighting and dying for. This new history required the return
of the freedmen, if not to the status of slaves, then at least to
a lowly place in society. This new history also ignored the
savagery of the war by romanticizing the conflict.

The Lost Cause would exist not merely as a memory, but
also as a three-dimensional depiction of southern history,
in rituals and celebrations, and as the educational founda-
tion for future generations. The statues of the Confederate
common soldier erected typically on the most important
site in a town, the courthouse square; the commemorations
of Confederate Memorial Day, the birthdays of promi-
nent Confederate leaders, and the reunions of veterans, all
marked with flourishing oratory, brass bands, parades, and
related spectacles; and the textbooks implanting the white
history of the South in young minds and carrying the legacy
down through the generations—all of these ensured that the
Lost Cause would be not only an interpretation of the past,
but also the basic reality of the present and the foundation
for the future.

Most white southerners approached the great issues
of freedom and reunification with unyielding views. They
saw African Americans as adversaries whose attempts at
self-improvement were a direct challenge to white people’s
belief in their own racial superiority, a belief endorsed by
white southerners” view of the war and the Old South. A
black boy like Thomas Fortune could not dream of success,
for the very thought confounded the beliefs of southern
whites. White southerners saw outside assistance to black
southerners as another invasion. The Yankees might have
destroyed their families, their farms, and their fortunes, but
they would not destroy the racial order. The war may have
ended slavery, but white southerners were determined to
preserve strict racial boundaries.

16.2 More than Freedom:
African American
Aspirations in 1865

Why did black aspirations generate southern white
violence?

Black southerners had a quite different perspective on the
Civil War and Reconstruction, seeing the former as a great
victory for freedom and the latter as a time of great possibil-
ity. But their view did not matter; it was invisible or, worse,
distorted, in books, monuments, and official accounts. If,
as the British writer George Orwell later argued, “who

controls the present controls the past, and who controls the
past controls the future,” then the vanishing black perspec-
tive is not surprising. The ferocity with which white south-
erners attempted to take back their governments and their
social structure was not only about nostalgia; it was also
about power and the legitimacy that power conferred.

And, of course, the black perspective was decid-
edly different from that of whites. To black southerners
the Civil War was a war of liberation, not a Lost Cause.
The response of southern whites to black aspirations still
stunned African Americans, who believed, naively perhaps,
that what they sought—education, land, access to employ-
ment, and equality in law and politics—were basic rights
and modest objectives. The former slaves did not initially
even dream of social equality; far less did they plot murder
and mayhem, as white people feared. They did harbor two
potentially contradictory aspirations. The first was to be
left alone, free of white supervision. But the former slaves
also wanted land, voting and civil rights, and education. To
secure these, they needed the intervention and support of
the white power structure.

In 1865, African Americans had reason to hope that
their dreams of full citizenship might be realized. They
enjoyed a reservoir of support for their aspirations among
some Republican leaders. The views of James A. Garfield,
Union veteran, U.S. congressman, and future president,
were typical of these Republicans. Commenting on the
ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment, which abolished
slavery, Garfield asked, “What is freedom? Is it the bare
privilege of not being chained? . . . If this is all, then freedom
is a bitter mockery, a cruel delusion.”

The first step Congress took beyond emancipation
was to establish the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and
Abandoned Lands in March 1865. Congress envisioned the
Freedmen’s Bureau, as it came to be called, as a multipur-
pose agency to provide social, educational, and economic
services, advice, and protection to former slaves and des-
titute white southerners. The bureau marked the federal
government’s first foray into social welfare legislation.
Congress also authorized the bureau to rent confiscated and
abandoned farmland to freedmen in 40-acre plots, with an
option to buy. This auspicious beginning belied the great
disappointments that lay ahead.

16.2.1 Education

The greatest success of the Freedmen’s Bureau was in educa-
tion. The bureau coordinated more than fifty northern phil-
anthropic and religious groups, which, in turn, established
3,000 freedmen’s schools in the South, serving 150,000 men,
women, and children.

Initially, single young women from the Northeast com-
prised much of the teaching force. One of them, 26-year-old
Martha Schofield, came to Aiken, South Carolina, from rural



Pennsylvania in 1865. Like many of her colleagues, she had
joined the abolitionist movement as a teenager and decided
to make teaching her life’s work. Her strong Quaker beliefs
reflected the importance of Protestant Christianity in
motivating the young missionaries. When her sponsoring
agency, the Pennsylvania Freedmen’s Relief Association,
folded in 1871, her school closed. Undaunted, she opened
another school on her own, and, despite chronic financial
problems and the hostility of Aiken’s white citizens, she and
the school endured. (Since 1953, her school has been part of
the Aiken public school system.)

By the time Schofield opened her school in 1871, black
teachers outnumbered white teachers in the “colored”
schools. The financial troubles of northern missionary soci-
eties and white northerners’ declining interest in the freed-
men’s condition opened opportunities for black teachers.
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Support for them came from black churches, especially the
African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church.

The former slaves crowded into basements, shacks,
and churches to attend school. “The children . . . hurry to
school as soon as their work is over,” wrote a teacher in
Norfolk, Virginia, in 1867. “The plowmen hurry from the
field at night to get their hour of study. Old men and women
strain their dim sight with the book two and a half feet dis-
tant from the eye, to catch the shape of the letter. I call this
heaven-inspired interest.”

At the end of the Civil War, only about 10 percent of
black southerners were literate, compared with more than
70 percent of white southerners. Within a decade, black lit-
eracy had risen above 30 percent. Joseph Wilson, a former
slave, attributed the rise to “this longing of ours for freedom
of the mind as well as the body.”

FREEDMEN’S BUREAU The Freedmen’s Bureau, northern churches, and missionary societies established more than 3,000 schools, attended by
some 150,000 men, women, and children in the years after the Civil War. At first, mostly young white women from the Northeast staffed these
schools, as at this one in Georgia. Note the wide age range, which indicates that the thirst for learning spanned generations.

North Wind Picture Archives
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Some black southerners went on to one of the thirteen
colleges established by the American Missionary Associa-
tion and black and white churches. Between 1860 and 1880,
more than 1,000 black southerners earned college degrees
at institutions still serving students today, such as Howard
University in Washington, DC, Fisk University in Nashville,
Hampton Institute (now University), Tuskegee Institute,
and Biddle Institute (now Johnson C. Smith University) in
Charlotte.

Pursuing freedom of the mind involved challenges
beyond those of learning to read and write. Many white
southerners condemned efforts at “Negro improvement.”
They viewed the time spent on education as wasted, forcing
the former slaves to catch their lessons in bits and pieces
between work, often by candlelight or on Sundays. White
southerners also harassed white female teachers, question-
ing their morals and threatening people who rented rooms
to them. After the Freedmen’s Bureau folded in 1872 and
many of the northern societies that supported freedmen’s
education collapsed or cut back their involvement, educa-
tion for black southerners became more haphazard.

16.2.2 “Forty Acres and a Mule”

Although education was important to the freed slaves in
their quest for civic equality, land ownership offered them
the promise of economic independence. For generations,
black people had worked southern farms and had received
nothing for their labor.

An overwhelmingly agricultural people, freedmen
looked to farm ownership as a key element in their transi-
tion from slavery to freedom. “Gib us our own land and we
take care of ourselves,” a Charleston freedman asserted to a
northern visitor in 1865. Even before the war’s end, rumors
circulated through black communities in the South that the
government would provide each black family with 40 acres
and a mule. These rumors were fueled by General William
T. Sherman’s Field Order No. 15 in January 1865, which
set aside a vast swath of abandoned land along the South
Atlantic coast from the Charleston area to northern Florida
for grants of up to 40 acres. The Freedmen’s Bureau like-
wise raised expectations when it was initially authorized
to rent 40-acre plots of confiscated or abandoned land to
freedmen.

By June 1865, about 40,000 former slaves had settled on
Sherman land along the southeastern coast. In 1866, Con-
gress passed the Southern Homestead Act, giving black
people preferential access to public lands in five southern
states. Two years later, the Republican government of South
Carolina initiated a land-redistribution program financed
by the sale of state bonds. The state used proceeds from
the bond sales to purchase farmland, which it then resold
to freedmen, who paid for it with state-funded, long-term,

low-interest loans. By the late 1870s, more than 14,000
African American families had taken advantage of this
program.

Land ownership did not ensure financial success. Most
black-owned farms were small and on marginal land. The
value of these farms in 1880 was roughly half that of white-
owned farms. Black farmers also had trouble obtaining
credit to purchase or expand their holdings. A lifetime of
fieldwork left some freedmen without the managerial skills
to operate a farm. The hostility of white neighbors also
played a role in thwarting black aspirations. Black farmers
often had the most success when groups of families settled
together, as in the farm community of Promise Land in up-
country South Carolina.

The vast majority of former slaves, however, espe-
cially those in the Lower South, never fulfilled their
dreams of land ownership. Rumors to the contrary, the
federal government never intended to implement a land-
redistribution program in the South. General Sherman
viewed his field order as a temporary measure to support
freedmen for the remainder of the war. President Andrew
Johnson nullified the order in September 1865, returning
confiscated land to its former owners. Even Republican
supporters of black land ownership questioned the con-
stitutionality of seizing privately owned real estate. Most
of the land-redistribution programs that emerged after the
war, including government-sponsored programs, required
black farmers to have capital. But in the impoverished
postwar economy of the South, it was difficult for them
to acquire it.

Republican Party rhetoric of the 1850s extolled the vir-
tues and dignity of free labor over the degradation of slave
labor. Free labor usually meant working for a wage or under
some other contractual arrangement. But unlike slaves,
according to the then prevailing view, free laborers could
enjoy the fruits of their work and might someday become
owners or entrepreneurs themselves. It was self-help, not
government assistance, that guaranteed individual success.
After the war, many white northerners envisioned former
slaves assuming the status of free laborers, not necessarily
of independent landowners.

Most of the officials of the Freedmen’s Bureau shared
these views and therefore saw reviving the southern
economy as a higher priority than helping former slaves
acquire farms. They wanted to both get the crop in the
field and start the South on the road to a free labor system.
Thus, they encouraged freedmen to work for their former
masters under contract and to postpone their quest for
land.

At first, agents of the Freedmen’s Bureau supervised
labor contracts between former slaves and masters. But
after 1867, bureau surveillance declined. Agents assumed
that both black laborers and white landowners had become



accustomed to the mutual obligations of contracts. The
bureau, however, underestimated the power of white land-
owners to coerce favorable terms or to ignore those they did
not like. Contracts implied a mutuality that most planters
could not accept in their relations with former slaves. As
the northern journalist Whitelaw Reid noted in 1865, plant-
ers “have no sort of conception of free labor. They do not
comprehend any law for controlling laborers, save the law
of force.”

By the late 1870s, most former slaves in the rural South
had been drawn into a subservient position in a new labor
system called sharecropping. The premise of this system
was relatively simple: The landlord furnished the share-
croppers with a house, a plot of land to work, seed, some
farm animals, and farm implements and advanced them
credit at a store the landlord typically owned. In exchange,
the sharecroppers promised the landlord a share of their
crop, usually one-half. The croppers kept the proceeds from
the sale of the other half to pay off their debts at the store
and save or spend as they and their families saw fit. In the-
ory, a sharecropper could save enough to secure economic
independence.

But white landlords perceived black independence as
both contradictory and subversive. With landlords keep-
ing the accounts at the store, black sharecroppers found
that the proceeds from their share of the crop never left
them very far ahead. Not all white landlords cheated their
tenants, but given the sharecroppers’ innocence regarding
accounting methods and crop pricing, the temptation to
do so was great.

16.2.3 Migration to Cities

Even before the hope of land ownership faded, African
Americans looked for alternatives to secure their personal
and economic independence. Before the war, the city had
offered slaves and free black people a measure of free-
dom unknown in the rural South. After the war, African
Americans moved to cities to find families, seek work,
escape the tedium and supervision of farm life, or simply
to test their right to move about.

For the same reasons, white people disapproved of
black migration to the city. It reduced the labor pool for
farms. It also gave black people more opportunities to asso-
ciate with white people of similar social status, to compete
for jobs, and to establish schools, churches, and social orga-
nizations, fueling their hopes for racial equality. Between
1860 and 1870, the African American population in every
major southern city rose significantly. In Atlanta, for
example, black people accounted for one in five residents
in 1860 and nearly one in two by 1870. Some freedmen
came to cities initially to reunite with their families. Every
city newspaper after the war carried advertisements from
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former slaves seeking their mates and children. In 1865,
the Nashville Colored Tennessean carried this poignant plea:
“During the year 1849, Thomas Sample carried away from
this city, as his slaves, our daughter, Polly, and son. . . . We
will give $100 each for them to any person who will assist
them . . . to get to Nashville, or get word to us of their
whereabouts.”

Once in the city, freedmen had to find a home and a
job. They usually settled on the outskirts of town, where
building codes did not apply. Rather than developing one
large ghetto, as happened in many northern cities, black
southerners lived in small concentrations in and around cit-
ies. Sometimes armed with a letter of reference from their
former masters, black people went door to door to seek
employment. Many found work serving white families, as
guards, laundresses, or maids, for very low wages. Both
skilled and unskilled laborers found work rebuilding war-
torn cities like Atlanta. Frederick Ayer, a Freedmen’s Bureau
agent in Atlanta, reported to a colleague in 1866 that “many
of the whites are making most vigorous efforts to retrieve
their broken fortunes and . . . rebuild their dwellings and
shops. . . . This furnished employment to a large number
of colored people as Masons, Carpenters, Teamsters, and
Common Workmen.”

Most rural black southerners, however, worked as
unskilled laborers. The paltry wages men earned, when
they could find work, pushed black women into the work-
force. They often had an easier time securing a job in cit-
ies as domestics and laundresses. Black men had hoped
to assert their patriarchal prerogatives, like white men,
by keeping wives and daughters out of the labor mar-
ket, but necessity dictated otherwise. In both Atlanta and
Nashville, black people comprised more than 75 percent
of the unskilled workforce in 1870. Their wages were at
or below subsistence level. A black laborer in Richmond
admitted to a journalist in 1870 that he had difficulty mak-
ing ends meet on $1.50 a day. “It’s right hard,” he reported.
“I have to pay $15 a month rent, and only two little
rooms.” His family survived because his wife took in laun-
dry, while her mother watched the children. Considering
the laborer’s struggle, the journalist wondered, “Were not
your people better off in slavery?” The man replied, “Oh,
no sir! We're a heap better off now. . . . We’re men now,
but when our masters had us we was only change in their
pockets.”

16.2.4 Faith and Freedom

Religious faith framed and inspired the efforts of African
Americans to test their freedom on the farm and in the
city. White southerners used religion to transform the Lost
Cause from a shattering defeat to a premonition of a greater
destiny. Black southerners, in contrast, saw emancipation in



360 Chapter 16

BLACK CHURCH The black church was the center of African American life in the postwar urban South. Most black churches were founded
after the Civil War, but some, such as the First African Baptist Church in Richmond, shown here in an 1874 engraving, traced their origins to

before 1861.
The Granger Collection, NYC

biblical terms as the beginning of an exodus from bondage
to the Promised Land.

Some black churches in the postwar South had origi-
nated during the slavery era, but most split from white-
dominated congregations after the war. White churchgoers
deplored the expressive style of black worship, and black
churchgoers were uncomfortable in congregations that
treated them as inferiors. A separate church also reduced
white surveillance.

The church became a primary focus of African American
life. It gave black people the opportunity to hone skills in
self-government and administration that white-dominated
society denied them. Within the supportive confines of the
congregation, they could assume leadership positions, ren-
der important decisions, deal with financial matters, and
engage in politics. The church also operated as an educa-
tional institution. Local governments, especially in rural
areas, rarely constructed public schools for black people;
churches often served that function.

The desire to read the Bible inspired thousands of for-
mer slaves to attend the church school. The church also

spawned other organizations that served the black commu-
nity, such as burial societies, Masonic lodges, temperance
groups, trade unions, and drama clubs. African Americans
took great pride in their churches, which became visible
measures of their progress. The church enforced family and
religious values, punishing violators guilty of such infrac-
tions as adultery. Black churchwomen, both working class
and middle class, were especially prominent in the family-
oriented organizations.

The efforts of former slaves in the classroom, on the
farm, in cities, and in the churches reflect the enthusiasm
and expectations with which black southerners greeted
freedom and raised the hopes of those who came to help
them. But the majority of white southerners were unwill-
ing to see those expectations fulfilled. For this reason,
African Americans could not secure the fruits of their
emancipation without the support and protection of the
federal government. The issue of freedom was therefore
inextricably linked to the other great issue of the era, the
rejoining of the Confederacy to the Union, as expressed in
federal Reconstruction policy.



16.3 Federal Reconstruction,
1865-1870

How did Congressional Reconstruction change the status
of the former slaves in the South?

When the Civil War ended in 1865, no acceptable blueprint
existed for reconstituting the Union. President Lincoln
believed that a majority of white southerners were Union-
ists at heart, and that they could and should undertake the
task of reconstruction. He favored a conciliatory policy
toward the South in order, as he put it in one of his last let-
ters, “to restore the Union, so as to make it . .. a Union of
hearts and hands as well as of States.” He counted on the
loyalists to be fair with respect to the rights of the former
slaves.

As early as 1863, Lincoln had proposed to readmit a
seceding state if 10 percent of its prewar voters took an oath
of loyalty to the Union, and it prohibited slavery in a new
state constitution. But this Ten Percent Plan did not require
states to grant equal civil and political rights to former
slaves, and many Republicans in Congress thought it was
not stringent enough. In 1864, a group of them responded
with the Wade-Davis Bill, which required a majority of a
state’s prewar voters to pledge their loyalty to the Union
and demanded guarantees of black equality before the law.
The bill was passed at the end of a congressional session,
but Lincoln kept it from becoming law by refusing to sign
it (an action known as a “pocket veto”).

Lincoln, of course, died before he could implement a
Reconstruction plan. His views on reconstructing the Union
during the war did not necessarily prefigure how his views
would have unfolded after the war. Given his commitment
in the Gettysburg Address to promote “a new birth of free-
dom,” it is likely that had white southerners resisted black
civil rights, Lincoln would have responded with harsher
terms. Above all, Lincoln was a savvy politician: He would
not have allowed a stalemate to develop between himself
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and the Congress, and, if necessary, he would have moved
closer to the radical camp. On April 11, 1865, in one of his
last pronouncements on Reconstruction, Lincoln stated
that he favored a limited suffrage for the freedmen, though
he admitted that each state had enough peculiarities that
a blanket policy might not work. In a cabinet meeting on
April 14, he dismissed an idea for military occupation,
though he acknowledged that allowing the states to recon-
struct themselves might not work either. In any case, his
successor, Andrew Johnson, lacked his flexibility and politi-
cal acumen.

The controversy over the plans introduced during the
war reflected two obstacles to Reconstruction that would
continue to plague the ruling Republicans after the war.
First, neither the Constitution nor legal precedent offered
any guidance on whether the president or Congress should
take the lead on Reconstruction policy. Second, there was no
agreement on what that policy should be. Proposals requir-
ing various preconditions for readmitting a state, loyalty
oaths, new constitutions with certain specific provisions,
guarantees of freedmen’s rights—all provoked vigorous
debate.

President Andrew Johnson, some conservative Repub-
licans, and most Democrats believed that because the
Constitution made no mention of secession, the southern
states had been in rebellion but had never left the Union,
and therefore that there was no need for a formal process
to readmit them. Moderate and radical Republicans dis-
agreed, arguing that the defeated states had forfeited their
rights. Moderates and radicals parted company, however,
on the conditions necessary for readmission to the Union.
The radicals wanted to treat the former Confederate states
as territories, or “conquered provinces,” subject to congres-
sional legislation. Moderates wanted to grant the seceding
states more autonomy and limit federal intervention in their
affairs while they satisfied the conditions of readmission.
Neither group held a majority in Congress, and legislators
sometimes changed their positions (see Table 16.1).

TABLE 16.1 Contrasting Views of Reconstruction: President and Congress

Policy on Readmission of Former Confederate States

Politician or Group Policy on Former Slaves

President Johnson Opposed to black suffrage

Silent on protection of black civil rights

Maintained that rebellious states were already readmitted

Granted pardons and restoration of property to all who swore allegiance to the
United States

Opposed to land redistribution

Favored treating rebellious states as territories and establishing military districts*
Favored limiting franchise to black people and loyal white people

Radical Republicans Favored black suffrage
Favored protection of black civil rights

Favored land redistribution

Moderate Republicans Favored black suffrage*
Favored protection of civil rights

Opposed land redistribution

Favored some restrictions on white suffrage™
Favored requiring states to meet various requirements before being readmitted*
Split on military rule

*After 1866.
**True of most but not all members of the group.
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16.3.1 Presidential Reconstruction,
1865-1867

When the Civil War ended in April 1865, Congress was not
in session and would not reconvene until December. Thus,
the responsibility for developing a Reconstruction policy
initially fell on Andrew Johnson, who succeeded to the pres-
idency upon Lincoln’s assassination. Johnson seemed well
suited to the difficult task. He was born in humble circum-
stances in North Carolina in 1808. He learned the tailoring
trade and struck out for Tennessee as a teenager to open
a tailor shop in the eastern Tennessee town of Greenville.
Obtaining his education informally, he prospered modestly,
purchased a few slaves, and began to pursue politics. He
was elected alderman, mayor, state legislator, congress-
man, governor, and then, in 1856, U.S. senator. Johnson
was the only southern senator to remain in the U.S. Senate
after secession. This defiant Unionism won him acclaim in
the North and credibility among Republican leaders, who
welcomed him into their party. During the war, as military
governor of Tennessee, he solidified his Republican creden-
tials by advocating the abolition of slavery in Tennessee
and severe punishment of Confederate leaders. His views
landed him on the Republican ticket as the candidate for
vice president in 1864. Indiana Republican congressman
George W. Julian, who advocated harsh terms for the South
and broad rights for black people, viewed Johnson’s acces-
sion to the presidency in 1865 as “a godsend.”

Most northerners, including many Republicans,
approved Johnson’s Reconstruction plan when he unveiled
it in May 1865. Johnson extended pardons and restored
property rights, except in slaves, to southerners who swore
an oath of allegiance to the Union and the Constitution.
Southerners who had held prominent posts in the Confed-
eracy, however, and those with more than $20,000 in taxable
property, had to petition the president directly for a pardon,
a reflection of Johnson’s disdain for wealthy whites. The
plan said nothing about the voting rights or civil rights of
former slaves. President Johnson, like many of his north-
ern colleagues, was firm in his belief in the inferiority of
African Americans, a status which would make them unfit
to vote. As he explained, “it must be acknowledged that in
the progress of nations Negroes have shown less capacity
for government than any other race of people.”

Northern Democrats applauded the plan’s silence on
these issues and its promise of a quick restoration of the
southern states to the Union. They expected the southern
states to favor their party and expand its political power.
Republicans approved the plan because it restored prop-
erty rights to white southerners, although some wanted
it to provide for black suffrage. Republicans also hoped
that Johnson’s conciliatory terms might attract some white
southerners to the Republican Party.

On the two great issues of freedom and reunion, white
southerners quickly demonstrated their eagerness to reverse
the results of the Civil War. Although most states accepted
President Johnson’s modest requirements, several objected
to one or more of them. Mississippi and Texas refused to
ratify the Thirteenth Amendment, which abolished slavery.
Alabama accepted only parts of the amendment. South Car-
olina declined to nullify its secession ordinance. No south-
ern state authorized black voting. When Johnson ordered
special congressional elections in the South in the fall of
1865, the all-white electorate returned many prominent
Confederate leaders to office.

In late 1865, the newly elected southern state legisla-
tures revised their antebellum slave codes. The updated
black codes allowed local officials to arrest black people
who could not document employment and residence or
who were “disorderly” and sentence them to forced labor on
farms or road crews. The codes also restricted black people
to certain occupations, barred them from jury duty, and for-
bade them to possess firearms. Apprenticeship laws permit-
ted judges to take black children from parents who could
not, in the judges’ view, adequately support them. Given
the widespread poverty in the South in 1865, the law could
apply to almost any freed black family. Northerners look-
ing for contrition in the South found no sign of it. Worse,
President Johnson did not seem perturbed about this turn
of events.

The Republican-dominated Congress reconvened in
December 1865 in a belligerent mood. When radicals, who
comprised nearly half of the Republican Party’s strength
in Congress, could not unite behind a program, their
moderate colleagues took the first step toward a congres-
sional Reconstruction plan. The moderates shared the
radicals’” desire to protect the former slaves’ civil rights.
But they would not support land-redistribution schemes
or punitive measures against prominent Confederates,
and disagreed on extending voting rights to the freed-
men. The moderates’ first measure, passed in early 1866,
extended the life of the Freedmen’s Bureau and authorized
it to punish state officials who failed to extend equal civil
rights to black citizens. But President Johnson vetoed the
legislation.

Undeterred, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act
of 1866 in direct response to the black codes. The act
specified the civil rights to which all U.S. citizens were
entitled. In creating a category of national citizenship
with rights that superseded state laws, the act changed
federal-state relations (and in the process overturned the
Dred Scott decision). President Johnson vetoed the act,
but it became law when Congress mustered a two-thirds
majority to override his veto, the first time in American
history that Congress passed major legislation over a
president’s veto.
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SELLING A FREEMAN TO PAY HIS FINE AT MONTICELLO, FLORIDA This 1867 engraving shows how the black codes of the early
Reconstruction era reduced former slaves to virtually their pre-Civil War status. Scenes like this convinced northerners that the white South
was unrepentant and prompted congressional Republicans to devise their own Reconstruction plans.
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To keep freedmen’s rights safe from presiden-
tial vetoes, state legislatures, and federal courts, the
Republican-dominated Congress moved to incorporate
some of the provisions of the 1866 Civil Rights Act into
the Constitution. The Fourteenth Amendment, which
Congress passed in June 1866, addressed the issues of
civil and voting rights. It guaranteed every citizen equal-
ity before the law. The two key sections of the amendment
prohibited states from violating the civil rights of their
citizens, thus outlawing the black codes, and gave states
the choice of enfranchising black people or losing repre-
sentation in Congress. Some radical Republicans expressed
disappointment that the amendment, in a reflection of

northern ambivalence, failed to give the vote to black
people outright.

The amendment also disappointed advocates of
woman suffrage, for the first time using the word male in
the Constitution to define who could vote. Wendell Phil-
lips, a prominent abolitionist, counseled women, “One
question at a time. This hour belongs to the Negro.” Susan
B. Anthony, who had campaigned for the abolition of slav-
ery before the war and helped mount a petition drive that
collected 400,000 signatures for the Thirteenth Amend-
ment, founded the American Equal Rights Association in
1866 with her colleagues to push for woman suffrage at
the state level.
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The Fourteenth Amendment had little immediate
impact on the South. Although enforcement of black codes
diminished, white violence against black people increased.
In the 1870s, several decisions by the U.S. Supreme Court
weakened the amendment’s provisions. Eventually, how-
ever, it would play a major role in securing the civil rights
of African Americans.

President Johnson encouraged southern white intran-
sigence by openly denouncing the Fourteenth Amendment.
In August 1866, at the start of the congressional election
campaign, he undertook an unprecedented tour of key
northern states to sell his message of sectional reconcilia-
tion to the public. Although listeners appreciated Johnson’s
desire for peace, they questioned his claims of southern
white loyalty to the Union. The president’s diatribes against
the Republican Congress won him followers in those north-
ern states with a reservoir of opposition to black suffrage.
But the tone and manner of his campaign offended many
as undignified. In the November elections, the Democrats
suffered embarrassing defeats in the North as Republi-
cans managed better than two-thirds majorities in both the
House and Senate, sufficient to override presidential vetoes.
Radical Republicans, joined by moderate colleagues buoyed
by the election results and revolted by the president’s and
the South’s intransigence, seized the initiative when Con-
gress reconvened.

16.3.2 Congressional Reconstruction,
1867-1870

The radicals’ first salvo in their attempt to take control of
Reconstruction occurred with the passing over President
Johnson’s veto of the Military Reconstruction Acts. The
measures, passed in March 1867, inaugurated a period
known as Congressional Reconstruction or Radical
Reconstruction. With the exception of Tennessee, the only
southern state that had ratified the Fourteenth Amend-
ment and been readmitted to the Union, Congress divided
the former Confederate states into five military districts,
each headed by a general. The commanders’ first order of
business was to conduct voter-registration campaigns to
enroll black people and to bar white people who had held
office before the Civil War and supported the Confederacy.
The eligible voters would then elect delegates to a state
convention to write a new constitution that guaranteed
universal manhood suffrage. Once a majority of eligible
voters ratified the new constitution and the Fourteenth
Amendment, their state would be eligible for readmission
to the Union.

The Reconstruction Acts fulfilled the radicals’ three
major objectives. First, they secured the freedmen’s right to
vote. Second, they made it likely that southern states would
be run by Republican regimes that would enforce the new

constitutions, protect former slaves’ rights, and maintain
the Republican majority in Congress. Finally, they set stan-
dards for readmission that required the South to accept
the preeminence of the federal government and the end of
slavery. These measures seemed appropriate in view of the
war’s outcome and the freedmen’s status, but white south-
erners, especially those barred from participation, perceived
the state and local governments constructed upon the new
basis as illegitimate. Many southern whites would never
acknowledge the right of these governments and their offi-
cials to rule over them.

To limit presidential interference with their policies,
Republicans passed the Tenure of Office Act, prohibiting
the president from removing certain officeholders without
the Senate’s consent. Johnson, angered at what he believed
was an unconstitutional attack on presidential author-
ity, deliberately violated the act by firing Secretary of War
Edwin M. Stanton, a leading radical, in February 1868.
The House responded by approving articles of impeach-
ment against a president for the first time in American
history. That set the stage for the next step prescribed by
the Constitution: a Senate trial to determine whether the
president should be removed from office.

Johnson had indeed violated the Tenure of Office Act, a
measure of dubious constitutionality even to some Republi-
cans, but enough Republicans felt that his actions fell short
of the “high crimes and misdemeanors” standard set by the
Constitution for dismissal from office. Seven Republicans
deserted their party, and Johnson was acquitted. The seven
Republicans who voted against their party did so not out of
respect for Johnson but because they feared that a convic-
tion would damage the office of the presidency and violate
the constitutional separation of powers. The outcome weak-
ened the radicals and eased the way for Ulysses S. Grant,
a moderate Republican, to gain the party’s nomination for
president in 1868.

The Republicans viewed the 1868 presidential election
as a referendum on Congressional Reconstruction. They
supported black suffrage in the South but equivocated on
allowing African Americans to vote in the North. Black
northerners could vote in only eight of the twenty-two
northern states, and between 1865 and 1869, white north-
erners rejected equal suffrage referendums in eight of eleven
states. Republicans “waved the bloody shirt,” remind-
ing voters of Democratic disloyalty, the sacrifices of war,
and the peace only Republicans could redeem. Democrats
denounced Congressional Reconstruction as federal tyr-
anny and, in openly racist appeals, warned white voters that
a Republican victory would mean black rule. Grant won
the election, but his margin of victory was uncomfortably
narrow. Reflecting growing ambivalence in the North over
issues of race and federal authority, New York’s Horatio
Seymour, the Democratic presidential nominee, probably



carried a majority of the nation’s white vote. Black voters’
overwhelming support for Grant probably provided his
margin of victory.

The Republicans retained a strong majority in
both houses of Congress and managed to pass another
major piece of Reconstruction legislation, the Fifteenth
Amendment, in February 1869. In response to growing
concerns about voter fraud and violence against freed-
men, the amendment guaranteed the right of American
men to vote, regardless of race. Although the amendment
provided a loophole allowing states to restrict the right
to vote based on literacy or property qualifications, it
was nonetheless a milestone. It made the right to vote
perhaps the most distinguishing characteristic of U.S.
citizenship.

The Fifteenth Amendment allowed states to keep
the franchise a male prerogative, angering many in the
woman suffrage movement more than had the Fourteenth
Amendment. The resulting controversy severed the ties
between the movement and Republican politics. Susan B.
Anthony broke with her abolitionist colleagues and opposed
the amendment. A fellow abolitionist and woman suffragist,
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, charged that the amendment cre-
ated an “aristocracy of sex.” In an appeal brimming with
ethnic and racial animosity, Stanton warned that “if you do
not wish the lower orders of Chinese, African, Germans and
Irish, with their low ideas of womanhood to make laws for
you and your daughters . . . awake to the danger . . . and
demand that woman, too, shall be represented in the gov-
Such language created a major rift in the nascent
women’s movement.

1

ernment

16.3.3 Southern Republican
Governments, 1867-1870

Away from Washington, the first order of business for the
former Confederacy was to draft state constitutions. The
documents embodied progressive principles new to the
South. They mandated the election of numerous local and
state offices. Self-perpetuating local elites could no longer
appoint themselves or cronies to powerful positions. The
constitutions committed southern states, many for the first
time, to public education. Lawmakers enacted a variety of
reforms, including social welfare, penal reform, legislative
reapportionment, and universal manhood suffrage.

The Republican regimes that gained control in southern
states promoted vigorous state government and the protec-
tion of civil and voting rights. Three Republican constitu-
encies supported these governments: native whites, native
blacks, and northern transplants. The small native white
group was mostly made up of yeomen farmers. Residing
mainly in the upland regions of the South and long ignored
by lowland planters and merchants in state government,
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they were left devastated by the war. They struggled to keep
their land and hoped for an easing of credit and for debt-
stay laws to help them escape foreclosure. They wanted
public schools for their children and good roads to get their
crops to market. Some urban merchants and large planters
also called themselves Republicans. They were attracted to
the party’s emphasis on economic development, especially
railroad construction, and would become prominent in
Republican leadership after 1867, forming a majority of the
party’s elected officials.

Collectively, opponents called these native white south-
erners scalawags. Although their opponents perceived
them as a unified group, scalawags held a variety of views.
Planters and merchants opposed easy debt and credit
arrangements and the use of their taxes to support pro-
grams other than railroads or port improvements. Yeomen
farmers desperately needed the debt and credit legislation
to retain their land. And even though they supported public
schools and road building, which would require increased
state revenues, they opposed higher taxes.

Northern transplants, or carpetbaggers, as many south-
ern whites called them, constituted a second and smaller
group of southern Republicans. Thousands of northerners
came south during and after the war. Many were Union sol-
diers who simply enjoyed the climate and perhaps married
a local woman. Most were drawn by economic opportunity.
Land was cheap and the price of cotton high. Although most
carpetbaggers had supported the Republican Party before
they moved south, few became politically active until the
cotton economy nosedived in 1866. Financial concerns were
not all that motivated carpetbaggers to enter politics; some
hoped to aid the freedmen.

Carpetbaggers never comprised more than 2 percent
of any state’s population. Most white southerners viewed
them as an alien presence, instruments of a hated occupying
force. They estranged themselves from their neighbors by
supporting and participating in the Republican state gov-
ernments that most white people despised. In Alabama,
local editors organized a boycott of northern-owned shops.
Because many of them tended to support extending politi-
cal and civil rights to black southerners, carpetbaggers were
also often at odds with their fellow white Republicans, the
scalawags.

African Americans constituted the Republican
Party’s largest southern constituency. In three states,
South Carolina, Mississippi, and Louisiana, they also
constituted the majority of eligible voters. They viewed
the franchise as the key to civic equality and economic
opportunity and demanded an active role in party and
government affairs.

Black people began to take part in southern politics even
before the end of the Civil War, especially in cities occupied
by Union forces. In February 1865, black people in Norfolk,
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Virginia, gathered to demand a say in the new government
that Union supporters were forming in that portion of the
state. In April, they created the Colored Monitor Union
Club, modeled after regular Republican Party organizations
in northern cities, called Union Leagues. They demanded
“the right of universal suffrage” for “all loyal men, without
distinction of color.” Black people in other southern cities
held similar meetings, seeking inclusion in the democratic
process to protect their freedom. Despite white threats, black
southerners thronged to Union League meetings in 1867,
even forging interracial alliances in states such as North
Carolina and Alabama. Focusing on political education and
recruitment, the leagues successfully mobilized black vot-
ers. In 1867, more than 90 percent of eligible black voters
across the South turned out for elections. Black women, even
though they could not vote, also played a role. During the
1868 presidential campaign, for example, black maids and
cooks in the South wore buttons touting the candidacy of the
Republican presidential nominee, Ulysses S. Grant.

Black southerners were not content just to vote; they
also demanded political office. White Republican leaders
in the South often took the black vote for granted. But on
several occasions after 1867, black people threatened to run
independent candidates, support rival Democrats, or simply
stay home unless they were represented among Republican
nominees. These demands brought them some success. The
number of southern black congressmen in the U.S. House of
Representatives increased from two in 1869 to seven in 1873,
and more than 600 African Americans, most of them former
slaves from plantation counties, were elected to southern
state legislatures between 1867 and 1877.

White fears that black officeholders would enact venge-
ful legislation proved unfounded. African Americans gener-
ally did not promote race-specific legislation. Rather, they
supported measures such as debt relief and state funding
for education that benefited all poor and working-class peo-
ple. Like all politicians, however, black officials in southern
cities sought to enact measures beneficial to their constitu-
ents, such as roads and sidewalks.

During the first few years of Congressional Reconstruc-
tion, Republican governments walked a tightrope, attempt-
ing to lure moderate Democrats and unaffiliated white
voters into the party without slighting the black vote. They
used the lure of patronage power and the attractive salaries
that accompanied public office. In 1868, for example, Louisi-
ana’s Republican governor, Henry C. Warmoth, appointed
white conservatives to state and local offices, which he
divided equally between Confederate veterans and black
people, and repealed a constitutional provision disfranchis-
ing former Confederate officials.

Republicans also gained support by expanding the
role of state government to a degree unprecedented in the
South. Southern Republican administrations appealed to

hard-pressed upland white constituents by prohibiting fore-
closure and passing stay laws that allowed farm owners
additional time to repay debts. They undertook building
programs that benefited black and white citizens, erecting
hospitals, schools, and orphanages. Stepping further into
social policy than most northern states at the time, Republi-
can governments in the South expanded women’s property
rights, enacted legislation against child abuse, and required
child support from fathers of mulatto children. In South
Carolina, the Republican government provided medical
care for the poor; in Alabama, it provided free legal aid for
needy defendants.

Despite these impressive policies, southern Republicans
were unable to hold their diverse constituency together.
Although the party had some success among white yeoman
farmers, the liberal use of patronage failed to attract white
conservatives. At the same time, it alienated the party’s
core supporters, who resented seeing their former enemies
rewarded with lucrative offices.

The high costs of their activist policies further under-
mined the Republicans by forcing them to raise state
taxes. In Mississippi, where the Republican government
built a public school system for both black and white stu-
dents, founded a black university, reorganized the state
judiciary, built new courthouses and two state hospitals,
and pushed through legislation giving black people equal
access to public facilities, the state debt soared to $1.5
million between 1869 and 1873. This was in an era in
which state budgets rarely exceeded $1 million. Unprec-
edented expenditures and the liberal use of patronage
sometimes resulted in waste and corruption. Problems
like these were not limited to the South, but the percep-
tion of dishonesty was nonetheless damaging to govern-
ments struggling to build legitimacy among a skeptical
white electorate.

The excesses of some state governments, high taxes,
contests over patronage, and conflicts over the relative
roles of white and black party members opened rifts in
Republican ranks. Patronage triggered intraparty warfare.
Every office secured by a Democrat created a disappointed
Republican. Class tensions erupted in the party as eco-
nomic development policies sometimes superseded relief
and social service legislation supported by small farmers.
There were differences among black voters too. In the
Lower South, divisions that had developed in the prewar
era between urban, lighter-skinned free black people and
darker, rural slaves persisted into the Reconstruction era.
In many southern states, black clergy, because of their inde-
pendence from white support and their important spiritual
and educational role, became leaders. But most preached
salvation in the next world rather than equality in this one,
conceding more to white people than to their rank-and-file
constituents.



Reconstruction 1865-1877 367

From Then to Now

African American Voting Rights in the South

Right from the end of the Civil War, white southerners resisted
African American voting rights. Black people, with equal
determination, used the franchise to assert their equal right
to participate in the political process. Black voting rights
proved so contentious that

claims, as they had more than a century earlier, and their
challenges proved partially successful in federal court.

As with the First Reconstruction, the U.S. Supreme Court

has narrowed the scope of black voting rights in several

decisions since the early

Congress sought to secure
them with the Fourteenth and
Fifteenth Amendments to the
U.S. Constitution. But U.S.
Supreme Court decisions in
United States v. Cruikshank
(1876) and in the Civil Rights
Cases (1883) undermined
federal authority to protect
the rights of freedmen,
including voting rights. A

1990s. Despite the history
of racial discrimination with
respect to voting rights, the
Court has often championed
the standard of “color-
blindness,” which justices
insist was codified in the
Fourteenth Amendment. The
principle of color-blindness,
however wonderful in the
abstract, ignores the history

combination of violence,

of black voting rights from

intimidation, and legislation
effectively disfranchised
black southerners by the early

BLACK MEN DURING RECONSTRUCTION Southern black men
during Reconstruction went to great lengths to vote and to protect
themselves on election day, as these voters fording a stream with

the Reconstruction era to the
present. The framers of the
Reconstruction Amendments

twentieth century. rifles aloft attest.
During the 1960s,
Congress passed legislation

designed to override state

Schomberg Center, NYPL/Art Resource, NY

had the protection of the
rights of the freedmen in
mind (including and especially
voting rights) when they wrote

prohibitions and earlier court
decisions limiting African
American voting rights.
The key measure, the 1965
Voting Rights Act, not only
guaranteed black southerners
(and later, other minorities)
the right to register and vote
but also protected them from
procedural subterfuges. These
protections proved necessary
because of the extreme
racial polarization of southern
elections.

To ensure African
American candidates an

i

those measures.

The issue of African
American voting rights in the
South, and the degree to
which the federal government
may or may not intercede to
protect those rights, remains
as much at issue as it was
more than a century ago.
In the 2016 presidential
election campaign, civil rights
advocates charged that the
attempts by more than a
dozen states throughout the
country to purge voter rolls or
to require state-issued voter

congressional
Black Caucus
Foundation, NG

opportunity to win elections,
the federal government after
1965 insisted that states and
localities establish procedures
to increase the likelihood of
such a result. By the early 1990s, states were being directed to
draw districts with majority-black voting populations to ensure
African American representation in the U.S. Congress and in
state legislatures. The federal government cited the South’s
history of racial discrimination and racially polarized voting to
justify these districts. But white southerners challenged such

CONGRESSIONAL BLACK CAUCUS The Congressional Black
Caucus of the 113th Congress (January 3, 2013-January 3, 2015).

Office of Congressman Hakeem Jeffries

identification, allegedly to
prevent voter fraud, weighed
disproportionately against
minorities, especially African
Americans.

Question for Discussion

e There is considerable debate about whether the U.S.
Constitution is color-blind with respect to voting rights.
Should it be?
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PRO-REPUBLICAN DRAWING The
Democratic Party ran an openly racist
presidential campaign in 1868. This
pro-Republican drawing by noted
cartoonist Thomas Nast includes
three Democratic constituencies:
former Confederate soldiers (note the
“CSA” on the belt buckle); the Irish
or immigrant vote (note the almost
Simian depiction of the Irishman);
and the well-dressed Democratic
presidential candidate, Horatio
Seymour, sporting a “5th Avenue”
button and waving a wallet full

of bills, a reference to the corrupt
Democratic politics in New York City.
The three have their feet on an African
American soldier. In the background,
note the “colored orphan asylum”
and “southern school” ablaze, and the
lynching of black children.

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs
Division[3c21735]

16.4 Counter-Reconstruction,
1870-1874

How were white northerners and the federal government
complicit in denying freed slaves the basic rights of
American citizenship?

Republicans might have survived battles over patronage,
policy, expenditures, and taxes, but they could not over-
come racism and the violence it generated. Racism killed
Republican rule in the South because it deepened divisions

within the party, encouraged white violence, and eroded
support in the North. Southern Democrats discovered that
they could use race baiting and racial violence to create
solidarity among white people that overrode their eco-
nomic and class differences. Unity translated into election
victories.

Northerners responded to the persistent violence in
the South, not with outrage, but with a growing sense of
tedium. They came to accept the arguments of white south-
erners that it was folly to allow black people to vote and
hold office, especially since most northern whites would



not extend the franchise to African Americans in their own
states. Racism became respectable. Noted intellectuals and
journalists espoused “scientific” theories that claimed to
demonstrate the natural superiority of white people over
black people.

By 1874, Americans were concerned with an array of
domestic problems that overshadowed Reconstruction.
An economic depression left them more preoccupied
with survival than racial justice. Corruption convinced
many that politics was part of the nation’s problems, not
a solution to them. With the rest of the nation thus dis-
tracted and weary, white southerners reclaimed control
of the South.

16.4.1 The Uses of Violence

Racial violence preceded Republican rule. As African
Americans moved about, attempted to vote, haggled over
labor contracts, and carried arms as part of the occupying
Union forces, they tested the patience of white southerners,
to whom any black assertion of equality seemed threat-
ening. African Americans were the face of whites’ defeat,
of their world turned upside down. If the war was about
slavery, then here was the visible proof of the Confedera-
cy’s defeat. Many white southerners viewed the term “free
black” less as a status than as an oxymoron. The restoration
of white supremacy meant the restoration of order and civi-
lization, an objective southern whites would pursue with
vengeance.

White paramilitary groups were responsible for much
of the violence directed against African Americans. Probably
the best-known of these groups was the Ku Klux Klan.
Founded in Tennessee by six Confederate veterans in 1866,
the Klan was initially a social club. Within a year, the Klan
had spread throughout the South. In 1867, when black peo-
ple entered politics in large numbers, the Klan unleashed a
wave of terror against them. Klan nightriders in ghostlike
disguises intimidated black communities. The Klan directed
much of its violence toward subverting the electoral pro-
cess. One historian has estimated that roughly 10 percent
of all black delegates to the 1867 state constitutional con-
ventions in the South became victims of political violence
during the next decade.

By 1868, white paramilitary organizations permeated
the South. Violence was particularly severe in election
years in Louisiana, which had a large and active black elec-
torate. The most serious example of political violence in
Louisiana occurred in Colfax in 1873 when a white Demo-
cratic mob attempted to wrest control of local government
from Republicans. For three weeks, black defenders held
the town against the white onslaught. When the white mob
finally broke through, they massacred the remaining black
defenders, including those who had surrendered and laid
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down their weapons. It was the bloodiest peacetime mas-
sacre in nineteenth-century America.

Racial violence and the combative reaction it provoked
both among black people and Republican administrations
energized white voters. Democrats regained power in
North Carolina, for example, after the state’s Republican
governor enraged white voters by calling out the militia
to counter white violence during the election of 1870. That
same year, the Republican regime in Georgia fell as well.
Some Republican governments countered the violence suc-
cessfully for a time. Governor Edmund J. Davis of Texas,
for example, organized a special force of 200 state police-
men to round up Klan nightriders. Between 1870 and 1872,
Davis’s force arrested 6,000 and broke the Klan in Texas.
But other governors hesitated to enforce laws directed at
the Klan, fearing that to do so would further alienate white
people.

The federal government responded with a variety of
legislation. One example was the Fifteenth Amendment.
Another was the Enforcement Act of 1870, which autho-
rized the federal government to appoint supervisors in
states that failed to protect voting rights. When violence and
intimidation persisted, Congress followed with a second,
more sweeping measure, the Ku Klux Klan Act of 1871. This
law permitted federal authorities, with military assistance,
if necessary, to arrest and prosecute members of groups that
denied a citizen’s civil rights if state authorities failed to
do so. The Klan Act was not successful in curbing racial
violence, as the Colfax Massacre in 1873 made vividly clear.
But with it, Congress, by claiming the right to override state
authority to bring individuals to justice, established a new
precedent in federal-state relations.

16.4.2 Northern Complicity

The success of political violence after 1871 reflected both
a declining commitment on the part of northern Republi-
cans to support southern Republican administrations and
a growing hostility of white northerners to southern black
aspirations. The erosion of northern support for Congres-
sional Reconstruction began as early as 1867 when three
states, Minnesota, Ohio, and Kansas, defeated black suf-
frage amendments. Could Congressional Republicans force
whites in, say, Alabama, to accept African American voting,
when their own constituents in the North opposed the fran-
chise for blacks?

That northern base grew increasingly skeptical
about Reconstruction policy in general and assistance to
the freedmen in particular. Many Northern Republicans
looked around their cities and saw the local political scene
infested with unqualified immigrant voters and corrup-
tion. New York City’s Democratic boss William M. Tweed
and his associates bilked the city of an astounding $100
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KLAN-DIRECTED VIOLENCE AT AFRICAN AMERICANS The Klan directed violence at African Americans primarily for engaging in political
activity. Here, a black man, John Campbell, vainly begs for mercy in Moore County, North Carolina, in August 1871.

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division[LC-USZ62-57340]

million dollars. When white southerners charged that
unqualified blacks and grasping carpetbaggers corrupted
the political process in the South, northerners recognized
the argument.

Changing perceptions in the North also indicated a
convergence of racial views with white southerners. As
radical Republican congressman from Indiana George

W. Julian admitted in 1865, white northerners “hate the
negro.” They expressed this hatred in their rejection of
black suffrage, in racial segregation of their African Amer-
ican population, and in periodic violence against black
residents, such as during the New York draft riots of 1863.
Northerners’ views were bolstered by prevailing scientific
theories of race that “proved” blacks” limited capacities
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THOMAS NAST, “THE IGNORANT VOTE—HONORS ARE EASY,” 1876 Many white northerners drew parallels between the corruption and
inefficiency of their local and state governments, supported by immigrant and working-class votes, and similar problems in southern states
where African Americans voted. Note the monkey-like portrayal of the Irish immigrant (labeled “white”) and the stereotyped black figure.

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division[LC-USZ62-57340]

and, therefore, unfitness for either the ballot or skilled
occupations.

Northerners also grew increasingly wary of federal
power. The emerging scandals of the Grant administration,
fueled, it seemed, by government subsidies to railroads
and other private businesses, demanded a scaling back
of federal power and discretion. When white southerners

complained about federal meddling, again, they found reso-
nance in the North.

The excesses and alleged abuses of federal power
inspired a reform movement among a group of northern
Republicans and some Democrats. In addition, business
leaders decried the ability of wealthy lobbyists to influence
economic decisions. An influential group of intellectuals
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and opinion makers lamented the inability of politicians
to understand “natural” laws, particularly those related to
race. And some Republicans joined the reform movement
out of fear that Democrats would capitalize on the turmoil
in the South and the political scandals in the North to reap
huge electoral victories in 1872.

16.4.3 Liberal Republicans and the
Election of 1872

Liberal Republicans, as the reformers called themselves, put
forward an array of suggestions to improve government
and save the Republican Party. They advocated civil ser-
vice reform to reduce reliance on patronage and the abuses
that accompanied office seeking. To limit government and
reduce artificial economic stimuli, the reformers called for
tariff reduction and an end to federal land grants to rail-
roads. For the South, they recommended a general amnesty
for white people and a return to “local self-government” by
men of “property and enterprise.”

When the Liberals failed to convince other Republi-
cans to adopt their program, they broke with the party.
Taking advantage of this split, the Democrats forged an
alliance with the Liberals. Together, they nominated jour-
nalist Horace Greeley to challenge Ulysses S. Grant for the
presidency in the election of 1872. Grant won resound-
ingly, helped by high turnout among black voters in the
South.

16.4.4 Economic Transformation

After 1873, the Republican Party in the South became a
liability for the national party, especially as Americans fas-
tened on economic issues. The major story of the decade
would not be equal rights for African Americans—a long
shot even in the heady days following freedom—but the
changing nature of the American economy. An overex-
tended banking and credit system generated the Panic of
1873 and caused extensive suffering, particularly among
working-class Americans. But the depression masked a
remarkable economic transformation as the nation moved
toward a national industrial economy.

During the 1870s, the economy grew annually between
4.5 and 6 percent, among the fastest decadal growth rates
on record. Consumption grew even faster; Americans
purchased more food, more fuel, and more manufactured
products than at any other previous time in the nation’s
history. Although unemployment was severe, overall,
employment grew by 40 percent between 1870 and 1880,
and productivity increased at least as fast. This seeming
contradiction is explained by the rapid expansion of new
industries such as oil refining and meatpacking, and the
application of technology in iron and steel production.

Technology also eliminated jobs, and those that remained
were primarily low-skilled, low-paying positions—painful,
to be sure, for those caught in the change, but liberating
for those with education and ability who populated a bur-
geoning middle-management sector of the growing urban
middle class.

The depression and the economic transformation occu-
pied center stage in the American mentality of the mid-
1870s, at least in the North. Most Americans had mentally
forsaken Reconstruction long before the Compromise of
1877 made its abandonment a political fact. The sporadic
violence against black and white Republicans in the South,
and the cries of help from freedmen as their rights and
persons were abused by white Democrats, became dis-
tant echoes from another era, the era of the Civil War, now
commemorated and memorialized, but no longer an active
part of the nation’s present and future. Of course, for white
southerners, the past was not yet past. There was still work
to do.

16.5 Redemption,
1874-1877

How and why did Reconstruction end?

For southern Democrats, the Republican victory in 1872
underscored the importance of turning out larger num-
bers of white voters and restricting the black vote. They
accomplished these goals over the next four years with a
surge in political violence, secure in the knowledge that
federal authorities would rarely intervene against them.
Preoccupied with corruption and economic crisis, and
increasingly indifferent, if not hostile, to African Ameri-
can aspirations, most Americans looked the other way.
The elections of 1876 confirmed the triumph of white
southerners.

In a religious metaphor that matched their view of
the Civil War as a lost crusade, southern Democrats called
their victory “Redemption” and depicted themselves as
Redeemers, holy warriors who had saved the South from
the hell of black Republican rule. Generations of American
boys and girls would learn this interpretation of the Recon-
struction era, and it would affect race relations for nearly a
century.

16.5.1 The Democrats’ Violent
Resurgence

The violence between 1874 and 1876 differed in several
respects from earlier attempts to restore white government
by force. Attackers operated more openly and more closely
identified themselves with the Democratic Party. Mounted,



gray-clad, ex-Confederate soldiers flanked Democratic
candidates at campaign rallies and “visited” black neigh-
borhoods afterward to discourage black men from voting.
With black people intimidated and white people already
prepared to vote, election days were typically quiet.

Democrats swept to victory across the South in the 1874
elections. “A perfect reign of terror” redeemed Alabama for
the Democrats. The successful appeal to white supremacy
inspired a massive white turnout to unseat Republicans in
Virginia, Florida (legislature only), and Arkansas. Texas
had fallen to the Democrats in 1873. Only South Carolina,
Mississippi, and Louisiana, states with large black popula-
tions, survived the debacle. But the relentless tide of terror
would soon overwhelm them as well.

Democratic leaders in those states announced a “white
line” policy, inviting all white men, regardless of party affili-
ation, to “unite” and redeem the states. They all had the
same objective: to eliminate African Americans as a political
factor by any means. Black Republicans feared not only for
their political future, but also for their lives.

A bold assault occurred in New Orleans in September
1874 when 8,500 White League troops, many of them lead-
ing citizens and Confederate veterans, attempted a coup to
oust Republican Governor William P. Kellogg and mem-
bers of his administration. The League’s manifesto, promul-
gated in July 1874, offered a clear indication of its intentions:
“Having solely in view the maintenance of our hereditary
civilization and Christianity menaced by a stupid African-
ization, we appeal to the men of our race . . . to unite with
us against that supreme danger . . . in an earnest effort to
re-establish a white man’s government in this city and the
State.” These were no mincing words or veiled threats.

The New Orleans Leaguers overwhelmed the city’s
racially mixed Metropolitan Police Force under the com-
mand of former Confederate General James B. Longstreet.
The timely arrival of federal troops, ordered to the scene
by President Grant, prevented the takeover. The League
was more successful in the Louisiana countryside in the
weeks preceding the Democratic victory in November 1874.
League troops overthrew or murdered Republican officials
in eight parishes.

The Democratic victory in Louisiana encouraged a cor-
responding group, the White Liners, in Mississippi. Blacks
dominated the Warren County government headquartered
in Vicksburg. Liners demanded the resignations of all black
officials including the sheriff, Peter Crosby, a black Union
veteran. Republican Governor Adelbert Ames, a native of
Maine, ordered the Liners to disperse and granted Crosby’s
request to raise a protective militia to respond to future
threats.

Peter Crosby’s efforts to gather a militia force were
too successful. An army of several hundred armed African
Americans marched in three columns from the surrounding
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countryside to Vicksburg. Whites responded to the chal-
lenge, firing on the militia and tracking down and terror-
izing blacks in the city and county over the next ten days.
Among the victims were a black Presbyterian minister and
several of his congregants kneeling in prayer. Liners killed
at least twenty-nine blacks and wounded countless more.
Democrats gained control of the county government.

The Vicksburg incident was a rehearsal for Democratic
victories in statewide elections in 1875. The Birmingham
News cheered on the Mississippi White Liners, “We intend
to beat the negro in the battle of life, and defeat means one
thing—EXTERMINATION.” The intimidation worked; the
Democrats swept to victory in Mississippi. They would not
allow Governor Ames to finish his term, threatening him
with impeachment. Fearing for his safety, Ames resigned
and fled the state. The South’s second war of independence
was reaching its climax.

On July 4, 1876, America’s one-hundredth birthday, a
modest celebration unfolded in Hamburg, South Carolina,
a small town in Edgefield County across the Savannah
River from Augusta, Georgia. Blacks comprised more than
75 percent of the town’s population. They held most of
the political offices. An altercation occurred concerning
the right of way between the black militia parading in the
street and a passing wagon carrying several prominent
white residents. When the aggrieved parties met four days
later, more than 1,000 armed whites were milling in front
of the wooden “armory” where 100 black militiamen had
taken refuge. A shot rang out and shattered a second-floor
window, and soon a pitched battled was raging. The white
attackers fired a cannon that turned most of the building
into splinters. As blacks fled, whites tracked them down.
The white men also burned homes and shops and robbed
residents of the town.

The November election went off in relative calm. In
Edgefield County, out of 7,000 potential voters, 9,200 ballots
were cast. Similar frauds occurred throughout the state. Still,
the result hung in the balance. Both Democrats and Repub-
licans claimed victory and set up rival governments. The
following April, after a deal was brokered in Washington
between the parties, federal troops were withdrawn from
South Carolina and a Democratic government installed
in Columbia. The victorious Democrats expelled twenty-
four Republicans from the state legislature and elected
Matthew C. Butler to the U.S. Senate. Butler had led the
white attackers at Hamburg.

16.5.2 The Weak Federal Response

When Governor Daniel H. Chamberlain could no longer
contain the violence in South Carolina in 1876, he asked
the president for help. Grant acknowledged the gravity
of Chamberlain’s situation but would offer him only the
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TABLE 16.2 Constitutional Amendments and Federal Legislation of the Reconstruction Era

Amendment or Legislation

Thirteenth Amendment (passed and ratified in
1865)

Freedmen’s Bureau Act (1865)

Southern Homestead Act (1866)

Civil Rights Act of 1866

Fourteenth Amendment (passed 1866; ratified
1868)

Military Reconstruction Acts (1867)

Tenure of Office Act (1867)

Fifteenth Amendment (passed 1869; ratified
1870)

Civil Rights Act of 1875

Purpose

Prevented southern states from reestablishing
slavery after the war

Oversight of resettlement, labor for former slaves

Provided black people preferential access to pub-
lic lands in five southern states

Defined rights of national citizenship

Prohibited states from violating the rights of their
citizens

Set new rules for the readmission of former Con-
federate states into the Union and secured black
voting rights

Required congressional approval for the removal
of any official whose appointment had required
Senate confirmation

Guaranteed the right of all American male citizens
to vote regardless of race

Prohibited racial discrimination in jury selec-

Significance

Final step toward full emancipation of slaves

Involved the federal government directly in relief,
education, and assisting the transition from
slavery to freedom; worked fitfully to achieve this
objective during its seven-year career

Lack of capital and poor quality of federal land
thwarted the purpose of the act

Marked an important change in federal-state
relations, tilting balance of power to national
government

Strengthened the Civil Rights Act of 1866 and
guaranteed all citizens equality before the law

Initiated Congressional Reconstruction

A congressional challenge to the president’s right
to dismiss cabinet members; led to President
Andrew Johnson’s impeachment trial

The basis for black voting rights

Rarely enforced; Supreme Court declared it

tion, public transportation, and public

accommodations

unconstitutional in 1883

lame hope that South Carolinians would exercise “bet-
ter judgment and cooperation” and assist the governor in
bringing offenders to justice “without aid from the federal
Government.”

Congress responded to blacks’ deteriorating status in
the South with the Civil Rights Act of 1875 (see Table 16.2).
The act, which had no provision for voting rights because
Congress presumed the Fifteenth Amendment protected
those, prohibited discrimination against black people
in public accommodations, such as theaters, parks, and
trains, and guaranteed freedmen’s rights to serve on juries.
Most judges, however, either interpreted the law narrowly
or declared it unconstitutional. In 1883, the U.S. Supreme
Court agreed and overturned the act, declaring that only
the states, not Congress, could redress “a private wrong, or
a crime of the individual.”

16.5.3 The Election of 1876 and the
Compromise of 1877

Reconstruction officially ended with the presidential elec-
tion of 1876, in which the Democrat Samuel J. Tilden ran
against the Republican Rutherford B. Hayes. When the bal-
lots were counted, it appeared that Tilden, a conservative
New Yorker respectable enough for northern voters and
Democratic enough for white southerners, had won. But
despite a majority in the popular vote, disputed returns
in three southern states left him with only 184 of the 185

electoral votes needed to win (see Map 16.1). The three
states—Florida, South Carolina, and Louisiana—were the
last in the South still to have Republican administrations.

Both camps maneuvered intensively in the following
months to claim the disputed votes. Congress appointed
a fifteen-member commission to settle the issue. Because
the Republicans controlled Congress, they held a one-vote
majority on the commission.

Southern Democrats wanted Tilden to win, but they
wanted control of their states more. They were willing to
deal. Hayes intended to remove federal support from the
remaining southern Republican governments anyway. It
thus cost him nothing to promise to do so in exchange for
the contested electoral votes. Republicans also made vague
promises to invest in the southern economy and support
a southern transcontinental railroad, but these were sec-
ondary. What the South wanted most was to be left alone,
and that is what it got. The so-called Compromise of 1877
installed Hayes in the White House and gave Democrats
control of every state government in the South. Congress
never carried through on the economic promises, and
southern Democrats never pressed it to. Southern Demo-
crats emerged the major winners from the Compromise of
1877. President Hayes and his successors into the next cen-
tury left the South alone.

In practical terms, the Compromise signaled the revo-
cation of civil rights and voting rights for black southerners.
The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments would be dead
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MAP 16.1 The Election of 1876

Final
Precompromise Electoral Popular
Electoral Vote Vote Vote
(%) (%) (%)

The Democrat Samuel F. Tilden won a majority of the popular vote but eventually fell short of an electoral vote majority when the contested
electoral votes of Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina went to his Republican opponent, Rutherford B. Hayes. The map also indicates the
Republicans’ failure to build a base in the South after more than a decade of Reconstruction.

letters in the South until well into the twentieth century.
On the two great issues confronting the nation at the end
of the Civil War, reunion and freedom, the white South had
won. It reentered the Union largely on its own terms with
the freedom to pursue a racial agenda consistent with its
political, economic, and social interests.

16.5.4 The Memory
of Reconstruction

Southern Democrats used the memory of Reconstruction to
help them maintain power. Reconstruction joined the Lost
Cause as part of the glorious fight to preserve the civiliza-
tion of the Old South. As white southerners elevated Civil
War heroes into saints and battles into holy struggles, they
equated Reconstruction with Redemption. White Democrats

had rescued the South from black rule and federal oppres-
sion. During the next century, whenever southern Demo-
crats felt threatened, they reminded their white constituents
of the sacrifices and heroism of the war, the “horrors of
Reconstruction,” the menace of black rule, and the cruelty
of the Yankee occupiers. The southern view of Reconstruc-
tion permeated textbooks, films, and standard accounts of
the period. By the early 1900s, professional historians at the
nation’s finest institutions concurred in this view, ignor-
ing contrary evidence and rendering the story of African
Americans invisible. By that time, therefore, most Americans
believed that the policies of Reconstruction had been mis-
guided and had brought great suffering to the white South.
The widespread acceptance of this view allowed the South
to maintain its system of racial segregation and exclusion
without interference from the federal government.
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Memorialists did not deny the Redeemers’ use of terror
and violence. To the contrary, they praised it as necessary.
South Carolina Senator Benjamin R. Tillman, a participant
in the Hamburg massacre, stood in front of his Senate col-
leagues in 1900 and asserted: “We were sorry we had the
necessity forced upon us, but we could not help it, and as
white men we are not sorry for it, and we do not propose to
apologize for anything we have done in connection with it.
We took the government away from them [African Ameri-
cans] in 1876. We did take it. . . . We of the South have never
recognized the right of the negro to govern white men, and
we never will.” The animosity of southern whites toward
Republican governments had much less to do with alleged
corruption and incompetence than the mere fact of African
Americans casting ballots and making laws.

Not all memories of Reconstruction conformed to the
theme of redemption. In 1913, John R. Lynch, a former black
Republican congressman from Mississippi, published The
Facts of Reconstruction to “present the other side.” He hoped
that his book would “bring to public notice those things that
were commendable and meritorious, to prevent the publi-
cation of which seems to have been the primary purpose
of nearly all who have thus far written upon that impor-
tant subject.” But most Americans ignored his book. Two
decades later, a more forceful defense, W. E. B. Du Bois’s
Black Reconstruction (1935), met a similar fate. An angry Du
Bois attacked the prevailing view of Reconstruction as “one
of the most stupendous efforts the world ever saw to dis-
credit human beings, an effort involving universities, his-
tory, science, social life and religion.”

The national historical consensus grew out of a growing
national reconciliation concerning the war, a mutual agree-
ment that both sides had fought courageously and that it
was time to move on. Hidden in all the goodwill was the
tacit agreement between southern and northern whites that
the South was now free to work out its own resolution to
race relations. Reconstruction rested on a national consen-
sus of African American inferiority.

There is much to be said in favor of sectional reconcili-
ation as opposed to persistent animosity. There are enough
examples in the world today of antagonists in the same
country never forgetting or never forgiving their bloody
histories. Ideally, Americans could have had both healing
and justice, but instead they settled for the former. Frederick
Douglass, prescient as ever, worried about the peace that
followed the Civil War and what it would mean for race
relations: “If war among the whites brought peace and lib-
erty to the blacks, what will peace among the whites bring?”

16.5.5 Modest Gains

If the overthrow of Reconstruction elicited a resounding
indifference from most white Americans, black southerners
greeted it with frustration. Their dreams of land ownership

faded as a new labor system relegated them to a lowly posi-
tion in southern agriculture. Redemption reversed their
economic and political gains and deprived them of most
of the civil rights they had enjoyed under Congressional
Reconstruction. Although they continued to vote into the
1890s, they had by 1877 lost most of the voting strength
and political offices they held. Rather than becoming part
of southern society, they were increasingly set apart from it,
valued only for their labor.

Still, the former slaves were better off in 1877 than
in 1865. They were free, however limited their freedom.
Some owned land; some held jobs in cities. They raised
their families in relative peace and experienced the spiri-
tual joys of a full religious life. They socialized freely with
relatives and friends, and they moved about. The Recon-
struction amendments to the Constitution guaranteed an
array of civil and political rights, and eventually these
guarantees would form the basis of the civil rights revolu-
tion after World War II. But that outcome was long, too
long, in the future.

Black southerners experienced some advances in the
decade after the Civil War, but these owed little to Recon-
struction. Black families functioned as economic and psy-
chological buffers against unemployment and prejudice.
Black churches played crucial roles in their communities.
Self-help and labor organizations offered mutual friendship
and financial assistance. All of these institutions had existed
in the slavery era, although on a smaller scale. And some of
them, such as black labor groups, schools, and social wel-
fare associations, endured because comparable white insti-
tutions excluded black people.

Black people also scored some modest economic suc-
cesses during the Reconstruction era, mainly from their
own pluck. In the Lower South, black per capita income
increased 46 percent between 1857 and 1879, compared with
a 35 percent decline in white per capita income. Sharecrop-
ping, oppressive as it was, represented an advance over
forced and gang labor. Collectively, black people owned
more than $68 million worth of property in 1870, a 240 per-
cent increase over 1860, but the average worth of each was
only $408.

The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the Con-
stitution are among the few bright spots in Reconstruction’s
otherwise dismal legacy. But the benefits of these two land-
mark amendments did not accrue to African Americans
until well into the twentieth century. White southerners
effectively nullified the Reconstruction amendments, and
the U.S. Supreme Court virtually interpreted them, and
other Reconstruction legislation, out of existence.

In the Slaughterhouse cases (1873), the Supreme Court
contradicted the intent of the Fourteenth Amendment by
decreeing that most citizenship rights remained under
state, not federal, control. In United States v. Cruikshank
(1876), the Court overturned the convictions of some of



those responsible for the Colfax Massacre, ruling that the
Enforcement Act applied only to violations of black rights
by states, not individuals. Within the next two decades,
the Supreme Court would uphold the legality of racial
segregation and black disfranchisement, in effect declar-
ing that the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments did
not apply to African Americans. The Civil War had killed
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secession forever, but states’ rights enjoyed a remarkable
revival.

As the historian John Hope Franklin accurately con-
cluded, Reconstruction “had no significant or permanent
effect on the status of the black in American life. . . . [Black
people] made no meaningful steps toward economic inde-
pendence or even stability.”

Conclusion

Formerly enslaved black southerners had entered freedom
with many hopes, among the most prominent of which was
to be left alone. White southerners, after four bloody years
of unwanted attention from the federal government, also
longed to be left alone. But they did not include their ex-
slaves as equals in their vision of solitude. Northerners, too,
began to seek escape from the issues and consequences of
the war, abandoning their weak commitment to secure civil
and voting rights for black southerners.

White southerners robbed black southerners of their
gains and sought to reduce them again to servitude and
dependence, if not to slavery. But in the process, the major-
ity of white southerners lost as well. Yeoman farmers
missed an opportunity to break cleanly from the Old South
and establish a more equitable society. Instead, they allowed
the old elites to regain power and gradually ignore their
needs. They preserved the social benefit of a white skin at
the cost of almost everything else. Many lost their farms and
sank into tenancy. Few had a voice in state legislatures or
the U.S. Congress. A new South, rid of slavery and sectional
antagonism, had indeed emerged—redeemed, regenerated,
and disenthralled. But the old South lingered on.

As federal troops left the South, an era of possibility for
American society ended, and a new era began. “The south-
ern question is dead,” a Charleston newspaper proclaimed
in 1877. “The question of labor and capital, work and
wages” had moved to the forefront. The chance to redeem

the sacrifice of a bloody civil war with a society that ful-
filled the promise of the Declaration of Independence and
the Constitution for all citizens slipped away. It would take
anew generation of African Americans a long century later
to revive it.

The journey toward equality after the Civil War had
aborted. Reconstruction had not failed. It was overthrown.
In the weeks and months after Appomattox, white southern-
ers launched a war against the freedmen and their allies to
return white Democrats to power and African Americans to
a position of permanent subordination in southern society.
The indifferent and often hostile attitudes of white north-
erners toward blacks played a role in limiting the federal
response and ensuring the success of the white South in
prosecuting this war. As with the Civil War, the overthrow of
Reconstruction was a national tragedy. By 1877, the “golden
moment,” an unprecedented opportunity for the nation to
live up to its ideals by extending equal rights to all its citi-
zens, black and white alike, had passed. Thomas Fortune
would leave the South the following year, giving up on ful-
filling his dream of full citizenship in the region of his birth.
Edward A. Pollard who, more than any other southern white
articulated the Lost Cause, wrote in 1867 that, despite the
surrender at Appomattox, victory was still possible. If white
supremacy could be reestablished, he wrote, then the South
“really triumphs in the true cause of the war with respect to
all its fundamental and vital issues.” And so it did.

Key Terms

Lost Cause The phrase many white southerners applied
to their Civil War defeat. They viewed the war as
a noble cause and their defeat as only a temporary
setback in the South’s ultimate vindication.

Freedmen’s Bureau Agency established by Congress
in March 1865 to provide social, educational, and
economic services, advice, and protection to former
slaves and destitute whites; lasted seven years.

Field Order No.15 Order by General William T.
Sherman in January 1865 to set aside abandoned land
along the southern Atlantic coast for 40-acre grants to

freedmen; rescinded by President Andrew Johnson
later that year.

Southern Homestead Act Largely unsuccessful law
passed in 1866 that gave black people preferential
access to public lands in five southern states.

sharecropping Labor system that evolved during and after
Reconstruction whereby landowners furnished laborers
with a house, farm animals, and tools and advanced
credit in exchange for a share of the laborers’ crop.

black codes Laws passed by states and municipalities
denying many rights of citizenship to free blacks before
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the Civil War. Also, during the Reconstruction era, laws

passed by newly elected southern state legislatures to

control black labor, mobility, and employment.
Fourteenth Amendment Constitutional amendment

passed by Congress in April 1866 incorporating

some of the features of the Civil Rights Act of 1866. It

prohibited states from violating the civil rights of their

citizens and offered states the choice of allowing black
people to vote or losing representation in Congress.

Congressional Reconstruction Name given to the
period 1867-1870 when the Republican-dominated
Congress controlled Reconstruction era policy. It is
sometimes known as Radical Reconstruction, after the
radical faction in the Republican Party.

Tenure of Office Act Passed by the Republican-
controlled Congress in 1867 to limit presidential
interference with its policies, the act prohibited the

president from removing certain officeholders without

the Senate’s consent. President Andrew Johnson,
angered at what he believed to be an unconstitutional
attack on presidential authority, deliberately violated
the act by firing Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton.
The House responded by approving articles of
impeachment against a president for the first time in
American history.

Fifteenth Amendment Passed by Congress in 1869,
guaranteed the right of American men to vote,
regardless of race.

scalawags Southern whites, mainly small landowning
farmers and well-off merchants and planters, who

supported the southern Republican Party during
Reconstruction for diverse reasons; a disparaging term.

carpetbaggers Pejorative term to describe northern
transplants to the South, many of whom were Union
soldiers who stayed in the South after the war.

Union League A Republican Party organization in
northern cities that became an important organizing
device among freedmen in southern cities after 1865.

Ku Klux Klan Perhaps the most prominent of the
vigilante groups that terrorized black people in
the South during Reconstruction Era, founded by
Confederate veterans in 1866.

Redeemers Southern Democrats who wrested control
of governments in the former Confederacy from
Republicans, often through electoral fraud and
violence, beginning in 1870.

Compromise of 1877 The congressional settling of the
1876 election that installed Republican Rutherford B.
Hayes in the White House and gave Democrats control
of all state governments in the South.

Slaughterhouse cases Group of cases resulting in one
sweeping decision by the U.S. Supreme Court in
1873 that contradicted the intent of the Fourteenth
Amendment by decreeing that most citizenship rights
remained under state, not federal, control.

United States v. Cruikshank Supreme Court ruling of
1876 that overturned the convictions of some of those
responsible for the Colfax Massacre, ruling that the
Enforcement Act applied only to violations of black
rights by states, not individuals.

Timeline

1863  Lincoln proposes his Ten Percent Plan

1866 Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution is
passed (ratified 1868)

1867  Congress passes Military Reconstruction Acts,
Tenure of Office Act

1869  Fifteenth Amendment is passed (ratified 1870)
1871  Congress passes Ku Klux Klan Act

1873 Colfax Massacre occurs; U.S. Supreme Court’s
decision in the Slaughterhouse cases weakens the
intent of the Fourteenth Amendment

1874  Democrats win off-year elections across the
South amid widespread fraud and violence

1876  Outcome of the presidential election between
Republican Rutherford B. Hayes and Democrat
Samuel J. Tilden is contested

1877  Compromise of 1877 makes Hayes president and
ends Reconstruction



Chapter 17
A New South: Economic
Progress and Social Tradition

1877-1900

DR. McDOUGALD’S DRUG STORE The economic advance of African Americans in the South during the decades after the Civil War against
great odds provided one of the more inspiring success stories of the era. But it was precisely this success, as depicted here at Dr. McDougald’s
Drug Store in Georgia, in 1900, that infuriated whites who believed that the African Americans’ place in the South resided in menial and
subservient occupations.

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division[LC-USZ62-69910]
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Contents and Focus Questions

17.1 The "Newness” of the New South
How new was the New South?

17.2 The Southern Agrarian Revolt

Why did southern farmers organize?

17.3 Women in the New South
How did urbanization and industrialization affect
race and gender relations in the South?

17.4 Settling the Race Issue
How did African Americans respond to the growing
violence and legal restrictions whites directed at
them?

One American Journey

Anna J. Cooper on the Prospects and
Aspirations of Black Women in the 1890s

The colored woman of to-day occupies . ..
tion in this country. . . . She is confronted by both a woman
question and a race problem. . . . While the women of the
white race can with calm assurance enter upon the work
they feel by nature appointed to do [including reform
efforts both inside and outside the home], while their men
give loyal support and appreciative countenance to [these]
efforts, recognizing in most avenues of usefulness the pro-
priety and the need of woman’s distinctive co-operation,

a unique posi-

the colored woman too often finds herself hampered and
shamed by a less liberal sentiment . . . on the part of those
for whose opinion she cares most. . . .

You do not find the colored woman selling her birthright
for a mess of pottage. . . . It is largely our women in the
South to-day who keep the black men solid in the Republi-
can Party. The black woman can never forget, however luke-
warm the party may to-day appear, that it was a Republican
president who struck the manacles from her own wrists
and gave the possibilities of manhood to her helpless little
ones; and to her mind a Democratic Negro is a traitor and
a time-server.

Tobe awomanina...[new] age carries with it a privi-
lege and an opportunity never implied before. But to be
a woman of the Negro race in America, and to be able to
grasp the deep significance of the possibilities of the crisis,
is to have a heritage, it seems to me, unique in the ages. In
the first place, the race is young and full of the elasticity
and hopefulness of youth. All its achievements are before
it. . .. Everything to this race is new and strange and inspir-
ing. There is a quickening of its pulses and a glowing of its
self-consciousness. Aha, I can rival that! I can aspire to that!
I can honor my name and vindicate my race! Something like
this, it strikes me, is the enthusiasm which stirs the genius of

young Africa in America; and the memory of past oppres-
sion and the fact of present attempted repression only serve
to gather momentum for its irrepressible power. . . . What
a responsibility then to have the sole management of the
primal lights and shadows! Such is the colored woman’s
office. She must stamp weal or woe on the coming history
of this people. May she see her opportunity and vindicate
her high prerogative.
Anna J. Cooper,
A Voice from the South, 1892
Anna Julia Cooper, A Voice from the South (Xenia, OH: Aldine Printing House,

1892), pp. 134-135, 138-140, 142-145. The book may be accessed from the
Internet: http://docsouth.unc.edu/church/cooper/cooper.html.

Anna J. Cooper undertook an incredible journey that took
her from slavery at her birth in Raleigh, North Carolina, in
1858, to a doctoral degree at the Sorbonne in Paris, France,
and to a prominent career as an educator. Throughout her
life she remained a firm believer in the role that women,
especially black women, should play in striking down both
white supremacy and male domination. In 1892, Dr. Coo-
per published A Voice from the South, excerpted here. The
book appeared at a time when the first African American
generation raised in freedom produced a relatively pros-
perous, educated middle class intent on challenging the
limits of race in the New South. The assertiveness of this
generation alarmed their white counterparts, who launched
a campaign of violence and repression, mainly directed at
black men.

By the early 1900s, Cooper was living in Washington,
DC, and had immersed herself in the woman suffrage
movement and the promotion of female education. She
would live to see the dawn of a new racial and gender era
in the South and in America, but the journey would take
many years and many lives. Cooper died at the age of 106
in 1964.



http://docsouth.unc.edu/church/cooper/cooper.html

A New South: Economic Progress and Social Tradition 1877-1900 381

17.1 The “Newness”
of the New South

How new was the New South?

Anna J. Cooper’s journey looked forward to a brighter, if
elusive, future for African Americans, women in particular.
White southerners marched backward toward an idealized
past whose elements they hoped to restore as faithfully as
possible, especially those related to race and gender. At the
same time, they projected an image of progress, touting eco-
nomic and technological advances, welcoming investment,
and promoting benign race relations and a docile labor
force. The progress was genuine, but only within the frame-
work of white supremacy. When the idea of white suprem-
acy proved insufficient to sustain order, white southerners
resorted to legislation and violence. The New South, as one
observer noted, was merely “the Old South under new con-
ditions.” By the early 1900s, the South had traveled farther
away from the American journey than at any time in its
history. The rest of the nation followed the detour as well.

On the surface, this did not seem to be the case. South-
erners and other Americans between 1877 and 1900 were
building railroads, erecting factories, creating new indus-
tries, and moving to towns and cities. The results in the
South were more modest than elsewhere, but still signifi-
cant in terms of where the region had been before the Civil
War. The factories did not dramatically alter the South’s
rural economy, however, and the towns and cities did not
make it an urban region. The changes, nonetheless, brought
political and social turmoil, emboldening black people like
Cooper to assert their rights, encouraging women to work
outside the home and pursue public careers, and frighten-
ing some white men. The backlash would be significant.

The New South’s “newness” was to be found primarily
in its economy, not in its social relations, although the two
were complementary. After Reconstruction, new industries
absorbed tens of thousands of first-time industrial workers
from impoverished rural areas. Southern cities grew faster
than those in any other region of the country. A burst of
railroad construction linked these cities to one another and
to the rest of the country, giving them increased commercial
prominence. Growing in size and taking on new functions,
cities extended their influence into the countryside with
newspapers, consumer products, and new values. But this
urban influence had important limits. It did not bring elec-
tricity, telephones, public health services, or public schools
to the rural South. It did not greatly broaden the rural econ-
omy with new jobs. And it left the countryside without the
daily contact with the outside world that fostered a broader
perspective.

The Democratic Party dominated southern politics after
1877, significantly changing the South’s political system.

Through various deceits, Democrats purged most black
people and some white people from the electoral process
and suppressed challenges to their leadership. The result
was the emergence by 1900 of the Solid South, a period of
white Democratic Party rule that lasted into the 1950s.

Although most southern women remained at home
or on the farm, piecing together families shattered by war,
some enjoyed new options after 1877. Middle-class women
in the cities, both white and black, became increasingly
active in civic work and reform. They organized clubs,
preserved and promoted memories of the war, lobbied
for various causes, and assumed regional leadership on a
number of important issues. Tens of thousands of young
white women from impoverished rural areas found work
in textile mills, in city factories, or as servants. These new
options posed a challenge to prevailing views about the role
of women but ultimately did not change them.

The status of black southerners changed significantly
between 1877 and 1900. The members of the first genera-
tion born after emancipation sought more than just freedom
as they came of age. They also expected dignity and self-
respect and the right to work, to vote, to go to school, and to
travel freely. White southerners responded to the new chal-
lenge in the same manner they responded immediately after
the war, with violence and restrictive legislation. By 1900,
black southerners found themselves more isolated from
white southerners and with less political power than at any
time since 1865. Despite these setbacks, they succeeded,
especially in the cities, in building a rich community life
and spawning a vibrant middle class, albeit in a restricted
environment.

17.1.1 An Industrial
and Urban South

Southerners manufactured very little in 1877, less than 10
percent of the national total. By 1900, however, they boasted
a growing iron and steel industry, textile mills that rivaled
those of New England, a world-dominant tobacco industry,
a timber-processing industry that helped make the South a
leading furniture-manufacturing center, and the beginnings
of an industry that would transform not only the South but
also the nation: oil. A variety of regional enterprises also
rose to prominence, among them the maker of what would
become the world’s favorite soft drink, Coca-Cola.

STEEL MILLS AND TEXTILES. Birmingham, barely a
scratch in the forest in 1870, exemplified one aspect of what
was new about the New South. Union soldiers and engineers
fighting their way south during the Civil War found rich
deposits of coal and iron in the Appalachian hills stretching
from West Virginia to north Alabama. The problem lay not
in mining these mineral riches, but in transporting them to
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the growing cities of America and the world. The frenzy of
railroad construction in the South after the war solved the
problem of access, and Birmingham benefited, utilizing the
minerals to fire furnaces and make steel. Within a decade,
its iron and steel mills were belching the smoke of progress
across the northern Alabama hills.

By 1889, Birmingham had surpassed the older south-
ern iron center of Chattanooga, Tennessee, and was pre-
paring to challenge Pittsburgh, the nation’s preeminent
steelmaking city. Although hampered by discriminatory
freight rates and pricing, the “Magic City,” as locals called
it because it had materialized from virtually nothing, grew
from 3,000 residents in 1880 to an astounding population
of 130,000 thirty years later, making it one of the South’s
largest cities.

The southern textile industry also experienced sig-
nificant growth during the 1880s. Although the South had
manufactured cotton products since the early decades of
the nineteenth century, chronic shortages of labor and capi-
tal kept the industry small. In the 1870s, however, several

factors drew local investors into textile enterprises. The
population of the rural South was rising, but farm income
was low, ensuring a steady supply of cheap labor. Cotton
was plentiful and cheap. Mixing profit and southern patri-
otism, entrepreneurs promoted a strong textile industry
as a way to make the South less dependent on northern
manufactured products and capital. By 1900, the South had
surpassed New England to become the nation’s foremost
textile-manufacturing center.

TOBACCO AND COCA-COLA. The South’s tobacco
industry, like its textile industry, predated the Civil War.
Virginia was the dominant producer, and its main product
was chewing tobacco. The discovery of bright-leaf tobacco,
a strain suitable for smoking in the form of cigarettes,
changed Americans’ tobacco habits. In 1884, James B. Duke
installed the first cigarette-making machine in his Durham,
North Carolina, plant. By 1900, Duke’s American Tobacco
Company controlled 80 percent of all tobacco manufactur-
ing in the United States.

THE MILL One of the spinners in Whitnel Cotton Mill, in Whitnel, North Carolina. She was 51 inches high, had been in the mill one year, and
sometimes worked at night, making 48 cents a day. When asked how old she was, she hesitated, and then said, “I don’t remember,” but added
confidentially, “I'm not old enough to work, but do just the same.” Out of 50 employees, there were ten children about her size.

Lewis W. Hine/George Eastman House/Getty Images



Although not as important as textiles or tobacco in 1900,
a soft drink developed by an Atlanta pharmacist named
Dr. John Pemberton eventually became the most renowned
southern product worldwide. Pemberton developed the
drink, a mixture of oils, caffeine, coca leaves, and cola nuts,
in his backyard in an effort to find a good-tasting cure for
headaches. He called his concoction Coca-Cola. It was not
an overnight success, and Pemberton, short of cash, sold
the rights to it to another Atlantan, Asa Candler, in 1889.
Candler tinkered with the formula to improve the taste and
marketed the product heavily. By the mid-1890s, Coca-Cola
enjoyed a national market.

OIL. Spanish explorer Hernando do Soto and his men
commented on a black gooey substance that washed up
on the beaches of east Texas during their sixteenth-century
exploration of the area. By the late nineteenth century, the
oil industry was already underway in western Pennsylvania
and John D. Rockefeller was accumulating a fortune for his
Standard Oil Company. But as with steel, ultimately, and
far more successfully, the oil business soon moved south.
The knowledge of a great reservoir of oil underneath the
salt domes of east Texas was general. The problem lay in
developing the technology to extract the resource and then
to transport it. Captain A. F. Lucas, an army engineer, per-
suaded the wealthy Mellon family of Pittsburgh to bankroll
his drill and scheme to penetrate the salt dome at a place
called Spindletop near Beaumont, Texas, in January 1901.
When the drill bit broke through the dome, oil gushed 120
feet into the air and filled 100,000 barrels a day for a week.
Galveston, Texas, with its access to the Gulf of Mexico,
seemed the logical beneficiary of this discovery were it not
for a devastating hurricane—the greatest natural disaster
in American history—that flattened the city in 1900. Hous-
ton leaped into the breach, building railroads and dredging
a bayou that gave ships access to the Gulf of Mexico. The
small Texas town would become the largest city in the South.

RAILROADS AND GROWTH. Railroads were the key
catalysts of southern industrial growth. Southern railroad
construction boomed in the 1880s, outpacing the rest of the
nation. Overall, southern track mileage doubled between
1880 and 1890, with the greatest increases in Texas and
Georgia. In 1886, the southern railroads agreed to conform
to a national standard for track width, firmly linking the
region into a national transportation network and ensuring
quick and direct access for southern products to the boom-
ing markets of the Northeast.

The railroad not only penetrated previously inacces-
sible regions rich in natural resources, but it also connected
many formerly isolated small southern farmers to national
and international agricultural markets. At the same time, it
gave them access to a whole new range of products, from
fertilizers to fashions. Drawn into commercial agriculture,
the farmers were now subject to market fluctuations, their
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fortunes rising and falling with the market prices for their
crops. To an extent unknown before the Civil War, the mar-
ket now determined what farmers planted, how much
credit they could expect, and on what terms.

The railroad also opened new areas of the South to set-
tlement and tourism. In 1892, according to one guidebook,
Florida was “in the main inaccessible to the ordinary tourist,
and unopened to the average settler.” But railroad construc-
tion boomed in the state in the 1890s, and by 1912 there
were tourist hotels as far south as Key West. Railroads also
penetrated the Appalachian Mountains, not only expanding
markets for farmers but also opening the area to outside
timber and coal-mining interests.

17.1.2 The Limits of Industrial
and Urban Growth

Rapid as it was, urban and industrial growth in the South
barely kept pace with that in the booming North (see
Chapter 18). Between 1860 and 1900, the South’s share
of the nation’s manufacturing increased only margin-
ally from 10.3 percent to 10.5 percent, and its share of the
nation’s capital declined slightly from 11.5 percent to 11
percent. About the same percentage of people worked in
manufacturing in the southern states east of the Missis-
sippi in 1900 as in 1850. Between 1860 and 1880, the per
capita income of the South declined from 72 percent of the
national average to 51 percent, and by 1920 it had recov-
ered to only 62 percent.

A weak agricultural economy and a high rural birthrate
depressed wages in the South. Southern industrial workers
earned roughly half the national average manufacturing
wage during the late nineteenth century. Business leaders
promoted the advantages of this cheap labor to northern
investors.

EFFECTS OF LOW WAGES. Despite their attractiveness
to industrialists, low wages undermined the southern
economy in several ways. Poorly paid workers did not buy
much, keeping consumer demand low and limiting the mar-
ket for southern manufactured goods. They also could not
provide much tax revenue, restricting the southern states’
ability to fund services like public education. As a result,
investment in education lagged in the South. Per-pupil
expenditure in the region was at least 50 percent below that
of the rest of the nation in 1900. North Dakota, not a wealthy
state, spent ten times more per pupil than North Carolina,
not the poorest state in the South.

Finally, low wages kept immigrants, and the skills and
energy they brought with them, out of the South. Between
1860 and 1900, during one of the greatest waves of immi-
gration the United States has yet experienced, the foreign-
born population of the South actually declined from about
10 percent to less than 2 percent.
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LIMITED CAPITAL. Why did the South not do better?
Why did it not benefit more from the rapid expansion of
the national economy in the last three decades of the nine-
teenth century? The simple answer is that, despite its grow-
ing links to the national economy, the South remained a
region apart.

The Civil War had wiped out the South’s capital
resources, leaving it, in effect, an economic colony of the
North. Northern goods flowed into the South, but northern
capital, technology, and people did not. Northern-based
national banks emerged in the wake of the Civil War to fund
northern economic expansion. The South, in contrast, had
few banks, and they lacked sufficient capital reserves to fuel
an equivalent expansion. In 1880, Massachusetts alone had
five times as much bank capital as the entire South.

With limited access to other sources of capital, the
South’s textile industry depended on thousands of small
investors in towns and cities. These investors avoided risk
and shunned innovation. Most textile operations remained
small-scale. The average southern firm in 1900 was capi-
talized at $11,000, compared with an average of $21,000
elsewhere.

The lumber industry, the South’s largest, typified the
shortcomings of southern economic development in the
late nineteenth century. It also reflected the lack of concern
about the natural environment. As a nascent conservation
movement took hold in the North, southerners continued
to view the natural environment as a venue for economic
exploitation. The lumber industry required little capital,
relied on unskilled labor, and processed its raw materials
on site. After clear-cutting (i.e., felling all the trees) in one
region, sawmills moved quickly to the next stand of timber,
leaving behind a bare landscape, rusting machinery, and
a workforce no better off than before. This process, later
repeated by the coal-mining industry, inflicted environmen-
tal damage on once remote areas such as Appalachia, and
displaced their residents.

The tobacco industry avoided some of the problems
that plagued other southern enterprises. James B. Duke’s
American Tobacco Company was so immensely profitable
that he became, in effect, his own bank. With more than
enough capital to install the latest technology in his plants,
Duke bought out his competitors. He then diversified into
electric power generation, investing in an enterprise that
became the Southern Power Company in 1905 (and later
the Duke Power Company). He also endowed what became
Duke University.

Southern industry fit into a narrow niche of late-
nineteenth-century American industrialization. With an
unskilled and uneducated workforce, poor access to capi-
tal and technology, and a weak consumer base, the South
processed raw agricultural products and produced cheap
textiles, cheap lumber products, and cheap cigarettes.

“Made in the South” became synonymous with bottom-
of-the-line goods. In the North, industrialization usually
occurred in an urban context and promoted rapid urban
growth. In the South, textile mills were typically located
in the countryside, often in mill villages where employers
could easily recruit families and keep them isolated from
the distractions and employment alternatives of the cities.
The timber industry similarly remained a rural-based enter-
prise. Tobacco manufacturing helped Durham and Winston,
North Carolina, grow, but they remained small compared to
northern industrial cities.

17.1.3 Farms to Cities: Impact
on Southern Society

If industrialization in the South was limited compared to
the North, it nonetheless had an enormous impact on south-
ern society. Keep in mind that the North had the highest rate
of industrial development in the Western world during the
late nineteenth century. Perhaps the more appropriate com-
parison would be between the South at the end of the Civil
War and the South in 1900. The impact of industry becomes
more substantial from that perspective.

In the southern Piedmont, for example, textile mills
transformed a portion of the farm population into an
industrial workforce. Failed farmers moved to textile vil-
lages to earn a living. Entire families secured employment
and often a house in exchange for their labor. Widows and
single young men also moved to the mills, usually the only
option outside farm work in the South. Nearly one-third
of the textile-mill labor force by 1900 consisted of children
under the age of 14 and women.

In 1880, southern towns often did not differ much from
the countryside in appearance, economy, religion, and out-
look. Over the next twenty years, the gap between town and
country widened. By 1900, a town in the New South would
boast a business district and more elegant residences than
before. It would have a relatively prosperous economy and
more frequent contact with other parts of the country. Its
influence would extend into the countryside. Mail, the tele-
graph, the railroad, and the newspaper brought city life to
the attention of farm families. In turn, farm families visited
nearby towns and cities more often.

The urban South drew the region’s talented and ambi-
tious young people. White men moved to cities to open
shops or take jobs as bank clerks, bookkeepers, merchants,
and salesmen. White women worked as retail clerks,
telephone operators, and office personnel. Black women
filled the growing demand for laundresses and domestic
servants. And black men also found prospects better in
towns than on the farm, despite a narrow and uncertain
range of occupations available to them. The excitement that
drew some southerners to their new cities repelled others.
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To them, urbanization and the emphasis on wealth, new
technology, and display represented a second Yankee con-
quest. The cities, they feared, threatened to infect the South
with northern values, undermining southern grace, charm,
faith, and family.

Country people held ambivalent views of the city. Farm
children looked forward to the Saturday excursion to town,
when they would gaze into shop windows, watch people
rushing about, wonder at the workings of electricity, and
drink a “Co-Cola” at the drugstore. Their parents shared
some of this excitement but experienced apprehension as
well. They were disturbed by the easy blurring of class and
racial distinctions in town and offended by the scorn with
which town folk sometimes treated them.

White southerners in town and country, who not long
before had lived similar lives, grew distant. Small landhold-
ing white farmers and their families had fallen on hard
times. The market that lured them into commercial agri-
culture threatened to take away their independence. They
faced the loss of their land and livelihood. Their way of life
no longer served as the standard for the South. New South
spokesmen promoted cities and industries and ordered
farmers to get on board the train of progress before it left
the station without them.

17.1.4 The Southern Environment

Railroads and industry affected not only the lives of rural
southerners, but also their landscape. In terms of economic
development, if there was one thing in which the New
South matched the North it was the awful toll these took on
the environment. At one time, a squirrel could travel from
Virginia to Alabama without ever touching the ground—
until the lumber industry moved south after the Civil War.
Southerners had used the forests to build homes, fences,
and outbuildings for generations before the war. But as late
as 1880, much of the South’s virgin forests of hardwood and
long-leaf pines still stood. In the 1890s, railroads pierced
these forests and steam-powered machines hauled cut logs
for waiting rail cars to feed the growing cities of America. By
1900, one out of five southern industrial workers labored in
the timber industry. Lumber companies clear-cut the land,
and then moved on to the next stand of trees to do the same.
Soil erosion and chronic flooding were the consequences of
timbering in the South.

The railroad’s penetration of Appalachia brought the
banjo and black workers from the lowland South, and
removed the iron ore and coal. But it left behind a gouged
landscape, polluted streams, and sick miners. Appala-
chian landowners were complicit in these depredations,
selling their birthrights to northern coal, iron, and railroad
interests. Little wonder that in the upstart towns and cit-
ies of the South, often the most prominent structure by

the turn of the century was the railroad terminal. And
in these cities, particularly those with industry such as
Birmingham and Chattanooga, smoke meant progress.
The New South had mimicked the North quite well in its
inattention to the environmental fallout from economic
development.

It did not take much prognostication for farm families
to see what was happening around and to them: declin-
ing prices for what they grew, greater profits for city-based
enterprises, tainted drinking water and destroyed land-
scapes, and unforgiving banks. It was not the case that rural
southerners longed for the past; they wanted to embrace the
future and the consumer products now suddenly available
to them that would moderate their lives. They only wanted
a fair shot to take advantage of modern America; instead,
they believed that the very forces that had brought progress
to their land could bring ruin to them.

17.2 The Southern
Agrarian Revolt

Why did southern farmers organize?

Even more than before the Civil War, cotton dominated
southern agriculture between 1877 and 1900. And the eco-
nomics of cotton brought despair to cotton farmers. The size
of the cotton crop continued to set annual records after 1877.
Fertilizers revived supposedly exhausted soils in North and
South Carolina, turning them white with cotton. The rail-
road opened new areas for cultivation in Mississippi and
eastern Texas. But the price of cotton fell while the price of
fertilizers, agricultural tools, food, and most other necessi-
ties went up (see Figure 17.1). As a result, the more cotton
the farmers grew, the less money they made.

17.2.1 Cotton and Credit

The solution to this agrarian dilemma seemed simple: Grow
less cotton. But that course was not possible for several rea-
sons. In a cash-poor economy, credit ruled. Cotton was the
only commodity instantly convertible into cash and thus
the only commodity accepted for credit. Food crops gen-
erated less income per acre than cotton. Local merchants,
themselves bound in a web of credit to merchants in larger
cities, accepted cotton as collateral. As cotton prices plum-
meted, the merchants required their customers to grow
more cotton to make up the difference. Trapped in debt by
low cotton prices and high interest rates, small landown-
ing farmers lost their land in record numbers. Just after
the Civil War, less than one-third of white farmers in the
South were tenants or sharecroppers. By the 1890s, nearly
half were.
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FIGURE 17.1 The Price of Cotton, 1869-1910

The steadily declining price of cotton after the Civil War, from 18 cents a pound to 5 cents a pound
by the early 1890s, reflected extreme overproduction. Behind the numbers lay an impoverished rural

South.

U.S. Department of Commerce, Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 1957.

17.2.2 Southern Farmers Organize,
1877-1892

As their circumstances deteriorated, southern farmers
fought back. They had lived a communal life of church, fam-
ily, and kin. Now they would widen the circle of their com-
munity to include other farmers sharing the same plight.
These were not naive country folk; most owned their own
land and participated in the market economy. They just
wanted to make the market fairer, to lower interest rates and
ease credit, to regulate railroad freight rates, and to keep the
prices of necessities in check.

But these goals required legislation that neither the
federal government nor southern state governments were
inclined to support. Therefore, southern farmers came
together to address common grievances related to pricing,
credit, and tax policies. The most powerful agricultural
reform organization, the Southern Farmers” Alliance, origi-
nated in Texas in the late 1870s. Alliance-sponsored farm-
ers’ cooperatives provided their members with discounts on
supplies and credit. Members also benefited from market-
ing their cotton crops collectively.

The Alliance was still very much a Texas organization in
1887 when Charles W. Macune, a Wisconsin native, became
its driving force. Macune sent a corps of speakers to cre-
ate a network of southern cooperatives. Within two years,
the Alliance had spread throughout the South and into the
North and West. By 1890, it claimed more than a million
members. With the exception of a few large landowners and
some tenant farmers, almost all were small farmers who
owned their own land. The success of the Alliance reflected
both the desperate struggle of these small farmers to keep
their land and the failure of other organizations to help
them. The Alliance lobbied state legislatures to fund rural
public schools. To increase the sense of community, the Alli-
ance sponsored picnics, baseball games, and concerts.

The Alliance became for many small farmers a surro-
gate government and church in a region where public offi-
cials and many mainline Protestant ministers ignored their
needs. It imposed strict morality on its members, prohibiting
drinking, gambling, and sexual misconduct. Alliance lead-
ers criticized the many Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian
ministers who had strayed from the traditional emphasis on
individual salvation and were defending a status quo that



benefited large planters and towns. Cyrus Thompson, the
president of the North Carolina Alliance and a prominent
Methodist, declared in 1889 that “the church today stands
where it has always stood, on the side of human slavery.”

Some Alliance members left their churches for new
religious groups. The Holiness movement, which began in
the North before the Civil War, revived among Texas farm-
ers in the mid-1880s. Holiness disciples advocated simple
dress, avoided coffee and pork, and swore off all worldly
amusements. The members of the Church of God, which
was founded in the mountains of Tennessee and North
Carolina in 1886, similarly sought to cleanse themselves of
secular evils. The new churches promoted a vision of an
egalitarian South. They accepted women on an equal basis,
and occasionally black people as well. As many as a third
of Holiness preachers were women.

Unlike some of the new religious movements, however,
the Alliance did not accept black members. Black farm-
ers formed the first Colored Farmers’ Alliance in Texas
in 1886. The Colored Alliance had fewer landowners and
more tenants and sharecroppers in its ranks than the white
organization. It concerned itself with issues relevant to this
constituency, such as higher wages for cotton pickers. In
1891, the Colored Alliance attempted a region-wide strike
over farm wages but was unable to enforce it in the worsen-
ing southern economy.

The white Alliance had better results with a protest
over price fixing. To protect cotton shipped to market, farm-
ers wrapped it in a burlap-like material called jute. In 1888,
jute manufacturers combined to raise the price from 7 cents
to as much as 14 cents a yard. The Alliance initiated a jute
boycott throughout the South, telling farmers to use cotton
bagging as an alternative. The protest worked, forcing the
chastened jute manufacturers to offer farmers their product
at a mere 5 cents per yard.

STORING COTTON. This success encouraged Macune to
pursue a more ambitious project. Low cotton prices and a
lack of cash kept farmers poor. To address these problems,
Macune proposed his subtreasury plan. Alliance members
were to store their crops in a subtreasury (i.e., warehouse),
keeping their cotton off the market until the price rose. In
the meantime, the government would loan the farmers up
to 80 percent of the value of the stored crops at a low inter-
est rate of 2 percent per year. This arrangement would free
farmers from merchants’ high interest rates and crop liens.
Macune urged Alliance members to endorse political candi-
dates who supported the subtreasury scheme. Many Demo-
cratic candidates for state legislatures throughout the South
did endorse it and were elected, with Alliance backing, in
1890. Once in office, however, they failed to deliver.

The failure of the subtreasury plan, combined with
a steep drop in cotton prices after 1890, undermined
the Alliance. Its cooperatives collapsed as crop liens cut

A New South: Economic Progress and Social Tradition 1877-1900 387

down small landowners as though with scythes. Desper-
ate Alliance leaders merged their organization with a
new national political party in 1892, the People’s Party,
better known as the Populist Party. The Populists appro-
priated the Alliance program and challenged Democrats
in the South and Republicans in the West. The merger
reflected desperation more than calculation. As we will
see in Chapter 20, the Populists stirred up national poli-
tics between 1892 and 1896. In the South, they challenged
the Democratic Party, sometimes courting Republicans,
including black voters.

17.3 Women in the
New South

How did urbanization and industrialization affect race
and gender relations in the South?

Just as farm women found their voices in the Alliance
movement of the 1880s, a growing group of middle-class
white and black urban women entered the public realm
and engaged in policy issues. In the late-nineteenth-century
North, women became increasingly active in reform move-
ments, including woman suffrage, labor legislation, social
welfare, and city planning. Building on their antebellum
activist traditions, northern women, sometimes joining with
men, sought to improve the status of women.

Because the antebellum reform movements included
abolitionism, they had made little headway in the South.
As a result, southern women had a meager reform tradi-
tion to build on. The war also left them ambivalent about
independence. With husbands, fathers, and brothers dead
or incapacitated, many women had to care for themselves
and their families in the face of defeat and deprivation.
Some determined never again to depend on men. Others,
responding to the stress of running a farm or business,
would have preferred less independence.

The response of southern white men to the war also
complicated women's efforts to improve their status. South-
ern men had been shaken by defeat. They had lost the war
and placed their families in peril. Many responded with
alcoholism and violence. To regain their self-esteem, they
recast the war as a noble crusade rather than a defeat. And
they imagined southern white women as paragons of virtue
and purity who required men to defend them. Demands
for even small changes in traditional gender roles would
threaten this image. Southern women understood this and
never mounted an extensive reform campaign like their sis-
ters in the North. Some middle-class women were openly
hostile to reform, and others adopted conservative causes
more inclined to reinforce the role of men in southern soci-
ety than to challenge it.
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Despite such limitations, middle-class southern women
found opportunities to broaden their social role and enter
the public sphere in the two decades after 1880. They found
these opportunities primarily in the cities, where servants,
stores, and schools freed them of many of the productive
functions, such as making clothing, cooking, and childcare,
that burdened their sisters in the country and kept them
tied to the home.

17.3.1 Church Work and Preserving
Memories

Southern women waded warily into the public arena, using
channels men granted them as natural extensions of the
home, such as church work. By the 1880s, evangelical Prot-
estant churches had become prominent in many aspects of
southern life. Women took advantage of the church’s promi-
nence to build careers using the moral gravity of church
affiliation to political advantage. Most of the major reform
efforts in the South during this era emanated from the
church, and from the women for whom church work was
an approved role for their gender.

The movement to found home mission societies, for
example, was led by single white women in the Method-
ist Church. Home missions promoted industrial education
among the poor and helped working-class women become
self-sufficient. The home mission movement reflected an
increased interest in missionary work in white southern
evangelical churches. Laura Haygood, an Atlantan who
had served as a missionary in China, founded a home mis-
sion in Atlanta when she returned in 1883. Lily Hammond,
another Atlantan, extended the mission concept when she
opened settlement houses in black and white neighbor-
hoods in Atlanta in the 1890s. Settlement houses, pioneered
in New York in the 1880s, promoted middle-class values in
poor neighborhoods and provided them with a permanent
source of services. In the North, they were privately spon-
sored. In the South, they were supported by the Methodist
Church and known as Wesley Houses, after John Wesley, the
founder of Methodism.

Religion also prompted southern white women to join
the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU). The
first southern local was organized in Laura Haygood’s
church in Atlanta in 1880. Temperance reform, unlike other
church-inspired activities, involved women directly in pub-
lic policy. Women framed temperance and the prohibition of
alcohol as a family issue—alcohol ruined families, victim-
izing innocent women and children. WCTU members vis-
ited schools to educate children about the evils of alcohol,
addressed prisoners, and blanketed men’s meetings with
literature. As a result, they became familiar with the South’s
abysmal school system and its archaic criminal justice sys-
tem. They soon began advocating education and prison
reform as well as legislation against alcohol.

By the 1890s, many WCTU members realized that they
could not achieve their goals unless women had the vote.
Rebecca Latimer Felton, an Atlanta suffragist and WCTU
member, reflected the frustration of her generation of south-
ern women in an address to working women in 1892: “But
some will say, you women might be quiet, you can’t vote,
you can’t do anything! Exactly so, we have kept quiet for
nearly a hundred years hoping to see relief come to the
women of this country, and it hasn’t come.”

Rebecca Felton’s own career highlighted the essentially
conservative nature of the reform movement among mid-
dle-class white women in the New South. She fought for
childcare facilities and sex education, as well as compul-
sory school attendance, and she pushed for the admission of
women to the University of Georgia. But she strongly sup-
ported textile operators over textile workers and defended
white supremacy. She had no qualms about the lynching of
black men, executing them without trial “a thousand times
aweek if necessary” to preserve the purity of white women.
In 1922, she became the first woman member of the U.S.
Senate. By any definition, Felton was a reformer, but like
most middle-class southern women, she had no interest in
challenging the class and racial inequities of the New South.

The dedication of southern women to commemorat-
ing the memory of the Confederate cause also indicates the
conservative nature of middle-class women'’s reform in the
New South. Ladies’ Memorial Associations formed after the
war to ensure the proper burial of Confederate soldiers and
suitable markings for their graves. The associations joined
with men to erect monuments to Confederate leaders and,
by the 1880s, to the common soldier. These activities rein-
forced white solidarity and constructed a common heritage
for all white southerners regardless of class or location. By
the 1890s, women were planning monuments in prominent
civic spaces in the urban South. Their efforts sparked inter-
est in city planning and city beautification. A new organi-
zation, the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC),
appeared in 1894 to preserve southern history and honor
its heroes.

17.3.2 Women’s Clubs

A broader spectrum of southern middle-class women
joined women’s clubs than joined church-sponsored orga-
nizations or memorial associations. Most women’s clubs
began in the 1880s as literary or self-improvement societ-
ies that had little interest in reform. By 1890, most towns
and cities boasted at least several women’s clubs and per-
haps a federated club organization. But by that time, some
clubs and their members had also begun to discuss political
issues, such as child labor reform, educational improve-
ment, and prison reform.

The activities of black women’s clubs paralleled those
of white women’s clubs. Most African American women in



southern cities worked as domestics or laundresses. Black
women’s clubs supported daycare facilities for working
mothers and settlement houses in poor black neighborhoods
modeled after those in northern cities. Atlanta’s Neighbor-
hood Union, founded by Lugenia Burns Hope in 1908, pro-
vided playgrounds and a health center and obtained a grant
from a New York foundation to improve black education
in the city. Black women'’s clubs also established homes for
single black working women to protect them from sexual
exploitation, and they worked for woman suffrage.

Only rarely, however, as at some meetings of the
Young Women'’s Christian Association (YWCA) or occa-
sional meetings in support of prohibition, did black and
white club members interact. Some white clubwomen
expressed sympathy for black women privately, but pub-
licly they maintained white solidarity. Most were unwilling
to sacrifice their own reform agenda to the cause of racial
reconciliation.

The primary interest of most southern white women’s
clubs was the plight of young white working-class and farm
women. This interest reflected the growing number of such
women in the workforce. Single and adrift in the city, many
worked for low wages, and some slipped into prostitution.
The clubs sought to help them make the transition from
rural to urban life or to improve their lives on the farm. To
this end, they focused on child labor reform and on upgrad-
ing public education.

17.4 Settling the Race
Issue

How did African Americans respond to the
growing violence and legal restrictions whites
directed at them?

The assertiveness of a new generation of African Americans
in the 1880s and 1890s, especially in urban areas, provided
the impetus and opportunity for white leaders to secure
white solidarity. To counter black aspirations, white leaders
enlisted the support of young white southerners, convincing
them that the struggle for white supremacy would place them
beside the larger-than-life heroes of the Civil War generation.
African Americans resisted the resulting efforts to deprive
them of their remaining freedoms. Although some left the
South, many more built new lives and communities within
the restricted framework white southerners allowed them.

17.4.1 The Fluidity of Southern Race
Relations, 1877-1890

Race relations remained remarkably fluid in the South
between the end of Reconstruction and the early 1890s.
Despite the departure of federal troops and the end of
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Republican rule, many black people continued to vote and
hold office. Some Democrats even courted the black elector-
ate. Although segregation ruled in churches, schools, and
in some organizations and public places after the Civil War,
black people and white people continued to mingle, do busi-
ness with each other, and often maintain cordial relations.

In 1885, T. McCants Stewart, a black journalist from
New York, traveled to his native South Carolina, expecting
a rough reception once his train headed south from Wash-
ington, DC. To his surprise, the conductor allowed him
to remain in his seat while white riders sat on baggage or
stood. He provoked little reaction among white passengers
when he entered the dining car. Some of them struck up a
conversation with him. In Columbia, South Carolina, Stew-
art found that he could move about with no restrictions. “I
can ride in first-class cars. . . . I can go into saloons and get
refreshments even as in New York. I can stop in and drink
a glass of soda and be more politely waited upon than in
some parts of New England.”

Other black people corroborated Stewart’s experi-
ences in different parts of the South. During the 1880s,
black people joined interracial labor unions and contin-
ued to be active in the Republican Party. They engaged in
business with white people. In the countryside, African
Americans and white people hunted and fished together,
worked side by side at sawmills, and traded with each
other. Cities were segregated more by class than by race,
and people of both races sometimes lived in the same
neighborhoods. To be sure, black people faced discrimi-
nation in employment and voting and random retaliation
for perceived violations of racial barriers. But the barriers
were by no means fixed.

17.4.2 The White Backlash

The black generation that came of age in this environ-
ment demanded full participation in American society.
For many in the generation of white southerners who
came of age in this period, however, this assertiveness
rankled. These young white people, raised on the myth
of the Lost Cause, were continually reminded of the hero-
ism and sacrifice of their fathers during the Civil War. For
them, black people replaced the Yankees as the enemy;
they saw it as their mission to preserve white purity and
dominance.

The South’s deteriorating rural economy and the vola-
tile politics of the late 1880s and early 1890s exacerbated
the growing tensions between assertive black people and
threatened white people. So too did the growth of indus-
try and cities in the South. In the cities, black and white
people came into close contact, competing for jobs and
jostling each other for seats on streetcars and trains. Rac-
ist rhetoric and violence against black people accelerated
in the 1890s.
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17.4.3 Lynch Law

In 1892, three prominent black men, Tom Moss, Calvin
McDowell, and William Stewart, opened a grocery on the
south side of Memphis, an area with a large African Ameri-
can population. The People’s Grocery prospered, while a
white-owned store across the street struggled. The propri-
etor of the white-owned store, W. H. Barrett, was incensed.
He obtained an indictment against Moss, McDowell, and
Stewart for maintaining a public nuisance. Outraged black
community leaders called a protest meeting at the grocery,
during which two people made threats against Barrett. Bar-
rett learned of the threats, notified the police, and warned
the gathering at the People’s Grocery that white people
planned to attack and destroy the store. Nine sheriff’s depu-
ties, all white, approached the store to arrest the men who
had threatened Barrett. Fearing Barrett’s threatened white
assault, the people in the grocery fired on the deputies,
unaware who they were, and wounded three. When the
deputies identified themselves, thirty black people surren-
dered, including Moss, McDowell, and Stewart, and were
imprisoned. Four days later, deputies removed the three
owners from jail, took them to a deserted area, and shot
them dead.

The men at the People’s Grocery had violated two of the
unspoken rules that white southerners imposed on black
southerners to maintain racial barriers: They had pros-
pered, and they had forcefully challenged white author-
ity. During 1892, a year of political agitation and economic
depression, 235 lynchings occurred in the South. White
mobs lynched nearly 2,000 black southerners between 1882
and 1903. During the 1890s, lynchings occurred at the rate
of 150 a year. Most lynchers were working-class whites
with rural roots, who were struggling in the depressed
economy of the 1890s and enraged at the fluidity of urban
race relations. The men who murdered Moss, McDowell,
and Stewart, for example, had recently moved to Memphis
from the countryside, where they had been unable to make
a living farming.

The most common justification for lynching was the
presumed threat posed by black men to the sexual virtue
of white women. Sexual “crimes” could include remarks,
glances, and gestures. Yet only 25 percent of the lynchings
that took place in the thirty years after 1890 had an alleged
sexual connection. Certainly, the men of the People’s Gro-
cery had committed no sex crime. Lynchers did not carry
out their grisly crimes to end a rape epidemic; they killed to
keep black men in their place and to restore their own sense
of manhood and honor.

Ida B. Wells, who owned a black newspaper in Mem-
phis, used her columns to publicize the People’s Grocery
lynchings. The great casualty of the lynchings, she noted,
was her faith that education, wealth, and upright living

guaranteed black people the equality and justice they had
long sought. The reverse was true. The more black people
succeeded, the greater was their threat to white people.
She investigated other lynchings, countering the claim
that they were the result of assaults on white women.
When she suggested that, on the contrary, perhaps some
white women were attracted to black men, the white citi-
zens of Memphis destroyed her press and office. Exiled to
Chicago, Wells devoted herself to the struggle for racial
justice.

What was striking about this carnival of lynching
from the 1890s onward was its orchestrated cruelty and
the involvement of large segments of the white commu-
nity. Postcards and bootlegged photographs of the events
showed men, women, and even children gathering as if for
a Sunday picnic, surrounding the mutilated corpse. The
elevation of white men as the protector for weak women
was one reason for the spectacle, but, more important,
lynching reinforced white solidarity and reiterated (espe-
cially to blacks) that white supremacy ruled the South with
impunity.

17.4.4 Segregation by Law

Southern white lawmakers sought to cement white solidar-
ity and ensure black subservience in the 1890s by institut-
ing segregation by law and the disfranchisement of black
voters. Racial segregation restricting black Americans to
separate and rarely equal public facilities had prevailed
nationwide before the Civil War. After 1870, the custom
spread rapidly in southern cities.

During the same period, many northern cities and
states, often in response to protests by African Americans,
were ending segregation. Roughly 95 percent of the nation’s
black population, however, lived in the South. Integration
in the North, consequently, required white people to give
up very little to black people. And as African American
aspirations increased in the South during the 1890s while
their political power waned, they became more vulnerable
to segregation by law at the state level. At the same time,
migration to cities, industrial development, and technolo-
gies such as railroads and elevators increased the oppor-
tunities for racial contact and muddled the rules of racial
interaction.

Much of the new legislation focused on railroads,
a symbol of modernity and mobility in the New South.
Local laws and customs could not control racial interac-
tion on interstate railroads. White passengers objected to
black passengers’ implied assertion of economic and social
equality when they sat with them in dining cars and first-
class compartments. Black southerners, by contrast, viewed
equal access to railroad facilities as a sign of respectability
and acceptance. When southern state legislatures required



