Reconstruction
Background Essay


The twelve years after the Civil War (1865-1877) proved to be a difficult time for America.  Called Reconstruction by historians, this era saw an increase of freedom for former slaves.  However, there was also great resistance to change.

For a while, it had seemed that the dream of Reconstruction might be realized.  The 13th Amendment ended slavery.  The 14th Amendment gave black Americans citizenship and civil rights.  A Military Reconstruction Act was passed to make sure African-Americans’ new rights were protected.  Black churches were founded.  Public schools were built for black children, and universities like Howard, Fisk, Morehouse, and Hampton were founded for black students seeking higher education. Black and white teachers from the North and South, missionary organizations, churches and schools worked tirelessly to give the emancipated population the opportunity to learn.  Former slaves of every age took advantage of the opportunity to become literate.  Grandfathers and their grandchildren sat together in classrooms seeking to obtain the tools of freedom. Sixteen African-Americans were elected to Congress and numerous others served at state and local levels.  Finally, the 15th Amendment was ratified making it illegal to deny someone the right to vote based on race.  Indeed, real progress was made.

1.
What do you think was the most important benefit to freedpeople during the 
period of Reconstruction?  Why?


________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________


Though most freedmen remained landless, there was a demand for agricultural wage labor in the postwar economy and freedmen had considerable bargaining power.  Some struck, others slowed down cotton and rice production, and significant numbers refused to sign labor contracts.  Planters and freedmen found themselves in a standoff.  Neither side got what it wanted.  Most ex-slaves didn’t get land.  And most ex-slaveholders could not recruit and keep a cheap labor force of black contract labor because freedmen generally refused to work in gangs under white supervision on cotton, rice, and sugar plantations.

2.
How did freedmen exercise their bargaining power with the landlords who 
needed laborers?  


_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

3.
Why was this an effective technique?


__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________


In the end the two sides compromised.  The result was sharecropping.  The system got its name because both the tiller of the soil and the owner of the land received a share of the harvest.  In return for seed, materials, and the right to work the land, the farmer shared his harvest with the landlord.  Freedmen considered sharecropping preferable to wage contracts.  It allowed them to work individually at their own pace and to avoid white-supervised gang labor.  For the planter, sharecropping was often the only way he could get freedpeople to produce cotton, sugar, rice, or tobacco.

4.
Why do you think most freedpeople chose to be sharecroppers?


__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________


Yet sharecropping was very different from land ownership.  Sharecropping gave farmers an important measure of control over their work, yet still left them dependent on a landlord for land, and often seed, equipment, and credit.  During the early days of Reconstruction, the system of sharecropping frequently worked to the advantage of the cropper and to the disadvantage of the landlord.  That’s because the local magistrates and justices of the peace who settled disputes between tenants and landlords tended to be Republicans. 
5.
Why would it be beneficial for sharecroppers if the “dispute settlers” were 
Republicans?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________


In the early 1870s, though, the tide shifted.  Soon after President Grant’s second inauguration, a financial panic, caused by commercial overexpansion into railroads, railroad mismanagement, and the collapse of some eastern banks, started a terrible depression that lasted throughout the mid-1870s.  In these hard times, economic issues dominated the politics of the Northern states, further taking attention away from the freedpeople and their civil rights.  


Southern states began to elect governments dedicated to whites-only rule.  Between 1870 and 1876 all but three Southern states turned back Reconstruction efforts.  Once the Democratic Party regained control of local governments, they appointed magistrates and justices who were sympathetic to the old planting class.  Public officials now allowed landlord-merchants to manipulate the payment of shares for seed and materials in ways that reduced croppers to a permanent state of debt, poverty, and dependence.  


Additionally, the presidential election of 1876 was extremely controversial.  The Republican candidate and eventual winner was Rutherford B. Hayes.  The Democratic nominee was Samuel J. Tilden.  Although Tilden won the popular vote by a wide margin, election results in Florida, South Carolina, and Louisiana were so close that a winner could not be determined.  If these three states went for Hayes, he would win the Electoral College vote and become President.  The dispute led to talk of a new Civil War.  An informal agreement, now called The Compromise of 1877, avoided the crisis by granting Hayes the Presidency.  In return, Hayes promised to remove the last Federal soldiers from the South, almost guaranteeing that all-white governments would rise to power.  The dream of Reconstruction was officially dead.  

6.
What issues distracted Northern support for Reconstruction?


__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

7.
How was the presidential election of 1876 similar to the presidential election of 
2000?


__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________
8.
What changes would you have made to solve the dilemma of the close election 
of 1876?


__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________
The DBQ Project – Background Essay – Reconstruction Mini-Q
African American Odyssey – http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/aaohtml/exhibit/aopart5.html
Freedom’s Unfinished Revolution – p. 256

America’s History in the Making; Gary Nash; p. 45

