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PREFACE
Give Me Liberty! An American History  is a survey of American history from the earliest
interactions of Indigenous peoples, Europeans, and Africans to the first decades of the twenty-
first century. It offers students a clear, concise narrative whose central theme is the changing
contours of American freedom.

We are extremely gratified by the response to the first six editions of Give Me Liberty!, which
have been used in survey courses at many hundreds of two- and four-year colleges and
universities throughout the country. The comments we have received from instructors and
students encourage us to think that Give Me Liberty! has worked well in their classrooms.
Their comments have also included many valuable suggestions for revisions, which we greatly
appreciate. These have ranged from corrections of typographical and factual errors to thoughts
about subjects that needed more extensive treatment. In making revisions for this Seventh
Edition, we have tried to take these suggestions into account. We have also incorporated the
findings and insights of new scholarship that has appeared since the original edition was
written.

The most significant change in this edition, immediately visible on the book’s cover and title
page, is the addition of two new co-authors, Professor Kathleen DuVal of the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill and Professor Lisa McGirr of Harvard University. Both are
accomplished scholars with national and international reputations. For further details about
their careers, see About the Authors above.

For the initial edition of Give Me Liberty!, which appeared in 2005, and the five subsequent
revised editions, Eric Foner was solely responsible for all the writing as well as the choice of
images and document excerpts in each chapter. This required, among other tasks, keeping up
with the enormous outpouring of significant books covering every aspect of American history.
As time went on, this became increasingly difficult for one individual. Professors DuVal and
McGirr have now joined the process of revision. For this Seventh Edition, the former is
responsible for changes to Chapters 1 to 10, the latter Chapters 18 to 28. Foner took charge of
Chapters 11 to 17.

The most important changes in this Seventh Edition involve heightened attention to Native
American history and, in keeping with the overall theme of the book, Native Americans’ ideas
about freedom. This reflects both the recent burgeoning of this long-neglected field, which has
produced outstanding works that change our understanding of key moments and processes in
American history, and the expertise of our new co-authors.

As the original inhabitants of the lands that would become the United States, Native
Americans have had a unique relationship to other Americans and with the federal
government. The Constitution recognizes them as inhabitants of their own tribal sovereignties,
not members of the national body politic. And sovereignty—control over ancestral lands and
the ability to govern their own affairs—has been central to Native definitions of freedom. Over
the centuries of American history, Indian sovereignty has eroded considerably, but it has not
disappeared. Over time, it was severely challenged by European colonialism and American



nationhood. Wars and forced agreements dispossessed Native Americans of much of their land
but although treaties were frequently violated, they recognized Native control over the
remainder. The quest to exercise authority over their own lives and to maintain traditional
languages and forms of governance and social organization has been a central theme of Native
American history, as has the effort of outsiders to impose their own ideas about freedom,
political power, and cultural life on the Indigenous population. Throughout U.S. history, Native
understanding of freedom via sovereignty has clashed with settlers’ ambitions for their own
freedom.

Since 1924, all Native Americans have been citizens of the United States. Even today,
however, many continue to identify as citizens of Native nations as well (or instead of) as
American citizens. And many tribes are recognized by U.S. courts as entities distinct from the
federal and state governments, even though tribal self-government is constrained by the power
of Congress and the Department of the Interior. The changing nature of Native sovereignty and
its relationship to concepts of freedom within both Native American tribes and the larger
society is a central theme of this Seventh Edition. Building upon past editions’ inclusion of
Native history and Native voices, this edition narrates the history of American Indians in three
stages: a long period in which diverse Indian nations ruled most of the continent; the decline of
Native power and self-government from the mid-nineteenth through early twentieth centuries,
and the Native revival in the late twentieth century continuing to today.

The major revisions that illuminate the history of these themes are as follows:

Chapters 1 to 4 have been reorganized to give greater emphasis to Native American history.
Chapter 1 contains more coverage of the nature of Native American societies before contact
with Europeans and, in addition, an expanded discussion of West Africa on the eve of the
Atlantic slave trade. Chapter 2 contains enhanced coverage of armed conflict between British
settlers in Virginia and New England and the Native inhabitants, as well as new material on the
early Atlantic slave trade, including the role of the Spanish, Portuguese, and Dutch, and the
origins of slavery in the British colonies. Chapters 3 and 4 contain an expanded discussion of
Native-colonial relations in the eighteenth century and the growth of pan-Indian coalitions that
sought to halt settler intrusions.

In Chapter 5, there is greater emphasis on how the American Revolution was also a Native
struggle for independence and how Native Americans fought on both sides of the conflict in
pursuit of that goal. Chapter 7 contains a new section on Native nations in the West and their
relations with the early American republic, which most did not wish to join. Chapters 9 and 10
deal in more detail with Indian removal in the 1830s, including how this policy was linked to
the expansion of cotton production and slavery in the South, and how Native nations
responded to being forced from their ancestral lands.

Chapter 14 expands the discussion of the Civil War in Indian Territory and contains a new
subsection on the Dakota War, which led to the largest mass execution in American history.
Chapters 15 and 16 contain new subsections on Reconstruction in Indian Territory and
President Grant’s attempted peace policy. In Chapter 18, there is an expanded discussion of
Native American Progressivism set against the background of the continuing dispossession of
Indian lands and efforts to forcibly assimilate Indian children via federally controlled boarding
schools. Native American participation in World War I and debates over whether military



service would lead to greater citizenship rights are discussed in Chapter 19. The subject of the
Indian New Deal and its impact on Native Americans receives an expanded discussion in
Chapter 21 in the context of Indigenous understandings of freedom and sovereignty, as does
the role of Native Americans in World War II in Chapter 22. Chapter 23 discusses the
intensified campaign, known as “termination,” to abolish tribal sovereignty during the Cold
War, and Chapter 24 includes a discussion of the Indian Bureau’s program to move Native
Americans from reservations to cities.

Chapter 25 considers “Red Power” and the American Indian Movement alongside other
examples of youth-led activism in the 1960s. Chapter 26 shows how this intensified activism
led to tribal revitalization, including a renaissance of Native American identity and cultural
expression. In Chapter 27, readers will see how Native peoples have continued to press for
self-determination in the new millennium, seeking financial restitution for past wrongs and
leading grassroots movements, such as the NoDAPL movement for environmental justice.

Other revisions, not directly tied to the theme of Native American freedom but based on
significant recent scholarship, include a new subsection in Chapter 12 highlighting the role of
Black women in the abolitionist movement and the struggle for women’s rights and in Chapter
13 an expanded discussion of John Brown’s raid of 1859 with attention to the influence of
Black radicals on Brown’s thinking. Chapter 19 now contains material on the 1918 influenza
epidemic and in Chapter 20 there is a new discussion of the Lost Generation—the writers and
artists, disillusioned with American culture of the 1920s—who found a home in Europe.
Chapter 25 includes new material on Black urban uprisings in the 1960s and after, especially in
relation to grievances against police behavior in minority neighborhoods. The final chapter has
been substantially updated to cover the administration of Donald Trump and the election of
2020. Throughout the book there are also new selections for the Voices of Freedom and Who Is
an American? document features. And this edition contains many new images—paintings,
photographs, broadsides, and so on—all selected by the authors.

A NOTE ON NAMING

Readers will have noticed that in the discussion above, we have used more than one group
name when discussing the people descended from the continent’s original inhabitants. The
proper way to identify them, as well as other groups of Americans, can be controversial.
Offensive terms have recently been removed from sports arenas and geographical place names,
although not without resistance. Generally speaking, we believe, people have the right to
choose the words that identify them. But such preferences change over time in response to
changing social and political imperatives. Often, disagreement exists within groups about their
proper designation. In this edition, we have updated our terminology, recognizing that some
names once widely familiar are now viewed as inappropriate or even insulting by the people to
whom they are applied, while bearing in mind that changed language can seem unfamiliar and
confusing to those used to an older vocabulary.

To navigate this complex question we have consulted prominent scholars who write about
various groups of Americans. Most advised us to cast a wide net, using interchangeably terms
that are in widespread circulation today while being wary of overusing new language that has
not gained a significant foothold either among the groups themselves or in society at large.
Thus, readers will find Indian, Native American, Native, and Indigenous all used to identify the



people once universally called Indians. (The name Indian, as is well known, derives from
Christopher Columbus’s mistaken belief that his voyage to the Americas in 1492 had brought
him to the East Indies rather than to a hemisphere previously unknown to Europeans.) For a
time, Native peoples rejected Indian as conjuring up images of savagery. More recently it has
come into wider use again, partly because of its very familiarity and partly to suggest a sense
of shared identity that transcends individual tribes. Because the word Indian, despite its
limitations, is so widely understood, a major organization demanding change in the 1960s
intentionally chose to make the word part of its title: the American Indian Movement. This is
not the only example of people turning a term considered insulting into an expression of pride.

A related question concerns the names of individual Native nations. Some groups, but by no
means all, have abandoned designations that originated among white persons in favor of older
Indigenous ones. While we believe, as noted above, that the group itself should decide what it
wishes to be called, we realize that some changes may be confusing for many readers. In such
cases we have added the previous name in parentheses, for example, Haudenosaunee
(Iroquois) and Muscogee (Creek).

The heightened sensitivity to racial inequality in the aftermath of the 2020 murder of George
Floyd by a Minneapolis police officer sparked a similar discussion of the proper way to
designate Americans of African descent. This debate has a long history. In the revolutionary
era, Black institutions often included the word African in their titles (for example, the African
Methodist Episcopal Church) as a sign of a unique identity. But in response to the rise of the
American Colonization Society, which claimed that Blacks, free and slave, were not truly
American and should return to Africa, a wholesale reevaluation of such names took place.
Meetings of Black people demanding recognition as equal members of the body politic called
themselves Conventions of Colored Citizens. One of the earliest Black newspapers was titled
the Colored American. After the end of slavery, when persons of African descent were
recognized as American citizens entitled to equality of political and civil rights, Negro, from
the Spanish word for the color black and for dark-skinned people, was widely used. So was
Afro-American and African-American. There was debate over whether to use hyphens, and
whether Negro should begin with a capital or lowercase letter. In the 1920s, when the New
York Times, one of the nation’s leading newspapers, decided to capitalize the first letter of
Negro, this was hailed as an important sign of respect. More recently, the Associated Press,
which informally sets journalistic standards, recommended that Black, a label that has gained
wide currency since the 1960s (Black Power was one of the era’s familiar slogans) should be
capitalized, as an indication of the shared history and culture of persons of African descent
rooted in the unique historical experience of dislocation, slavery, racial inequality, and
resistance. Today, Negro and Colored are rarely used except when discussing historical
situations. African American and Black are now the most common designations. The
widespread elimination of the hyphen in African American has influenced how other groups
are described, such as, for example, Irish Americans and Asian Americans. Again, no
unanimity exists on these questions of usage. In this edition, we have used Black and African
American interchangeably, while retaining Negro and Colored when quoting historical
documents or using historical titles, such as the U. S. Colored Troops in the Civil War.

Then there are the Americans variously labeled Hispanic or Latino. Both designations are
widely used, although neither has much historical clarity. The dictionary defines Latino as a
person with roots in Latin America, a category that covers persons of every religion and race,



with origins in more than a dozen countries. Hispanic refers primarily to language, meaning
persons who speak Spanish (thereby excluding those Americans whose origins lie in
Portuguese-speaking Brazil). It is only recently that these terms for what is now the country’s
largest minority group came into widespread use. The census did not include a Hispanic
category until 1980. For many decades people descended from the Mexican inhabi-tants of
lands in the Southwest acquired during the Mexican-American War viewed “Mexican” as a
term of abuse and avoided it by using state-specific terms such as Tejano and Californio. The
first organization of Mexican American activists purposely did not use Mexican in its title,
calling itself the League of United Latin American Citizens. Later, younger radicals in
California adopted Chicano, an old term of abuse, as a positive statement of identity.

There is also the problem of gendered language. In English, nouns do not have a gender as
they do in Spanish. But because Latino is a masculine word, where does this leave people who
do not identify as masculine? Some writers, scholars, and activists have begun using Latino/a
or the gender-neutral neologism Latinx. This last term is still unfamiliar, including among most
of the people it is describing. Depending on the historical context, we have decided to use
Mexican American, Hispanic, Chicano, and Latino, or Chicana and Latina when specifically
referencing women.

One thing is certain: language has changed over time and will continue to do so in the future. It
will not be surprising if future editions of Give Me Liberty! employ wording that is unfamiliar
or even unknown today. All this terminology is the product of our nation’s ever evolving
history. There is nothing unusual or pernicious in this, simply the recognition that as American
society changes, the vocabulary we use to describe it changes as well.

THE FREEDOM THEME

Americans have always had a divided attitude toward history. On the one hand, they tend to be
remarkably future-oriented, dismissing events of even the recent past as “ancient history” and
sometimes seeing history as a burden to be overcome, a prison from which to escape. On the
other hand, like many other peoples, Americans have always looked to history for a sense of
personal or group identity and of national cohesiveness. This is why so many Americans
devote time and energy to tracing their family trees and why they visit historical museums and
National Park Service historical sites in ever-increasing numbers. Our hope is that this book
will convince readers with all degrees of interest that history does matter to them.

The novelist and essayist James Baldwin once observed that history “does not refer merely, or
even principally, to the past. On the contrary, the great force of history comes from the fact that
we carry it within us, .  .  . [that] history is literally present in all that we do.” As Baldwin
recognized, the force of history is evident in our own world. Especially in a political
democracy like the United States, whose government is designed to rest on the consent of
informed citizens, knowledge of the past is essential—not only for those of us whose
profession is the teaching and writing of history, but for everyone. History, to be sure, does not
offer simple lessons or immediate answers to current questions. Knowing the history of
immigration to the United States, and all of the tensions, turmoil, and aspirations associated
with it, for example, does not tell us what current immigration policy ought to be. But without
that knowledge, we have no way of understanding which approaches have worked and which
have not—essential information for the formulation of future public policy.



History, it has been said, is what the present chooses to remember about the past. Rather than a
fixed collection of facts, or a group of interpretations that cannot be challenged, our
understanding of history is constantly changing. There is nothing unusual in the fact that each
generation rewrites history to meet its own needs, or that scholars disagree among themselves
on basic questions like the causes of the Civil War or the reasons for the Great Depression.
Precisely because each generation asks different questions of the past, each generation
formulates different answers. The past thirty years have witnessed a remarkable expansion of
the scope of historical study. The experiences of groups neglected by earlier scholars,
including women, African Americans, working people, and others, have received
unprecedented attention from historians. New subfields—social history, cultural history, and
family history among them—have taken their place alongside traditional political and
diplomatic history.

Give Me Liberty! draws on this voluminous historical literature to present an up-to-date and
inclusive account of the American past, paying due attention to the experience of diverse
groups of Americans while in no way neglecting the events and processes Americans have
experienced in common. It devotes serious attention to political, social, cultural, and economic
history, and to their interconnections. The narrative brings together major events and
prominent leaders with the many groups of ordinary people who make up American society.
Give Me Liberty! has a rich cast of characters, from Thomas Jefferson to campaigners for
woman suffrage, from Franklin D. Roosevelt to former slaves seeking to breathe meaning into
emancipation during and after the Civil War.

Aimed at an audience of undergraduate students with little or no detailed knowledge of
American history, Give Me Liberty! guides readers through the complexities of the subject
without overwhelming them with excessive detail. The unifying theme of freedom that runs
through the text gives shape to the narrative and integrates the numerous strands that make up
the American experience. This approach builds on that of Foner’s earlier book, The Story of
American Freedom  (1998), although Give Me Liberty! places events and personalities in the
foreground and is more geared to the structure of the introductory survey course.

No idea is more fundamental to Americans’ sense of themselves as individuals and as a nation
than freedom. The central term in our political language, freedom—or liberty, with which it is
almost always used interchangeably—is deeply embedded in the record of our history and the
language of everyday life. The Declaration of Independence lists liberty among mankind’s
inalienable rights; the Constitution announces its purpose as securing liberty’s blessings. The
United States fought the Civil War to bring about a new birth of freedom, World War II for the
Four Freedoms, and the Cold War to defend the Free World. Americans’ love of liberty has
been represented by liberty poles, liberty caps, and statues of liberty, and acted out by burning
stamps and burning draft cards, by running away from slavery, and by demonstrating for the
right to vote. “Every man in the street, white, black, red, or yellow,” wrote the educator and
statesman Ralph Bunche in 1940, “knows that this is ‘the land of the free’ .  .  . ‘the cradle of
liberty.’”

The very universality of the idea of freedom, however, can be misleading. Freedom is not a
fixed, timeless category with a single unchanging definition. Indeed, the history of the United
States is, in part, a story of debates, disagreements, and struggles over freedom. Crises like the
American Revolution, the Civil War, and the Cold War have permanently transformed the idea



of freedom. So too have demands by various groups of Americans to enjoy greater freedom.
The meaning of freedom has been constructed not only in congressional debates and political
treatises but also on plantations and picket lines, in parlors and even bedrooms.

Over the course of our history, American freedom has been both a reality and a mythic ideal—
a living truth for millions of Americans, a cruel mockery for others. For some, freedom has
been what some scholars call a “habit of the heart,” an ideal so taken for granted that it is lived
out but rarely analyzed. For others, freedom is not a birthright but a distant goal that has
inspired great sacrifice.

Give Me Liberty! draws attention to three dimensions of freedom that have been critical in
American history: (1) the meanings  of freedom; (2) the social conditions that make freedom
possible; and (3) the boundaries  of freedom that determine who is entitled to enjoy freedom
and who is not. All have changed over time.

In the era of the American Revolution, for example, freedom was primarily a set of rights
enjoyed in public activity—the right of a community to be governed by laws to which its
representatives had consented and of individuals to engage in religious worship without
governmental interference. In the nineteenth century, freedom came to be closely identified
with each person’s opportunity to develop to the fullest his or her innate talents. In the
twentieth, the “ability to choose,” in both public and private life, became perhaps the dominant
understanding of freedom. This development was encouraged by the explosive growth of the
consumer marketplace (a development that receives considerable attention in Give Me
Liberty!), which offered Americans an unprecedented array of goods to satisfy their needs and
desires. During the 1960s, a crucial chapter in the history of American freedom, the idea of
personal freedom was extended into virtually every realm, from attire and “lifestyle” to
relations between the sexes. Thus, over time, more and more areas of life have been drawn into
Americans’ debates about the meaning of freedom.

A second important dimension of freedom focuses on the social conditions necessary to allow
freedom to flourish. What kinds of economic institutions and relationships best encourage
individual freedom? In the colonial era and for more than a century after independence, the
answer centered on economic autonomy, enshrined in the glorification of the independent
small producer—the farmer, skilled craftsman, or shopkeeper—who did not have to depend on
another person for his livelihood. As the industrial economy matured, new conceptions of
economic freedom came to the fore: “liberty of contract” in the Gilded Age, “industrial
freedom” (a say in corporate decision making) in the Progressive era, economic security during
the New Deal, and, more recently, the ability to enjoy mass consumption within a market
economy.

The boundaries of freedom, the third dimension of this theme, have inspired some of the most
intense struggles in American history. Although founded on the premise that liberty is an
entitlement of all humanity, the United States for much of its history deprived many of its own
people of freedom. Non-whites have rarely enjoyed the same access to freedom as white
Americans. The belief in equal opportunity as the birthright of all Americans has coexisted
with persistent efforts to limit freedom by race, gender, and class and in other ways.



Less obvious, perhaps, is the fact that one person’s freedom has frequently been linked to
another’s servitude. In the colonial era and nineteenth century, expanding freedom for many
Americans rested on the lack of freedom—slavery, indentured servitude, the subordinate
position of women—for others. By the same token, it has been through battles at the
boundaries—the efforts of racial minorities, women, and others to secure greater freedom—
that the meaning and experience of freedom have been deepened and the concept extended into
new realms.

Time and again in American history, freedom has been transformed by the demands of
excluded groups for inclusion. The idea of freedom as a universal birthright owes much both to
abolitionists who sought to extend the blessings of liberty to Blacks and to immigrant groups
who insisted on full recognition as American citizens. The principle of equal protection of the
law without regard to race, which became a central element of American freedom, arose from
the antislavery struggle and the Civil War and was reinvigorated by the civil rights revolution
of the 1960s, which called itself the “freedom movement.” The battle for the right of free
speech by labor radicals and birth-control advocates in the first part of the twentieth century
helped to make civil liberties an essential element of freedom for all Americans.

Although concentrating on events within the United States, Give Me Liberty! also situates
American history in the context of developments in other parts of the world. Many of the
forces that shaped American history, including the international migration of peoples, the
development of slavery, the spread of democracy, and the expansion of capitalism, were
worldwide processes not confined to the United States. Today, American ideas, culture, and
economic and military power exert unprecedented influence throughout the world. But
beginning with the earliest days of settlement, when European empires competed to colonize
North America and enrich themselves from its trade, American history cannot be understood in
isolation from its global setting.

Freedom is the oldest of clichés and the most modern of aspirations. At various times in our
history, it has served as the rallying cry of the powerless and as a justification of the status quo.
Freedom helps to bind our culture together and exposes the contradictions between what
America claims to be and what it sometimes has been. American history is not a narrative of
continual progress toward greater and greater freedom. As the abolitionist Thomas Wentworth
Higginson noted after the Civil War, “revolutions may go backward.” Though freedom can be
achieved, it may also be taken away. This happened, for example, when the equal rights
granted to former slaves immediately after the Civil War were essentially nullified during the
era of segregation. As was said in the eighteenth century, the price of freedom is eternal
vigilance.

In the early twenty-first century, freedom continues to play a central role in American political
and social life and thought. It is invoked by individuals and groups of all kinds, from critics of
economic globalization to those who seek to secure American freedom at home and export it
abroad. We hope that Give Me Liberty! will offer beginning students a clear account of the
course of American history, and of its central theme, freedom, which today remains as varied,
contentious, and ever-changing as America itself. And we hope that it also enables students to
understand the connections between past and current events, the historical context and
antecedents of the social, political, cultural, and economic issues that the American people
confront today.
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 CHAPTER 15 

“WHAT IS FREEDOM?”:
RECONSTRUCTION1865–1877

FOCUS QUESTIONS
What visions of freedom did the former slaves and slaveholders pursue in the postwar
South?
What were the sources, goals, and competing visions for Reconstruction?
What were the social and political effects of Radical Reconstruction in the South?
What were the main factors, in both the North and South, for the overthrow of
Reconstruction?

On the evening of January 12, 1865, less than a month after Union forces captured Savannah,
Georgia, twenty leaders of the city’s Black community gathered for a discussion with General
William T. Sherman and Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton. Mostly Baptist and Methodist
ministers, the group included several men who within a few years would assume prominent
positions during the era of Reconstruction that followed the Civil War. Ulysses S. Houston,
pastor of the city’s Third African Baptist Church, and James Porter, an Episcopal religious
leader who had operated a secret school for Black children before the war, in a few years
would win election to the Georgia legislature. James D. Lynch, who had been born free in
Baltimore and educated in New Hampshire, went on to serve as secretary of state of
Mississippi.

The conversation revealed that the Black leaders brought out of slavery a clear definition of
freedom. Asked what he understood by slavery, Garrison Frazier, a Baptist minister chosen as
the group’s spokesman, responded that it meant one person’s “receiving by irresistible power
the work of another man, and not by his consent.” Freedom he defined as “placing us where we
could reap the fruit of our own labor, and take care of ourselves.” The way to accomplish this
was “to have land, and turn it and till it by our own labor.” Frazier insisted that Blacks
possessed “sufficient intelligence” to maintain themselves in freedom and enjoy the equal
protection of the laws.

Sherman’s meeting with the Black leaders foreshadowed some of the radical changes that
would take place during the era known as Reconstruction (meaning, literally, the rebuilding of
the shattered nation). In the years following the Civil War, former slaves and their white allies,
North and South, would seek to redefine the meaning and boundaries of American freedom
and citizenship. Previously an entitlement of whites, these would be expanded to include Black



Americans. The laws and Constitution would be rewritten to guarantee African Americans, for
the first time in the nation’s history, recognition as citizens and equality before the law. Black
men would be granted the right to vote, ushering in a period of interracial democracy
throughout the South. Black schools, churches, and other institutions would flourish, laying the
foundation for the modern African American community. Many of the advances of
Reconstruction would prove temporary, swept away during a campaign of violence in the
South and the North’s retreat from the ideal of equality. But Reconstruction laid the foundation
for future struggles to extend freedom to all Americans.

All this, however, lay in the future in January 1865. Four days after the meeting, Sherman
responded to the Black delegation by issuing Special Field Order 15. This set aside the Sea
Islands and a large area along the South Carolina and Georgia coasts for the settlement of
Black families on forty-acre plots of land. He also offered them broken-down mules that the
army could no longer use. In Sherman’s order lay the origins of the phrase “forty acres and a
mule,” which would reverberate across the South in the next few years. By June, some 40,000
freed slaves had been settled on “Sherman land.” Among the emancipated slaves, Sherman’s
order raised hopes that the end of slavery would be accompanied by the economic
independence that they, like other Americans, believed essential to genuine freedom.

• CHRONOLOGY •
1865  Special Field Order 15

Freedmen’s Bureau established

Lincoln assassinated; Andrew Johnson becomes president

1865  Presidential Reconstruction

1867  Black Codes

1866  Civil Rights Bill

Ku Klux Klan established

1867  Reconstruction Act of 1867

Tenure of Office Act of 1867

1867–1877  Radical Reconstruction of 1867

1868  Impeachment and trial of President Johnson

Fourteenth Amendment ratified

1869  Inauguration of Ulysses S. Grant



Women’s rights organization splits into two groups

1870  Hiram Revels, first Black U.S. senator

Fifteenth Amendment ratified

1870–1871  Enforcement Acts

1872  Liberal Republicans established

1873  Colfax Massacre

Slaughterhouse Cases

National economic depression begins

1876  United States v. Cruikshank

1877  Bargain of 1877



THE MEANING OF FREEDOM
With the end of the Civil War, declared an Illinois congressman in 1865, the United States was a “new
nation,” for the first time “wholly free.” The destruction of slavery, however, made the definition of
freedom the central question on the nation’s agenda. “What is freedom?” asked Congressman James
A. Garfield in 1865. “Is it the bare privilege of not being chained? If this is all, then freedom is a bitter
mockery, a cruel delusion.” Did freedom mean simply the absence of slavery, or did it imply other
rights for the former slaves, and if so, which ones: equal civil rights, the vote, ownership of property?
During Reconstruction, freedom became a terrain of conflict, its substance open to different, often
contradictory interpretations. Out of the conflict over the meaning of freedom arose new kinds of
relations between Black and white southerners, and a new definition of the rights of all Americans.

Blacks and the Meaning of Freedom
African Americans’ understanding of freedom was shaped by their experiences as slaves and their
observation of the free society around them. To begin with, freedom meant escaping the numerous
injustices of slavery—punishment by the lash, the separation of families, denial of access to
education, the sexual exploitation of Black women by their owners—and sharing in the rights and
opportunities of American citizens. “If I cannot do like a white man,” Henry Adams, an emancipated
slave in Louisiana, told his former owner in 1865, “I am not free.”

Blacks relished the opportunity to demonstrate their liberation from the regulations, significant and
trivial, associated with slavery. They openly held mass meetings and religious services free of white
supervision, and they acquired dogs, guns, and liquor, all barred to them under slavery. No longer
required to obtain a pass from their owners to travel, former slaves throughout the South left the
plantations in search of better jobs, family members, or simply a taste of personal liberty. Many
moved to southern towns and cities, where, it seemed, “freedom was free-er.”

Families in Freedom
With slavery dead, institutions that had existed before the war, like the Black family, free Blacks’
churches and schools, and the secret slave church, were strengthened, expanded, and freed from white
supervision. The family was central to the postemancipation Black community. Former slaves made
remarkable efforts to locate loved ones from whom they had been separated under slavery. One
northern reporter in 1865 encountered a freedman who had walked more than 600 miles from Georgia
to North Carolina, searching for the wife and children from whom he had been sold away before the
war. Meanwhile, widows of Black soldiers successfully claimed survivors’ pensions, forcing the
federal government to acknowledge the validity of prewar relationships that slavery had attempted to
deny.

But while Reconstruction witnessed the stabilization of family life, freedom subtly altered
relationships within the family. Emancipation increased the power of Black men and brought to many
Black families the nineteenth-century notion that men and women should inhabit separate “spheres.”
Immediately after the Civil War, planters complained that freedwomen had “withdrawn” from field
labor and work as house servants. Many Black women preferred to devote more time to their families
than had been possible under slavery, and men considered it a badge of honor to see their wives



remain at home. Eventually, the dire poverty of the Black community would compel a far higher
proportion of Black women than white women to go to work for wages.

Church and School
At the same time, Blacks abandoned white-controlled religious institutions to create churches of their
own. On the eve of the Civil War, 42,000 Black Methodists worshiped in biracial South Carolina
churches; by the end of Reconstruction, only 600 remained. The rise of the independent Black church,
with Methodists and Baptists commanding the largest followings, redrew the religious map of the
South. As the major institution independent of white control, the church played a central role in the
Black community. A place of worship, it also housed schools, social events, and political gatherings.
Black ministers came to play a major role in politics. Some 250 held public office during
Reconstruction.



Family Record, a lithograph marketed to former slaves after the Civil War, is an idealized portrait
of a middle-class Black family with scenes of slavery and freedom.

Another striking example of the freedpeople’s quest for individual and community improvement was
their desire for education. Education, declared a Mississippi freedman, was “the next best thing to



liberty.” The thirst for learning sprang from many sources—a desire to read the Bible, the need to
prepare for the economic marketplace, and the opportunity, which arose in 1867, to take part in
politics. Blacks of all ages flocked to the schools established by northern missionary societies, the
Freedmen’s Bureau, and groups of ex-slaves. Northern journalist Sidney Andrews, who toured the
South in 1865, was impressed by how much education also took place outside of the classroom: “I had
occasion very frequently to notice that porters in stores and laboring men in warehouses, and cart
drivers on the streets, had spelling books with them, and were studying them during the time they
were not occupied with their work.” Before the Civil War, few colleges admitted Black students (an
exception was Wilberforce University in Ohio, an institution for Blacks founded by the African
Methodist Episcopal Church in 1856). During Reconstruction, Black colleges proliferated, including
Fisk in Tennessee, Hampton Institute in Virginia, and Howard in the nation’s capital.

Political Freedom
In a society that had made political participation a core element of freedom, the right to vote
inevitably became central to the former slaves’ desire for empowerment and equality. As Frederick
Douglass put it soon after the South’s surrender in 1865, “Slavery is not abolished until the Black man
has the ballot.” In a “monarchial government,” Douglass explained, no “special” disgrace applied to
those denied the right to vote. But in a democracy, “where universal suffrage is the rule,” excluding
any group meant branding them with “the stigma of inferiority.” As soon as the Civil War ended, and
in some parts of the South even earlier, free Blacks and emancipated slaves claimed a place in the
public sphere. They came together in conventions, parades, and petition drives to demand the right to
vote and, on occasion, to organize their own “freedom ballots.” Anything less than full citizenship,
Black spokesmen insisted, would betray the nation’s democratic promise and the war’s meaning.

Land, Labor, and Freedom
Former slaves’ ideas of freedom, like those of rural people throughout the world, were directly related
to landownership. Only land, wrote Merrimon Howard, a freedman from Mississippi, would enable
“the poor class to enjoy the sweet boon of freedom.” On the land they would develop independent
communities free of white control. Many former slaves insisted that through their unpaid labor, they
had acquired a right to the land. “The property which they hold,” declared an Alabama Black
convention, “was nearly all earned by the sweat of our brows.” In some parts of the South, Blacks in
1865 seized property, insisting that it belonged to them. On one Tennessee plantation, former slaves
claimed to be “joint heirs” to the estate and, the owner complained, took up residence “in the rooms of
my house.”

In its individual elements and much of its language, former slaves’ definition of freedom resembled
that of white Americans—self-ownership, family stability, religious liberty, political participation, and
economic autonomy. But these elements combined to form a vision very much their own. For whites,
freedom, no matter how defined, was a given, a birthright to be defended. For African Americans, it
was an open-ended process, a transformation of every aspect of their lives and of the society and
culture that had sustained slavery in the first place. Although the freedpeople failed to achieve full
freedom as they understood it, their definition did much to shape national debate during the turbulent
era of Reconstruction.

Masters without Slaves



Most white southerners reacted to military defeat and emancipation with dismay, not only because of
the widespread devastation but also because they must now submit to northern demands. The
appalling loss of life, a disaster without parallel in the American experience, affected all classes of
southerners. Nearly 260,000 men died for the Confederacy—more than one-fifth of the South’s adult
male white population. The wholesale destruction of work animals, farm buildings, and machinery
ensured that economic revival would be slow and painful. In 1870, the value of property in the South,
not counting that represented by slaves, was 30 percent lower than before the war.

THE BARROW PLANTATION

Two maps of the Barrow plantation illustrate the effects of emancipation on rural life in the
South. In 1860, slaves lived in communal quarters near the owner’s house. Twenty-one years
later, former slaves working as sharecroppers lived scattered across the plantation and had their
own church and school.

Planter families faced profound changes in the war’s aftermath. Many lost not only their slaves but
also their life savings, which they had patriotically invested in now-worthless Confederate bonds.
Some, whose slaves departed the plantation, for the first time found themselves compelled to do
physical labor. General Braxton Bragg and his wife, a woman “raised in affluence,” lived for a time in
a slave cabin.

Southern planters sought to implement an understanding of freedom quite different from that of the
former slaves. As they struggled to accept the reality of emancipation, most planters defined Black
freedom in the narrowest manner. As journalist Sidney Andrews discovered late in 1865, “The whites



seem wholly unable to comprehend that freedom for the negro means the same thing as freedom for
them. They readily enough admit that the government has made him free, but appear to believe that
they have the right to exercise the same old control.” To southern leaders, freedom still meant
hierarchy and mastery; it was a privilege not a right, a carefully defined legal status rather than an
open-ended entitlement. Certainly, it implied neither economic autonomy nor civil and political
equality. A Kentucky newspaper summed up the stance of much of the white South: the former slave
was “free, but free only to labor.”

The Free Labor Vision
Along with former slaves and former masters, the victorious Republican North tried to implement its
own vision of freedom. Central to its definition was the antebellum principle of free labor, now further
strengthened as a definition of the good society by the Union’s triumph. In the free labor vision of a
reconstructed South, emancipated Blacks, enjoying the same opportunities for advancement as
northern workers, would labor more productively than they had as slaves. At the same time, northern
capital and migrants would energize the economy. The South would eventually come to resemble the
“free society” of the North, complete with public schools, small towns, and independent farmers.
Unified on the basis of free labor, proclaimed Carl Schurz, a refugee from the failed German
revolution of 1848 who rose to become a leader of the Republican Party, America would become “a
republic, greater, more populous, freer, more prosperous, and more powerful” than any in history.

With planters seeking to establish a labor system as close to slavery as possible, and former slaves
demanding economic autonomy and access to land, a long period of conflict over the organization and
control of labor followed on plantations throughout the South. It fell to the Freedmen’s Bureau, an
agency established by Congress in March 1865, to attempt to establish a working free labor system.

The Freedmen’s Bureau
Under the direction of General O. O. Howard, a graduate of Bowdoin College in Maine and a veteran
of the Civil War, the Bureau took on responsibilities that can only be described as daunting. The
Bureau was an experiment in government social policy that seems to belong more comfortably to the
New Deal of the 1930s or the Great Society of the 1960s (see Chapters 21 and 25, respectively) than
to nineteenth-century America. Bureau agents were supposed to establish schools, provide aid to the
poor and aged, settle disputes between whites and Blacks and among the freedpeople, and secure for
former slaves and white Unionists equal treatment before the courts. “It is not .  .  . in your power to
fulfill one-tenth of the expectations of those who framed the Bureau,” General William T. Sherman
wrote to Howard. “I fear you have Hercules’ task.”



Winslow Homer’s 1876 painting The Cotton Pickers, one of a series of studies of rural life in
Virginia, portrays two Black women as dignified figures, without a trace of the stereotyping so
common in the era’s representations of former slaves. The expressions on their faces are
ambiguous, perhaps conveying disappointment that eleven years after the end of slavery they are
still at work in the fields.

The Bureau lasted from 1865 to 1870. Even at its peak, there were fewer than 1,000 agents in the
entire South. Nonetheless, the Bureau’s achievements in some areas, notably education and health
care, were striking. While the Bureau did not establish schools itself, it coordinated and helped to
finance the activities of northern societies committed to Black education. By 1869, nearly 3,000
schools, serving more than 150,000 pupils in the South, reported to the Bureau. Bureau agents also
assumed control of hospitals established by the army during the war, and expanded the system into
new communities. They provided medical care to both Black and white southerners. In economic
relations, however, the Bureau’s activities proved far more problematic.

The Failure of Land Reform
The idea of free labor, wrote one Bureau agent, was “the noblest principle on earth.” All that was
required to harmonize race relations in the South was fair wages, good working conditions, and the
opportunity to improve the laborer’s situation in life. But Blacks wanted land of their own, not jobs on
plantations. One provision of the law establishing the Bureau gave it the authority to divide abandoned
and confiscated land into forty-acre plots for rental and eventual sale to the former slaves.

In the summer of 1865, however, President Andrew Johnson, who had succeeded Lincoln, ordered
nearly all land in federal hands returned to its former owners. A series of confrontations followed,
notably in South Carolina and Georgia, where the army forcibly evicted Blacks who had settled on



“Sherman land.” When O. O. Howard, head of the Freedmen’s Bureau, traveled to the Sea Islands to
inform Blacks of the new policy, he was greeted with disbelief and protest. A committee of former
slaves drew up petitions to Howard and President Johnson. “We want Homesteads,” they declared,
“we were promised Homesteads by the government.” Land, the freedmen insisted, was essential to the
meaning of freedom. Without it, they declared, “we have not bettered our condition” from the days of
slavery—“you will see, this is not the condition of really free men.”

Because no land distribution took place, the vast majority of rural freedpeople remained poor and
without property during Reconstruction. They had no alternative but to work on white-owned
plantations, often for their former owners. Far from being able to rise in the social scale through hard
work, Black men were largely confined to farm work, unskilled labor, and service jobs, and Black
women to positions in private homes as cooks and maids. Their wages remained too low to allow for
any accumulation. By the turn of the century, a significant number of southern African Americans had
managed to acquire small parcels of land. But the failure of land reform produced a deep sense of
betrayal that survived among the former slaves and their descendants long after the end of
Reconstruction. “No sir,” Mary Gaffney, an elderly ex-slave, recalled in the 1930s, “we were not
given a thing but freedom.”

Toward a New South
Out of the conflict on the plantations, new systems of labor emerged in the different regions of the
South. The task system, under which workers were assigned daily tasks, completion of which ended
their responsibilities for that day, survived in the rice kingdom of South Carolina and Georgia. Closely
supervised wage labor predominated on the sugar plantations of southern Louisiana. Sharecropping
came to dominate the Cotton Belt and much of the Tobacco Belt of Virginia and North Carolina.

Sharecropping initially arose as a compromise between Blacks’ desire for land and planters’ demand
for labor discipline. The system allowed each Black family to rent a part of a plantation, with the crop
divided between worker and owner at the end of the year. Sharecropping guaranteed the planters a
stable resident labor force. Former slaves preferred it to gang labor because it offered them the
prospect of working without day-to-day white supervision. But as the years went on, sharecropping
became more and more oppressive. Sharecroppers’ economic opportunities were severely limited by a
world market in which the price of farm products suffered a prolonged decline.

SHARECROPPING IN THE SOUTH, 1880



By 1880, sharecropping had become the dominant form of agricultural labor in large parts of the
South. The system involved both white and Black farmers.

The White Farmer
The plight of the small farmer was not confined to Blacks in the postwar South. Wartime devastation
set in motion a train of events that permanently altered the independent way of life of white yeomen,
leading to what they considered a loss of freedom. Before the war, most small farmers had
concentrated on raising food for their families and grew little cotton. With much of their property
destroyed, many yeomen saw their economic condition worsened by successive crop failures after the
war. To obtain supplies from merchants, farmers were forced to take up the growing of cotton and
pledge a part of the crop as collateral (property the creditor can seize if a debt is not paid). This system
became known as the crop lien. Since interest rates were extremely high and the price of cotton fell
steadily, many farmers found themselves still in debt after marketing their portion of the crop at year’s
end. They had no choice but to continue to plant cotton to obtain new loans. By the mid-1870s, white
farmers, who cultivated only 10 percent of the South’s cotton crop in 1860, were growing 40 percent,
and many who had owned their land had fallen into dependency as sharecroppers, who now rented
land owned by others.

Both Black and white farmers found themselves caught in the sharecropping and crop-lien systems. A
far higher percentage of Black than white farmers in the South rented land rather than owned it. But
every census from 1880 to 1940 counted more white than Black sharecroppers. The workings of
sharecropping and the crop-lien system are illustrated by the case of Matt Brown, a Mississippi farmer
who borrowed money each year from a local merchant. He began 1892 with a debt of $226 held over
from the previous year. By 1893, although he produced cotton worth $171, Brown’s debt had
increased to $402, because he had borrowed $33 for food, $29 for clothing, $173 for supplies, and



$112 for other items. Brown never succeeded in getting out of debt. He died in 1905; the last entry
under his name in the merchant’s account book is a coffin.

VOICES OF FREEDOM
From PETITION OF COMMITTEE IN BEHALF OF THE FREEDMEN
TO ANDREW JOHNSON (1865)

In the summer of 1865, President Andrew Johnson ordered land that had been distributed to
freed slaves in South Carolina and Georgia returned to its former owners. A committee of
freedmen drafted a petition asking for the right to obtain land. Johnson did not, however,
change his policy.

We the freedmen of Edisto Island, South Carolina, have learned from you through Major General O.
O. Howard .  .  . with deep sorrow and painful hearts of the possibility of [the] government restoring
these lands to the former owners. We are well aware of the many perplexing and trying questions that
burden your mind, and therefore pray to god (the preserver of all, and who has through our late and
beloved President [Lincoln’s] proclamation and the war made us a free people) that he may guide you
in making your decisions and give you that wisdom that cometh from above to settle these great and
important questions for the best interests of the country and the colored race.

Here is where secession was born and nurtured. Here is where we have toiled nearly all our lives as
slaves and treated like dumb driven cattle. This is our home, we have made these lands what they
were, we are the only true and loyal people that were found in possession of these lands. We have
been always ready to strike for liberty and humanity, yea to fight if need be to preserve this glorious
Union. Shall not we who are freedmen and have always been true to this Union have the same rights
as are enjoyed by others? .  .  . Are not our rights as a free people and good citizens of these United
States to be considered before those who were found in rebellion against this good and just
government? .  .  .

[Are] we who have been abused and oppressed for many long years not to be allowed the privilege of
purchasing land but be subject to the will of these large land owners? God forbid. Land monopoly is
injurious to the advancement of the course of freedom, and if government does not make some
provision by which we as freedmen can obtain a homestead, we have not bettered our condition.  .  .  .

We look to you .  .  . for protection and equal rights with the privilege of purchasing a homestead—a
homestead right here in the heart of South Carolina.

From A SHARECROPPING CONTRACT (1866)

Few former slaves were able to acquire land in the post–Civil War South. Most ended up as
sharecroppers, working on white-owned land for a share of the crop at the end of the growing
season. This contract, typical of thousands of others, originated in Tennessee. The laborers
signed with an X, as they were illiterate.

Thomas J. Ross agrees to employ the Freedmen to plant and raise a crop on his Rosstown
Plantation.  .  .  . On the following Rules, Regulations and Remunerations.



The said Ross agrees to furnish the land to cultivate, and a sufficient number of mules & horses and
feed them to make and house said crop and all necessary farming utensils to carry on the same and to
give unto said Freedmen whose names appear below one half of all the cotton, corn and wheat that is
raised on said place for the year 1866 after all the necessary expenses are deducted out that accrues on
said crop. Outside of the Freedmen’s labor in harvesting, carrying to market and selling the same the
said Freedmen .  .  . covenant and agrees to and with said Thomas J. Ross that for and in consideration
of one half of the crop before mentioned that they will plant, cultivate, and raise under the
management control and Superintendence of said Ross, in good faith, a cotton, corn and oat crop
under his management for the year 1866. And we the said Freedmen agrees to furnish ourselves &
families in provisions, clothing, medicine and medical bills and all, and every kind of other expenses
that we may incur on said plantation for the year 1866 free of charge to said Ross. Should the said
Ross furnish us any of the above supplies or any other kind of expenses, during said year, [we] are to
settle and pay him out of the net proceeds of our part of the crop the retail price of the county at time
of sale or any price we may agree upon—The said Ross shall keep a regular book account, against
each and every one or the head of every family to be adjusted and settled at the end of the year.

We furthermore bind ourselves to and with said Ross that we will do good work and labor ten hours a
day on an average, winter and summer.  .  .  . We further agree that we will lose all lost time, or pay at
the rate of one dollar per day, rainy days excepted. In sickness and women lying in childbed are to
lose the time and account for it to the other hands out of his or her part of the crop.  .  .  .

We furthermore bind ourselves that we will obey the orders of said Ross in all things in carrying out
and managing said crop for said year and be docked for disobedience. All is responsible for all
farming utensils that is on hand or may be placed in care of said Freedmen for the year 1866 to said
Ross and are also responsible to said Ross if we carelessly, maliciously maltreat any of his stock for
said year to said Ross for damages to be assessed out of our wages.

Samuel (X) Johnson, Thomas (X) Richard, Tinny (X) Fitch, Jessie (X) Simmons, Sophe (X) Pruden,
Henry (X) Pruden, Frances (X) Pruden, Elijah (X) Smith

QUESTIONS

1. Why do the Black petitioners believe that owning land is essential to the enjoyment of freedom?
2. In what ways does the contract limit the freedom of the laborers?
3. What do these documents suggest about competing definitions of Black freedom in the aftermath

of slavery?

The Urban South
Even as the rural South stagnated economically, southern cities experienced remarkable growth after
the Civil War. As railroads penetrated the interior, they enabled merchants in market centers like
Atlanta to trade directly with the North, bypassing coastal cities that had traditionally monopolized
southern commerce. A new urban middle class of merchants, railroad promoters, and bankers reaped
the benefits of the spread of cotton production in the postwar South.

Thus, Reconstruction brought about profound changes in the lives of southerners, Black and white,
rich and poor. In place of the prewar world of master, slave, and self-sufficient yeoman, the postwar
South was peopled by new social classes—landowning employers, Black and white sharecroppers,
cotton-producing white farmers, wage-earning Black laborers, and urban entrepreneurs. Each of these
groups turned to Reconstruction politics in an attempt to shape to its own advantage the aftermath of
emancipation.



Aftermath of Slavery
The United States, of course, was not the only society to confront the transition from slavery to
freedom. In similar struggles across the Western Hemisphere, former planters (or, in Haiti, where the
planter class had been destroyed, the government itself) tried to encourage or require former slaves to
go back to work on plantations to grow the same crops as under slavery. Planters elsewhere held the
same stereotypical views of Black laborers as were voiced by their counterparts in the United States—
former slaves were supposedly lazy, were lacking in ambition, and thought that freedom meant an
absence of labor.

Chinese laborers at work on a Louisiana plantation during Reconstruction.

For their part, former slaves throughout the hemisphere tried to carve out as much independence as
possible, both in their daily lives and in their labor. They attempted to reconstruct family life by
withdrawing women and children from field labor (in the West Indies, women turned to marketing
their families’ crops to earn income). Wherever possible, former slaves acquired land of their own and
devoted more time to growing food for their families than to growing crops for the international
market. In many places, the plantations either fell to pieces, as in Haiti, or continued operating with a
new labor force composed of indentured servants from India and China, as in Jamaica, Trinidad, and
British Guiana. Southern planters in the United States brought in a few Chinese laborers in an attempt
to replace freedmen, but since the federal government opposed such efforts, the Chinese remained
only a tiny proportion of the southern workforce.



But if struggles over land and labor united its postemancipation experience with that of other societies,
in one respect the United States was unique. Only in the United States were former slaves, within two
years of the end of slavery, granted the right to vote and, thus, given a major share of political power.
Few anticipated this development when the Civil War ended. It came about as the result of one of the
greatest political crises of American history—the battle between President Andrew Johnson and
Congress over Reconstruction. The struggle resulted in profound changes in the nature of citizenship,
the structure of constitutional authority, and the meaning of American freedom.

Glossary
Freedmen’s Bureau

Reconstruction agency established in 1865 to protect the legal rights of former slaves and to
assist with their education, jobs, health care, and landowning.

sharecropping
Type of farm tenancy that developed after the Civil War in which landless workers—often
former slaves—farmed land in exchange for farm supplies and a share of the crop.

crop lien
Credit extended by merchants to tenants based on their future crops; under this system, high
interest rates and the uncertainties of farming often led to inescapable debts.

restoring these lands to the former owners
In 1861, the Union navy occupied the Sea Islands of the coast of South Carolina. Nearly the
entire white population fled, leaving behind some 10,000 slaves. After the war, General William
T. Sherman issued Special Field Order 15 which set aside a large area along the South Carolina
and Georgia coasts for the settlement of black families on forty-acre plots of land that had been
abandoned by the former white population.

We have been always ready to strike for liberty and humanity, yea to fight if need be to preserve this
glorious Union

Here, the committee of freedmen references the fact that black men enlisted to serve in the
Union army in considerable numbers. By the end of the war, more than 180,000 black men had
served in the Union army, and 24,000 in the navy.

Land monopoly
By “land monopoly” the authors mean the concentration of land ownership under a few (almost
entirely white) hands.

furnish
furnish: to supply or provide

Should the said Ross furnish us any of the above supplies or any other kind of expenses, during said
year, [we] are to settle and pay him out of the net proceeds of our part of the crop the retail price of the
county at time of sale

The price of crops suffered a prolonged decline after the war. Sharecroppers often had to borrow
against future harvests to afford essential supplies, a cycle of debt that became difficult to
escape.

docked for disobedience
Sharecropping arose as a compromise between Black Americans’ desire for land and planters’
demand for labor, but following the passage of the Black Codes in southern states, it grew into
an oppressive system. Freedpeople who refused to work on plantations could be arrested and
hired out to white landowners.



THE MAKING OF RADICAL
RECONSTRUCTION
Andrew Johnson
To Lincoln’s successor, Andrew Johnson, fell the task of overseeing the restoration of the Union. Born
in poverty in North Carolina, as a youth Johnson worked as a tailor’s apprentice. After moving to
Tennessee, he achieved success through politics. Beginning as an alderman (a town official), he rose
to serve in the state legislature, Congress, and for two terms as governor of Tennessee. Johnson
identified himself as the champion of his state’s “honest yeomen” and a foe of large planters, whom he
described as a “bloated, corrupted aristocracy.” A strong defender of the Union, he became the only
senator from a seceding state to remain at his post in Washington, D.C., when the Civil War began.
When northern forces occupied Tennessee, Abraham Lincoln named him military governor. In 1864,
Republicans nominated him to run for vice president as a symbol of the party’s hope of extending its
organization into the South.

In personality and outlook, Johnson proved unsuited for the responsibilities he shouldered after
Lincoln’s death. A lonely, stubborn man, he was intolerant of criticism and unable to compromise. He
lacked Lincoln’s political skills and keen sense of public opinion. A fervent believer in states’ rights,
Johnson insisted that since secession was illegal, the southern states had never actually left the Union
or surrendered the right to govern their own affairs. Moreover, while Johnson had supported
emancipation once Lincoln made it a goal of the war effort, he held deeply racist views. African
Americans, Johnson believed, had no role to play in Reconstruction.

The Failure of Presidential Reconstruction
A little over a month after Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, and with Congress out of session until
December, Johnson in May 1865 outlined his plan for reuniting the nation. He issued a series of
proclamations that began the period of Presidential Reconstruction (1865–1867). Johnson offered a
pardon (which restored political and property rights, except for slaves) to nearly all white southerners
who took an oath of allegiance to the Union. He excluded Confederate leaders and wealthy planters
whose prewar property had been valued at more than $20,000. This exemption suggested at first that
Johnson planned a more punitive Reconstruction than Lincoln had intended. Most of those exempted,
however, soon received individual pardons from the president. Johnson also appointed provisional
governors and ordered them to call state conventions, elected by whites alone, that would establish
loyal governments in the South. Apart from the requirement that they abolish slavery, repudiate
secession, and refuse to pay the Confederate debt—all unavoidable consequences of southern defeat—
he granted the new governments a free hand in managing local affairs.

At first, most northerners believed Johnson’s policy deserved a chance to succeed. The conduct of the
southern governments elected under his program, however, turned most of the Republican North
against the president. By and large, white southern voters returned prominent Confederates and
members of the old elite to power. Reports of violence directed against former slaves and northern
visitors in the South further alarmed Republicans.



The Black Codes
But what aroused the most opposition to Johnson’s Reconstruction policy were the Black Codes, laws
passed by the new southern governments that attempted to regulate the lives of the former slaves.
These laws granted Blacks certain rights, such as legalized marriage, ownership of property, and
limited access to the courts. But they denied them the rights to testify against whites, to serve on juries
or in state militias, or to vote. And in response to planters’ demands that the freedpeople be required to
work on the plantations, the Black Codes declared that those who failed to sign yearly labor contracts
could be arrested and hired out to white landowners. Some states limited the occupations open to
Blacks and barred them from acquiring land, and others provided that judges could assign Black
children to work for their former owners without the consent of the parents. “We are not permitted to
own the land whereon to build a schoolhouse or a church,” complained a Black convention in
Mississippi. “Where is justice? Where is freedom?”

Clearly, the death of slavery did not automatically mean the birth of freedom. But the Black Codes so
completely violated free labor principles that they called forth a vigorous response from the
Republican North. Wars—especially civil wars—often generate hostility and bitterness. But few
groups of rebels in history have been treated more leniently than the defeated Confederates. A handful
of southern leaders were arrested but most were quickly released. Only one was executed—Henry
Wirz, the commander of Andersonville prison, where thousands of Union prisoners of war had died.
Most of the Union army was swiftly demobilized. What motivated the North’s turn against Johnson’s
policies was not a desire to “punish” the white South, but the inability of the South’s political leaders
to accept the reality of emancipation. “We must see to it,” announced Republican senator William
Stewart of Nevada, “that the man made free by the Constitution of the United States is a freeman
indeed.”

The Radical Republicans
When Congress assembled in December 1865, Johnson announced that with loyal governments
functioning in all the southern states, the nation had been reunited. In response, Radical Republicans,
who had grown increasingly disenchanted with Johnson during the summer and fall, called for the
dissolution of these governments and the establishment of new ones with “rebels” excluded from
power and Black men guaranteed the right to vote. Radicals tended to represent constituencies in New
England and the “burned-over” districts of the rural North that had been home to religious revivalism,
abolitionism, and other reform movements. Although they differed on many issues, Radicals shared
the conviction that Union victory created a golden opportunity to institutionalize the principle of equal
rights for all, regardless of race.



Thaddeus Stevens, leader of the Radical Republicans in the House of Representatives during
Reconstruction.



The Radicals fully embraced the expanded powers of the federal government born during the Civil
War. Traditions of federalism and states’ rights, they insisted, must not obstruct a sweeping national
effort to protect the rights of all Americans. The most prominent Radicals in Congress were Charles
Sumner, a senator from Massachusetts, and Thaddeus Stevens, a lawyer and iron manufacturer who
represented Pennsylvania in the House of Representatives. Before the Civil War, both had been
outspoken foes of slavery and defenders of Black rights. “The same national authority,” declared
Sumner, “that destroyed slavery must see that this other pretension [racial inequality] is not permitted
to survive.”

Thaddeus Stevens’s most cherished aim was to confiscate the land of disloyal planters and divide it
among former slaves and northern migrants to the South. “The whole fabric of southern society,” he
declared, “must be changed. Without this, this Government can never be, as it has never been, a true
republic.” But his plan to make “small independent landholders” of the former slaves proved too
radical even for many of his Radical colleagues. Congress, to be sure, had already offered free land to
settlers in the West in the Homestead Act of 1862. But this land had been in the possession of the
federal government, not private individuals (although originally, of course, it had belonged to
Indians). Most congressmen believed too deeply in the sanctity of property rights to be willing to take
land from one group of owners and distribute it to others. Stevens’s proposal failed to pass.

The Origins of Civil Rights
With the South unrepresented, Republicans enjoyed an overwhelming majority in Congress. But the
party was internally divided. Most Republicans were moderates, not Radicals. Moderates believed that
Johnson’s plan was flawed, but they desired to work with the president to modify it. They feared that
neither northern nor southern whites would accept Black suffrage. Moderates and Radicals joined in
refusing to seat the southerners recently elected to Congress, but moderates broke with the Radicals by
leaving the Johnson governments in place.

Early in 1866, Senator Lyman Trumbull of Illinois proposed two bills, reflecting the moderates’ belief
that Johnson’s policy required modification. The first extended the life of the Freedmen’s Bureau,
which had originally been established for only one year. The second, the Civil Rights Bill of 1866,
was described by one congressman as “one of the most important bills ever presented to the House for
its action.” It defined all persons born in the United States as citizens and spelled out rights they were
to enjoy without regard to race. Equality before the law was central to the measure—no longer could
states enact laws like the Black Codes discriminating between white and Black citizens. So were free
labor values. According to the law, no state could deprive any citizen of the right to make contracts,
bring lawsuits, or enjoy equal protection of one’s person and property. These, said Trumbull, were the
“fundamental rights belonging to every man as a free man.” The bill made no mention of the right to
vote for Blacks. In constitutional terms, the Civil Rights Bill represented the first attempt to give
concrete meaning to the Thirteenth Amendment, which had abolished slavery, to define in law the
essence of freedom.

To the surprise of Congress, Johnson vetoed both bills. Both, he said, would centralize power in the
national government and deprive the states of the authority to regulate their own affairs. Moreover, he
argued, Blacks did not deserve the rights of citizenship. By acting to secure their rights, Congress was
discriminating “against the white race.” The vetoes made a breach between the president and nearly
the entire Republican Party inevitable. Congress failed by a single vote to muster the two-thirds
majority necessary to override the veto of the Freedmen’s Bureau Bill (although later in 1866, it did
extend the Bureau’s life to 1870). But in April 1866, the Civil Rights Bill became the first major law
in American history to be passed over a presidential veto.



The Fourteenth Amendment
Congress now proceeded to adopt its own plan of Reconstruction. In June, it approved and sent to the
states for ratification the Fourteenth Amendment, which placed in the Constitution the principle of
birthright citizenship, except for Native Americans subject to tribal authority, and empowered the
federal government to protect the rights of all Americans. The amendment prohibited the states from
abridging the “privileges or immunities” of citizens or denying to any person the “equal protection of
the laws.” This broad language opened the door for future Congresses and the federal courts to breathe
meaning into the guarantee of legal equality.

In a compromise between the radical and moderate positions on Black suffrage, the amendment did
not grant Blacks the right to vote. But it did provide that if a state denied the vote to any group of men,
that state’s representation in Congress would be reduced. (This penalty did not apply when states
barred women from voting.) The abolition of slavery threatened to increase southern political power,
since now all Blacks, not merely three-fifths as in the case of slaves, would be counted in determining
a state’s representation in Congress. The Fourteenth Amendment offered the leaders of the white
South a choice—allow Black men to vote and keep their state’s full representation in the House of
Representatives, or limit the vote to whites and sacrifice part of their political power.

The Fourteenth Amendment produced an intense division between the parties. Not a single Democrat
in Congress voted in its favor, and only 4 of 175 Republicans were opposed. Radicals, to be sure,
expressed their disappointment that the amendment did not guarantee Black suffrage. (It was far from
perfect, Stevens told the House, but he intended to vote for it, “because I live among men and not
among angels.”) Nonetheless, by writing into the Constitution the principle that equality before the
law regardless of race is a fundamental right of all Americans, the amendment made the most
important change in that document since the adoption of the Bill of Rights.

The Reconstruction Act
The Fourteenth Amendment became the central issue of the political campaign of 1866. Johnson
embarked on a speaking tour of the North, called by journalists the “swing around the circle,” to urge
voters to elect members of Congress committed to his own Reconstruction program. Denouncing his
critics, the president made wild accusations that the Radicals were plotting to assassinate him. His
behavior further undermined public support for his policies, as did riots that broke out in Memphis
and New Orleans, in which white policemen and citizens killed dozens of Blacks.

In the northern congressional elections that fall, Republicans opposed to Johnson’s policies won a
sweeping victory. Nonetheless, at the president’s urging, every southern state but Tennessee refused to
ratify the Fourteenth Amendment. The intransigence of Johnson and the bulk of the white South
pushed moderate Republicans toward the Radicals. In March 1867, over Johnson’s veto, Congress
adopted the Reconstruction Act, which temporarily divided the South into five military districts and
called for the creation of new state governments, with Black men given the right to vote. Thus began
the period of Radical Reconstruction, which lasted until 1877. But the conflict between President
Johnson and Congress did not end with the passage of the Reconstruction Act.



Reconstruction, an elaborate allegory of national reconciliation, equality, and progress, designed
by Horatio Bateman and printed in 1867. The overall message is that Reconstruction, grounded
in liberty and equality, will restore goodwill between the sections and races. The structure at the
center symbolizes the federal government; it is being rebuilt as Black and white men carry new
pillars, representing the states, to support it. The old bases of some of the columns, called
“Foundations of Slavery,” are being replaced by new ones representing Liberty, Justice, and
Education. Under the dome, former rivals shake hands, including Generals Grant and Lee, and
Republican editor Horace Greeley and Jefferson Davis. Scenes surrounding it include a
schoolyard, men and women voting, and Indians and whites sitting together. At the top are the
heads of great figures of American history, as well as other historical characters including Joan of
Arc, John Milton, and Jesus Christ. The eagle at the center carries a streamer reading: “All men
are born free and equal.”

Impeachment and the Election of Grant
In March 1867, Congress adopted the Tenure of Office Act, barring the president from removing
certain officeholders, including cabinet members, without the consent of the Senate. Johnson
considered this an unconstitutional restriction on his authority. In February 1868, he dismissed
Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton, an ally of the Radicals. The House of Representatives responded
by approving articles of impeachment—that is, it presented charges against Johnson to the Senate,
which had to decide whether to remove him from office.



That spring, for the first time in American history, a president was placed on trial before the Senate for
“high crimes and misdemeanors.” By this point, virtually all Republicans considered Johnson a failure
as president. But some moderates disliked Benjamin F. Wade, a Radical who, as temporary president
of the Senate, would become president if Johnson were removed. Others feared that conviction would
damage the constitutional separation of powers between Congress and the executive. Johnson’s
lawyers assured moderate Republicans that, if acquitted, he would stop interfering with
Reconstruction policy. The final tally was 35–19 to convict Johnson, one vote short of the two-thirds
necessary to remove him. Seven Republicans joined the Democrats in voting to acquit the president.

A few days after the vote, Republicans nominated Ulysses S. Grant, the Union’s most prominent
military hero, as their candidate for president. Grant’s Democratic opponent was Horatio Seymour, the
former governor of New York. Reconstruction became the central issue of the bitterly fought 1868
campaign. Republicans identified their opponents with secession and treason, a tactic known as
“waving the bloody shirt.” Democrats denounced Reconstruction as unconstitutional and condemned
Black suffrage as a violation of America’s political traditions. They appealed openly to racism.
Seymour’s running mate, Francis P. Blair Jr., charged Republicans with placing the South under the
rule of “a semi-barbarous race” who longed to “subject the white women to their unbridled lust.”

The Fifteenth Amendment
Grant won the election of 1868, although by a margin—300,000 of 6 million votes cast—that many
Republicans found uncomfortably slim. The result led Congress to adopt the era’s third and final
amendment to the Constitution. In February 1869, it approved the Fifteenth Amendment, which
prohibited the federal and state governments from denying any citizen the right to vote because of
race. Bitterly opposed by the Democratic Party, it was ratified in 1870.

Although the Fifteenth Amendment left the door open to suffrage restrictions not explicitly based on
race—literacy tests, property qualifications, and poll taxes—and did not extend the right to vote to
women, it marked the culmination of four decades of abolitionist agitation. As late as 1868, even after
Congress had enfranchised Black men in the South, only eight northern states allowed African
American men to vote. With the Fifteenth Amendment, the American Anti-Slavery Society disbanded,
its work, its members believed, now complete. “Nothing in all history,” exclaimed veteran abolitionist
William Lloyd Garrison, equaled “this wonderful, quiet, sudden transformation of four millions of
human beings from .  .  . the auction-block to the ballot-box.”

The Second Founding
The laws and amendments of Reconstruction reflected the intersection of two products of the Civil
War era—a newly empowered national state and the idea of a national citizenry enjoying equality
before the law. What Republican leader Carl Schurz called the “great Constitutional revolution” of
Reconstruction transformed the federal system and with it, the language of freedom so central to
American political culture.

The principle of equality before the law, moreover, did not apply only to the South. The
Reconstruction amendments voided many northern laws discriminating on the basis of race. As one
congressman noted, the amendments expanded the liberty of whites as well as Blacks, including “the
millions of people of foreign birth who will flock to our shores.”



The new amendments also transformed the relationship between the federal government and the
states. The Bill of Rights had linked civil liberties to the autonomy of the states. Its language
—“Congress shall make no law”—reflected the belief that concentrated national power posed the
greatest threat to freedom. The authors of the Reconstruction amendments assumed that rights
required national power to enforce them. Rather than a threat to liberty, the federal government, in
Charles Sumner’s words, had become “the custodian of freedom.”

The Reconstruction amendments transformed the Constitution from a document primarily concerned
with federal-state relations and the rights of property into a vehicle through which members of
vulnerable minorities could stake a claim to freedom and seek protection against misconduct by all
levels of government. In the twentieth century, many of the Supreme Court’s most important decisions
expanding the rights of American citizens were based on the Fourteenth Amendment, including the
1954 Brown ruling that outlawed school segregation and the decision in 2015 preventing states from
discriminating against gay Americans in the right to marry.

Together with far-reaching congressional legislation meant to secure to former slaves access to the
courts, ballot box, and public accommodations, and to protect them against violence, the
Reconstruction amendments transferred much of the authority to define citizens’ rights from the states
to the nation. They were crucial in creating the world’s first biracial democracy, in which people only
a few years removed from slavery exercised significant political power. Introducing into the
Constitution for the first time the words “equal protection of the law” and “the right to vote” (along
with “male,” to the outrage of the era’s advocates of women’s rights), the amendments both reflected
and reinforced a new era of individual rights consciousness among Americans of all races and
backgrounds.

Today, the legal doctrine of birthright citizenship sets the United States apart. Most countries,
including every one in Europe, limit automatic access to citizenship via ethnicity, culture, or religion.
Birthright citizenship remains an eloquent statement about the nature of American society and a
repudiation of a long history of equating citizenship with whiteness.

So profound were these changes that the amendments are frequently seen not simply as an alteration
of an existing structure but as a second founding, which created a fundamentally new document with a
new definition of both the status of Blacks and the rights of all Americans.

Boundaries of Freedom
Reconstruction redrew the boundaries of American freedom. Lines of exclusion that limited the
privileges of citizenship to white men had long been central to the practice of American democracy.
Only in an unparalleled crisis could they have been replaced, even temporarily, by the vision of a
republic of equals embracing Black Americans as well as white. That the United States was a “white
man’s government” had been a widespread belief before the Civil War. It is not difficult to understand
why Andrew Johnson, in one of his veto messages, claimed that federal protection of Blacks’ civil
rights violated “all our experience as a people.”

Another illustration of the new spirit of racial inclusiveness was the Burlingame Treaty, negotiated by
Anson Burlingame, an antislavery congressman from Massachusetts before being named American
envoy to China. Other treaties with China had been one-sided, securing trading and political
advantages for European powers. The Burlingame Treaty reaffirmed China’s national sovereignty, and
provided reciprocal protection for religious freedom and against discrimination for citizens of each



country emigrating or visiting the other. When Burlingame died, Mark Twain wrote a eulogy that
praised him for “outgrow[ing] the narrow citizenship of a state [to] become a citizen of the world.”

WHO IS AN AMERICAN?
From FREDERICK DOUGLASS, “THE COMPOSITE NATION” (1869)

In a remarkable speech delivered in Boston, Frederick Douglass condemned anti-Asian
discrimination and called for giving Chinese immigrants all the rights of other Americans,
including the right to vote. Douglass’s vision of a country made up of people of all races and
national origins—and enjoying equal rights—was too radical for the time and remains
controversial today.

We are a country of all extremes, ends and opposites; the most conspicuous example of composite
nationality in the world. Our people defy all the ethnological and logical classifications. In races we
range all the way from Black to white, with intermediate shades which .  .  . no man can name a
number.  .  .  . Our land is capable of supporting one fifth of all the globe. Here, labor is abundant and
here labor is better remunerated than anywhere else. All moral, social and geographical causes
conspire to bring to us the peoples of all other over-populated countries.

Europe and Africa are already here, and the Indian was here before either.  .  .  . Heretofore the policy of
our government has been governed by race pride, rather than by wisdom.  .  .  . Before the relations of
[Blacks and Indians] are satisfactorily settled, and in spite of all opposition, a new race is making its
appearance within our borders, and claiming attention [the Chinese].  .  .  . Do you ask, if I favor such
immigration. I answer I would. Would you have them naturalized, and have them invested with all the
rights of American citizenship? I would. Would you allow them to hold office? I would.  .  .  .

There are such things in the world as human rights. They rest upon no conventional foundation, but
are external, universal, and indestructible. Among these, is the right of locomotion; the right of
migration; the right which belongs to no particular race, but belongs alike to all.  .  .  . We shall mold
them all .  .  . into Americans; Indian and Celt, Negro and Saxon, Latin and Teuton, Mongolian and
Caucasian, Jew and Gentile, all shall here bow to the same law, speak the same language, support the
same government, enjoy the same liberty.

QUESTIONS

1. What is Douglass’s answer to the question, “Who is an American?”
2. Why does he believe that being able to move freely from one country to another should be
considered a universal human right?

Reconstruction Republicans’ belief in universal rights had its limits. In his remarkable “Composite
Nation” speech of 1869, Frederick Douglass condemned prejudice against immigrants from China.
America’s destiny, he declared, was to transcend race by serving as an asylum for people from all
corners of the globe. A year later, Charles Sumner moved to strike the word “white” from
naturalization requirements. Senators from the western states objected. At their insistence, the
naturalization law was amended to make Africans eligible to obtain citizenship when immigrating
from abroad. But Asians remained ineligible. The racial boundaries of nationality had been redrawn



but not eliminated. The juxtaposition of the amended naturalization law and the Fourteenth
Amendment created a significant division in the Asian American community. Well into the twentieth
century, Asian immigrants could not become citizens, but their U.S.-born children automatically did.

Reconstruction in Indian Territory
Even though they had not been part of the Union, enjoying their own sovereignty, Indian nations that
had sided with the Confederacy were treated after the Civil War as secessionists. During
Reconstruction, federal agents negotiated new treaties with pro-Confederate Native American nations
in Indian Territory. They included provisions for the abolition of slavery and, in some cases,
citizenship and equal rights for former slaves of Native Americans. They required tribes to cede much
of their land to the federal government and provided for the construction of railroads through Indian
Territory. In some cases, Native nations were forced to provide land to their former slaves—the only
slaveholders anywhere in the United States who were required to do so. Like many southern whites,
former Indian slaveholders for generations rejected the equality of their emancipated slaves. Indeed,
the status of the descendants of Native Americans’ slaves remains a source of controversy to this day.
The Cherokee Constitution was recently amended to exclude them from citizenship, leading to
lawsuits that have yet to be resolved.

The Rights of Women
“The contest with the South that destroyed slavery,” wrote the Philadelphia lawyer Sidney George
Fisher in his diary, “has caused an immense increase in the popular passion for liberty and equality.”
But advocates of women’s rights encountered the limits of the Reconstruction commitment to equality.
Women activists saw Reconstruction as the moment to claim their own emancipation. The rewriting of
the Constitution, declared suffrage leader Olympia Brown, offered the opportunity to sever the
blessings of freedom from sex as well as race and to “bury the Black man and the woman in the
citizen.”

The destruction of slavery led feminists to search for ways to make the promise of free labor real for
women. Every issue of the new women’s rights journal, The Agitator, edited by Mary Livermore, who
had led fund-raising efforts for aid to Union soldiers during the war, carried stories complaining of
limited job opportunities and unequal pay for females who entered the labor market. Other feminists
debated how to achieve “liberty for married women.” Demands for liberalizing divorce laws (which
generally required evidence of adultery, desertion, or extreme abuse to terminate a marriage) and for
recognizing “woman’s control over her own body” (including protection against domestic violence
and access to what later generations would call birth control) moved to the center of many feminists’
concerns. “Our rotten marriage institution,” one Ohio woman wrote, “is the main obstacle in the way
of woman’s freedom.”

Feminists and Radicals
In one place, women’s political rights did expand during Reconstruction—not, however, in a bastion
of radicalism such as Massachusetts, but in the Wyoming territory. This had less to do with the era’s
egalitarian impulse than with the desire to attract female immigrants to an area where men
outnumbered women five to one. In 1869, Wyoming’s diminutive legislature (it consisted of fewer
than twenty men) extended the right to vote to women, and the bill was then signed by the governor, a



federal appointee. Wyoming entered the Union in 1890, becoming the first state since New Jersey in
the late eighteenth century to allow women to vote.

In general, however, talk of woman suffrage and redesigning marriage found few sympathetic male
listeners. Even Radical Republicans insisted that Reconstruction was the “Negro’s hour” (the hour,
that is, of the Black male). The Fourteenth Amendment for the first time introduced the word “male”
into the Constitution, in its clause penalizing a state for denying any group of men the right to vote.
The Fifteenth Amendment outlawed discrimination in voting based on race but not gender. These
measures produced a bitter split both between feminists and Radical Republicans, and within feminist
circles.

Some leaders, like Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, opposed the Fifteenth Amendment because it did
nothing to enfranchise women. They denounced their former abolitionist allies and moved to sever the
women’s rights movement from its earlier moorings in the antislavery tradition. On occasion, they
appealed to racial and ethnic prejudices, arguing that native-born white women deserved the vote
more than non-whites and immigrants. “Patrick and Sambo and Hans and Yung Tung, who do not
know the difference between a monarchy and a republic,” declared Stanton, had no right to be
“making laws for [feminist leader] Lucretia Mott.”

A Delegation of Advocates of Woman Suffrage Addressing the House Judiciary Committee, an
engraving from Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, February 4, 1871. The group includes
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, seated just to the right of the speaker, and Susan B. Anthony, at the table
on the extreme right.

Other abolitionist-feminists, like Abby Kelley and Lucy Stone, insisted that despite their limitations,
the Reconstruction amendments represented steps in the direction of truly universal suffrage and
should be supported. Even though the Fifteenth Amendment did nothing to secure their right to vote,



most Black women activists felt that the enfranchisement of Black men was necessary for the
advancement of the entire race.

The result was a split in the movement and the creation in 1869 of two hostile women’s rights
organizations—the National Woman Suffrage Association, led by Stanton, and the American Woman
Suffrage Association, with Lucy Stone as president. They would not reunite until 1890. Few Black
women joined either organization. Instead, they created their own local clubs and associations, often
based in Black churches, to press not only for the right to vote but also for the ability to travel freely
without encountering harassment as well as action against lynching.

Thus, even as it rejected the racial definition of freedom that had emerged in the first half of the
nineteenth century, Reconstruction left the gender boundary largely intact. When women tried to use
the rewritten legal code and Constitution to claim equal rights, they found the courts unreceptive.
Myra Bradwell invoked the idea of free labor in challenging an Illinois rule limiting the practice of
law to men, but the Supreme Court in 1873 rebuffed her claim. Free labor principles, the justices
declared, did not apply to women, since “the law of the Creator” had assigned them to “the domestic
sphere.”

Despite their limitations, the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments and the Reconstruction Act of
1867 marked a radical departure in American history. “We have cut loose from the whole dead past,”
wrote Timothy Howe, a Republican senator from Wisconsin, “and have cast our anchor out a hundred
years” into the future. The Reconstruction Act of 1867 inaugurated America’s first real experiment in
interracial democracy.

Glossary
Black Codes

Laws passed from 1865 to 1866 in southern states to restrict the rights of former slaves; to
nullify the codes, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1866 and the Fourteenth Amendment.

Civil Rights Bill of 1866
Along with the Fourteenth Amendment, legislation that guaranteed the rights of citizenship to
former slaves.

Fourteenth Amendment
1868 constitutional amendment that guaranteed rights of citizenship to former slaves, in words
similar to those of the Civil Rights Act of 1866.

Reconstruction Act
1867 law that established temporary military governments in ten Confederate states—except
Tennessee—and required that the states ratify the Fourteenth Amendment and permit freedmen
to vote.

Tenure of Office Act
1867 law that required the president to obtain Senate approval to remove any official whose
appointment had also required Senate approval; President Andrew Johnson’s violation of the
law by firing Secretary of War Edwin Stanton led to Johnson’s impeachment.

impeachment
Bringing charges against a public official; for example, the House of Representatives can
impeach a president for “treason, bribery, or other high crimes and misdemeanors” by majority
vote, and after the trial the Senate can remove the president by a vote of two-thirds. Although
three presidents, Andrew Johnson, Bill Clinton, and Donald Trump, were impeached and tried
before the Senate, none were convicted.

Fifteenth Amendment



Constitutional amendment ratified in 1870, which prohibited states from discriminating in
voting privileges on the basis of race.



RADICAL RECONSTRUCTION IN THE
SOUTH
“The Tocsin of Freedom”
Among the former slaves, the passage of the Reconstruction Act inspired an outburst of political
organization. At mass political meetings—community gatherings attended by men, women, and
children—African Americans staked their claim to equal citizenship. Blacks, declared an Alabama
meeting, deserved “exactly the same rights, privileges and immunities as are enjoyed by white men.
We ask for nothing more and will be content with nothing less.”

These gatherings inspired direct action to remedy long-standing grievances. Hundreds took part in sit-
ins that integrated horse-drawn public streetcars in cities across the South. Plantation workers
organized strikes for higher wages. Speakers, male and female, fanned out across the South. Frances
Ellen Watkins Harper, a black veteran of the abolitionist movement, embarked on a two-year tour,
lecturing on “Literacy, Land, and Liberation.” She addressed her remarks to white southerners as well
as emancipated slaves: “We are all bound up together in one great bundle of humanity, and society
cannot trample on the weakest and feeblest of its members without receiving the curse in its own
soul.”

Determined to exercise their new rights as citizens, thousands joined the Union League, an
organization closely linked to the Republican Party, and the vast majority of eligible African
Americans registered to vote. James K. Green, a former slave in Hale County, Alabama, and a League
organizer, went on to serve eight years in the Alabama legislature. In the 1880s, Green looked back on
his political career. Before the war, he declared, “I was entirely ignorant; I knew nothing more than to
obey my master; and there were thousands of us in the same attitude.  .  .  . But the tocsin [warning bell]
of freedom sounded and knocked at the door and we walked out like free men and shouldered the
responsibilities.”

By 1870, all the former Confederate states had been readmitted to the Union, and in a region where
the Republican Party had not existed before the war, nearly all were under Republican control. Their
new state constitutions, drafted in 1868 and 1869 by the first public bodies in American history with
substantial Black representation, marked a considerable improvement over those they replaced. The
constitutions established the region’s first state-funded systems of free public education and created
new penitentiaries, orphan asylums, and homes for the insane. They guaranteed equality of civil and
political rights and abolished practices of the antebellum era such as whipping as a punishment for
crime, property qualifications for officeholding, and imprisonment for debt. A few states initially
barred former Confederates from voting, but this policy was quickly abandoned by the new state
governments.



From the Plantation to the Senate, an 1883 lithograph celebrating African American progress
during Reconstruction. Among the Black leaders pictured at the top are Reconstruction
congressmen Benjamin S. Turner, Josiah T. Walls, and Joseph H. Rainey; Hiram Revels of
Mississippi, the first African American senator; religious leader Richard Allen; and abolitionists



Frederick Douglass and William Wells Brown. At the center emancipated slaves work in the
cotton fields, and below children attend school and a Black family stands outside its home.

The Black Officeholder
Throughout Reconstruction, Black voters provided the bulk of the Republican Party’s support. But
African Americans did not control Reconstruction politics, as their opponents frequently charged. The
highest offices remained almost entirely in white hands, and only in South Carolina, where Blacks
made up 60 percent of the population, did they form a majority of the legislature. Nonetheless, the fact
that some 2,000 African Americans occupied public offices during Reconstruction represented a
fundamental shift of power in the South and a radical departure in American government.

African Americans were represented at every level of government. Fourteen were elected to the
national House of Representatives. Two Blacks served in the U.S. Senate during Reconstruction, both
representing Mississippi. Hiram Revels, who had been born free in North Carolina, was educated in
Illinois, and served as a chaplain in the wartime Union army, in 1870 became the first Black senator in
American history. The second, Blanche K. Bruce, a former slave, was elected in 1875. The next
African American elected to the Senate was Edward W. Brooke of Massachusetts, who served 1967–
1978.

Pinckney B. S. Pinchback of Louisiana, the Georgia-born son of a white planter and a free Black
woman, served briefly during the winter of 1872–1873 as America’s first Black governor. More than a
century would pass before L. Douglas Wilder of Virginia, elected in 1989, became the second. Some
700 Blacks sat in state legislatures during Reconstruction, and scores held local offices ranging from
justice of the peace to sheriff, tax assessor, and policeman. The presence of Black officeholders and
their white allies made a real difference in southern life, ensuring that Blacks accused of crimes would
be tried before juries of their peers and enforcing fairness in such aspects of local government as road
repair, tax assessment, and poor relief.

In South Carolina and Louisiana, homes of the South’s wealthiest and best-educated free Black
communities, most prominent Reconstruction officeholders had never experienced slavery. In
addition, a number of Black Reconstruction officials, like Pennsylvania-born Jonathan J. Wright, who
served on the South Carolina Supreme Court, had come from the North after the Civil War. The
majority, however, were former slaves who had established their leadership in the Black community
by serving in the Union army, working as ministers, teachers, or skilled craftsmen, or engaging in
Union League organizing. Among the most celebrated Black officeholders was Robert Smalls, who
had worked as a slave on the Charleston docks before the Civil War and who won national fame in
1862 by secretly guiding the Planter, a Confederate vessel, out of the harbor and delivering it to
Union forces. Smalls became a powerful political leader on the South Carolina Sea Islands and was
elected to five terms in Congress.

Carpetbaggers and Scalawags
The new southern governments also brought to power new groups of whites. Many Reconstruction
officials were northerners who for one reason or another made their homes in the South after the war.
Their opponents dubbed them carpetbaggers, implying that they had packed all their belongings in a
suitcase and left their homes in order to reap the spoils of office in the South. Some carpetbaggers
were undoubtedly corrupt adventurers. The large majority, however, were former Union soldiers who



decided to remain in the South when the war ended, before there was any prospect of going into
politics. Others were investors in land and railroads who saw in the postwar South an opportunity to
combine personal economic advancement with a role in helping to substitute, as one wrote, “the
civilization of freedom for that of slavery.” Teachers, Freedmen’s Bureau officers, and others who
came to the region genuinely hoping to assist the former slaves represented another large group of
carpetbaggers.

Most white southern Republicans had been born in the South. Former Confederates reserved their
greatest scorn for these scalawags, whom they considered traitors to their race and region. Some
southern-born Republicans were men of stature and wealth, like James L. Alcorn, the owner of one of
Mississippi’s largest plantations and the state’s first Republican governor.

Most scalawags, however, were non-slaveholding white farmers from the southern upcountry. Many
had been wartime Unionists, and they now cooperated with the Republicans in order to prevent
“rebels” from returning to power. Others hoped Reconstruction governments would help them recover
from wartime economic losses by suspending the collection of debts and enacting laws protecting
small property holders from losing their homes to creditors. In states like North Carolina, Tennessee,
and Arkansas, Republicans initially commanded a significant minority of the white vote. Even in the
Lower South, the small white Republican vote was important, because the population remained almost
evenly divided between Blacks (almost all of whom voted for the party of Lincoln) and whites
(overwhelmingly Democratic).

Southern Republicans in Power
In view of the daunting challenges they faced, the remarkable thing is not that Reconstruction
governments in some respects failed, but how much they did accomplish. Perhaps their greatest
achievement lay in establishing the South’s first state-supported public schools. The new educational
systems served both Black and white children, although generally in schools segregated by race. Only
in New Orleans were the public schools integrated during Reconstruction, and only in South Carolina
did the state university admit Black students (elsewhere, separate colleges were established). By the
1870s, in a region whose prewar leaders had made it illegal for slaves to learn and had done little to
provide education for poorer whites, more than half the children, Black and white, were attending
public schools. The new governments also pioneered civil rights legislation. Their laws made it illegal
for railroads, hotels, and other institutions to discriminate on the basis of race. Enforcement varied
considerably from locality to locality, but Reconstruction established for the first time at the state level
a standard of equal citizenship and a recognition of Blacks’ right to a share of public services.

Republican governments also took steps to strengthen the position of rural laborers and promote the
South’s economic recovery. They passed laws to ensure that agricultural laborers and sharecroppers
had the first claim on harvested crops, rather than merchants to whom the landowner owed money.
South Carolina created a state Land Commission, which by 1876 had settled 14,000 Black families
and a few poor whites on their own farms.

The Quest for Prosperity
Rather than land distribution, however, the Reconstruction governments pinned their hopes for
southern economic growth and opportunity for African Americans and poor whites alike on regional
economic development. Railroad construction, they believed, was the key to transforming the South
into a society of booming factories, bustling towns, and diversified agriculture. “A free and living



republic,” declared a Tennessee Republican, would “spring up in the track of the railroad.” Every state
during Reconstruction helped to finance railroad construction, and through tax reductions and other
incentives tried to attract northern manufacturers to invest in the region. The program had mixed
results. Economic development in general remained weak. With abundant opportunities existing in the
West, few northern investors ventured to the Reconstruction South.

To their supporters, the governments of Radical Reconstruction presented a complex pattern of
disappointment and accomplishment. A revitalized southern economy failed to materialize, and most
African Americans remained locked in poverty. On the other hand, biracial democratic government, a
thing unknown in American history, for the first time functioned effectively in many parts of the
South. Public facilities were rebuilt and expanded, school systems established, and legal codes purged
of racism. The conservative elite that had dominated southern government from colonial times to 1867
found itself excluded from political power, while poor whites, newcomers from the North, and former
slaves cast ballots, sat on juries, and enacted and administered laws. “We have gone through one of
the most remarkable changes in our relations to each other,” declared a white South Carolina lawyer in
1871, “that has been known, perhaps, in the history of the world.” It is a measure of how far change
had progressed that the reaction against Reconstruction proved so extreme.

Glossary
carpetbaggers

Derisive term for northern emigrants who participated in the Republican governments of the
Reconstruction South.

scalawags
Southern white Republicans—some former Unionists—who supported Reconstruction
governments.



THE OVERTHROW OF RECONSTRUCTION
Reconstruction’s Opponents
The South’s traditional leaders—planters, merchants, and Democratic politicians—bitterly opposed
the new governments. They denounced them as corrupt, inefficient, and examples of “Black
supremacy.” “Intelligence, virtue, and patriotism” in public life, declared a protest by prominent
southern Democrats, had given way to “ignorance, stupidity, and vice.” Corruption did exist during
Reconstruction, but it was confined to no race, region, or party. The rapid growth of state budgets and
the benefits to be gained from public aid led in some states to a scramble for influence that produced
bribery, insider dealing, and a get-rich-quick atmosphere. Southern frauds, however, were dwarfed by
those practiced in these years by the Whiskey Ring, which involved high officials of the Grant
administration, and by New York’s Tweed Ring, controlled by the Democrats, whose thefts ran into
the tens of millions of dollars. (These are discussed in the next chapter.) The rising taxes needed to
pay for schools and other new public facilities and to assist railroad development were another cause
of opposition to Reconstruction. Many poor whites who had initially supported the Republican Party
turned against it when it became clear that their economic situation was not improving.

The most basic reason for opposition to Reconstruction, however, was that most white southerners
could not accept the idea of former slaves voting, holding office, and enjoying equality before the law.
In order to restore white supremacy in southern public life and to ensure planters a disciplined,
reliable labor force, they believed, Reconstruction must be overthrown. Opponents launched a
campaign of violence in an effort to end Republican rule. Their actions posed a fundamental challenge
both for Reconstruction governments in the South and for policymakers in Washington, D.C.

“A Reign of Terror”
The Civil War ended in 1865, but violence remained widespread in large parts of the postwar South.
In the early years of Reconstruction, violence was mostly local and unorganized. Blacks were
assaulted and murdered for refusing to give way to whites on city sidewalks, using “insolent”
language, challenging end-of-year contract settlements, and attempting to buy land. The violence that
greeted the advent of Republican governments after 1867, however, was far more pervasive and more
directly motivated by politics. In wide areas of the South, secret societies sprang up with the aim of
preventing Blacks from voting and destroying the organization of the Republican Party by
assassinating local leaders and public officials.

The most notorious such organization was the Ku Klux Klan, which in effect served as a military arm
of the Democratic Party in the South. The Klan was a terrorist organization. Led by planters,
merchants, and Democratic politicians, men who liked to style themselves the South’s “respectable
citizens,” the Klan committed some of the most brutal criminal acts in American history. In many
counties, it launched what one victim called a “reign of terror” against Republican leaders, Black and
white.

The Klan’s victims included white Republicans, among them wartime Unionists and local
officeholders, teachers, and party organizers. William Luke, an Irish-born teacher in a Black school,
was lynched in 1870. But African Americans—local political leaders, those who managed to acquire
land, and others who in one way or another defied the norms of white supremacy—bore the brunt of



the violence. In York County, South Carolina, where nearly the entire white male population joined
the Klan (and women participated by sewing the robes and hoods Klansmen wore as disguises), the
organization committed eleven murders and hundreds of whippings. Black schoolhouses, tangible
evidence of African American freedom, were frequent targets of anti-Reconstruction violence. One
historian has identified over 600 schools destroyed.

On occasion, violence escalated from assaults on individuals to mass terrorism and even local
insurrections. In Meridian, Mississippi, in 1871, some thirty Blacks were murdered in cold blood,
along with a white Republican judge. The bloodiest act of violence during Reconstruction took place
in Colfax, Louisiana, in 1873, where armed whites assaulted the town with a small cannon. Scores of
former slaves were murdered, including fifty members of a Black militia unit after they had
surrendered.

Unable to suppress the Klan, the new southern governments appealed to Washington for help. In 1870
and 1871, Congress adopted three Enforcement Acts, outlawing terrorist societies and allowing the
president to use the army against them. These laws continued the expansion of national authority
during Reconstruction. They defined crimes that aimed to deprive citizens of their civil and political
rights as federal offenses rather than violations of state law. In 1871, President Grant dispatched
federal marshals, backed up by troops in some areas, to arrest hundreds of accused Klansmen. Many
Klan leaders fled the South. After a series of well-publicized trials, the Klan went out of existence. In
1872, for the first time since before the Civil War, peace reigned in most of the former Confederacy.

The Liberal Republicans
Despite the Grant administration’s effective response to Klan terrorism, the North’s commitment to
Reconstruction waned during the 1870s. Many Radicals, including Thaddeus Stevens, who died in
1868, had passed from the scene. Within the Republican Party, their place was taken by politicians
less committed to the ideal of equal rights for Blacks. Northerners increasingly felt that the South
should be able to solve its own problems without constant interference from Washington. The federal
government had freed the slaves, made them citizens, and given them the right to vote. Now, Blacks
should rely on their own resources, not demand further assistance.

In 1872, an influential group of Republicans, alienated by corruption within the Grant administration
and believing that the growth of federal power during and after the war needed to be curtailed, formed
their own party. They included Republican founders like Lyman Trumbull and prominent editors and
journalists such as E. L. Godkin of The Nation. Calling themselves Liberal Republicans, they
nominated Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, for president.

The Liberals’ alienation from the Grant administration initially had little to do with Reconstruction.
They claimed that corrupt politicians had come to power in the North by manipulating the votes of
immigrants and workingmen, while men of talent and education like themselves had been pushed
aside. Democratic criticisms of Reconstruction, however, found a receptive audience among the
Liberals. As in the North, they became convinced, the “best men” of the South had been excluded
from power while “ignorant” voters controlled politics, producing corruption and misgovernment.
Power in the South should be returned to the region’s “natural leaders.” During the campaign of 1872,
Greeley repeatedly called on Americans to “clasp hands across the bloody chasm” by putting the Civil
War and Reconstruction behind them.

Greeley had spent most of his career, first as a Whig and then as a Republican, denouncing the
Democratic Party. But with the Republican split presenting an opportunity to repair their political



fortunes, Democratic leaders endorsed Greeley as their candidate. Many rank-and-file Democrats,
unable to bring themselves to vote for Greeley, stayed at home on election day. As a result, Greeley
suffered a devastating defeat by Grant, whose margin of more than 700,000 popular votes was the
largest in a nineteenth-century presidential contest. But Greeley’s campaign placed on the northern
agenda the one issue on which the Liberal reformers and the Democrats could agree—a new policy
toward the South.

The North’s Retreat
The Liberal attack on Reconstruction, which continued after 1872, contributed to a resurgence of
racism in the North. Journalist James S. Pike, a leading Greeley supporter, in 1874 published The
Prostrate State, an influential account of a visit to South Carolina. The book depicted a state engulfed
by political corruption and under the control of “a mass of black barbarism.” The South’s problems,
Pike insisted, arose from “Negro government.” The solution was to restore leading whites to political
power. Newspapers that had long supported Reconstruction now began to condemn Black
participation in southern government. Engravings depicting the former slaves as heroic Civil War
veterans, upstanding citizens, or victims of violence were increasingly replaced by caricatures
presenting them as little more than unbridled animals. Resurgent racism offered Blacks’ alleged
incapacity as a convenient explanation for the “failure” of Reconstruction.

Other factors also weakened northern support for Reconstruction. In 1873, the country plunged into a
severe economic depression. Distracted by economic problems, Republicans were in no mood to
devote further attention to the South. The depression dealt the South a severe blow and further
weakened the prospect that Republicans could revitalize the region’s economy. Democrats made
substantial gains throughout the nation in the elections of 1874. For the first time since the Civil War,
their party took control of the House of Representatives. Before the new Congress met, the old one
enacted a final piece of Reconstruction legislation, the Civil Rights Act of 1875. This outlawed racial
discrimination in places of public accommodation like hotels and theaters. But it was clear that the
northern public was retreating from Reconstruction.

The Supreme Court whittled away at the guarantees of Black rights Congress had adopted. In the
Slaughterhouse Cases (1873), white butchers excluded from a state-sponsored monopoly in Louisiana
went to court, claiming that their right to pursue a livelihood, a privilege of American citizenship
guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment, had been violated. The justices rejected their claim, ruling
that the amendment had not altered traditional federalism. Most of the rights of citizens, it declared,
remained under state control. Three years later, in United States v. Cruikshank, the Court gutted the
Enforcement Acts by throwing out the convictions of some of those responsible for the Colfax
Massacre of 1873.

RECONSTRUCTION IN THE SOUTH, 1867–1877



The Triumph of the Redeemers
By the mid-1870s, Reconstruction was clearly on the defensive. Democrats had already regained
control of states with substantial white voting majorities such as Tennessee, North Carolina, and
Texas. The victorious Democrats called themselves Redeemers, since they claimed to have
“redeemed” the white South from corruption, misgovernment, and northern and Black control.

In those states where Reconstruction governments survived, violence again erupted. This time, the
Grant administration showed no desire to intervene. In contrast to the Klan’s activities—conducted at
night by disguised men—the violence of 1875 and 1876 took place in broad daylight, as if to
underscore Democrats’ conviction that they had nothing to fear from Washington. In Mississippi, in
1875, white rifle clubs drilled in public and openly assaulted and murdered Republicans. When
Governor Adelbert Ames, a Maine-born Union general, frantically appealed to the federal government
for assistance, President Grant responded that the northern public was “tired out” by southern
problems. On election day, armed Democrats destroyed ballot boxes and drove former slaves from the
polls. The result was a Democratic landslide and the end of Reconstruction in Mississippi. “A
revolution has taken place,” wrote Ames, “and a race are disfranchised—they are to be returned to .  .  .
an era of second slavery.”

Similar events took place in South Carolina in 1876. Democrats nominated for governor former
Confederate general Wade Hampton. Hampton promised to respect the rights of all citizens of the
state, but his supporters, inspired by Democratic tactics in Mississippi, launched a wave of
intimidation. Democrats intended to carry the election, one planter told a Black official, “if we have to
wade in blood knee-deep.”



The Disputed Election and Bargain of 1877
Events in South Carolina directly affected the outcome of the presidential campaign of 1876. To
succeed Grant, the Republicans nominated Governor Rutherford B. Hayes of Ohio. Democrats chose
as his opponent New York’s governor, Samuel J. Tilden. By this time, only South Carolina, Florida,
and Louisiana remained under Republican control in the South. The election turned out to be so close
that whoever captured these states—which both parties claimed to have carried—would become the
next president.

THE PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION OF 1876

Unable to resolve the impasse on its own, Congress in January 1877 appointed a fifteen-member
Electoral Commission, composed of senators, representatives, and Supreme Court justices.
Republicans enjoyed an 8–7 majority on the commission, and to no one’s surprise, the members
decided by that margin that Hayes had carried the disputed southern states and had been elected
president. Even as the commission deliberated, however, behind-the-scenes negotiations took place
between leaders of the two parties. Hayes’s representatives agreed to recognize Democratic control of



the entire South and to avoid further intervention in local affairs. They also pledged that Hayes would
place a southerner in the cabinet position of postmaster general and that he would work for federal aid
to the Texas and Pacific railroad, a transcontinental line projected to follow a southern route. For their
part, Democrats promised not to dispute Hayes’s right to office and to respect the civil and political
rights of Blacks.

Thus was concluded the Bargain of 1877. Not all of its parts were fulfilled. But Hayes became
president, and he did appoint David M. Key of Tennessee as postmaster general. Hayes quickly
ordered federal troops to stop guarding the state houses in Louisiana and South Carolina, allowing
Democratic claimants to become governor. (Contrary to legend, Hayes did not remove the last soldiers
from the South—he simply ordered them to return to their barracks.) But the Texas and Pacific never
did get its land grant. Of far more significance, the triumphant southern Democrats failed to live up to
their pledge to recognize Blacks as equal citizens.

The End of Reconstruction
As a historical process—the nation’s adjustment to the destruction of slavery—Reconstruction
continued well after 1877. Blacks continued to vote and, in some states, hold office into the 1890s.
But as a distinct era of national history—when Republicans controlled much of the South, Blacks
exercised significant political power, and the federal government accepted the responsibility for
protecting the fundamental rights of all American citizens—Reconstruction had come to an end.
Despite its limitations, Reconstruction was a remarkable chapter in the story of American freedom.
Nearly a century would pass before the nation again tried to bring equal rights to the descendants of
slaves. The civil rights era of the 1950s and 1960s would sometimes be called the Second
Reconstruction.

Even while it lasted, however, Reconstruction revealed some of the tensions inherent in nineteenth-
century discussions of freedom. The policy of granting Black men the vote while denying them the
benefits of land ownership strengthened the idea that the free citizen could be a poor, dependent
laborer. Reconstruction placed on the national agenda a problem that would dominate political
discussion for the next half-century—how, in a modern society, to define the economic essence of
freedom.

Glossary
Ku Klux Klan

Group organized in Pulaski, Tennessee, in 1866 to terrorize former slaves who voted and held
political offices during Reconstruction; a revived organization in the 1910s and 1920s that
stressed white, Anglo-Saxon, fundamentalist Protestant supremacy; revived a third time to fight
the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s in the South.

Enforcement Acts
Three laws passed in 1870 and 1871 that tried to eliminate the Ku Klux Klan by outlawing it
and other such terrorist societies; the laws allowed the president to deploy the army for that
purpose.

Civil Rights Act of 1875
The last piece of Reconstruction legislation, which outlawed racial discrimination in places of
public accommodation such as hotels and theaters. Many parts of the act were ruled
unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in 1883.

Redeemers



Post–Civil War Democratic leaders who supposedly saved the South from Yankee domination
and preserved the primarily rural economy.

Bargain of 1877
Deal made by a Republican and Democratic special congressional commission to resolve the
disputed presidential election of 1876; Republican Rutherford B. Hayes, who had lost the
popular vote, was declared the winner in exchange for the withdrawal of federal troops from
involvement in politics in the South, marking the end of Reconstruction.



CHAPTER REVIEW
REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. In 1865, former Confederate general Robert Richardson remarked that “the
emancipated slaves own nothing, because nothing but freedom has been given to them.”
Explain whether this would be an accurate assessment of Reconstruction twelve years
later.

2. The women’s movement split into two separate national organizations in part because
the Fifteenth Amendment did not give women the vote. Explain why the two groups split.

3. In what sense did the Reconstruction amendments mark a second founding of the United
States?

4. What is birthright citizenship and why is it important?
5. How did Black families, churches, schools, and other institutions contribute to the
development of African American culture and political activism in this period?

6. Why did ownership of land and control of labor become major points of contention
between former slaves and whites in the South?

7. By what methods did southern whites seek to limit African American civil rights and
liberties? How did the federal government respond?

8. How did the failure of land reform and continued poverty lead to new forms of servitude
for both Blacks and whites?

9. What caused the confrontation between President Johnson and Congress over
Reconstruction policies?

10. What national issues and attitudes combined to bring an end to Reconstruction by 1877?
11. By 1877, how did the condition of former slaves in the United States compare with that

of freedpeople around the globe?
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Glossary
Freedmen’s Bureau

Reconstruction agency established in 1865 to protect the legal rights of former slaves
and to assist with their education, jobs, health care, and landowning.

sharecropping
Type of farm tenancy that developed after the Civil War in which landless workers—
often former slaves—farmed land in exchange for farm supplies and a share of the crop.

crop lien
Credit extended by merchants to tenants based on their future crops; under this system,
high interest rates and the uncertainties of farming often led to inescapable debts.

Black Codes
Laws passed from 1865 to 1866 in southern states to restrict the rights of former slaves;
to nullify the codes, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1866 and the Fourteenth
Amendment.

Civil Rights Bill of 1866
Along with the Fourteenth Amendment, legislation that guaranteed the rights of
citizenship to former slaves.

Fourteenth Amendment
1868 constitutional amendment that guaranteed rights of citizenship to former slaves, in
words similar to those of the Civil Rights Act of 1866.

Reconstruction Act



1867 law that established temporary military governments in ten Confederate states—
except Tennessee—and required that the states ratify the Fourteenth Amendment and
permit freedmen to vote.

Tenure of Office Act
1867 law that required the president to obtain Senate approval to remove any official
whose appointment had also required Senate approval; President Andrew Johnson’s
violation of the law by firing Secretary of War Edwin Stanton led to Johnson’s
impeachment.

impeachment
Bringing charges against a public official; for example, the House of Representatives can
impeach a president for “treason, bribery, or other high crimes and misdemeanors” by
majority vote, and after the trial the Senate can remove the president by a vote of two-
thirds. Although three presidents, Andrew Johnson, Bill Clinton, and Donald Trump,
were impeached and tried before the Senate, none were convicted.

Fifteenth Amendment
Constitutional amendment ratified in 1870, which prohibited states from discriminating
in voting privileges on the basis of race.

carpetbaggers
Derisive term for northern emigrants who participated in the Republican governments of
the Reconstruction South.

scalawags
Southern white Republicans—some former Unionists—who supported Reconstruction
governments.

Ku Klux Klan
Group organized in Pulaski, Tennessee, in 1866 to terrorize former slaves who voted and
held political offices during Reconstruction; a revived organization in the 1910s and
1920s that stressed white, Anglo-Saxon, fundamentalist Protestant supremacy; revived a
third time to fight the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s in the South.

Enforcement Acts
Three laws passed in 1870 and 1871 that tried to eliminate the Ku Klux Klan by
outlawing it and other such terrorist societies; the laws allowed the president to deploy
the army for that purpose.

Civil Rights Act of 1875
The last piece of Reconstruction legislation, which outlawed racial discrimination in
places of public accommodation such as hotels and theaters. Many parts of the act were
ruled unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in 1883.

Redeemers
Post–Civil War Democratic leaders who supposedly saved the South from Yankee
domination and preserved the primarily rural economy.

Bargain of 1877
Deal made by a Republican and Democratic special congressional commission to
resolve the disputed presidential election of 1876; Republican Rutherford B. Hayes, who
had lost the popular vote, was declared the winner in exchange for the withdrawal of
federal troops from involvement in politics in the South, marking the end of
Reconstruction.



 CHAPTER 16 

AMERICA’S GILDED AGE1870–1890

FOCUS QUESTIONS
What factors combined to make the United States a mature industrial society after the
Civil War?
How did the economic development of the Gilded Age affect American freedom?
How did reformers of the period approach the problems of an industrial society?
How was the West transformed economically and socially in this period?
Was the Gilded Age political system effective in meeting its goals?

An immense crowd gathered in New York harbor on October 28, 1886, for the dedication of
Liberty Enlightening the World, a fitting symbol for a nation now wholly free. The idea for the
statue originated in 1865 with Édouard de Laboulaye, a French educator and the author of
several books on the United States, as a response to the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. The
statue, de Laboulaye hoped, would celebrate both the historic friendship between France and
the United States and the triumph, through the Union’s victory in the Civil War, of American
freedom. Measuring more than 150 feet from torch to toe and standing atop a huge pedestal,
the edifice was the tallest man-made structure in the Western Hemisphere. It exceeded in
height, newspapers noted with pride, the Colossus of Rhodes, a wonder of the ancient world.

In time, the Statue of Liberty, as it came to be called, would become Americans’ most revered
national icon. For over a century it has stood as a symbol of freedom. The statue has offered
welcome to millions of immigrants—the “huddled masses yearning to breathe free” celebrated
in a poem by Emma Lazarus inscribed on its base in 1903. In the years since its dedication, the
statue’s familiar image has been reproduced by folk artists in every conceivable medium and
has been used by advertisers to promote everything from cigarettes and lawn mowers to war
bonds. As its use by Chinese students demanding democracy in the Tiananmen Square protests
of 1989 showed, it has become a powerful international symbol as well.

Although the Civil War was over, the country in the late nineteenth century was racked by
violence, by not only white supremacists in the South but also widespread labor conflict,
warfare against Native Americans in the West, and political assassinations. Indeed, the year of
the statue’s dedication, 1886, also witnessed the “great upheaval,” a wave of strikes and labor
protests that touched every part of the nation. The 600 dignitaries (598 of them men) who
gathered on what is now called Liberty Island for the dedication hoped the Statue of Liberty
would inspire renewed devotion to the nation’s political and economic system. But for all its
grandeur, the statue could not conceal the deep social divisions and fears about the future of
American freedom that accompanied the country’s emergence as the world’s leading industrial



power. Nor did the celebrations address the crucial questions that moved to the center stage of
American public life during the 1870s and 1880s and remained there for decades to come:
What are the social conditions that make freedom possible, and what role should the national
government play in defining and protecting the liberty of its citizens?

• CHRONOLOGY •
1872  Crédit Mobilier scandal

1873  Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner’s The Gilded Age

1876  Battle of the Little Bighorn

1877  Reconstruction ends

Munn v. Illinois

Great Railroad Strike

1879  Henry George’s Progress and Poverty

1883  Civil Service Act

Railroads create time zones

William Graham Sumner’s What Social Classes Owe to Each Other

1884  Elk v. Wilkins

1886  Haymarket affair

Wabash v. Illinois

Standard national railroad gauge

1887  Interstate Commerce Commission created

Dawes Act

1888  Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward

1890  Sherman Antitrust Act

Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives

Massacre at Wounded Knee



1894  Henry Demarest Lloyd’s Wealth against Commonwealth

1895  United States v. E. C. Knight Co.

1896  Utah gains statehood

1899  Thorstein Veblen’s The Theory of the Leisure Class

1905  Lochner v. New York



THE SECOND INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION
Between the end of the Civil War and the early twentieth century, the United States underwent one of
the most rapid and profound economic revolutions any country has ever experienced. There were
numerous causes for this explosive economic growth. The country enjoyed abundant natural
resources, a growing supply of labor, an expanding market for manufactured goods, and the
availability of capital for investment. In addition, the federal government actively promoted industrial
and agricultural development. It enacted high tariffs that protected American industry from foreign
competition, granted land to railroad companies to encourage construction, and used the army to
remove Indians from western lands desired by farmers and mining companies.

The Industrial Economy
The rapid expansion of factory production, mining, and railroad construction in all parts of the country
except the South signaled the transition from Lincoln’s America—a world centered on the small farm
and artisan workshop—to a mature industrial society. Americans of the late nineteenth century
marveled at the triumph of the new economy. “One can hardly believe,” wrote the philosopher John
Dewey, “there has been a revolution in history so rapid, so extensive, so complete.”

By 1913, the United States produced one-third of the world’s industrial output—more than the total of
Great Britain, France, and Germany combined. Half of all industrial workers now labored in plants
with more than 250 employees. On the eve of the Civil War, the first industrial revolution, centered on
the textile industry, had transformed New England into a center of manufacturing. But otherwise, the
United States was still primarily an agricultural nation. By 1880, for the first time, the Census Bureau
found a majority of the workforce engaged in non-farming jobs. By 1890, two-thirds of Americans
worked for wages, rather than owning a farm, business, or craft shop. Drawn to factories by the
promise of employment, a new working class emerged in these years. Between 1870 and 1920, almost
11 million Americans moved from farm to city, and another 25 million immigrants arrived from
overseas.

Most manufacturing now took place in industrial cities. New York, with its new skyscrapers and
hundreds of thousands of workers in all sorts of manufacturing establishments, symbolized dynamic
urban growth. After merging with Brooklyn in 1898, its population exceeded 3.4 million. The city,
along with Boston, financed industrialization and westward expansion, its banks and stock exchange
funneling capital to railroads, mines, and factories. But the heartland of the second industrial
revolution was the region around the Great Lakes, with its factories producing iron and steel,
machinery, chemicals, and packaged foods. Pittsburgh had become the world’s center of iron and steel
manufacturing. Chicago, by 1900 the nation’s second-largest city, with 1.7 million inhabitants, was
home to factories producing steel and farm machinery and giant stockyards where cattle were
processed into meat products for shipment east in refrigerated railcars. Smaller industrial cities also
proliferated, often concentrating on a single industry—cast-iron stoves in Troy, New York, furniture in
Grand Rapids, Michigan.

Railroads and the National Market



The railroad made possible what is sometimes called the “second industrial revolution.” Spurred by
private investment and massive grants of land and money by federal, state, and local governments, the
number of miles of railroad track in the United States tripled between 1860 and 1880 and tripled again
by 1920, opening vast new areas to commercial farming and creating a truly national market for
manufactured goods. In 1886, the railroads adopted a standard national gauge (the distance separating
the two rails), making it possible for the first time for trains of one company to travel on any other
company’s track. By the 1890s, five transcontinental lines transported the products of western mines,
farms, ranches, and forests to eastern markets and carried manufactured goods to the West. The
railroads reorganized time itself. In 1883, the major companies divided the nation into the four time
zones still in use today.

Table 16.1 Indicators of Economic Change, 1870–1920

1870 1900 1920

Farms (millions) 2.7 5.7 6.4

Land in farms (million acres) 408 841 956

Wheat grown (million bushels) 254 599 843

Employment (millions) 14 28.5 44.5

In manufacturing (millions) 2.5 5.9 11.2

Percentage of workforcea

Agricultural 52 38 27

Industryb 29 31 44

Trade, service, administrationc 20 31 27

Railroad track (thousands of miles) 53 258 407



Steel produced (thousands of tons) 0.8 11.2 46

Gross national product (billions of dollars) 7.4 18.7 91.5

Per capita (in 1920 dollars) 371 707 920

Life expectancy at birth (years) 42 47 54

THE RAILROAD NETWORK, 1880

By 1880, the transnational rail network made possible the creation of a truly national market for
goods.

The growing population formed an ever-expanding market for the mass production, mass distribution,
and mass marketing of goods, essential elements of a modern industrial economy. The spread of
national brands like Ivory soap and Quaker Oats symbolized the continuing integration of the
economy. So did the growth of national chains, most prominently the Atlantic and Pacific Tea
Company, better known as A & P grocery stores. Based in Chicago, the national mail-order firms
Montgomery Ward and Sears, Roebuck & Co. sold clothing, jewelry, farm equipment, and numerous
other goods to rural families throughout the country.



The Greatest Department Store on Earth, a cartoon from Puck, November 29, 1899, depicts
Uncle Sam selling goods, mostly manufactured products, to the nations of the world. The search
for markets overseas would be a recurring theme of twentieth-century American foreign policy.

The Spirit of Innovation
A remarkable series of technological innovations spurred rapid communication and economic growth.
The opening of the Atlantic cable in 1866 made it possible to send electronic telegraph messages
instantaneously between the United States and Europe. During the 1870s and 1880s, the telephone,
typewriter, and handheld camera came into use.

Scientific breakthroughs poured forth from research laboratories in Menlo Park and West Orange,
New Jersey, created by the era’s greatest inventor, Thomas A. Edison. During the course of his life,
Edison helped to establish entirely new industries that transformed private life, public entertainment,
and economic activity, including the phonograph, lightbulb, motion picture, and a system for
generating and distributing electric power. He opened the first electric generating station in Manhattan
in 1882 to provide power to streetcars, factories, and private homes, and he established, among other
companies, the forerunner of General Electric to market electrical equipment. The spread of electricity
was essential to industrial and urban growth, providing a more reliable and flexible source of power
than water or steam.

Competition and Consolidation
Economic growth was dramatic but highly volatile. The combination of a market flooded with goods
and the federal monetary policies (discussed later in this chapter) that removed money from the



national economy led to a relentless fall in prices. The world economy suffered prolonged downturns
in the 1870s and 1890s.

Businesses engaged in ruthless competition. Railroads and other companies tried various means of
bringing order to the chaotic marketplace. They formed “pools” that divided up markets between
supposedly competing firms and fixed prices. They established trusts—legal devices whereby the
affairs of several rival companies were managed by a single director. Such efforts to coordinate the
economic activities of independent companies generally proved short-lived, disintegrating as
individual firms continued their intense pursuit of profits.

To avoid cutthroat competition, more and more corporations battled to control entire industries. The
process of economic concentration culminated between 1897 and 1904, when some 4,000 firms
vanished into larger corporations that served national markets and exercised an unprecedented degree
of control over the economy. By the time the wave of mergers had been completed, giant corporations
like U.S. Steel (created by financier J. P. Morgan in 1901 by combining ten large steel companies into
the first billion-dollar economic enterprise), Standard Oil, and International Harvester (a manufacturer
of agricultural machinery) dominated major industries.

The Rise of Andrew Carnegie
In an era without personal or corporate income taxes, some business leaders accumulated enormous
fortunes and economic power. Under the aggressive leadership of Thomas A. Scott, the Pennsylvania
Railroad—for a time the nation’s largest corporation—forged an economic empire that stretched
across the continent and included coal mines and oceangoing steamships. With an army of
professional managers to oversee its far-flung activities, the railroad pioneered modern techniques of
business organization.

Another industrial giant was Andrew Carnegie, who emigrated with his family from his native
Scotland at the age of thirteen and as a teenager worked in a Pennsylvania textile factory. During the
depression that began in 1873, Carnegie set out to establish a steel company that incorporated vertical
integration—that is, one that controlled every phase of the business from raw materials to
transportation, manufacturing, and distribution. By the 1890s, he dominated the steel industry and had
accumulated a fortune worth hundreds of millions of dollars. Carnegie’s complex of steel factories at
Homestead, Pennsylvania, was the most technologically advanced in the world.

Carnegie’s father, an immigrant Scottish weaver who had taken part in popular efforts to open the
British political system to working-class participation, had instilled in his son a commitment to
democracy and social equality. From his mother, Carnegie learned that life was a ceaseless struggle in
which one must strive to get ahead or sink beneath the waves. His life reflected the tension between
these elements of his upbringing. Believing that the rich had a moral obligation to promote the
advancement of society, Carnegie denounced the “worship of money” and distributed much of his
wealth to various philanthropies, especially the creation of public libraries in towns throughout the
country. But he ran his companies with a dictatorial hand. His factories operated nonstop, with two
twelve-hour shifts every day of the year except the Fourth of July. Carnegie’s rise from humble
beginnings to great wealth reinforced the “rags to riches” ideal that flourished during the Gilded Age.
But such success was hardly available to his own poorly paid employees.

The Triumph of John D. Rockefeller



If any single name became a byword for enormous wealth, it was John D. Rockefeller, who began his
working career as a clerk for a Cleveland merchant and rose to dominate the oil industry. He drove out
rival firms through cutthroat competition, arranging secret deals with railroad companies, and fixing
prices and production quotas. Rockefeller began with horizontal expansion—buying out competing oil
refineries. But like Carnegie, he soon established a vertically integrated monopoly, which dominated
the drilling, refining, storage, and distribution of oil. By the 1880s, his Standard Oil Company
controlled 90 percent of the nation’s oil industry. Like Carnegie, Rockefeller gave much of his fortune
away, establishing foundations to promote education and medical research. And like Carnegie, he
bitterly fought his employees’ efforts to organize unions.

These and other industrial leaders inspired among ordinary Americans a combination of awe,
admiration, and hostility. Depending on one’s point of view, they were “captains of industry,” whose
energy and vision pushed the economy forward, or “robber barons,” who wielded power without any
accountability in an unregulated marketplace. Most rose from modest backgrounds and seemed
examples of how inventive genius and business sense enabled Americans to seize opportunities for
success. But their dictatorial attitudes, unscrupulous methods, repressive labor policies, and exercise
of power without any democratic control led to fears that they were undermining political and
economic freedom. Concentrated wealth degraded the political process, declared Henry Demarest
Lloyd in Wealth against Commonwealth (1894), an exposé of how Rockefeller’s Standard Oil
Company made a mockery of economic competition and political democracy by manipulating the
market and bribing legislators. “Liberty and monopoly,” Lloyd concluded, “cannot live together.”

U.S. STEEL: A VERTICALLY INTEGRATED CORPORATION



Workers’ Freedom in an Industrial Age
Remarkable as it was, the country’s economic growth distributed its benefits very unevenly. For a
minority of workers, the rapidly expanding industrial system created new forms of freedom. In some
industries, skilled workers commanded high wages and exercised considerable control over the
production process. A worker’s economic independence now rested on technical skill rather than
ownership of one’s own shop and tools as in earlier times. What was known as “the miner’s freedom”
consisted of elaborate work rules that left skilled underground workers free of managerial supervision
on the job. Through their union, skilled iron- and steelworkers fixed output quotas and controlled the
training of apprentices in the technique of iron rolling. These workers often knew more about the
details of production than their employers did.



Such “freedom,” however, applied only to a tiny portion of the industrial labor force and had little
bearing on the lives of the growing army of semiskilled workers who tended machines in the new
factories. For most workers, economic insecurity remained a basic fact of life. During the depressions
of the 1870s and 1890s, millions of workers lost their jobs or were forced to accept reductions of pay.
The “tramp” became a familiar figure on the social landscape as thousands of men took to the roads in
search of work. Many industrial workers labored sixty-hour weeks with no pensions, compensation
for injuries, or protections against unemployment. Although American workers received higher wages
than their counterparts in Europe, they also experienced more dangerous working conditions. Between
1880 and 1900, an average of 35,000 workers perished each year in factory and mine accidents, the
highest rate in the industrial world.

In 1888, the Chicago Times  published a series of articles by reporter Nell Cusack under the title “City
Slave Girls,” exposing wretched conditions among women working for wages in the city’s homes,
factories, and sweatshops. The articles unleashed a flood of letters to the editor from women workers.
One singled out domestic service—still the largest employment category for women—as “a slave’s
life,” with “long hours, late and early, seven days in the week, bossed and ordered about as before the
war.”

Increasing Wealth and Poverty
At the other end of the economic spectrum, the era witnessed an unprecedented accumulation of
wealth. Class divisions became more and more visible. In frontier days, all classes in San Francisco,
for example, lived near the waterfront. In the late nineteenth century, upper-class families built
mansions on Nob Hill and Van Ness Avenue (known as “millionaire’s row”). In eastern cities as well,
the rich increasingly resided in their own exclusive neighborhoods and vacationed among members of
their own class at exclusive resorts like Newport, Rhode Island. The growing urban middle class of
professionals, office workers, and small businessmen moved to new urban and suburban
neighborhoods linked to central business districts by streetcars and commuter railways. “Passion for
money,” wrote the novelist Edith Wharton in The House of Mirth (1905), dominated society.
Wharton’s book traced the difficulties of Lily Bart, a young woman of modest means pressured by her
mother and New York high society to “barter” her beauty for marriage to a rich husband.

By 1890, the richest 1 percent of Americans received the same total income as the bottom half of the
population and owned more property than the remaining 99 percent. Many of the wealthiest
Americans consciously pursued an aristocratic lifestyle, building palatial homes, attending exclusive
social clubs, schools, and colleges, holding fancy-dress balls, and marrying into each other’s families.
In 1899, the economist and social historian Thorstein Veblen published The Theory of the Leisure
Class, a devastating critique of an upper-class culture focused on “conspicuous consumption”—that
is, spending money not on needed or even desired goods, but simply to demonstrate the possession of
wealth. One of the era’s most widely publicized spectacles was an elaborate costume ball organized in
1897 by Mrs. Bradley Martin, the daughter of a New York railroad financier. The theme was the royal
court of prerevolutionary France. The Waldorf-Astoria Hotel was decorated to look like the palace of
Versailles, the guests wore the dress of the French nobility, and the hostess bedecked herself with the
actual jewels of Queen Marie Antoinette.

Not that far from the Waldorf, much of the working class lived in desperate conditions. Jacob Riis, in
How the Other Half Lives (1890), offered a shocking account of living conditions among the urban
poor, complete with photographs of apartments in dark, airless, overcrowded tenement houses.



Endnotes
Note a: Percentages are rounded and do not total 100. Return to reference a
Note b: Includes manufacturing, transportation, mining, and construction. Return to reference b
Note c: Includes trade, finance, and public administration. Return to reference c

Glossary
trusts

Companies combined to limit competition.
vertical integration

Company’s avoidance of intermediaries by producing its own supplies and providing for
distribution of its product.

horizontal expansion
The process by which a corporation acquires or merges with its competitors.

robber barons
Also known as “captains of industry”; Gilded Age industrial figures who inspired both
admiration, for their economic leadership and innovation, and hostility and fear, due to their
unscrupulous business methods, repressive labor practices, and unprecedented economic control
over entire industries.



FREEDOM IN THE GILDED AGE
The era from 1870 to 1890 is the only period of American history commonly known by a derogatory
name—the Gilded Age, after the title of an 1873 novel by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner.
“Gilded” means covered with a layer of gold, but it also suggests that the glittering surface masks a
core of little real value and is therefore deceptive. Twain and Warner were referring not only to the
remarkable expansion of the economy in this period but also to the corruption caused by corporate
dominance of politics and to the oppressive treatment of those left behind in the scramble for wealth.
“Get rich, dishonestly if we can, honestly if we must,” was the era’s slogan, according to The Gilded
Age.

The Social Problem
As the United States matured into an industrial economy, Americans struggled to make sense of the
new social order. Debates over political economy engaged the attention of millions, reaching far
beyond the tiny academic world into the public sphere inhabited by self-educated workingmen and
farmers, reformers of all kinds, newspaper editors, and politicians. This broad public discussion
produced thousands of books, pamphlets, and articles on such technical issues as land taxation and
currency reform, as well as widespread debate over the social and ethical implications of economic
change.

Many Americans sensed that something had gone wrong in the nation’s social development. Talk of
“better classes,” “respectable classes,” and “dangerous classes” dominated public discussion, and
bitter labor strife seemed to have become the rule. During the Gilded Age, Congress and a number of
states established investigating committees to inquire into the relations between labor and capital. In
1881, the Massachusetts Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that virtually every worker it interviewed
in Fall River, the nation’s largest center of textile production, complained of overwork, poor housing,
and tyrannical employers.

Freedom, Inequality, and Democracy
The appearance of what Massachusetts cotton manufacturer Edward Atkinson called “a permanent
factory population” living on the edge of poverty alongside a growing class of millionaires posed a
sharp challenge to traditional definitions of freedom. “The great curse of the Old World—the division
of society into classes,” declared The Nation, had come to America. It became increasingly difficult to
view wage labor as a temporary resting place on the road to economic independence.

Given the vast expansion of the nation’s productive capacity, many Americans viewed the
concentration of wealth as inevitable, natural, and justified by progress. By the turn of the century,
advanced economics taught that wages were determined by the iron law of supply and demand and
that wealth rightly flowed not to those who worked the hardest but to men with business skills and
access to money. The close link between freedom and equality, forged in the Revolution and
reinforced during the Civil War, appeared increasingly out of date. The task of social science, wrote
iron manufacturer Abram Hewitt, was to devise ways of making “men who are equal in liberty”
content with the “inequality in .  .  . distribution” inevitable in modern society.



Among the first to take up this challenge were the self-styled “liberal” reformers. (Their beliefs were
quite different from those called liberals in modern America, who advocate that an activist
government try to address social needs.) This group of editors and professionals broke with the
Republican Party in 1872 and helped to bring about a change in northern opinion regarding
Reconstruction. But their program was not confined to the South. Gilded Age liberals feared that with
lower-class groups seeking to use government to advance their own interests, democracy was
becoming a threat to individual liberty and the rights of property. Some urged a return to the long-
abandoned principle that voting should be limited to property owners. During the 1830s, Alexis de
Tocqueville had reported that opponents of democracy “hide their heads.” By the 1870s, wrote one
observer, “expressions of doubt and distrust in regard to universal suffrage are heard constantly .  .  .
[at] the top of our society.”

One of the most influential statements of this outlook came from the pen of the historian Francis
Parkman in an 1879 essay, “The Failure of Universal Suffrage.” Democracy, Parkman complained,
transferred power “from superior to inferior types of men,” resulting in the reign of “organized
ignorance.” The solution was to limit those entitled to vote.

Prayer Time in the Nursery, Five Points House of Industry, taken by Jacob Riis around 1889,
offers a striking contrast to the bleak homes of New York City’s poor families, depicted in many
of his photographs.



Social Darwinism in America
The idea of the natural superiority of some groups to others, which before the Civil War had been
invoked to justify slavery in an otherwise free society, now reemerged in the vocabulary of modern
science to explain the success and failure of individuals and social classes. In 1859, the British
scientist Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species. One of the most influential works of
science ever to appear, it expounded the theory of evolution whereby plant and animal species best
suited to their environment took the place of those less able to adapt.

In a highly oversimplified form, language borrowed from Darwin or developed by his followers, such
as “natural selection,” “the struggle for existence,” and “the survival of the fittest,” entered public
discussion of social problems. According to what came to be called Social Darwinism, evolution was
as natural a process in human society as in nature, and government must not interfere. Especially
misguided, in this view, were efforts to uplift those at the bottom of the social order, such as laws
regulating conditions of work or public assistance to the poor. The giant industrial corporation, Social
Darwinists believed, had emerged because it was better adapted to its environment than earlier forms
of enterprise. To restrict its operations by legislation would reduce society to a more primitive level.

Even the depressions of the 1870s and 1890s did not shake the widespread view that the poor were
essentially responsible for their own fate. Charity workers and local governments spent much time and
energy distinguishing the “deserving” poor (those, like widows and orphans, destitute through no fault
of their own) from the “undeserving,” a far larger number. Failure to advance in society was widely
thought to indicate a lack of character, an absence of self-reliance and determination in the face of
adversity.

The era’s most influential Social Darwinist was Yale professor William Graham Sumner. For Sumner,
freedom meant “the security given to each man” that he can acquire, enjoy, and dispose of property
“exclusively as he chooses,” without interference from other persons or from government. Freedom
thus defined required frank acceptance of inequality. Society faced two and only two alternatives:
“liberty, inequality, survival of the fittest; not-liberty, equality, survival of the unfittest.” In 1883,
Sumner published What Social Classes Owe to Each Other. His answer, essentially, was nothing: “In
a free state,” no one was entitled to claim “help from, and cannot be charged to [offer] help to,
another.” Government, Sumner believed, existed only to protect “the property of men and the honor of
women,” not to upset social arrangements decreed by nature.

Liberty of Contract
The growing influence of Social Darwinism helped to popularize an idea that would be embraced by
the business and professional classes in the last quarter of the nineteenth century—a “negative”
definition of freedom as limited government and an unrestrained free market. Central to this social
vision was the idea of contract. “The laws of contract,” wrote one reformer, “are the foundation of
civilization.” So long as labor relations were governed by contracts freely arrived at by independent
individuals, neither the government nor unions had a right to interfere with working conditions, and
Americans had no grounds to complain of a loss of freedom.

Demands by workers that the government enforce an eight-hour day, provide relief to the unemployed,
or in other ways intervene in the economy struck liberals as an example of how the misuse of political
power posed a threat to liberty. The principle of free labor, which originated as a celebration of the



independent small producer in a society of broad equality and social harmony, was transformed into a
defense of the unrestrained operations of the capitalist marketplace.

The Courts and Freedom
In elevating liberty of contract from one element of freedom to its very essence, the courts played a
significant role. The Fourteenth Amendment had empowered the federal government to overturn state
laws that violated citizens’ rights. By the 1880s, liberty of contract, not equality before the law for
former slaves, came to be defined as the amendment’s true meaning. State and federal courts regularly
struck down state laws regulating economic enterprise as an interference with the right of the free
laborer to choose his employment and working conditions, and of the entrepreneur to utilize his
property as he saw fit. For decades, the courts viewed state regulation of business—especially laws
establishing maximum hours of work and safe working conditions—as an insult to free labor.

At first, the Supreme Court was willing to accept laws regulating enterprises that represented a
significant “public interest.” In Munn v. Illinois, an 1877 decision, it upheld the constitutionality of an
Illinois law that established a state board empowered to regulate fees charged by grain storage
facilities. Nine years later, however, in Wabash v. Illinois, the Court essentially reversed itself, ruling
that only the federal government, not the states, could regulate railroads engaged in interstate
commerce, as all important lines were. The decision led directly to the passage of the Interstate
Commerce Act of 1887, discussed below.

The courts generally sided with business enterprises that complained of a loss of economic freedom.
In 1885, the New York Court of Appeals invalidated a state law that prohibited the manufacture of
cigars in tenement dwellings on the grounds that such legislation deprived the worker of the “liberty”
to work “where he will.” Although women still lacked political rights, they were increasingly
understood to possess the same economic “liberty,” defined in this way, as men. On the grounds that it
violated women’s freedom, the Illinois Supreme Court in 1895 declared unconstitutional a state law
that outlawed the production of garments in sweatshops and established a maximum forty-eight-hour
workweek for women and children. In the same year, in United States v. E. C. Knight Co., the U.S.
Supreme Court ruled that the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890, which barred combinations in restraint
of trade, could not be used to break up a sugar refining monopoly, since the Constitution empowered
Congress to regulate commerce but not manufacturing. Their unwillingness to allow regulation of the
economy, however, did not prevent the courts from acting to impede labor organization. The Sherman
Act, intended to prevent business mergers that stifled competition, was used by judges primarily to
issue injunctions prohibiting strikes on the grounds that they illegally interfered with the freedom of
trade.

In a 1905 case that became almost as notorious as Dred Scott and gave the name “Lochnerism” to the
entire body of liberty of contract decisions, the Supreme Court in Lochner v. New York voided a state
law establishing ten hours per day or sixty per week as the maximum hours of work for bakers. The
law, wrote Associate Justice Rufus Peckham for the 5-4 majority, “interfered with the right of contract
between employer and employee” and therefore infringed upon individual freedom. By this time, the
Court was invoking “liberty” in ways that could easily seem absurd. In one case, it overturned as a
violation of “personal liberty” a Kansas law prohibiting “yellow-dog” contracts, which made
nonmembership in a union a condition of employment. In another, it struck down state laws requiring
payment of coal miners in money rather than paper usable only at company-owned stores. Workers,
observed mine union leader John P. Mitchell, “are being guaranteed the liberties they do not want and
denied the liberty that is of real value to them.”



Glossary
Gilded Age

The popular but derogatory name for the period from the end of the Civil War to the turn of the
century, after the title of the 1873 novel by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner.

Social Darwinism
Application of Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection to society; used the concept of the
“survival of the fittest” to justify class distinctions and to explain poverty.

liberty of contract
A judicial concept of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries whereby the courts
overturned laws regulating labor conditions as violations of the economic freedom of both
employers and employees.



LABOR AND THE REPUBLIC
“The Overwhelming Labor Question”
As Mitchell’s remark suggests, public debate in the late nineteenth century more than at almost any
other moment in American history divided along class lines. The shift from the slavery controversy to
what one politician called “the overwhelming labor question” was dramatically illustrated in 1877, the
year of both the end of Reconstruction and the first national labor walkout—the Great Railroad Strike.
When workers protesting a pay cut paralyzed rail traffic in much of the country, militia units tried to
force them back to work. After troops fired on strikers in Pittsburgh, killing twenty people, workers
responded by burning the city’s railroad yards, destroying millions of dollars in property. General
strikes paralyzed Chicago and St. Louis. The strike revealed both a strong sense of solidarity among
workers and the close ties between the Republican Party and the new class of industrialists. President
Rutherford B. Hayes, who a few months earlier had ordered federal troops in the South to end their
involvement in local politics, ordered the army into the North. The workers, the president wrote in his
diary, were “put down by force.”

In the aftermath of 1877, the federal government constructed armories in major cities to ensure that
troops would be on hand in the event of further labor difficulties. Henceforth, national power would be
used not to protect beleaguered former slaves but to guarantee the rights of property.

The Strike, an 1886 painting by the German-born artist Robert Koehler, who had grown up in a
working-class family in Milwaukee. Koehler depicts a confrontation between a factory owner,
dressed in a silk top hat, and angry workers. A woman and her children, presumably members of
a striker’s family, watch from the side while another woman, at the center, appears to plead for



restraint. The threat of violence hangs in the air, and a striker in the lower right-hand corner
reaches for a stone. The painting was inspired by events in Pittsburgh during the Great Railroad
Strike of 1877.

The Knights of Labor and the “Conditions Essential
to Liberty”
The 1880s witnessed a new wave of labor organizing. At its center stood the Knights of Labor. The
Knights were the first group to try to organize unskilled workers as well as skilled ones, women
alongside men, and Blacks as well as whites (although even the Knights excluded the despised Asian
immigrants on the West Coast). The group reached a peak membership of nearly 800,000 in 1886
(making it the largest labor organization of the nineteenth century) and involved millions of workers
in strikes, boycotts, political action, and educational and social activities.

Labor reformers of the Gilded Age put forward a wide array of programs, from the eight-hour day to
public employment in hard times, currency reform, anarchism, socialism, and the creation of a
vaguely defined “cooperative commonwealth.” All these ideas arose from the conviction that the
social conditions of the 1880s needed drastic change. Americans, declared Terence V. Powderly, head
of the Knights of Labor, were not “the free people that we imagine we are.”

The labor movement launched a sustained assault on the understanding of freedom grounded in Social
Darwinism and liberty of contract. Because of unrestrained economic growth and political corruption,
the Knights charged, ordinary Americans had lost control of their economic livelihoods and their own
government. Reaching back across the divide of the Civil War, labor defined employers as a new
“slave power.” Concentrated capital, warned George E. McNeill, a shoemaker and factory worker who
became one of the movement’s most eloquent writers, was now “a greater power than that of the
state.” The remedy was to “engraft republican principles into our industrial system” by guaranteeing a
basic set of economic rights for all Americans.

Middle-Class Reformers
Dissatisfaction with social conditions in the Gilded Age extended well beyond aggrieved workers.
Alarmed by fear of class warfare and the growing power of concentrated capital, social thinkers
offered numerous plans for change. In the last quarter of the century, more than 150 utopian or
cataclysmic novels appeared, predicting that social conflict would end either in a new, harmonious
social order or in total catastrophe. One popular novel of the era, Caesar’s Column (1891) by Ignatius
Donnelly, ended with civilized society destroyed in a savage civil war between labor and capital.

Of the many books proposing more optimistic remedies for the unequal distribution of wealth, the
most popular were Progress and Poverty (1879) by Henry George, The Cooperative Commonwealth
(1884) by Laurence Gronlund, and Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888). All three were
among the century’s greatest best-sellers, their extraordinary success testifying to what George called
“a wide-spread consciousness .  .  . that there is something radically wrong in the present social
organization.” All three writers, though in very different ways, sought to reclaim an imagined golden
age of social harmony and American freedom.



Progress and Poverty
Although it had no direct impact on government policy, Progress and Poverty probably commanded
more public attention than any book on economics in American history. An antislavery newspaper
editor in California in the 1850s and 1860s, Henry George had witnessed firsthand the rapid
monopolization of land in the state. His book began with a famous statement of “the problem”
suggested by its title—the growth of “squalor and misery” alongside material progress. His solution
was the single tax, which would replace other taxes with a levy on increases in the value of real estate.
The single tax would be so high that it would prevent speculation in both urban and rural land. No one
knows how many of Henry George’s readers actually believed in this way of solving the nation’s ills.
But millions responded to his clear explanation of economic relationships and his stirring account of
how the “social distress” long thought to be confined to the Old World had made its appearance in the
New.

Freedom lay at the heart of George’s analysis. The “proper name” for the political movement spawned
by his book, he once wrote, was “freedom men,” who would “do for the question of industrial
slavery” what the Republican Party had done for the slavery of Blacks. George rejected the traditional
equation of liberty with ownership of land (since the single tax in effect made land the “common
property” of the entire society). In other ways, however, his definition of freedom was thoroughly in
keeping with mainstream thought. Despite calling for a single massive public intervention in the
economy, George saw government as a “repressive power,” whose functions in the “co-operative
society” of the future would be limited to enhancing the quality of life—building “public baths,
museums, libraries, gardens,” and the like.

The Cooperative Commonwealth
Quite different in outlook was The Cooperative Commonwealth, the first book to popularize socialist
ideas for an American audience. Its author, Laurence Gronlund, was a lawyer who had emigrated from
Denmark in 1867. Socialism—the belief that private control of economic enterprises should be
replaced by public ownership in order to ensure a fairer distribution of the benefits of the wealth
produced—became a major political force in Western Europe in the late nineteenth century. In the
United States, however, where access to private property was widely considered essential to individual
freedom, socialist beliefs at this point were largely confined to immigrants, whose writings, frequently
in foreign languages, attracted little attention.

Gronlund began the process of socialism’s Americanization. While Karl Marx, the nineteenth
century’s most influential socialist theorist, had predicted that socialism would come into being via a
working-class revolution, Gronlund portrayed it as the end result of a process of peaceful evolution,
not violent upheaval. He thus made socialism seem more acceptable to middle-class Americans who
desired an end to class conflict and the restoration of social harmony.

Bellamy’s Utopia
Not until the early twentieth century would socialism become a significant presence in American
public life. As Gronlund himself noted, the most important result of The Cooperative Commonwealth
was to prepare an audience for Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward, which promoted socialist ideas
while “ignoring that name” (Bellamy wrote of nationalism, not socialism). Bellamy lived virtually his
entire life in the small industrial city of Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts. In Looking Backward, his



main character falls asleep in the late nineteenth century only to awaken in the year 2000, in a world
where cooperation has replaced class strife, “excessive individualism,” and cutthroat competition.
Inequality has been banished and with it the idea of liberty as a condition to be achieved through
individual striving free of governmental restraint. Freedom, Bellamy insisted, was a social condition,
resting on interdependence, not autonomy.

From today’s vantage point, Bellamy’s utopia—with citizens obligated to labor for years in an
Industrial Army controlled by a single Great Trust—seems a chilling social blueprint. Yet the book
inspired the creation of hundreds of nationalist clubs devoted to bringing into existence the world of
2000 and left a profound mark on a generation of reformers and intellectuals. Bellamy held out the
hope of retaining the material abundance made possible by industrial capitalism while eliminating
inequality. In proposing that the state guarantee economic security to all, Bellamy offered a far-
reaching expansion of the idea of freedom.

Protestants and Moral Reform
Mainstream Protestants played a major role in seeking to stamp out sin in the late nineteenth century.
What one historian calls a “Christian lobby” promoted political solutions to what it saw as the moral
problems raised by labor conflict and the growth of cities, and threats to religious faith by Darwinism
and other scientific advances.

Unlike the pre–Civil War period, when “moral suasion” was the preferred approach of many
reformers, powerful national organizations like the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, National
Reform Association, and Reform Bureau now campaigned for federal legislation that would
“Christianize the government” by outlawing sinful behavior. Among the proposed targets were the
consumption of alcohol, gambling, prostitution, polygamy, and birth control. Most of these groups
spoke less about improving society than stamping out the sins of individuals. In a striking departure
from the prewar situation, southerners joined in the campaign for federal regulation of individual
behavior, something whites in the region had previously strongly opposed, fearing it could lead to
action against slavery. The key role played by the white South in the campaign for moral legislation
helped earn the region a reputation as the Bible Belt—a place where political action revolved around
religious principles. Although efforts to enact a national law requiring businesses to close on Sunday
failed, the Christian lobby’s efforts in the 1880s and 1890s set the stage for later legislation such as the
Mann Act of 1910, banning the transportation of women across state lines for immoral purposes (an
effort to suppress prostitution), and Prohibition.

A Social Gospel
Most of the era’s Protestant preachers concentrated on attacking individual sins like drinking and
Sabbath-breaking and saw nothing immoral about the pursuit of riches. But the outlines of what came
to be called the Social Gospel were taking shape in the writings of Walter Rauschenbusch, a Baptist
minister in New York City, Washington Gladden, a Congregational clergyman in Columbus, Ohio, and
others. They insisted that freedom and spiritual self-development required an equalization of wealth
and power and that unbridled competition mocked the Christian ideal of brotherhood.

The Social Gospel movement originated as an effort to reform Protestant churches by expanding their
appeal in poor urban neighborhoods and making them more attentive to the era’s social ills. The
movement’s adherents established missions and relief programs in urban areas that attempted to
alleviate poverty, combat child labor, and encourage the construction of better working-class housing.



They worked with the Knights of Labor and other groups demanding health and safety laws. Some
suggested that a more cooperative organization of the economy should replace competitive capitalism.
Within American Catholicism, as well, a group of priests and bishops emerged who attempted to alter
the church’s traditional hostility to movements for social reform and its isolation from contemporary
currents of social thought. With most of its parishioners working men and women, they argued, the
church should lend its support to the labor movement. These developments suggested the existence of
widespread dissatisfaction with the “liberty of contract” understanding of freedom.

The Haymarket Affair
The year of the dedication of the Statue of Liberty, 1886, also witnessed an unprecedented upsurge in
labor activity. Inspired by a successful strike by western railroad unions against lines controlled by the
powerful financier Jay Gould, workers flooded into the Knights of Labor. On May 1, 1886, some
350,000 workers in cities across the country demonstrated for an eight-hour day. Having originated in
the United States, May 1, or May Day as it came to be called, soon became an annual date of parades,
picnics, and protests, celebrated around the world by organized labor.

The most dramatic events of 1886 took place in Chicago, a city with a large and vibrant labor
movement that brought together native-born and immigrant workers, whose outlooks ranged from
immigrant socialism and anarchism to American traditions of equality and anti-monopoly. In 1885,
the iron moulders union—one of the most powerful organizations of skilled industrial workers in the
country—had organized a strike against a wage reduction at the great McCormick plant that produced
agricultural machinery. The company brought in strikebreakers and private police, who battled in the
streets with the strikers. Fearing chaos, the mayor and prominent business leaders persuaded the
company to settle on the union’s terms. But in February 1886, after the company installed new
machinery that reduced its dependence on the iron moulders’ traditional skills, it announced that
henceforth the factory would operate on a nonunion basis. The result was a bitter, prolonged strike.



In a political cartoon from Frank Leslie’s Weekly, November 13, 1886, Uncle Sam congratulates
a workingman for the defeat of Henry George’s candidacy for mayor of New York City on the
United Labor Party ticket. A disappointed anarchist fulminates in the background. Local labor
parties did win many local victories in 1886.



This time, Chicago’s city government sided with the company. On May 3, 1886, four strikers were
killed by police when they attempted to prevent strikebreakers from entering the factory. The next day,
a rally was held in Haymarket Square to protest the killings. Near the end of the speeches, someone—
whose identity has never been determined—threw a bomb into the crowd, killing a policeman. The
panicked police opened fire, shooting several bystanders and a number of their own force. Employers
took the opportunity presented by the Haymarket affair to paint the labor movement as a dangerous
and un-American force, prone to violence and controlled by foreign-born radicals. Eight anarchists
were charged with plotting and carrying out the bombing. Even though the evidence against them was
extremely weak, a jury convicted the “Haymarket martyrs.” Four were hanged, one committed suicide
in prison, and the remaining three were imprisoned until John Peter Altgeld, a pro-labor governor of
Illinois, commuted their sentences in 1893.

Most of the eight men accused of plotting the Haymarket bombing were foreign-born—five Germans
and an English immigrant. One was of German descent. The last was Albert Parsons, a native of
Alabama who had served in the Confederate army in the Civil War and edited a Republican
newspaper in Texas during Reconstruction. Fearing violence because of his political views and the
fact that his wife, Lucy Parsons, a former slave, was Black, Albert Parsons moved to Chicago during
the 1870s. Having survived the Ku Klux Klan in Reconstruction Texas, Parsons perished on the
Illinois gallows for a crime that he, like the other “Haymarket martyrs,” did not commit. Lucy Parsons
went on to become one of the era’s most celebrated radical orators. She probably addressed more
Americans than any other Black speaker in the nineteenth century except Frederick Douglass.

Labor and Politics
The Haymarket affair took place amid an outburst of independent labor political activity. One study
has identified more than 100 local political tickets associated with the Knights of Labor between 1886
and 1888, from Anniston, Alabama, to Whitewater, Wisconsin. Their major aim was to end the use of
public and private police forces and court injunctions against strikes and labor organizations. At least
sixty achieved some kind of electoral success. In Kansas City, a coalition of Black and Irish American
workers and middle-class voters elected Tom Hanna as mayor. He proceeded to side with unions
rather than employers in industrial disputes.

The most celebrated labor campaign took place in New York City, where in 1886, somewhat to his
own surprise, Henry George found himself thrust into the role of labor’s candidate for mayor. A few
days after the dedication of the Statue of Liberty, New Yorkers flocked to the polls. Nearly 70,000
voted for George, who finished second, eclipsing the total of the Republican candidate, Theodore
Roosevelt, and coming close to defeating Democrat Abram Hewitt.

In a political system that within living memory had witnessed the disappearance of the Whig Party,
the rise and fall of the Know-Nothings, and the emergence of the Republicans, the events of 1886
suggested that labor might be on the verge of establishing itself as a permanent political force. In fact,
that year marked the high point of the Knights of Labor. Facing increasing employer hostility and
linked by the press to the violence and radicalism associated with the Haymarket events, the Knights
soon declined. The major parties, moreover, proved remarkably resourceful in appealing to labor
voters.

Glossary
Great Railroad Strike



A series of demonstrations, some violent, held nationwide in support of striking railroad
workers in Martinsburg, West Virginia, who refused to work due to wage cuts.

Knights of Labor
Founded in 1869, the first national union; it lasted, under the leadership of Terence V. Powderly,
only into the 1890s; supplanted by the American Federation of Labor.

single tax
Concept of taxing only landowners as a remedy for poverty, promulgated by Henry George in
Progress and Poverty (1879).

Social Gospel
Ideals preached by liberal Protestant clergymen in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries; advocated the application of Christian principles to social problems generated by
industrialization.

Haymarket affair
Violence during an anarchist protest at Haymarket Square in Chicago on May 4, 1886; the
deaths of eight, including seven policemen, led to the trial of eight anarchist leaders for
conspiracy to commit murder.



THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE WEST
Nowhere did capitalism penetrate more rapidly or dramatically than in the trans-Mississippi West,
whose “vast, trackless spaces,” as the poet Walt Whitman called them, were now absorbed into the
expanding economy. At the close of the Civil War, the frontier of continuous white settlement did not
extend very far beyond the Mississippi River. To the west lay millions of acres of fertile and mineral-
rich land roamed by giant herds of buffalo whose meat and hides provided food, clothing, and shelter
for a population of more than 250,000 Indians.

In 1893, the historian Frederick Jackson Turner gave a celebrated lecture, “The Significance of the
Frontier in American History,” in which he argued that on the western frontier the distinctive qualities
of American culture were forged: individual freedom, political democracy, and economic mobility.
The West, he added, acted as a “safety valve,” drawing off those dissatisfied with their situation in the
East and therefore counteracting the threat of social unrest. Turner’s was one of the most influential
interpretations of American history ever developed. But his lecture summarized attitudes toward the
West that had been widely shared among Americans long before 1893. Ever since the beginning of
colonial settlement in British North America, the West—a region whose definition shifted as the
population expanded—had been seen as a place of opportunity.

Many Americans did indeed experience the westward movement in the way Turner described it. From
farmers moving into Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois in the decades after the American Revolution to
prospectors who struck it rich in the California gold rush of the mid-nineteenth century, millions of
Americans and immigrants from abroad found in the westward movement a path to economic
opportunity. But Turner seemed to portray the West as an empty space before the coming of white
settlers. In fact, of course, it was already inhabited by Native Americans, who bore the brunt of
westward expansion as people from the East invaded their homelands. Moreover, the West was hardly
a uniform paradise of small, independent farmers. Landlords, railroads, and mining companies in the
West also utilized Mexican migrant and indentured labor, Chinese working on long-term contracts,
and, until the end of the Civil War, African American slaves.

A Diverse Region
The West, of course, was hardly a single area. West of the Mississippi River lay a variety of regions,
all marked by remarkable physical beauty—the Great Plains, the Rocky Mountains, the desert of the
Southwest, the Sierra Nevada, and the valleys and coastline of California and the Pacific Northwest. It
would take many decades before individual settlers and corporate business enterprises penetrated all
these areas. But the process was far advanced by the end of the nineteenth century.



Having been granted millions of acres of land by the federal and state governments, railroads
sought to encourage emigration to the West by both Americans and immigrants so that they could
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