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The Realities of Reconstruction

Although Lincoln’s intentions of the Reconstruction Act were to reunify the United States and to reestablish order in the South, the plan was ineffective because seceding states were politically and economically exploited by the North and were reverted back to their original forms of government once the northerners left, which permitted the South to enforce strict laws against African Americans. In 1865, the ex-Confederate states accepted the Thirteenth Amendment, which outlawed slavery in the United States. This was the initial step to reestablishing the severed ties between the North and the South. Two years later, Congress enacted the Reconstruction Act that divided the South into five military districts to be controlled by five Northern generals. The United States Congress, who possessed little trust the South, closely kept an eye on the local governments and the elections of the southern states for many years. Multiple Republican regimes were installed in place of old southern government systems. Most ex-Confederate leaders began to resent the North because they were strongly opposed to giving the South the right to vote or hold an office position. Congress was even against the idea of seating a southern congressman. Once the United States removed their troops from the South, many of the ex-Confederate states installed pre-Civil war governments. These “redeemer” governments created laws that imposed harsh discrimination against the African Americans living in the southern states.

During Reconstruction era, many people from the North traveled to the seceding states to gain profits and spread ideals. These people from the North were dubbed as “carpetbaggers” because Northerners used carpet-made bags to carry their belongings to the South. A handful of northern whites moved to the South to become reformers because they wanted to improve the southern society by suggesting various reconstruction programs, such as public schools and railroads. However, a majority of the whites who came from the North wanted to reap political and financial benefits. While Reconstruction remained in the South, the native southerners could not hold high-ranking positions. Northerners arrived in the South to take up these empty political seats. Nevertheless, the new political leaders turned into corrupt crooks. These “carpetbaggers” established strong ties with the freed slaves and the white southern Republicans, who were nicknamed the “scalawags,” to manipulate ex-Confederate states to financially benefit themselves by embezzling money. Southern railroads were all subsidized and were mainly harnessed by the new corrupt leaders of the South. By 1870, about 21 % of the South’s railroads were controlled by the northerners and 19 % of the directors were from the North. One “carpetbagger,” Milton Littlefield, was known as the “Prince of Carpetbaggers.” He distributed about $200,000 in bribes to other powerful leaders in the South to win the support of the legislature for state money of his railroads, according to Eric Foner. Other notorious “carpetbaggers” like Henry C. Warmoth, a Louisiana Republican governor, and George E. Spencer, a U.S. Senator, used their positions in the government to trade in state bonds for their personal benefit and embezzle money, respectively.

Republican-imposed governments were removed from the South after the Reconstruction. A handful of southern state governments realized that they could return to “redeemer” governments, which were basically pro-southern Democratic governments that could erase the Republican-installed governments. The South was extremely corrupt under these governments; these white supremacy governments severely crippled programs of the state governments that benefited the lower class, such as public education, welfare institutions, and even cut back public aid to corporations and railroads. The salaries of politicians were also lowered by these “redeemer” governments. The Ku Klux Klan (KKK), which was formed by Confederate veterans in the South during the Reconstruction era, steadily gained popularity. The KKK instilled fear within blacks and white Republicans by various acts of violence which included threats, tarring and feathering, and murder. The Ku Klux Klan became so violent that the federal government had to pass the Force Acts to prosecute the crimes of the Klan. In response to blacks, the United States Congress made an effort to help colored people by creating programs like the Freedman’s Bureau, which was created from the Freedman’s Bureau Act, to assist African Americans in the South by providing food, clothing, shelter, health care, and jobs. Properties of ex-Confederates were confiscated and divided into plots of land for blacks. Although, this government program had very strong intentions to help the African Americans, it was corrupt. Only a few of the blacks actually received their new plots of land and health care was not as good as it should have been. If the North had stayed in the South, black suffrage could have been reinforced and attained earlier.

As soon as the northerners ceased to occupy the South, African Americans were no longer protected from harsh discrimination and immoral laws. In 1876, the Jim Crow Laws were enacted in the South. These laws restricted working and voting rights of the blacks. Many African Americans, who were slaves prior to the Civil War, met a similar fate after the war because they could not find any other types of work; those who could not find jobs were pressured into sharecropping. This was common among many blacks in major parts of the South. In certain ex-Confederate states, African Americans could only make their living as farmers or sharecroppers since the Jim Crow laws forbid blacks to rent land. Colored people agreed to sharecrop because it became their last chance of survival in the South. In this type of agricultural system, a landowner allowed a tenant to farm a part of his or her land in exchange for a portion of the tenant’s crops as payment. If certain variables prevented a sharecropper from producing good crops, such as unsuitable weather or poor soil, he or she would have to work the following year in order to pay the landowner off for using the plot of land for two years. Gradually, black sharecroppers were dragged into an endless cycle of debt. Eventually, the children and grandchildren of sharecroppers were burdened to pay off the fines. Orphans of African American descent were frequently abused by whites in the South, who adopted the young kids to serve them as future child laborers. Various working codes that were implemented on blacks in the Jim Crow laws included that colored people were not allowed to serve on a jury in court of law, were not allowed cuss at white people, and could not join “chain gangs,” which were referred to large groups or mobs of black people. As if crippling the working rights of colored people weren’t enough, the white southerners wanted to withhold more power from African Americans by denying them the right to vote. White southerners experimented with many mischievous methods that included a grandfather clause, poll taxes, and literacy tests, which all became effective plans to prevent blacks from voting. The grandfather clause was used to “verify” the voting status of a black person. It said that if a black had a grandfather who had been a slave, they were not eligible to vote. Essentially, this law fully excluded blacks from choosing political candidates. Poll taxes, which applied only to black voters, also discouraged African Americans from voting because most of them did not have extra spending money since a vast majority of the blacks were either low-waged farmers or sharecroppers. Many were on an extremely tight budget. Blacks had to decide what they wanted to do with their hard-earned money; would they use it to pick a political leader or use the money to support their family instead? In addition, literacy tests played a strong role in barring blacks from casting a ballot. African Americans, who were not very educated and were also prohibited from learning literacy, were required to read difficult passages to demonstrate that they were “literate” enough to vote. However, blacks did not receive education so they could not read. Intimidation was another strong offensive the southern whites used to drive off the blacks from polling. Finally, the Fifthteenth Amendment, which was ratified in 1870, did not allow the voting process to be affected by a person’s race, color, or slavery bondage.

Lincoln’s assassination always posed the question of whether Reconstruction would have been different or the same. From the beginnings of Reconstruction, the president had made up his mind to help out the southerners by rebuilding their war-torn land. The last thing Lincoln would want to do was to punish the losers of the war because this would spark bitterness from the ex-Confederates. Lincoln advocated for the use of the “Ten Percent Plan”, which stated that only 10 % of the state’s electorate had to take a loyalty oath to be readmitted into United States Congress; slavery was also asked to be fully abolished. Congress, who believed the punishment of the South was too lenient, rejected the 10 % plan and they proposed the Wade-Davis Bill. Compared to the “Ten Percent Plan,” the Wade-Davis Bill had required a majority of roughly 50 % of the state’s electorate to take a loyalty oath. This, of course, was a lot stricter and would inevitably punish the South. Lincoln had vetoed this bill, in part because he knew that the bill would upset the southerners. Lincoln’s main priority was to quickly rejoin the South with the North, creating one unified nation. However, he never saw the day when all of the states were readmitted into the United States of America. Lincoln was assassinated on April 14, 1865 just as the war was coming to a close. Many people in the North and the South were devastated, primarily in the southern states because they realized that Lincoln was only trying to combine the Confederates and the Union together in the quickest manner. The vice president, Andrew Johnson, succeeded Lincoln; he trailed the footsteps of Lincoln by allowing the South to have their own elections in 1865, but Congress refused to seat Confederate leaders because they felt that the southerners had betrayed the United States when they separated from them and created the Confederate States of America. The United States Congress felt that they should not give the Confederate traitors the right to have a seat nor representation.

	Reconstruction in the South had failed because the whole objective of the act was to reestablish order in the South and to reunite the North and the South. Many factors, such as “carpetbaggers” and “scalawags”, “redeemer” governments, and the Jim Crow laws defined the failure of the Reconstruction Act. Some northerners moved to the South in hopes of politically changing the Southern atmosphere while others had the thoughts of financially benefiting themselves. The Republican-installed governments never took root after in the South. White supremacy governments, also known as “redeemer” governments, reinforced the power of the ex-Confederates. These governments removed funding for public education, welfare, and many other programs that were designed to benefit the poor. During the Reconstruction era, the Ku Klux Klan emerged and demonstrated their hatred against the blacks and the northern Republican whites by protesting and lynching them. African Americans were affected the most by the Reconstruction because they faced the terrible realities of discrimination which not only prohibited their right to vote, but also limited the variety of employment blacks could do. If Lincoln was still alive during the Reconstruction era, he would have ensured the equality of blacks among a white-dominated society. The KKK would have not existed and the Freedman’s Bureau would have been less corrupt. The Reconstruction act would have been successful to a point, but Americans will never truly know the possibilities of what could have occurred if Lincoln had not been assassinated.
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