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The End Of Slavery And The Reconstruction 
Of The United States 

Emancipation Of The Slaves 

In the severing of ties that had bound black and white families 
and churches to one another under slavery, the coming together 
of blacks in an explosion of institution building, and the political 
and cultural fusion of former free blacks and former slaves, 
Reconstruction witnessed the birth of the modern black 
community. (Foner, p. 102) 

After their emancipation, black men and women had to travel a long, 
hard road to full-fledged citizenship and equality with whites in this country. 
Some still say that equality has yet to be accomplished by our society. 

As . . . Kelsey shrewdly recognized,. . . "[t]he sole ambition of the 
freedman at the present time [1865] appears to be to become the 
owner of a little piece of land, there to erect a humble home, and 
to dwell in peace and security at his own free will and 
pleasure . . . ."(Foner, p. 109) 

Families Together Again 

The first and foremost goal in the freedmen's minds was to reunite their 
families that had been ripped asunder by slave sales. Once families were 
together, they could begin to build lives for themselves, educate themselves, 
establish churches, and eventually own a little piece of America. 

Educational Pursuits 

One of the most evident desires of the freedmen was to become educated 
themselves and to educate their children. This opened a job-market for some 
of the more educated black people. ". . . [S]ons and daughters of prominent 
free families, . . . fanned out into the South Carolina countryside as 
teachers . . . ." (Foner, p. 102) The desire for learning led to the migration of 
families in search of a good education for their children. These schools were 
not simply for the children, however, many adults went to school to learn to 
read the Bible. They considered it extremely important to be able to read the 
word of God. 
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Religion Plays A Major Part 

Establishing churches was another important goal the freedmen had for 

themselves. Many religious groups met anyplace they could: old, abandoned 

railroad cars, schoolhouses, and even fields. Most of the preachers in these 

"home-made" churches were black men. This provided jobs for somewhat 

literate freedmen with some understanding of the Bible. 

One visitor to the South remarked . . . , that such men "are 

rather preachers because they are leaders than leaders because 

they are preachers," for, as one of the few available positions of 

power and prestige, the ministry inevitably attracted those with 

leadership potential. (Foner, p.93) 

Many preachers eventually became election registrars and candidates for 

office because they were among the few literate blacks in most communities. 

Hard Work: Does It Pay Off? 

For blacks, the end of slavery meant an end to unrequited toil, not the end 

of labor. 

"We scorn and treat with contempt the allegation . . . that we 

understand Freedom to mean idleness and indolence," a mass 

meeting of Petersburg, Virginia blacks resolved in June, 1865. 

"But we do understand Freedom to mean industry and the 

enjoyment of the legitimate fruits thereof." (Foner, p.103) 

Southern Whites believed that blacks would not work of their own will, that 

they had to be threatened in order to be productive. 

Agent John E. Bryant explained: "No man loves to work 

naturally. Interest or necessity induces him to labor . . . . Why 

does the white man labor? That he may acquire property and 

the means of purchasing the comforts and luxuries of life. The 

colored man will labor for the same reason." (Foner, p.156-157) 

Slavery and Reconstruction 



Alternatives To Working On White Plantations 

Many freedmen moved into cities to find an alternative to plantation 

labor. This flooded the labor market, and thus caused most urban blacks to 

accept low-wage, menial employment. 

Reconstruction witnessed the rise of new, segregated, urban 

geography: "the main town, populated principally by whites, 

and containing the finest structures; and the 'free town' . . . , 

consisting chiefly of wretched log cabins." (Foner, p.82) 

Another alternative to working for their former owners was renting 

and/or sharecropping, which made each family responsible for its own plot of 

land and placed a premium on the labor of all family members. Although 

black men wanted their wives or children to keep house and go to school, 

women and children frequently worked as seasonal field labor. Thus, 

emancipation did not eliminate wage labor by women and children, it simply 

altered control over their labor. 

There was not much work for black women in society at that time. 

Whites thought that black women who stayed home and kept house were 

lazy. They either wanted blacks working in the fields or working as servants 

in their homes. "Many contemporaries, who viewed white women who 

remained at home as paragons of the domestic ideal, saw their black 

counterparts as lazy and slightly ludicrous." (Foner, p.85)Black women were 

terribly reluctant to go to work as domestic servants in white households, and 

those who did refused to be live-in servants. Being servants in white 

households was too much like slave conditions presumably of the past. 

The Pursuit Of Land 

Above all, the desire to escape from white supervision inspired in the 

freedmen the quest for land of their own. 

Owning land, the freedmen believed, would "complete their 

independence." Without land, there could be no economic 

autonomy, for their labor would continue to be subject to 

exploitation by their former owners. (Foner, p.104) 
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Following their emancipation, American blacks believed that the federal 

government had committed itself to land distribution. However, most blacks 

lacked the ability to purchase land, and whites refused to give them credit or 

sell them property. Therefore, most freedmen entered the world of free labor 

as wage or share workers on land owned by whites. 

Some freedmen claimed part of their former owners' land as their own, 

claiming, "(t]he property which they hold was nearly all earned by the sweat 

of our brows." (Foner, p.105) Although few freedmen actually kept land 

seized in this manner, some did manage to "obtain land through other 

means, squatting on unoccupied real estate . . . , buying tiny city plots, or 

cooperatively purchasing farms and plantations." Blacks who acquired land 

planted mostly food crops, content to be self-sufficient and not produce cotton 

for the market. 

Most whites wanted to continue having blacks work the land. To ensure 

fairness to the former slaves, the government made labor contracts 

mandatory. The whites were not happy with the idea of contracting black 

labor when they used to get it for free. The contracts also limited the whites' 

control over the laborers. Harsh treatment of blacks was no longer tolerated 

by the government. 

John F. Couts . . . confirmed that for many whites the 

[Freedman's] Bureau's presence was a humiliation: "The Agent 

of the Bureau . . . requires citizens (former owners) to make and 

enter into written contracts for the hire of their own negroes . . . . 

In the name of God how long is such things to last?" 

(Foner, p. 168) 

This opinion was extremely common among white people at this time. They 

still did not consider the former slaves citizens of the United States. 

The freedmen were no more cooperative than the whites. They refused 

either to sign labor contracts or to leave the plantations, insisting instead that 

they were "entitled to a part of the farm after all the work [they] had done on 

it." (Foner, p. 105) However, many of the elderly blacks, who were too old to 

work the land, "insisted that their owners' responsibilities had not died with 
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bondage." (Foner, p.106-107) They expected to be housed and fed until they 
died in payment for all the work they had done under slavery. 

Slavery Continues 

Most soldiers and police did not treat the freedmen any differently after 
slavery than before. Blacks were not allowed to travel without passes from 
their employers or be on the streets at night. Unemployed blacks were 
arrested, or "rounded up" and sent to the countryside and forced to sign labor 
contracts to work on plantations. 

"There are today as many houseless, homeless, poor wandering, 

idle white men in the South, as there are Negroes," noted 
Mississippi Bureau head Samuel Thomas in 1865. But "idle" 
white men were never required to sign labor contracts or 
ordered to leave Southern cities for the countryside-a fact that 
made a mockery of the Bureau's professed goal of equal 
treatment of the freedmen. (Foner, p.167) 

The blacks believed that although the government said they were free, 
slavery was not quite dead in the South. Low wages, poor treatment of men, 
women, and children alike, and the desire to have complete rule over the 
black workers shed light on the feelings of the whites at the time. 

Face-To-Face With Violence 

The blacks faced much violence in their journey to equality, with it 
usually being the whites as the aggressors and the blacks as the victims. 
There are virtually no cases of blacks attacking whites on record, however, 
there are some cases of blacks attacking blacks. 

Probably the most evident reason for the violence was disputes arising 
from black efforts to assert their freedom from control by their former 
owners. 

Freedmen were assaulted and murdered for attempting to leave 
plantations, disputing contract settlements, not laboring in the 
manner desired by their employers, attempting to buy or rent 
land, and resisting whippings. (Foner, p.121) 
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Many people acted as if slavery had never been abolished. Whites were 
enraged when they were not treated with the respect they had demanded, and 
received, under slavery, and blacks were upset when they were not treated as 
equals, and this usually caused violence. 

The Freedman's Bureau had trouble keeping order in most areas. 
"Perhaps the greatest failing of the Freedman's Bureau was that it never quite 
comprehended the depths of racial antagonism and class conflict in the 
postwar South." (Foner, p. 170) 

The Fight For Equality 

The Civil Rights fight began in 1865, at the political conventions. Here 
they 

demanded the full gamut of opportunities and privileges 
enjoyed by whites, from access to education to the right to bear 
arms, serve on juries, establish newspapers, assemble peacefully, 
"enter upon all the avenues of agriculture, commerce, [and] 

trade," and "develop our whole being by all the appliances that 
belong to civilized society." (Foner, p.113) 

Isham Sweat, who wrote the address for North Carolina's convention, 
thought that no state could possibly have a republican government if all men 
were not equal before the law. 

Delegates to the political conventions in 1865 had many important issues 
to discuss, however, [t]he delegates' central preoccupation, however, was 
equality before the law and the suffrage." (Foner, p.114) 

Once black men, women, and children were free, they were not at once 
treated as citizens of this nation. They had yet another war to fight for their 
independence. This war was long and hard, and may not be over as of yet. 

They were not educated, so, therefore, jobs were hard to find. The whites 
were vehemently against the freedmen's emergence into the society that in 
the past had been so terribly exclusive. They, therefore, were a great obstacle 
for the freedmen to overcome. 
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In today's society, there are still those who believe that the black person is 
inferior to the white person, that the white person can perform a job better 
than a black person. This is simply not true. These people suffered much 
hatred and violence on the road to full-fledged citizenship. Today's society 
needs to look beyond skin color and realize that some people are black, some 
people are white, but all people are human. 
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