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5.1.2.4: The End of Reconstruction
Reconstruction concluded when national attention turned away from the integration of former slaves as equal citizens. White
Democrats recaptured southern politics. Between 1868 and 1877, and accelerating after the Depression of 1873, national interest in
Reconstruction dwindled as economic issues moved to the foreground. The biggest threat to Republican power in the South was
violence and intimidation by white conservatives, staved off by the presence of federal troops in key southern cities. But the United
States never committed the manpower required to restore order, if such a task was even possible. Reconstruction finally ended with
the contested Presidential election of 1876. Republican Rutherford B. Hayes was given the presidency in exchange for the
withdrawal of federal troops from the South. But by 1876, the vast majority of federal troops had already left.

Republicans and Democrats responded to the economic declines by shifting attention from Reconstruction to economic recovery.
War weary from nearly a decade of bloody military and political strife, so-called Stalwart Republicans turned from idealism,
focusing their efforts on economics and party politics. They grew to particular influence during Ulysses S. Grant’s first term (1868-
1872). After the death of Thaddeus Stevens in 1868 and the political alienation of Charles Sumner by 1870, Stalwart Republicans
assumed primacy in Republican Party politics, putting Reconstruction on the defensive within the very party leading it.

Meanwhile, New Departure Democrats gained strength by distancing themselves from pro-slavery Democrats and Copperheads.
They focused on business, economics, political corruption, and trade, instead of Reconstruction. In the South, New Departure
Democrats were called Redeemers, and were initially opposed by Southerners who clung tightly to white supremacy and the
Confederacy. But between 1869 and 1871, their home rule platform, asserting that good government was run by locals—meaning
white Democrats, rather than black or white Republicans—helped end Reconstruction in three important states: Tennessee,
Virginia, and Georgia.

In September 1873, Jay Cooke and Company declared bankruptcy, resulting in a bank run that spiraled into a six-year depression.
The Depression of 1873 destroyed the nation’s fledgling labor movement and helped quell northerners’ remaining idealism about
Reconstruction. In the South, many farms were capitalized entirely through loans. After 1873, most sources of credit vanished,
forcing many landowners to default, driving them into an over-saturated labor market. Wages plummeted, contributing to the
growing system of debt peonage in the South that trapped workers in endless cycles of poverty. The economic turmoil enabled the
Democrats to take control of the House of Representatives after the 1874 elections.

On the eve of the 1876 Presidential election, the nation still reeled from depression. The Grant administration found itself no longer
able to intervene in the South due to growing national hostility to interference in southern affairs. Scandalous corruption in the
Grant Administration had sapped the national trust. By 1875, Democrats in Mississippi hatched the Mississippi Plan, a wave of
violence designed to suppress black voters. The state’s Republican governor urged federal involvement, but national Republicans
ignored the plea.

Meanwhile, the Republican candidate for governor of Ohio, Rutherford B. Hayes, won big without mentioning Reconstruction,
focusing instead on avoiding corruption, recovering the economy, and discouraging alcohol use. His success entered him into the
running as a potential Presidential candidate. The stage was set for an election that would end Reconstruction as a national issue.

Republicans chose Rutherford B. Hayes as their nominee while Democrats chose Samuel J. Tilden, who ran on honest politics and
home rule in the South. Allegations of voter fraud and intimidation emerged in the three states where Reconstruction held strong.
Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina would determine the president. Indeed, those elections were fraught with violence and fraud
because of the impunity with which white conservatives felt they could operate in detering Republican voters. A special electoral
commission voted along party lines—eight Republicans for, seven Democrats against—in favor of Hayes.

Democrats threatened to boycott Hayes’ inauguration. Rival governments arose claiming to recognize Tilden as the rightfully
elected President. Republicans, fearing another sectional crisis, reached out to Democrats. In the Compromise of 1877 Democrats
conceded the presidency to Hayes on the promise that all remaining troops would be removed from the South. In March 1877,
Hayes was inaugurated; in April, the remaining troops were ordered out of the South. The Compromise allowed southern
Democrats to return to power, no longer fearing reprisal from federal troops or northern politicians for their flagrant violence and
intimidation of black voters.

After 1877, Republicans no longer had the political capital to intervene in the South in cases of violence and electoral fraud. In
certain locations with large populations of African Americans like South Carolina, freedpeople continued to hold some local offices
for several years. Yet, with its most revolutionary aims thwarted by 1868, and economic depression and political turmoil taking
even its most modest promises off the table by the early 1870s, most of the promises of Reconstruction were unmet.
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Conclusion
The end of Reconstruction, and the federal government’s attempts to create a bi-racial democracy in the former Confederate states,
ushered in a new era of white supremacy. After taking back control of state legislatures, conservative white Democrats created new
state Constitutions that disfranchised black voters through arbitrary literary tests and burdensome poll taxes. Southern legislators
also passed stringent new segregation or “Jim Crow” laws that rigidly segregated black and white passengers on trains and street
cars and prohibited or limited African-American access to public places such as libraries, parks, hotels, and restaurants.

The federal government’s failure to maintain the promises and ideals of Reconstruction meant that African-Americans would
continue to fight for civil rights and equality throughout the late nineteenth and twentieth century. Only in the 1960s, during what
some historians call the Second Reconstruction, would federal legislation finally strike down voter and segregation laws passed
after the first Reconstruction that denied civil rights and equality under the law to African-Americans.
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