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Civil Rights Hand-Out (5): 
The End of Reconstruction and “Jim Crow”
Introduction  
By the fourth quarter of the nineteenth century, the reconstruction  movement was suffering reverses for a number of reasons: popular opposition in the South, the Ku Klux Klan, the ambivalent attitude of the Presidency  and challenges from the Supreme Court. 
1. White resistance to reconstruction  
(i) Lynching 

The murder of black people, on falsified charges of rape and other crimes, became increasingly common in the closing years of the 19th century. 

· In 1892 alone 235 black Americans were lynched in the USA.

Lynching was an effective way of spreading fear in the black communities, and pushing black people into abandoning the South for the West and the North. 

(ii) The New Orleans Disturbances  

During the 1868 and 1872 presidential elections the Democratic Party in New Orleans rioted to prevent black Americans from voting.  They felt that their cause had been strengthened by the ambivalent attitude towards civil rights of Pres. Grant and the ending of the Ku Klux Klan trials. 

· Their slogan was for a “white man’s government.”
On 14 September 1874  3,500 members of the White League gathered in New Orleans to protest against the election of the State governor William Pitt Kellog, a Republican. 

3,600 state policemen and black militia soldiers, under General James Longstreet (a former Confederate commander) faced the White League.  However they lacked the will to resist the White Leaguers, who succeeded in capturing Longstreet  and driving his men from Liberty Place in central New Orleans. 
The Installation of Governor McEnerny 

The White League then forcibly installed John McEnerny (Dem.), who was governor for three days. 

Pres. Grant ordered Federal troops to New Orleans. When they arrived McEnerny  and his supporters withdrew, and Governor Kellogg was re-instated. 

Significance of the “battle of Liberty Place” 

· The Battle of Liberty Place showed the fragility of the rule of law in the Southern States, and the fact that the Presidency was reliance on force to uphold election results. 

(iii) The Democratic seizure of power in the Southern States:  

Like Louisiana, the state of Mississipi had a large grass-roots movement “The Mississipi Plan”  against black American civil rights. 

The leader of this movement was James Zachariah George, head of the Democratic State Executive Committee. They founded unlawful armed groups disguised as rifle clubs and sabre clubs. 

Their purpose was to threaten black voters and supporters of the Republican Party. 

The Vicksburg Riots:   In December 1874 a group called the Red Shirts started rioting in Tennessee that cost the lives of 75 blacks. 
The Democrat take-over of Mississipi (1875):  
· The Red Shirts were so effective at intimidating voters that they succeeded in frightening black voters from the Poll.  Even though there was a majority of black voters in the State, it voted Democrat. 

The Gubernatorial Election in South Carolina: 

In 1876 the Red Shirts used similar tactics in South Carolina, where they secured the election of an anti-reconstruction Democrat, Wade Hampton III. 

Louisiana and Florida:  also acquired Democrat governors through the works of the white supremacists.  

During 1872 the Republican Party divided over the issue of race.  This helped the Democrats to assert their hold over the Southern states. 
· By 1876 only South Carolina, Florida and Louisiana had reconstruction governments. 

2. The 1876 Presidential Election  

Rutherford Hayes (Rep.) was elected, but only narrowly defeated the democrat Samuel Tilden. 

As part of the deal that allowed him to enter the White House, Hayes agreed to withdraw Federal soldiers from the states of South Carolina and Louisiana. 

· Hayes’ inauguration on 5 March 1877 coincided with the murder of a number of blacks in riots in the South.  Effectively, the Federal government conceded defeat in the reconstruction campaign in the South. 

3. The Jim Crow Laws
Named after a popular “minstrel” song performed by a white man who had “blacked up” to imitate an African American, Jim Crow referred to a period of white supremacy at the end of the nineteenth century.
The Jim Crow laws destroyed the civil rights of Black Americans throughout the South.  Their power lay in the fact that the Supreme Court of the USA  proved willing to strike down some of the key laws passed in the Reconstruction period. 

(i) The Slaughterhouse Case (1873): This had nothing directly to do with Civil Rights, as it was brought by butchers from New Orleans who took a case to the Federal Courts complaining about a meat monopoly enforced by the State of Louisiana. They claimed that the 14th Amendment had been infringed. The Supreme Court decided that citizens’ rights should be decided at the state level and not at the Federal level. This had serious consequences for black voters in the South.
(ii)   The striking down of the 1875 Civil Rights Act 
· In 1883 the Supreme Court struck down the 1875 Act as unconstitutional. 

The southern states had argued that civil and voting rights were determined by individual states, not by Federal government. 

(iii)    The failure of the 1890 Bill to supervise Southern elections 

In 1890 the government proposed a law in Congress to protect blacks from intimidation when trying to vote. However, the Southern states blocked the passage of the law. 

(iv) Loopholes in the Fifteenth Amendment  

During the 1890s some of the Southern states exploited loopholes in the 15th Amendment. These allowed the states to impose voting qualifications, such as literacy, or proving that the voter’s grandfather had been enfranchised. 

· State of Mississipi vs. Williams (1898)

This case established the right of states to use boards of registrars to determine whether an individual be allowed to vote. 

· By 1915 every southern state in the USA had qualifications designed to prevent black people from voting. 
4. The Plessy vs. Ferguson case 

This was landmark verdict that symbolised the triumph of White Southern separatism against the Reconstruction movement. 
(i) The background to the case:  During the later nineteenth century public transport was segregated in many of the Southern states, starting with Louisiana in 1878. Black-only carriages were known as “Jim Crow coaches”.
In 1892 a Louisiana-based Civil Rights group called the Citizens’ Committee set up a confrontation between two of their members in a whites-only railway carriage, in which a white man challenged a fair-skinned black (Homer Plessy) about his racial background.  The case was taken to the State courts, and Judge Ferguson ruled that the State had the right to segregate travel. 

The Citizens’ Committee appealed to the Supreme Court, which, in a majority verdict, declared that the Federal authorities were powerless to enforce laws to prevent racial difference. 
· States were acting within the law providing that facilities were “separate but equal.”
Consequences: The Plessy vs. Ferguson had very important implications for the segregation of the races on public transport in the Southern States. It allowed the enforcement of segregation in daily life. 
· “separate but equal” also extended to other aspects of public life. In effect, facilities for Black Americans were separate but hardly ever of equal quality. In effect it was a way of keeping black people down through giving them poorer public services. 

5. Cumming vs. Board of Education
The second major area of segregation in daily life, after transport, was education. 

In 1897 the State of Georgia closed Ware High School, the first publicly funded high school for Black Americans in the state. 

In response a group of black citizens, including J. W. Cumming, bought a case against Richmond County Board of Education.  They demanded that either Ware remain open or the white school be closed. 
· The Supreme Court ruled that the Education Board could not be compelled to close the white school, and had the right to close the black one. 

Consequences: This verdict did for education what Plessy vs. Ferguson did for transport. Education boards now felt that they had the green light to close black schools. In many parts of the south, blacks were only allowed primary school education. 
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