
Wade Hampton’s im-
posing statue, 15 feet tall and 17 feet long, greets visitors to the South Carolina
state house. Hampton, a Confederate general in the Civil War, “the Savior of
South Carolina,” was one of the largest slaveholders in South Carolina and a
member of its legislature when it became the ªrst state to secede from the
Union. After the Civil War ended, Hampton allied with the Red Shirts, a white
supremacist paramilitary group that supported the Democratic Party by sup-
pressing Black voters and intimidating white Southerners whom they feared
might support the Radical Republican agenda of Black equality.1 In essence,
the Red Shirts were a South Carolinian version of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK),
which operated in several other states.2 During the 1876 presidential election,
the Red Shirts drove the formerly enslaved from their homes, barred them
from voting, and murdered at least 150 of them. One historian called the Red
Shirts, the KKK, and similar groups “a terrorist arm of the Democratic Party.”3

In that election, Hampton became South Carolina’s ªrst Democratic governor,
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after ten years of Radical Republican dominance, and later represented the
Palmetto State in the U.S. Senate.

The story of Hampton’s victory is the story, in miniature, of how white su-
premacists overturned the verdict of the United States’ bloodiest conºict. Vio-
lence during Reconstruction (1867–77) claimed the lives of many Republicans
and prevented many others from voting, enabling the Democrats to seize
control of the South. The number of people white supremacists killed dur-
ing Reconstruction is unknown, but it is probably in the high thousands or
even tens of thousands.4 Thousands more were displaced, leaving their homes
in the countryside for safer cities or ºeeing their states altogether.5 After
Reconstruction, Democrats used their control of state governments to enact a
mix of poll taxes, grandfather clauses, literacy requirements, and character
tests, while white vigilante groups continued their lynchings and beatings.
The process did not occur instantaneously or uniformly across the South, but
its effects were nonetheless devastating over time. In South Carolina, there
were more than 90,000 Black voters in 1876; by the end of the century, this
number had fallen to fewer than 3,000.6

White supremacist violence destroyed the remarkable political progress that
had been made by the formerly enslaved. During Reconstruction, 17 Black
Americans served in the U.S. Congress, more than 600 in state legislatures, and
hundreds more in local ofªces throughout the South. Voters in Alabama,
Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, and South Carolina
all elected Black leaders to national ofªce. By the end of the century, this num-
ber had declined to a few scattered local ofªceholders. Not until 1967, almost
100 years after Reconstruction ended, did Black Americans return to the
Senate, when Edward Brooke of Massachusetts won his seat. The former
Confederate states became the “Solid South,” voting consistently for
Democratic candidates as a bloc well into the 1970s.

Why did Reconstruction fail? Why was the U.S. government unable and, at
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4. Robert Smalls, a leading Black politician of the time, estimated almost 50,000 dead during this
period, a ªgure that one leading contemporary historian of the era ªnds plausible. Douglas Eger-
ton, “Terrorized African-Americans Found Their Champion in Civil War Hero Robert Smalls,”
Smithsonian Magazine, September 2018, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/terrorized-
african-americans-champion-civil-war-hero-robert-smalls-180970031/.
5. Nell Irvin Painter, Exodusters: Black Migration to Kansas after Reconstruction (New York: W.W.
Norton, 1992); and Heather Cox Richardson, The Death of Reconstruction: Race, Labor, and Politics in
the Post–Civil War North, 1865–1901 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004), pp. 156–
182.
6. John Lewis and Archie E. Allen, “Black Voter Registration Efforts in the South,” Notre Dame Law
Review, Vol. 48, No. 1 (October 1972), pp. 107–108, https://scholarship.law.nd.edu/ndlr/vol48/
iss1/6.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/isec/article-pdf/46/1/53/1930243/isec_a_00410.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



times, unwilling to quell white supremacist political violence? How did white
Southerners emerge triumphant? What lessons can scholars and policymakers
learn from the political violence that emerged from this period? These are the
questions this article seeks to answer.

Historians have long repudiated the once-taught story of the end of
Reconstruction as a rejection of corrupt scalawags and carpetbaggers (pejora-
tive terms, respectively, for Southern white Republicans and Northern white
migrants who supported Reconstruction) and the racist view that the formerly
enslaved were unªt for politics. Scholars have recognized the tremendous po-
litical achievements that Black Americans attained in a short period of time
and the often-virtuous intentions of white Northerners and Southerners in
supporting greater equality.7 In recent years, political scientists have drawn on
this research and begun to examine Reconstruction in the context of bureau-
cratic capacity, taxation, education, and public ªnance—all important issues,
but none of which fully explains how white supremacists overturned democ-
racy in the South and disenfranchised and subjugated Black Americans.8

Political scientists, however, rarely consider Reconstruction part of the study
of political violence in comparative perspective.9 This is a mistake. In different
guises, the dynamics of Reconstruction appear around the world when, after a
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civil war, the victor seeks to change the political system and society of the
war’s loser. This article demonstrates that white supremacist violence during
Reconstruction can be understood through the lens of insurgency and terror-
ism against Black civilians and their white supporters and that other political
science literatures, such as those on post-conºict societies and on peacekeep-
ing, are also relevant. It identiªes the central role of this violence in ways
that scholars of national security, post-conºict societies, and political violence
would recognize: a contested occupation in a divided society after a bitter civil
war, successful countermobilization of traditional forces fearful of losing their
dominance, the formation of an insurgency, and uses of terrorism to intimi-
date. In various forms, these problems show up in U.S. occupations of
Afghanistan and Iraq and in postwar situations in countries as diverse as
Sri Lanka, Sudan, and Northern Ireland.

Although the Reconstruction era is notable for several important successes,
I argue that Reconstruction failed because white supremacists reversed Black
political gains after the Civil War through violence and that the federal gov-
ernment was unable, and at times unwilling, to stop them. The subsequent or-
der did not provide the formerly enslaved with security, political rights, social
equality, or economic freedom and eventually ensured their inequality under
the law. A successful Reconstruction would have been difªcult, but its failure
was not foreordained, as the federal government enjoyed several important
advantages in ªghting white supremacist violence. Nor do common explana-
tions for the failure of Reconstruction, including economic weaknesses and
class divisions, white Southerners’ willingness to prioritize other issues at the
expense of Black citizens, the Republicans’ difªculties mobilizing the formerly
enslaved to vote, and the presidential shift after Abraham Lincoln’s assassina-
tion to Andrew Johnson, fully explain this outcome. Rather, the white suprem-
acist campaign of violence proved decisive.10

Drawing on the comparative literature on civil wars, counterterrorism,
counterinsurgency, and postwar stabilization, this article identiªes a range of
structural and policy decisions that shaped the failure of Reconstruction. The
article contends that the structural conditions of the post–Civil War South re-
sembled those of a failed state and posed difªculties for Reconstruction’s pro-
ponents. Yet, these structural conditions were not insurmountable, and some
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conditions, such as the decisive nature of the Union’s triumph in the war, even
favored the federal government. Policy choices proved path dependent, how-
ever, and, in several instances during the Reconstruction era, the federal gov-
ernment’s unwillingness to suppress violence made future success far less
likely. Indeed, Reconstruction itself was a critical juncture in U.S. history, a pe-
riod when initial progress toward achieving racial equity and redressing the
failures of U.S. democracy took a tragic turn away from freedom and justice.

The failure to stop violence and protect the political gains of Reconstruction
was a policy failure: the U.S. government failed to coordinate and plan to sup-
press a nascent insurgency; failed to deploy enough troops or use the troops
with consistency; failed to consider other options to secure the rights of Black
Americans; and otherwise failed in its counterinsurgency and counter-
terrorism policies. Given their political difªculty, alternative paths that might
have made success more likely—arming the Black community, reshaping eco-
nomic power in the South, exploiting white divisions more effectively, plan-
ning for a backlash among the defeated white population, and extending the
occupation for decades more—either were not pursued or would not have
solved the problem of violence in the long term. In contrast, white Southerners
opposed to Reconstruction effectively mobilized their community, using ter-
rorism as an intimidation tactic to undermine Black political power and force
uncommitted white Southerners to their side.

Reconstruction’s many problems and ultimate failure both illustrate and
support existing theoretical arguments on counterinsurgency, post-conºict so-
cieties, and peacekeeping. The inºuence of structural factors such as economic
problems and collapsed governance on Reconstruction’s failure was pro-
nounced, but, on balance, structural factors were indeterminate. Leaders, in-
cluding President Johnson and President Ulysses S. Grant, played important
roles, but their actions cannot fully explain the federal government’s failure.
Rather, ºawed policies related to counterinsurgency, state building, and peace-
keeping contributed most to this outcome. Reconstruction’s architects failed
to sustain local Republican collaborators, manage commitment problems re-
lated to peacekeeping forces, and overcome the problem of illegitimacy com-
mon to outside forces seen as occupiers. Perhaps most important, they could
not sustain the will, and marshal associated troops and other resources, to sup-
press spoilers.

Reconstruction is poorly taught in most U.S. history classes, even though its
lessons and impact reverberate throughout U.S. society today. Reconstruction’s
failure illustrates four important policy implications for ongoing conºicts.
First, it suggests the dangers of half measures. The United States sought to
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dramatically reshape the American South on the cheap, in terms of both
troop levels and time. Second, when the U.S. government seeks to promote de-
mocracy in post-conºict societies, it must ensure the democratic rule of law,
without which elections can become instruments of tyranny. Third, failed ef-
forts to install democracy and rebuild governments can leave those who do
the most to make things better the most vulnerable. White, and especially
Black, Republican leaders in the South paid a heavy price for the failure of
Reconstruction. These ªndings illustrate a fourth, even more important impli-
cation: Reconstruction demonstrates that a common policy recommendation—
compromise with the losers after a civil war—is often fraught. Negotiations
and compromise can foster peace, but they may do so at the price of
social justice.

For U.S. scholars, using broader literatures to understand Reconstruction
integrates this era as a potential case for the study of divided societies, occupa-
tion, and other challenges thought only to happen abroad. As such, this article
seeks to be part of a wider scholarly effort to add events in the United States
such as the slaughter of Native Americans and race relations to the broader
comparative literature, rather than treating the United States as sui generis.

The article begins by presenting several hypotheses offered by historians
and political scientists for why efforts to reshape government and society after
civil wars fail, as happened in the case of Reconstruction. It focuses on three
categories: structural, federal-level policy decisions, and policy decisions at the
local level. The second section deªnes key terms, lays out my dependent vari-
able, and makes the case for counterfactual analysis. The third section reviews
the history of the Reconstruction period, focusing on the South’s economic
collapse, voting disputes, and especially white supremacist violence. The
fourth section explains the failure of the federal government to suppress
white supremacist violence, drawing on the theoretical factors identiªed in
the ªrst section to assess relevant issues. The ªfth section speculates on possi-
ble alternative policies and how they might have affected the chances of
Reconstruction’s success. The article concludes with a discussion of the lessons
of Reconstruction for understanding U.S. history, the study of post-conºict
peacebuilding, and interventions in divided societies.

Possible Factors Explaining Failure

Scholars working on counterterrorism, counterinsurgency, peacekeeping, war
termination, and related ªelds have hypothesized a number of factors that
could inºuence government success in preventing or stopping violence after a
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civil war and thus the ultimate success of any new political system imposed af-
ter a war ends. They ask, among other questions: How important is economic
development? What is the role of peacekeepers? Do individual leaders have a
signiªcant impact on outcomes? How important is the strength of state institu-
tions? How does prewar institutionalization and mobilization affect postwar
outcomes? How do spoilers shape success or failure?

Some of these hypothesized factors are structural elements beyond the con-
trol of policymakers. Others stress the agency of those involved and the notion
that different decisions on policy would have produced different results. Some
decisions are made at the national (in the U.S. system, the federal) level, con-
trolled by the president and Congress. Others are made at the subnational (in
the U.S. system, the state or county) level, involving actors on the ground.
Many are related to effective counterinsurgency policy, including the danger-
ous role of spoilers, troop-to-population ratios, and similar factors. In the
case of Reconstruction, some of these structural factors and policies strength-
ened the rebels, whereas others inhibited effective government action. In prac-
tice, of course, the categories overlapped and, as is discussed later, shaped
one another.

structural factors

Structural factors can prevent counterinsurgents from succeeding. A state’s
geographic position, economic status, or other immutable factors (or at least
those difªcult to change in the short term) affect the likelihood, scope, and
scale of violence. If structural problems are particularly difªcult, counterinsur-
gents are doomed to failure, regardless of what the soldiers and leaders of the
era do.

Some scholars stress the importance of the state’s preexisting economic
structure and overall levels of economic development in fostering democrati-
zation and a peaceful occupation.11 Japan and Germany, though devastated
and defeated in World War II, had high levels of industrialization and modern-
ization, and both helped pay for their occupations over time.12 These pay-
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ments reduced the burden on the occupier. They also made it easier to restart
both countries’ economies and, in so doing, create stable governments that
helped meet the goals of the occupations.13 By this logic, economic problems
in the defeated South would create an unstable environment and sour local
citizens on their new governments, making violence and the failure of
Reconstruction more likely.

After a civil war, the institutions of state power may be weak or nonexistent,
particularly at the local level. Seth Jones, an expert in the study of terrorism,
ªnds that countries with a high Islamic State and al-Qaida presence often ap-
pear at or near the bottom of government effectiveness rankings.14 In the
South, the lack of services, particularly law and order, would delegitimize
the counterinsurgent-backed state governments and encourage the formation
of armed groups. Without strong law and order, even small organizations
could play the role of spoiler.15

How wars end also matters for the likelihood of postwar violence and the
recurrence of civil war. Monica Toft argues that if one side wins decisively, as
happened in the American Civil War, the eventual development of a demo-
cratic political system in the defeated territory is more likely because the win-
ning side has stronger institutions.16 By this logic, the North’s wartime ability
to collect taxes, direct manufacturing, and build and sustain its forces im-
proved its ability to deploy troops, govern efªciently, and create conditions for
quelling unrest and fostering democracy in the war’s aftermath.

Another structural argument concerns prewar levels of mobilization and
institutionalization. Potential rebels have technological and human resources
as well as social capital that they can draw on as they foment unrest.17 Slavery
prevented social and political organization in the Black community before the
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Civil War. Conversely, the white population was well organized. The South
had an extensive state and local government structure, and society had been
mobilized during the Civil War to ªght for secession. Southern states also had
in place a system of patrols to stop runaway slaves and deserters, which, in
the postwar era, facilitated the creation of armed bands that roamed the
countryside.18 In addition, the well-established structures of state and local
government challenged the ability of the U.S. Army and others to impose
a new system.19 If these resources are signiªcant, rebels can mobilize for
both violence and politics, enabling them to resist government authority
more effectively.

Sustaining an occupation, tolerating casualties from any resistance, and oth-
erwise enduring in the face of adversity all require political will at home, an
amorphous but important concept that is often linked to the overall level of
strategic interest.20 Political will is likely to be stronger if the area has sig-
niªcant strategic or political value, such as the core territory of a country. By
this logic, the U.S. government was more likely to go the distance to quell vio-
lence in the South after the Civil War.

policy factors: federal level

National-level policy decisions determine and shape the counterinsurgent’s
overall goals, the level of resources, how troops and civilian authority are
employed, and the conditions under which troop deployments end. The ex-
tended deployment of troops to the South and attempts to transform the
former Confederacy’s political system and society required numerous conse-
quential decisions at the national level.

The decisionmakers themselves deserve scrutiny. Leaders can set the direc-
tion of policy, inspire the public to make sacriªces, help create institutions and
channel resources, and otherwise play critical roles. The contrast in the quality
of federal leadership is stark in the years that followed the Civil War.21
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18. Elaine Frantz Parsons, Ku-Klux: The Birth of the Klan during Reconstruction (Chapel Hill: Univer-
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Abraham Lincoln, one of the United States’ greatest presidents, was assassi-
nated as the war was ending, whereas Andrew Johnson, one of the country’s
worst presidents, took ofªce at a critical time for the postwar order. “Andrew
Johnson proved to be utterly the wrong man for the job,” noted one
Reconstruction historian.22 By this logic, Johnson’s many poor leadership qual-
ities and hostility to the goals of Reconstruction made it less likely to succeed.
Congress was an important player in Reconstruction, however, as was
General, then President, Ulysses S. Grant. Their dedication and talents, among
other factors, are also part of Reconstruction’s story.

To meet the likely challenges, the counterinsurgent political and military
leadership must devise clear goals and ensure that the military effort follows
these political objectives. French counterinsurgency scholar and former soldier
David Galula approvingly cites Mao Zedong to claim that counterinsurgency
is 80 percent political.23 Without an integrated effort, what force is used will
not be used optimally, will not secure political goals such as establishing legiti-
macy for the new political system, and will be more likely to spur a backlash.24

Successful counterinsurgencies often require large numbers of troops. Troop
numbers varied during Reconstruction, but they declined considerably as
Reconstruction went on, despite high levels of violence. In October 1868,
there were 17,657 troops in the South; a year later, this number had fallen to
11,237. By 1877, the number of troops in the South with a mission related
to Reconstruction was less than 5,000.25 Scholars of modern stability opera-
tions, however, suggest a troop-to-population ratio of 20 per 1,000 people,
which, for the American South, would have been a troop level of 180,000,
based on the population of the time.26 Some research suggests that the number
can be lower—just 2.8 per 1,000 people or 25,000 troops—once the violence is
properly suppressed. Historian William Alan Blair puts the number at around
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History, United States Army, 2015), p. 58; and Gregory P. Downs and Scott Nesbit, “Mapping
Occupation: Force, Freedom, and the Army in Reconstruction,” American Council of Learned So-
cieties, University of Georgia, March 2015, http://mappingoccupation.org/map/index.html.
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20,000 soldiers being necessary for the duration of Reconstruction.27 Violence
will snowball, however, if there are insufªcient troops.28

In addition to protecting the population, someone must provide services,
administer justice, and distribute aid. In Iraq and Afghanistan, this was the
“build” part of a three-stage “clear, hold, build” counterinsurgency strategy
and the stage that proved the most difªcult.29 Without strong civilian and mili-
tary capacity, would-be insurgents in the South would ªnd it easier to mobilize
supporters and terrorize the population, and they could do so with smaller
numbers and fewer risks to themselves. In addition, the government would be
less able to provide services and win over the population.

Although, ideally, peace and governance would be restored quickly after a
civil war, the counterinsurgent power must prepare for a long struggle.30 A
RAND study found that modern insurgencies last approximately a decade on
average.31 A long troop presence creates its own problems, however. David
Edelstein argues that successful military occupations are lengthy, but such
long occupations create resentment among the population.32 Another scholar
of occupations found that Americans have “attention deªcit disorder” when it
comes to occupation, and that they start to become less supportive of a troop
presence as the reasons for the initial occupation fade and casualties and
costs mount.33 The lack of an enduring presence enables insurgents to simply
wait out government forces, using limited violence to keep institutions from
coalescing and then using greater levels of violence as a troop presence
draws down.
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31. Ben Connable and Martin C. Libicki, How Insurgencies End (Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND, 2010),
https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG965.html.
32. Edelstein, Occupational Hazards.
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Occupation,” Economics of Peace and Security Journal, Vol. 2, No. 2 (2007), pp. 94–100, doi.org/
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The design of any withdrawal is also important, particularly if local institu-
tions remain weak and vulnerable. When ending its troop presence, the
outside power must either be sure of success or have some degree of condi-
tionality that serves as a deterrent for future violence and preserves any gains
made. Without such credible conditionality, local spoilers can simply say yes at
the negotiating table and then renege on their promises after forces are with-
drawn. In practice, this situation often results in a commitment problem,
with peacekeepers unsure if any agreement will hold once troops are gone.34

policy factors: local level

Governance works best when it has local support, which requires a govern-
ment that enjoys at least some legitimacy. Establishing legitimacy, however, is
difªcult, as the leaders imposed by outside military forces often represent a
new source of grievance.35 If the local government cannot achieve legitimacy,
insurgents will be better able to recruit, the government will not win over the
population to provide information, and resulting violence will further dele-
gitimize the government.

Part of gaining legitimacy is establishing a functioning government that can
provide services, but counterinsurgents must be able to recruit competent local
supporters (often referred to as collaborators).36 In Vietnam, Algeria, and other
countries, insurgents regularly targeted locals who worked with the govern-
ment and tried to create shadow governments of their own.37 When the
national government can recruit local supporters, the government gains addi-
tional troops and intelligence, and individuals are willing to ªght harder to de-
fend the new institutions. When the government lacks signiªcant numbers of
local collaborators, the population is more likely to support the insurgents,
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providing them with manpower and intelligence, and will use its political
voice against the new institutions.38

Spoilers often emerge to prevent peace and disrupt the new order.
Some spoilers are well armed or can easily draw on weapons and the
ranks of former soldiers.39 The zealotry of spoilers varies, but Stephen
Stedman shows that even relatively small groups of individuals can undo a
settlement.40 Terrorists regularly engage in spoiling to undermine a peace deal
or other negotiations, and insurgents can do so to weaken support for a new
political system.41 The failure to suppress spoilers can further delegitimize
a government.

Deªnitions, Debates, and Counterfactual Analysis

To assess which of the key structural and policy factors above mattered most
in explaining Reconstruction’s failure, I employ the following methodology.
First, I deªne counterinsurgency and terrorism to demonstrate that these terms
ªt the political violence of the Reconstruction era. Second, I describe the path-
dependency and counterfactual analysis approach that I use to determine
which of the factors are most responsible for Reconstruction’s failure.

counterinsurgency and terrorism

Paul Staniland deªnes an insurgency as “a group of individuals claiming to be
a collective organization that uses a name to designate itself, is made up of for-
mal structures of command and control, and intends to seize power using vio-
lence.”42 This deªnition matches much of the violence of the Reconstruction
era, where organized but irregular military forces and illegal organiza-
tions with names such as the Red Shirts and the KKK sought to displace
Republican-led governments in the South and reestablish white control over
the region and the Black population. Counterinsurgency can be deªned simply
as ªghting an insurgency, but more broadly as involving efforts to create or re-
store government legitimacy, secure the population, and otherwise establish
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the conditions that make it hard for insurgents to draw on popular support
while building political support for the counterinsurgent side.43

Insurgents often use terrorism to help achieve their objectives. Bruce
Hoffman deªnes terrorism as political violence carried out by a substate group
or a set of networked individuals that is intended to create a broader psycho-
logical effect.44 As the empirical review below indicates, substate groups such
as the KKK sought to instill a broader fear that would intimidate the Black
community and white Republicans and discourage Black voters and politi-
cal activities.

Successful Reconstruction, my dependent variable, is a form of post-conºict
peacebuilding that stresses ensuring human dignity and justice as well as
meeting economic needs after a conºict.45 What constitutes success for
Reconstruction is historically contested. Some political leaders argued, at the
time, that success meant the abolition of slavery, the recognition by Southern
states that federal authority was supreme, and the restoration of the Union.46

As historian Mark Summers contends, “To most Americans in 1865, ‘The
Reconstruction of the Union’ was most important”—not ensuring racial eq-
uity.47 Nor did the Civil War recur, another achievement given that more than
20 percent of civil wars ºare up again within four years.48 Others might argue
that Reconstruction succeeded as a result of the tremendous political mobiliza-
tion and economic and social gains of the Black community during this period;
and indeed some gains in education, property ownership, and leisure time all
lasted, despite enduring systemic inequality in these areas when compared
with its white neighbors.

I take a more expansive (and more modern) view of success, using it to
match the agenda of the Radical Republicans who dominated Congress after
1866. Success is deªned as ensuring the conditions for social, political, and eco-
nomic equality in the former Confederacy and building a true democracy that
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involved not only elections but also the democratic rule of law. These ambi-
tious goals required preventing widescale violence against the Black commu-
nity and its white supporters. Stopping violence, however, was necessary but
not sufªcient: social justice was necessary, too.49 Given the openly racist
agenda of the Democratic Party in the South at this time, success also required
preserving Republican rule.

path dependency and counterfactuals

To explain the failure of Reconstruction, I process trace different causal narra-
tives, using both path dependence and counterfactuals in my analysis.50 As
Andrew Bennett and Colin Elman argue, case studies can be valuable for un-
derstanding path dependence, as they enable detailed analysis of historical
events in ways that are suitable for rare cases and allow for the study of inter-
action effects, feedback loops, equiªnality, and sequencing.51 If path depend-
ency is in effect, later events, such as the spread of violence, are highly
sensitive to previous decisions; solutions that might have worked at the initial
stage are less viable over time.52

Counterfactuals help scholars assess causal hypotheses by making “claims
about events that did not actually occur.”53 They are valuable when large-N or
even comparative casework is difªcult. Counterfactuals are particularly useful
when the number of observations of a particular case is low and multiple vari-
ables are in play.54 It is difªcult to make deªnitive claims from counterfactual
analysis, however, even when there is a strong understanding of all the poten-
tial causal mechanisms in the system.55 Consequently, my ªndings are sugges-
tive, not conclusive, particularly when applied to other cases.
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doi.org/10.1093/pan/mpj020.
52. Paul Pierson, “Increasing Returns, Path Dependence, and the Study of Politics,” American
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Analysis using path dependence and counterfactual analysis can involve
“critical junctures.” Giovanni Capoccia and Daniel Kelemen argue that critical
junctures occur when there is a relatively short period of time in which actors
are less constrained by structure and have a wider range of choices than usual,
and the consequences of their decisions are more momentous, usually because
of path dependence. Contingency, in such cases, is greatly heightened.56

In the next section, I focus on three aspects of path-dependent and counter-
factual analysis: sequencing, critical junctures, and alternative policy choices.
The sequence of events during Reconstruction was critical, as early failures to
stop violence allowed it to grow more dangerous in subsequent years. I also
contend that the ªrst years of Reconstruction, the passage of the Enforcement
Acts in 1870 and 1871, and the 1877 withdrawal of troops from Southern
states were critical junctures with profound consequences for the failure of
Reconstruction. Finally, I explore several “what if” questions to illustrate
the relative importance of different policy choices.

The Troubled History of Reconstruction

Reconstruction was one of the most tumultuous periods in U.S. history, replete
with astounding political progress for the formerly enslaved, a heretofore un-
precedented federal government role in peacetime, and horriªc violence. This
section details several of the most important events of this period, includ-
ing passage of the Reconstruction Acts and the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Amendments to the Constitution. Subsections examine the economic collapse
in the South, progress in voting by the formerly enslaved, violence by white
supremacist groups and the federal government response, and the events that
soured Northern white public opinion on Reconstruction and led to its end.

a short overview of reconstruction

After the Civil War ended and Lincoln was assassinated in 1865, President
Johnson, a former slaveholder himself, declared that the war’s purpose had
been fulªlled because it restored national unity and, with the ratiªcation of the
Thirteenth Amendment at the end of 1865, abolished slavery. He sought to re-
admit Southern states to the Union on lenient terms that preserved white su-
premacy. At least some Southerners had accepted their defeat, including such
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notables as Confederate Lt. Gen. James Longstreet.57 Most Radical Republicans
sought more expansive goals.

In the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, former Confederates domi-
nated state governments and were chosen to represent their states in Congress.
Those sent to Washington included Alexander Stephens, the vice president of
the Confederacy, along with dozens of former Confederate congressmen and
military ofªcers.58 To many Northerners, the South appeared unrepentant. In
1865 and 1866, Southern states enacted the so-called Black Codes, which aimed
to ensure racial control in the absence of slavery. The speciªcs varied by state,
but they included measures that denied Black residents the vote and other
rights, including sitting on juries judging white people, owning ªrearms, and
exercising the right to reject contracts.59 Some states refused to recognize the
Thirteenth Amendment ofªcially (Mississippi would not ratify it until 1995).60

It appeared that the antebellum order would quickly resume in the South, with
the same leaders and similar political and social policies that ensured Black
subordination—albeit with the important exception of slavery.

Black citizens organized quickly and sought to be treated equally, but the
white Southerner backlash was immediate. In Memphis, Black Army soldiers,
the primary force in the city, had publicly turned in their weapons on May 1,
1866, prompting white civilians and police to believe that they could act with
impunity. Over the next three days, rioters killed 48 Black residents, raped
Black women, and burned churches, homes, and schools.61 Another massacre
in New Orleans had a similar death toll.

These massacres and outrage over the Black Codes put Black rights on the
national political agenda. As scholar and civil rights leader W.E.B. Du Bois
wrote, “With perplexed and laggard steps, the United States government fol-
lowed in the footstep of the Black slave.”62 For their part, Southern pro-Union
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leaders installed by the U.S. Army realized that they could beat former rebels
in elections only if Black citizens voted. The choice was “salvation at the
hands of the negro or destruction at the hand of the rebels,” according to one
Republican newspaper.63

In the 1866 elections, Radical Republicans gained a two-thirds majority in
both houses of Congress and refused to seat representatives from the old or-
der. This supermajority also enabled them to override President Johnson’s
veto; support institutions to help the formerly enslaved; and pass the
Fourteenth Amendment, guaranteeing rights to all citizens regardless of color.

Reconstruction is often seen as beginning in 1867, when Congress passed the
three Reconstruction Acts (the fourth would be passed in 1868, as would
the Fourteenth Amendment) over President Johnson’s veto.64 The Acts re-
moved civilian governments in the South, suspending the state constitutions
and putting the former Confederacy (except for Tennessee) under the rule of
the Army in ªve military districts. The Acts required state governments to rat-
ify the Fourteenth Amendment. The Army could replace civil ofªcials, reject
local courts, overturn laws, close newspapers, and otherwise held immense
power that was unprecedented in U.S. history and went against strong U.S.
traditions of civilian rule and limited government.65

There is no single charter or speech that lays out the goals of Reconstruction,
and the priorities varied by leader and time period. For the congressional ar-
chitects of the Reconstruction Acts, however, the goals were ambitious and,
by the standards of the South before the war, revolutionary: Black equality be-
fore the law, unfettered Black suffrage, a modicum of Black economic in-
dependence, and Black representation in government.66

Reconstruction is often considered to have ended a decade later, with the
“Compromise of 1877.” After the close and disputed 1876 election, Republican
Rutherford Hayes was accepted as president in exchange for agreeing to with-
draw federal troops from the South. Following the Compromise, Republican
political inºuence in the South dwindled.

As table 1 indicates, the demographic situation in Southern states during
Reconstruction varied. In Mississippi, Louisiana, and South Carolina, newly
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Table 1. Black American Population Figures and State-Level Political Results during
Reconstruction

State
Percentage of Black
Americans in 1870

Went Democratic
(presidential)

Went Democratic
(governor)

Tennessee* 26.41 1876 1870
Arkansas 25.22 1876 1874
North Carolina 36.56 1876 1877
Alabama 47.69 1876 1870
Florida 48.38 1880 1876
Louisiana 50.10 1880 1877
South Carolina 58.93 1880 1876
Virginia 41.86 1876 1874
Mississippi 53.65 1876 1876
Georgia 46.04 1876 1872
Texas 30.95 1876 1866
Kentucky* 16.82 1876 1859

SOURCES: On percentages of Black Americans in 1870, see Francis A. Walker, 1870 Census:
Vol. 1: The Statistics of the Population of the United States (Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Ofªce, 1872), p. xvii, https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1872/dec/1870a
.html. On Democratic (presidential) results, see “United States Presidential Election of
1876,” Encyclopedia Britannica, last modiªed October 31, 2019, https://www.britannica
.com/event/United-States-presidential-election-of-1876; and John M. Cunningham, “United
States Presidential Election of 1880,” Encyclopedia Britannica, last modiªed October 26,
2019, https://www.britannica.com/event/United-States-presidential-election-of-1880. On
Democratic governors in order of states on the chart, see Elbert Watson and David R.
Sowell, “Brown, John Calvin (1827–1889) Papers, 1871–1875,” GP 23, 2007, Tennessee
State Library and Archives, https://sos-tn-gov-ªles.tnsosªles.com/forms/GOVERNOR
_JOHN_CALVIN_BROWN_PAPERS_1871-1875.pdf; Beverly Watkins, “Augustus Hill
Garland (1832–1899),” CALS Encyclopedia of Arkansas, last modiªed September 11,
2020, https://encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/augustus-hill-garland-106/; “Zebulon Baird
Vance, 13 May 1830–14 Apr. 1894,” in William S. Powell, ed., Dictionary of North Carolina
Biography (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1979), Documenting the
American South, https://docsouth.unc.edu/browse/bios/pn0001702_bio.html; Michael W.
Fitzgerald, “Robert Burns Lindsay (1870–72),” Encyclopedia of Alabama, last modiªed Sep-
tember 26, 2016, http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/article/h-1445; “George Franklin
Drew,” Florida Department of State, https://dos.myºorida.com/ºorida-facts/ºorida-history/
ºorida-governors/george-franklin-drew/; “Francis Redding Tillou Nicholls 1877–1880,
1888–1892,” Louisiana Department of State, https://www.sos.la.gov/HistoricalResources/
AboutLouisiana/Louisiana Governors1877-Present/Pages/FrancisT Nicholls.aspx; “Wade
Hampton,” History.com, last modiªed August 21, 2018, https://www.history.com/topics/
american-civil-war/wade-hampton; John M. Coski, “James Lawson Kemper (1823–1895),”
Encyclopedia Virginia, last modiªed March 23, 2021, https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/
kemper_james _lawson_1823-1895; David G. Sansing, “John Marshall Stone: Thirty-ªrst
and Thirty-third Governor of Mississippi: 1876–1882; 1890–1896,” Mississippi History Now,
December 2003, http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/articles/265/index.php?s�extra
&id�133; Robert Sobel and John Raimo, eds., “Gov. James Milton Smith,” in Biographical
Directory of Governors of the United States, 1789–1978, Vol. 1 (Westport, Conn.:
Meckler, 1978), National Governors Association, https://www.nga.org/governor/james-
milton-smith/; David Minor, “Throckmorton, James Webb (1825–1894),” Texas State His-
torical Association, last modiªed June 15, 2010, https://tshaonline.org/handbook/online/
articles/fth36; and Sanders, “Governor Beriah Magofªn,” Kentucky Historical Society,
https://explorekyhistory.ky.gov/items/show/37.

*Figures for Kentucky and Tennessee are given, but they were not part of Reconstruction, as
they had met the conditions before the Reconstruction Acts were passed.
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freed slaves were a majority, whereas in other states, they were a signiªcant
minority. The situation often ranged widely within states, with certain coun-
ties or parishes enjoying overwhelming Black majorities—an important factor
at a time when local governance had far more relative power than it does to-
day. Table 1 also indicates the pace of political change. By 1870, Democrats
had “redeemed” (their term for returning the state to white rule) Alabama,
Tennessee, and Texas. In 1874, Arkansas and Virginia joined the list of
Democrat-run states, and by 1877, the entire South had Democratic governors.

economic and governance collapse in the south

When Reconstruction began, the South was economically devastated. One-
ªfth of white Southerners of military age, the core of the labor force, had died
in the war, and even more had been wounded. Machinery and work animals
also had been lost in the war. In addition, emancipation raised the question
of who would harvest the crops, which in the past had depended on slave la-
bor.67 By 1868, however, the plantation economy had begun to stabilize, and
the planter class again began to prosper, but many poorer white Southerners
faced competition from Black labor.68

As dire as the economic situation was for the old order, it was even worse
for the newly freed Black population. Slavery, with its rape, brutality, and fam-
ily separations, had shattered much of the community’s social capital, and
land, animals, and equipment were all in the hands of white Southerners.69

In response, Congress created the federal Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and
Abandoned Lands (the “Freedmen’s Bureau”) to protect the rights of the for-
merly enslaved, administer justice, and help them negotiate labor contracts
and lease lands.

Yet, the racial power imbalance was profound. White Southerners conspired
to prevent the formerly enslaved from buying land or starting businesses.70 In
addition, Democratic newspapers had far more circulation and inºuence than
the new pro-Republican ones (whose editors and presses were also often tar-
geted for violence), and they dispensed a steady stream of vitriol against the
Radicals, at times even publicizing orders for groups such as the KKK.71 Freed-
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men’s Bureau ofªcials helped the Black community, but not enough to right
the power imbalance. In the process, the Freedmen’s Bureau alarmed white
Southerners and disappointed Black citizens.72

In addition to economic duress, local government had collapsed in much
of the former Confederacy, with criminal activity becoming increasingly com-
mon. The Klan and similar organizations often saw themselves as guardians of
the law, opposing the assumed criminality of the formerly enslaved and or-
ganizing for what they saw as a possible race war. Indeed, by killing Black
people, they believed they were preventing a race war through preemption
and intimidation.73

voting under reconstruction

The right to vote was a political weapon used by both sides. Although the
Black community made impressive progress on political participation, voting,
by itself, would not be enough to preserve the rights of this community in the
face of extreme violence.

The fate of Black voting rights was uncertain for several years before the
1870 passage of the Fifteenth Amendment, which barred laws that prevented
voting “on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.” Lincoln
had made several conºicting statements about future Black rights, such as
proposing giving the vote only to Black soldiers and “the very intelligent.”74

Johnson, for his part, agreed that “a loyal negro is more worthy than a disloyal
white man” and favored allowing relatively wealthy and literate Black men to
vote.75 A strong racist, he did not want to enforce Black equality at the federal
level. He also campaigned against the Fourteenth Amendment and promised
that lands conªscated by the Freedmen’s Bureau would be returned to their
Confederate owners.76

After Congress rejected the initial election results in 1865 and 1866, which re-
turned the slave-holding elite to power, the Republican Party won nearly
every Southern state. During the ªrst few years of Reconstruction, both sides
sought to use voting restrictions to ensure power, and voting rights shifted
regularly. Republicans feared they would lose elections if all ex-Confederates

Terrorism and the Failure of Reconstruction 73
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75. Quoted in Foner, Reconstruction, p. 180.
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could vote and used fraud to disqualify many voters.77 In many Confederate
states, military authorities initially banned thousands or even tens of thou-
sands of former Confederates from voting or holding ofªce—a precedent for
de-Naziªcation, de-Talibanization, and de-Baathiªcation in subsequent U.S.
occupations overseas. In Tennessee, 80,000 ex-Confederates were proscribed
from voting in 1865.78

Conversely, after the Civil War ended, it was by no means obvious even to
Northerners what the rights of the formerly enslaved should be. In the loyal
border state of Maryland, Black citizens were not allowed to vote, and postwar
efforts to extend the franchise to Black men initially failed in Connecticut,
Minnesota, and Ohio, among other states. Because the Military Reconstruction
Act of 1867 mandated that Black residents in areas under military rule in the
South could vote, the election of 1868 would see many Black men participating
in elections throughout the South but not in much of the North.79

Once Black Southerners won the right to vote, they often wielded consider-
able inºuence. Ulysses S. Grant won the election of 1868 by 300,000 votes—the
400,000 votes by recently freed slaves helped propel him to the presidency.80

Because former Confederates were initially proscribed from political participa-
tion in many states, the inºuence of the formerly enslaved was even greater.

Despite the many restrictions, threats of violence, and general confusion, ini-
tial progress in Black political participation was impressive, even astounding.
Newly freed slaves embraced opportunities to vote; join “Union Leagues”
(i.e., Republican-afªliated clubs that sought to mobilize Black voters); acquire
arms and land; and to otherwise enjoy the beneªts of freedom.81 The number
of Black civil-society organizations, ranging from burial societies to debating
clubs, skyrocketed, with Black churches playing a particularly important
role.82 In Mississippi, almost 80 percent of eligible Black men voted in the sum-
mer elections of 1868.83

In addition to political power, the Black community enjoyed more economic
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inºuence and sought greater social status. Black laborers often sought to leave
the farms where they had once toiled or to own land themselves, and many
bargained over their wages, outraging planters.84 The formerly enslaved ex-
ulted in their freedom. They wanted to be addressed as Mister or Missus, ac-
quired guns and liquor, and refused to yield to white people on sidewalks.
White Southerners complained that they were not properly servile. The result-
ing “insults” were a common spur to violence.85

Before 1867, no Black American had ever held elected ofªce at the federal
level. From 1869 to 1877, there would be two Black U.S. senators, ªfteen con-
gressmen, and more than six hundred state legislators—slightly less than
20 percent of Southern political ofªces in all. Hundreds more held local posi-
tions, which were particularly important at a time when government power
was highly decentralized. Black South Carolinians, almost 60 percent of the
state’s population, held a majority in the lower house.86 Black representation at
the national level peaked in 1875, with eight members of Congress represent-
ing six different states.87

violence and military rule

Violence was common throughout Reconstruction. White supremacist groups
such as the Klan emerged throughout the South and, through the use and
threat of force, intimidated or prevented Black people from voting and paved
the way for Democrats opposed to Black equality to gain power.

At its founding in Tennessee after the war, the KKK was initially dedicated
as much to amusement (masquerading was popular at the time) as to violence.
By 1867, the movement spread and had grown more uniªed, and for several
years, Confederate war hero Lt. Gen. Nathan Bedford Forrest became its com-
mander in Tennessee. Even with Forrest’s leadership, the KKK is best thought
of as a like-minded collection of local groups that initiated most of their vio-
lence without informing state or even county Klan leaders. Existing like-
minded local groups also took its name, though, in some cases, they preserved
their original ones, such as the Red Shirts, the Knights of the White Camelia in
Louisiana, the Native Sons of the South, or the Knights of the Rising Sun
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in Texas.88 Their primary purpose was political change, not murder. As with
most terrorism, the psychological effect of their violence was great. “The Ku
Klux terror colored nearly every aspect of Southern life and politics, often far
beyond the immediate range of terrorist activity,” argued one historian.89

Such groups were well armed and, given their military service, well trained.
As Confederate armies lost on the battleªeld in the war’s ªnal year, many of
the surviving soldiers simply abandoned their units and walked home, taking
their riºes with them—weaponry that would give them an advantage in sev-
eral confrontations with more lightly armed Black residents.

Racial violence was popular among white Southerners. As the historian
Allen Trelease contends, KKK participation “was also a patriotic venture
which, like military service in wartime, often had the esteem and support of
public opinion.”90 Often these groups drew on the majority of the white male
population in their areas of operation.91 Thus, the white supremacist groups
had plenty of recruits, and the local white population would not willingly in-
form on their activities.

Although violence occurred for many reasons, it often spiked before elec-
tions, both state and federal.92 Before the 1875 state elections, Democrats in
Mississippi vowed to win “the election peaceably if we can, forcibly if we
must.”93 In Alabama, attacks spiked before the 1868 presidential election and
plummeted immediately afterward. They soared again before the August 1869
congressional elections and then dropped off.94 Violence was particularly pro-
nounced in parts of states where the racial balance was roughly equal, mean-
ing that small shifts in voting rates could tip the election.95 So-called night
riding was common, when KKK members would ªre into Republican and
Black leaders’ homes or invade them with no warning in middle of the night,
demanding that they stop supporting Republican candidates and cease
political organizing. To avoid becoming victims of violence, thousands of
Black residents and pro-Reconstruction white Southerners slept in the woods
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rather than at home.96 On election day, the KKK and other white supremacist
groups would try to deny Black voters access to the polls or force them to
vote Democratic.97

Republican politicians, especially Black ones, and community leaders risked
the most. Of the hundreds of Black leaders who participated in constitutional
conventions in the 1867–68 period, one in ten would become a victim of vio-
lence. Some activists would be tortured to death, their mutilated bodies
dumped in public areas to send a message to other Republicans.98 Republicans
could not campaign, or even vote, in Alabama, Florida, and Georgia when
Klan activity soared.99 Much of the violence focused on Republican Party
ofªcials responsible for distributing ballots, encouraging voters to go to the
polls, and guarding ballot boxes: killing or intimidating these ofªcials could
swing close elections.100

White supremacist groups targeted anyone suspected of Republican activ-
ism. One military ofªcer reported that the goals of these groups was “to dis-
arm, rob, and in many cases murder Union men and negroes” and “to
intimidate every one who knows anything of the organization but will not join
it.”101 Group activities included beating individuals, placing cofªns on door-
steps of enemies as a warning, and otherwise obstructing and using fear
against their enemies.102 The victims might be killed or brutally whipped, and
their homes burned to the ground. Rape, too, was common and often part of a
deliberate campaign of intimidation.103 White supremacists targeted symbols
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of Black progress and autonomy such schools, churches, and Union League
facilities—one Alabama county saw twenty-six school burnings in the ªrst six
months of 1871.104 White supremacists also used their economic power. To en-
sure that white Southerners stayed in (or returned to) the fold, they often boy-
cotted white Republican businesses.105

White supremacist violence and intimidation took its toll on voting and,
over time, on the balance of power and the control of the apparatus of govern-
ment. In Columbia County, Georgia, the Republican vote plummeted from
1,222 to 1 from one election to the next, and several Georgia counties with
Black majorities did not give Grant a single vote. In 1868, Louisiana held
both state-level and presidential elections in April and November, respec-
tively. As a result of white supremacist violence, one parish that gave almost
5,000 votes for the Republican governor in the spring gave zero votes to
Grant in November; Republican votes in other parishes fell dramatically for
similar reasons.

Local authorities felt powerless. In much of the South, the limited number of
federal troops were deployed only in cities, and commanders did not aggres-
sively target the budding white supremacist violence. Republican state gov-
ernments often passed tough laws in response to the violence, but these laws
were not enforced. Sheriffs, county prosecutors, local witnesses, and jury
members were either sympathetic to the white supremacists or afraid of retali-
ation.106 The Freedmen’s Bureau in Texas reported in 1868 that “the Civil
Authorities are really afraid to act.”107 Black citizens who testiªed before U.S.
commissioners were often prosecuted for perjury at the state level.108

As the Democrats began to claw back power through violence, Republicans
in Congress passed the Enforcement Acts (also known as the KKK Acts) in
1870 and 1871, which authorized the president to supervise elections, employ
the Army to guarantee rights, and use the federal court system (not the state
courts) to try suspects accused of violence related to civil rights. It also prohib-
ited individuals from venturing out in disguise. The Acts even empowered
Grant to suspend habeas corpus in parts of the former Confederacy. He did so
in nine South Carolina counties, which troops occupied and where they made
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hundreds of arrests.109 By 1872, the Klan’s back was temporarily broken in sev-
eral states, resulting in a dramatic decline in overall violence in those states.

The effort in South Carolina was the most serious check to the Klan during
Reconstruction.110 Use of the Enforcement Acts demonstrated that, if the fed-
eral government had consistently employed force aggressively, it would have
been possible to suppress white supremacist violence. Thus, the Acts were a
potential critical juncture.

Despite the encouraging results of the Acts, they were the exception when it
came to the use of troops. The Army’s size in the South shrank. Postwar demo-
bilization had been rapid; in January 1866, the entire army comprised fewer
than 90,000 troops, many of whom were deployed in the Texas-Mexico border
area or to protect against raids by Native Americans. By the end of the year,
the number deployed in the former Confederacy, excluding Texas, had shrunk
to less than 20,000.111 As table 2 indicates, troop levels fell in almost every state
in the South from 1870 to 1877 despite high, and often growing, levels of vio-
lence in many of them. Similarly, the pace of military operations declined: in
the fall of 1871, soldiers conducted more than 200 operations in Kentucky,
Mississippi, South Carolina, and Tennessee alone. This number would fall
to 71 by 1876.112

The Enforcement Acts changed, but did not end, white violence. When faced
with military opposition, white resistance adapted. The KKK and similar
groups, such as the Red Shirts and Knights of the White Camelia, learned to
modulate their violence and otherwise walk the line between intimidation and
provoking a reaction. High-proªle massacres captured Northern attention
and demanded a federal response. Lower-level violence and attacks in rural
areas, however, rarely made headlines and did not provoke a crackdown.113

The Klan and similar groups, already operating with only a loose hierarchy for
many operations, became even more decentralized and harder to eradicate.

White supremacist groups also learned to cooperate more effectively. They
crossed state lines to assist in suppressing the vote in neighboring states—at
the time, elections were often held on different days, making this mutual
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aid possible. Similarly, ideas on how to use violence more effectively also
spread. White supremacists in states such as South Carolina referred to the
“Mississippi Plan” to describe how they expected to use violence to sup-
press the Republican vote.114

After Congress put the South under military rule in 1867, the authority of
the military in domestic affairs rose to an unprecedented degree; depend-
ing on the attitudes of the particular commander or governor, policy could
vary tremendously. Soldiers intervened in legal cases, banned liquor, set up
schools, and registered voters. Maj. Gen. John Pope paid Black voters in
his district to register. When Maj. (later Lt.) Gen. Philip Sheridan oversaw
Texas and Louisiana, he helped form pro-Republican Union Leagues and
removed unsympathetic ofªceholders. Johnson replaced him in 1867
with Maj. Gen. Winªeld Scott Hancock, who was far more conservative, as
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114. Nicholas Lemann, Redemption: The Last Battle of the Civil War (New York: Farrar, Straus and
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Table 2. Federal Troop Levels during Reconstruction, 1870–77

State Troops 1870 (high/low)* Troops 1877

Tennessee** 466/160 61/38
Arkansas 666/344 79/51
North Carolina 897/260 336/44
Alabama 719/478 336/23
Florida 643/331 572/310
Louisiana 893/512 1,506/345
South Carolina 563/250 959/150
Virginia 1,280/413 820/696
Mississippi 804/191 119/0
Georgia 1,036/680 479/149
Texas*** 5,102/3,769 4,099/3,243
Kentucky** 666/344 84/0

* For the troop levels for 1870 and 1877, the numbers varied within the year and the high/
low for that year is given, but the month of the peak varies by state. Gregory P. Downs and
Scott Nesbit, “Mapping Occupation: Force, Freedom, and the Army in Reconstruction,”
American Council of Learned Societies, University of Georgia, March 2015, http://
mappingoccupation.org/map/index.html.

** Figures for Kentucky and Tennessee are given, but they were not part of Reconstruction,
as they had met the conditions before the Reconstruction Acts were passed.

*** Texas troop numbers are higher, but the majority of troops were deployed to prevent
Native American raids and to guard the U.S.-Mexico border. Mark Grimsley, “Wars for the
American South: The First and Second Reconstructions Considered as Insurgencies,” Civil
War History, Vol. 58, No. 1 (March 2012), p. 12, doi.org/10.1353/cwh.2012.0026.
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was Maj. Gen. John Schoªeld in Virginia, who questioned whether Black peo-
ple could be effective at governing.115

Throughout this period, violence plagued the South, though comprehensive
ªgures are lacking. Snapshots of different states at different times are painfully
suggestive, however. In Louisiana alone, a congressional report found that
white supremacists had killed more than 1,000 people, mostly Black Louisian-
ans, between the April and November 1868 elections, and that they killed or
wounded 2,000 more in the weeks before the 1871 election.116 In the 1873
Colfax Massacre in Louisiana, white Democrats killed as many as 165 Black
residents after a disputed election, and they even used cannons against
Black forces.117 The next year, thousands of white supremacists defeated police
and militia forces in New Orleans in the Battle of Liberty Place in an attempt to
overturn election results. Sheridan would estimate that white supremacists
killed 2,141 Black citizens in Louisiana during Reconstruction (the number
of white Republicans was not estimated).118 In Texas, between the Civil
War’s end and 1868, white supremacists murdered 1,000 Black residents—
a ªgure that is probably low.119 In Tennessee, one white supremacist gloated,
“When a white man feels aggrieved at anything a n——-’s done, he just shoots
him and puts an end to it.”120 In Arkansas, white supremacists killed more
than 2,000 people in connection with the 1868 presidential election.121 In
many of these cases, white marauders used the riºes they had obtained from
service in the Confederate military. Many Black locals ºed to larger towns
or cities, where there was more safety in numbers and where federal troops
were stationed.122

As horrible as these accounts of murder are, the number of unknown deaths
is probably far greater. In a few areas, the Army investigated deaths, but in
many it did not. An Army ofªcer in Texas reported, “The murder of negroes is
so common as to render it impossible to keep an accurate account of them.”123
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Many of the formerly enslaved did not have last names and lived in rural ar-
eas, complicating the task of counting the dead, particularly when few at the
state level sought to do so.124 White Democrats controlled much of the press in
most of the South, and they often refused to report attacks.125

White supremacists frequently targeted leading Republicans. On the eve of
the 1868 election, the KKK murdered Republican Congressman James Hinds
of Arkansas, the ªrst-ever murder of a U.S. House member. When the 1875
election results split the Florida legislature evenly between Republican and
Democratic members, terrorists broke the tie by assassinating E.G. Johnson, a
Black state senator, to give Democrats a majority.126

Although Black militias could help quell the violence, many Southern
whites saw Black mobilization as a threat, and thus Republican ofªce-
holders and military leaders did not augment their forces with Black units. In
Louisiana, militias with white and Black citizens helped reduce violence by
white supremacists.127 Later efforts by local Black citizens to mobilize in self-
defense almost invariably sparked fears of a broader insurrection.128 Governor
Robert Scott of South Carolina, who created a large Black militia, feared that it
would “lead to a war of races.”129 One study of Texas found that the creation of
Union Leagues and similar groups designed to organize the Black community
led to white supremacist countermobilization and an increase in violence.130

the end of reconstruction

As white Democrats won control of political power at both the local and the
state levels, they used this power to enact laws that further disenfranchised
the formerly enslaved. Over time, white Democrats were able to peel off parts
of the Republican coalition in the South, as many white Southern Republicans
shared the racial views of the Democrats but had disagreed with them on eco-
nomic issues and were also vulnerable to social pressure from fellow whites.131
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By the end of Reconstruction, the white community largely voted as a bloc for
Democratic candidates.

Political corruption also soured many in both the South and the North on
Reconstruction, decreasing support for the Radical Republican agenda.132 Al-
though government programs under Reconstruction fell well short of modern
standards, public spending and associated taxation grew tremendously with
federal funding of railroads and schools. Some leaders recognized that their
time in ofªce might be short and sought to cash in.133 But, in some states, such
as Louisiana, corruption had already been endemic (indeed, bribery there
was not even a crime), and both parties were highly corrupt.134 Critics of
Reconstruction played up abuses, declaring that the involvement of the Black
community in government made corruption inevitable.135 Independent of
Reconstruction, Grant’s administration was plagued by scandal, decreasing
overall support for it.

The cost of the occupation, its unclear endpoint, and the peacetime use
of the military also raised concerns among congressional leaders and the pub-
lic as a whole.136 Many political and military leaders questioned an extended
military role that superseded civil authority.137 As Grant admitted when he re-
jected the Mississippi governor’s request for help against violence there, “The
whole public are tired out with these annual autumnal outbreaks in the South,
and a great majority are now ready to condemn any interference on the part
of the government.”138

The priorities of Northern Republicans also shifted when the Panic of 1873
devastated the U.S. economy, ushering in what was referred to as the
“Great Depression” until the 1930s, and further reducing popular support for
the Republican Party and the spending associated with Reconstruction.139

Northern leaders began to focus on trade, the gold standard, and taxation,
rather than on the legacy of slavery. Justice Department ofªcials were told to
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use the Enforcement Acts to focus only on the worst cases of Klan activity and
to no longer charge individuals for simply being Klan members.140

In 1874, the massive Republican majority in Congress was replaced by
a large Democratic majority in the House and a narrow one in the Senate, re-
sulting in paralysis on racial issues.141 In the 1876 elections, violence led to
disputes about who had truly won Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina.
As noted earlier, under the Compromise of 1877, Rutherford Hayes, the
Republican presidential candidate, was awarded victory in these contests but
agreed to withdraw federal troops from the South. Democrats, in turn, prom-
ised to respect the civil rights of Black Americans, which they did not. Al-
though the electoral power and civil rights of Black Americans in the South
did not end abruptly, the withdrawal of federal troops marked the point of
no return. The few remaining stalwarts on Reconstruction found themselves
with eroding support and declining political power, and Black political power
and the hope of Black equality steadily declined in the South.

The ultimate effect of the failure to stop white violence was not lost on
Republican leaders, even as it was happening. The governor of Mississippi
noted that, by force of arms, “a race are disenfranchised—they are to be re-
turned to a condition of serfdom—an era of second slavery.”142 Grant himself
admitted that “the results of the war of the rebellion will have been in large
part lost.”143

Black political struggles did not end in 1877, and full subordination took de-
cades to achieve. Despite restrictive Supreme Court rulings, the federal gov-
ernment enforced some civil rights laws into the 1880s, and Black ofªceholders
continued to be elected well into the 1880s, particularly at local levels.

After 1877, however, with Democrats assuming power in every statehouse,
violence shifted from the nonstate to the structural, state level, where Black
subordination was backed by the power of law and elected ofªcials. Reversing
the tide of disenfranchisement was not impossible, but 1877 was a critical junc-
ture: after this time, it would have required even more troops with a more ex-
pansive mandate for the use of force to overturn, rather than preserve, the
elected state governments. Champions of Black equality would have had pres-
sure at the congressional level, where Southern Democrats became entrenched.
In 1878, Congress passed the Posse Comitatus Act, preventing the military
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from being involved in civil affairs. On the ground, fraud and intimidation at
ªrst ensured that Black voters would not matter to election outcomes. But as
the nineteenth century went on, Southern states weaponized the law to sys-
tematically disenfranchise Black Americans. Mass disenfranchisement, Jim
Crow laws, and decades of near-complete subordination of the Black popula-
tion of the South resulted.

Nonstate violence continued to subordinate Black Southerners. White su-
premacists lynched thousands of Black Americans during the Jim Crow era.
And because white supremacy was now backed by the power of the state, suc-
cessors to the Reconstruction-era Klan would see themselves as handmaidens
to, not opponents of, government power.144

Why Was White Supremacist Violence Able to Prevail?

White supremacists used violence to halt, and eventually reverse, the policies
of Reconstruction. What enabled their success? The structural, federal policy,
and local policy factors identiªed in the ªrst section vary in their explanatory
power. Structural factors such as the South’s economic and governance prob-
lems clearly hindered Reconstruction, but, on balance, they were indetermi-
nate: some favored success, whereas others made failure more likely. Policy
mistakes, such as the failure to deploy sufªcient troops, develop civilian capac-
ity, or plan for a long-term occupation proved most important. To adjudicate
which factors mattered most, I use counterfactual analysis, particularly in the
policy sections.

assessing structural factors

Several structural factors shaped the likelihood of Reconstruction’s success.
Favoring the insurgents, the South suffered signiªcant economic problems that
made Republican rule less popular. The Panic of 1873 was a further disaster,
diminishing popular will in the North. The plantation economy, however, be-
gan to recover somewhat as Reconstruction went on; yet, white planters
remained opposed, and indeed led the opposition, to Reconstruction. The mo-
tivation of the violence was primarily racial and political, not economic.145

Local governance challenges loomed large, which also helped the white
supremacist insurgents. The former Confederacy shared numerous character-
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istics of a failed state, with a shattered economy and a collapse in law and or-
der in many parts of the South. Petty crime was paired with a constant fear of a
race war. The white supremacist groups billed themselves as forces of law and
order, punishing theft and supposedly defending white women.146 The lack of
governance and violence probably had an endogenous relationship, with vio-
lence worsening governance, which in turn made violence easier.

As discussed in the ªrst section, prewar endowments from mobilization and
institutionalization from the Civil War and antebellum periods helped white
supremacists organize, recruit, and arm for violence during Reconstruction.
Many white supremacists retained the weapons they had used in the Civil
War, and some had been involved in partisan warfare behind Union lines or
patrols to catch deserters and the enslaved.147 Additionally, political and social
advancement within the Black community spurred a countermobilization.

Proscription, however, hindered white political mobilization in many states,
favoring the counterinsurgents. At the same time, the formerly enslaved also
mobilized quickly, despite their lack of pre-Reconstruction networks, further
aiding the Republicans. Part of this rapid mobilization was the result of assis-
tance from institutions such as the Freedmen’s Bureau and the Union Leagues,
but the eagerness of the formerly enslaved to embrace their rights began im-
mediately after the war’s end and was evident among observers of all political
stripes. Militarily, Black soldiers had served in the U.S. Army in large num-
bers, and many were eager to join state militias or otherwise serve.

Favoring success, the United States won a decisive victory in the war
and built its war-making and administrative capacity in the process. In
addition, the U.S. government saw the former Confederacy as strategi-
cally and politically vital. The South was America, and thus the interests were
truly existential, in contrast to control of a colony or less integral piece of terri-
tory. Moreover, at least by comparative standards with Vietnam, Iraq, and
Afghanistan, Army soldiers were familiar with the culture, religion, and belief
systems of the occupied population. In addition, the United States at the time
was far more casualty tolerant, having just suffered the bloodiest war in its his-
tory.148 The dominant Republican Party also hoped to use Black suffrage to
augment its presidential and congressional majorities, giving it a strong politi-
cal interest in the success of Reconstruction.

In summary, the structural picture of the South during Reconstruction is
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mixed, and failure was not foreordained, making this a critical juncture in U.S.
history. Southern white supremacists did enjoy some structural advantages re-
garding mobilization, and economic and governance challenges made the task
of Reconstruction far harder than it had to be. The federal government, for
its part, enjoyed several important advantages in ªghting white supremacist
violence—notably, strong political will. Although it is always difªcult to make
comparisons across time periods, if anything, conditions might have favored
the counterinsurgent in the nineteenth century. Scholars Jason Lyall and Isaiah
Wilson found that the mechanization of warfare that began in the twentieth
century, and the resulting reduced information gathering from and interaction
with the population, have made modern counterinsurgents less effective than
their nineteenth-century counterparts.149 As discussed below, however, many
U.S. government policy choices did not correct for structural problems, and
some even exacerbated them—notably, in the instance of Black mobilization.

assessing federal-level policy factors

A range of bad decisions and poorly designed policies at the federal (national)
level enabled white supremacist violence to persist and grow. After Congress
curtailed President Johnson’s power, federal leadership was largely supportive
of Reconstruction. Rather, the failure to stop white supremacist violence
emerged from unclear priorities and coordination: insufªcient troop numbers,
a weak mandate for the use of force, poor civilian capacity, and a lack of long-
term planning.

federal leadership. In the aggregate, individual national leaders did
not enable white supremacist violence, though some—notably, President
Johnson—certainly did little to stop it. Johnson lacked both the skill and the in-
clination to advance the rights of the formerly enslaved, seeking only the for-
mal end of slavery and the restoration of the Union. A racist himself (even by
the low standards of the time), Johnson was hostile to the cause of Black equal-
ity. His tolerance of the Black Codes, willingness to readmit former secession-
ists into the government, and opposition to the Freedmen’s Bureau started
the post–Civil War era decidedly against Black equality and undermined
notables such as Longstreet, who accepted the South’s defeat and the necessity
of change.150
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Yet, Johnson’s inºuence quickly became limited, and other leaders played
important roles later in Reconstruction. Largely as a result of his positions
on Reconstruction, Johnson was impeached and lost effective control over
Reconstruction policy after the Republican sweep of the 1866 elections. Grant,
who won the 1868 and 1872 presidential elections, favored Reconstruction,
helped establish the Department of Justice to enforce it, and supported the
crackdown on the KKK and the Fifteenth Amendment.151 As General of
the Army after the Civil War, Grant also played a key role in administering the
South before becoming president, as did Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, an-
other progressive ªgure.152 In addition, regional military commanders and
governors set much of the policy, and many strongly favored the rights of
Black Americans. The head of the Freedmen’s Bureau was also aggressive in
using his power to help those once enslaved.153 Overall, after Johnson’s initial
years in ofªce, there was strong opposition to white supremacist violence at
the national level.

a lack of clear goals. Counterinsurgency doctrine calls for clear objec-
tives shared among military and civilian leaders that then shape military oper-
ations, but such clarity was often lacking during the Reconstruction era,
facilitating white supremacist violence. During the war, Northern Republicans
did not agree on, or even deeply consider, the future political status of the for-
merly enslaved. As the abolitionist Wendell Phillips noted, the Emancipation
Proclamation, and subsequent federal policy, “frees the slave and ignores the
negro.”154 President Johnson and congressional leaders had different views on
how to proceed on voting rights and federal authority, as did military com-
manders. This disagreement made it easier to do the minimum and under-
resource operations.

Even Radical Republican leaders had prejudices and divided priorities.
Thaddeus Stevens, who led Radical Republicans in the House, declared that
“Negro equality does not mean that a negro shall sit on the same seat or eat at
the same table with a white man.”155 Although most Northern Republicans re-
mained committed to the goals of Reconstruction, some favored a focus on
economic issues, and others feared federal overreach. Many Southern white
Republicans opposed land reform, which Black Republicans saw as vital. In
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addition, many white Republicans saw themselves as natural leaders of the
Republican Party in the South, creating tension with the Black community as
it exercised its rights and sought more leadership and patronage.156 Splits
within the Republican Party allowed Democrats to win elections in states
such as Missouri and Virginia, with violence playing only a limited role in
both places.157

Southern Democrats, in contrast, consistently prioritized the withdrawal of
federal troops and the necessity of white supremacy. Although many prewar
small farms had few enslaved people, and white farmers in mountainous areas
often had none, they shared white supremacist values. To them, the social
equality of Black citizens, who now demanded better pay and refused to be
servile, let alone the presence of Black legislators and jurors, was infuriating.158

Rape, intermarriage, and other supposed risks to white women were particu-
larly feared and exploited.159

troop ratios, uses, and civilian capacity. For most of Reconstruction, the
United States did not deploy enough troops to ensure the peace, and civilian
capacity was weak to nonexistent, giving violent white supremacists far
more freedom of action. The U.S. Army was responsible for nine million peo-
ple living over 750,000 square miles, with many of the most vulnerable liv-
ing in remote, rural areas with poor infrastructure. If one uses a conservative
1:50 troop-to-population ratio for modern stabilization operations, the number
of troops required would be around 180,000 troops total. At peak times, the
number of troops deployed to the South was between 10,000 and 15,000 in to-
tal, and the number was often far lower. Moreover, the logistics of the time
were difªcult given the lack of a developed transportation network or
airpower, leaving more remote areas hard to police. One expert compared the
Army’s presence at the time to spokes on a wheel, with garrisons in major cit-
ies attached by road or rail lines.160 Even if one uses Blair’s far lower estimate
of the required number of troops (only 20,000), the troop levels fell short.

When troops were deployed, however, they succeeded in suppressing the
Klan and similar groups, protecting Black voting rights, and otherwise achiev-
ing the ostensible aims of Reconstruction. The Enforcement Acts, along with
federal troops, enabled an effective crackdown on the KKK in several states
and a curtailment of activities in several locales. In Texas, after years of brutal
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violence, in 1869 the Army used cavalry to pursue suspects and tried many
cases before military commissions. Organized, violent, white supremacist ac-
tivity in the Lone Star state plunged.161 In 1870 in North Carolina, the Klan
helped swing ten counties to the Democratic side in elections; only where
there were federal troops stationed did the Klan fail to suppress the Republi-
can vote.162 Overall, Black political mobilization surged in cities and rural
parts of the South that federal troops occupied, while lagging in more remote
areas with no troops.163 Conversely, one report from the immediate postwar
period found that assaults “increase just in proportion to their distance from
United States Authorities.”164

Yet, for all these individual successes, state government and national leaders
did not consistently deploy troops in times of crisis, and the scope and scale of
the crackdown was limited. Force deployments were invariably subject to the
political winds of the moment, and even when troops were used, the overall
numbers remained too small to ensure widespread security. In Mississippi,
in the face of white violence, Republican Governor Adelbert Ames asked
President Grant to send troops. The president refused, however, because the
idea of using force was becoming increasingly unpopular in the North, and he
feared that it would hurt Republican electoral chances in the key state of Ohio.
The inaction led to open violence against Republican rallies and the murder of
Black leaders in Mississippi, emboldening white militants in other states.
The governor tried to reorganize local militias, largely composed of Black
Americans, to boost his powers, but that only further inºamed hostile white
Southerners.165 Ames ºed the state after Grant refused his request for protec-
tion, with Grant’s attorney general writing Ames that “the whole public are
tired out” with the outbreaks of violence in the South. On election day, white
supremacists in several counties threatened to hang those who distributed
Republican ballots.166 The ªrst successful impeachment of a governor in U.S.
history occurred in 1871, after North Carolina’s governor deployed federal
troops against the Klan, outraging other state ofªcials.167 In South Carolina in
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1875, Grant did send troops, who helped reduce the level of violence. The
troops numbered only 1,000, however, and they could not cover the entire
state or undo the years of terror that the Black population had already suf-
fered. Troops were often instructed to work in support of local authorities, but
these authorities usually favored, or at least did not actively oppose, violence
against Black citizens and their Republican allies.168

Nor were there enough troops even if the federal government wanted to act.
The United States had an aversion dating to its founding to a large peacetime
military and to a military role in policing and governing U.S. citizens.169 Finan-
cial pressure was intense, and Congress cut the size of the Army quickly in the
war’s aftermath. In 1877, the entire army, including chaplains and West Point
cadets, comprised slightly more than 25,000 men.170 Adding to the demand for
soldiers, the Indian Wars led to the redeployment of U.S. troops—particularly
cavalry needed for rapid pursuit of often mounted marauders.171 During the
1871 crackdown, only 6,000 troops were garrisoned in the South, excluding
those deployed in Texas for wars against the Native Americans.172 In most in-
stances, troop numbers stayed small, and in many states declined, even as
violence grew.

Civil capacity at the state and federal levels was even worse. Law enforce-
ment ofªcials always lacked sufªcient money, personnel, and courts to con-
duct hearings.173 At its peak, the Freedmen’s Bureau had only 900 personnel in
the South. Although its authority extended throughout the South, its lack of
personnel meant that the Bureau was nonexistent in many parts of the former
Confederacy. William Tecumseh Sherman, then a lieutenant general, told the
ªrst head of the Freedmen’s Bureau, “It is not . . . in your power to fulªll one
tenth of the expectations of those who framed the Bureau.” Without sufªcient
troops to protect them and make certain that their dictates were followed, the
Bureau agents were “worse than useless,” declared Maj. Gen. E.O.C. Ord, who
commanded the Arkansas and Mississippi district.174 Under pressure from
white Southerners, Congress would terminate the Freedmen’s Bureau in 1872.

not planning for a lengthy occupation or a proper withdrawal. The
U.S. Army, President Grant, and other leaders of Reconstruction did not prop-
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erly plan for a lengthy occupation or for how to ensure equal rights were hon-
ored after a troop withdrawal, further enabling white supremacist violence. At
the time, the U.S. Army, and the federal government in general, had no experi-
ence in long-term occupations with a peacebuilding mission. Senior military
leaders such as Maj. Gen. George G. Meade and Major General Hancock op-
posed interfering with civil governments. As wars against Native Americans
on the Great Plains grew more pressing, the Army favored prioritizing that
theater.175 Time itself was an enemy, with other concerns rising to the fore and
diverting attention from Reconstruction. From the start, many congressmen
were uncomfortable with the unprecedented authority given to the federal
government and wanted it to be temporary at most.176 The economic problems
after the Panic of 1873 and the rise of other priorities reduced the attractive-
ness of Reconstruction. Because of this lack of planning, the Army did not
deploy sufªcient troops, Congress did not increase the size of the Army and
the Freedman’s Bureau, elections were not given proper security, and other
priorities competed more easily for resources.

As federal forces prepared to leave the South, white reformers often settled
for paper promises rather than concrete guarantees that would ensure the use
of force if the terms were not honored. After a contested Louisiana election in-
volving violence, a “peace conference” was held in 1875 where Democrats
agreed to guarantee voting rights in exchange for demobilizing and disarming
Black militias.177 In Mississippi, Governor Ames made a similar deal.178 Lack
of a credible guarantor, as work by Barbara Walter notes, made such deals
worthless.179 Democrats would renege on their promises, but the militias stayed
demobilized. Many Northern Republicans were willing to settle for empty
agreements in hopes of putting Reconstruction behind them, foreshadowing
the “decent interval” that would appear in future failed interventions.180

assessing local policy factors

Governance at the state level suffered a lack of legitimacy among many white
Southerners, aiding insurgents in their recruitment and operations and mak-
ing it far harder for the federal government to halt the violence. A core aspect
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of counterinsurgency is building government legitimacy and political support,
thus gaining hearts and minds, or at least quiescence, as well as a greater abil-
ity to coerce. In the American South, however, as in many divided societies, a
government that enjoyed broad support from Southern whites would have
halted attempts to achieve Black equality, as eventually happened after 1877.
The decision to proscribe former Confederate soldiers and senior ofªcials had
an effect similar to that of de-Baathiªcation in Iraq, sending a signal that past
social leaders were not welcome in the new power structure and thus delegit-
imizing the structure among important segments of society.181 Allowing for-
mer Confederate elites to vote and participate in elections without ensuring
Black voting rights, however, would have doomed many Reconstruction ef-
forts from the start, as indicated by the results of the rejected 1865 and 1866
elections that restored the old order. Radical Republicans tried to solve this
problem by working with Southern white Republicans, which enabled indirect
rule, but they did not represent the bulk of white opinion in the South.

Nor was the U.S. government able to ªnd effective local collaborators. As
discussed in the counterfactual discussion below, part of the reason was a
strong bias among whites of all political persuasions against militias with
largely Black compositions and leaderships. Southern white Republicans
proved vulnerable to social and economic pressure from other Southern
whites, diminishing the Republican coalition over time. In addition, the na-
tional and state governments’ inability to protect white Republican leaders
greatly increased the price of local collaboration.

Table 3 lays out the different advantages that the federal authorities and the
white supremacists enjoyed, drawing on the structural, federal-level, and local
policy factors discussed above.

combining the factors

The combined impact of many federal and local policy choices regarding white
supremacist violence was to give the KKK and other white supremacist spoil-
ers free rein. The lack of sufªcient troops with aggressive mandates (with the
brief, localized exception of the Enforcement Acts) allowed spoilers to disrupt
governance, further reducing the ability of state and local ofªcials to prevent
violence, and thus further decreasing their legitimacy. The perceived illegiti-
macy of the new governments among many white Southerners provided vio-
lent white supremacists with broad support. Thus, they were able to persist,
outlasting the will of the U.S. government.
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As expected, violence had a path-dependent effect. When violence emerged
with the start of Reconstruction, the groups involved were relatively small. As
troops were not deployed in a comprehensive way and violence went largely
unpunished, groups such as the Klan served as a model for others and de-
creased conªdence in Republican leadership. This inaction increased the risk
of more violence, required even more troops, and weakened Republican state
government legitimacy. With the violence spreading and the cost of suppress-
ing it rising, Republican leaders would have had to pay a higher political price
to quell the killing, creating a dangerous circle.
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Table 3. Comparing Insurgent and Counterinsurgent Advantages

Favor Insurgent
(White Supremacists)

Favor Counterinsurgent
(Federal Government)

Structural
Factors

economic and governance
problems in the South

weapons and organizational
endowments from the
pre-Reconstruction era

proscription hinders white
political mobilization

decisive military victory in the
Civil War

rapid Black mobilization

strong political will and casualty
tolerance

Federal-Level
Policy Factors

President Andrew Johnson’s open
racism and hostility to Black rights

President Ulysses S. Grant’s
strong support for
Reconstruction, the important
role of congressional leaders,
and support for Black rights by
many U.S. military commanders

lack of clear, shared goals and
priorities among leading civilian
and military ªgures

insufªcient troops

weak mandate for the use of force
(with the exception of the
Enforcement Acts)

weak civilian capacity

lack of long-term planning

lack of conditionality for withdrawal

Local Policy
Factors

failure to install governments
perceived as legitimate

insufªcient local collaborators to
assist federal forces

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/isec/article-pdf/46/1/53/1930243/isec_a_00410.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



Roads Not Taken and Their Implications for Policy Today

U.S. national, military, and Republican state leaders did not pursue several op-
tions that might have offered a greater hope of success, which I present as
counterfactuals below. The alternatives seem politically difªcult given the atti-
tudes of the time, but several were doable and might have changed the course
of history. These alternatives not only are important “what ifs” for the past;
they also have implications for contemporary conºicts.

arming the black community

In theory, the lack of sufªcient troops and local protection for Republican lead-
ers, voters, and Freedmen’s Bureau ofªcials could have been resolved by
mobilizing, arming, and training the formerly enslaved as local militias to pro-
tect their right to vote and their communities—a modern equivalent of the
Colombian government’s use of militias against the Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia insurgency or France’s use of Muslim Algerian harkis as
auxiliaries against the National Liberation Front in the 1950s and early 1960s.
The Black community in the South represented a large pool of motivated man-
power, and, in the few cases when members were armed and incorporated
into militias, they proved effective. Some were already trained and armed,
having brought their riºes home after ªghting in the war.182 In Tennessee,
Black militia units helped the state government repress the Klan.183 Similarly,
in Mississippi, white supremacists prevented Black citizens from voting; an ex-
ception was the town of Grand Gulf, where Black residents came to the polls
carrying arms.184

Although they did not use this language, white policymakers feared that
arming Black citizens would lose the “hearts and minds” of the white commu-
nity, which Republicans still hoped to win. As Du Bois laments, “It was the si-
lent verdict of all America that Negroes must not be allowed to ªght for
themselves. They were, therefore, dissuaded from every attempt at self-
protection or aggression by their friends as well as their enemies.”185 Indeed,
the backlash would have been immense, and U.S. authorities typically
prohibited Black residents from forming their own militias or from creating
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them under government auspices.186 “Mobilizing these [the formerly en-
slaved] was the equivalent of arming one political party against the other,”
noted Trelease, inºaming conservative sentiment and increasing fears of a race
war.187 In South Carolina, the Republican governor, Robert Scott, put almost
100,000 Black Carolinians in the militia (some as a form of patronage). This
move led to massive countermobilization among the white community:
“Arming Black citizens convinced whites that they, too, must arm themselves
for self-protection,” wrote one historian.188 As the bloodshed grew, Scott dis-
armed the units to appease white Southern opinion.189 In general, even sup-
portive organizations such as the Freedmen’s Bureau opposed Black militias,
believing they further inºamed white Southerners.190 The Black community
was caught in a local security dilemma:191 a failure to arm would leave them
vulnerable, but taking up arms would give rise to the white community’s
worst fears.

For Black militias to be widely used, white Republican politicians would
have had to set aside their hope of reconciling white Southerners to the new
political system. In addition, they would have had to put aside their own racist
beliefs about the necessity of white leadership and the dangers of supposedly
less enlightened Black men and women. Given the prevailing attitudes, how-
ever, neither action was likely, and each would have further undercut support
in the North for Reconstruction.

In contemporary conºicts, arming one community can produce a backlash
by others. In the eyes of a fearful rival community, taking up arms for sup-
posed self-defense proves that the mobilizing community is hostile or threat-
ens the power balance. In Iraq, for example, the United States worked with
the Shiite government that represented a once-opposed majority, and in
Afghanistan with the government nominated by non-Pashtun minorities who
had formed part of the Northern Alliance. In both cases, the result was back-
lash from the formerly dominant community.

more troops and an enduring occupation

Federal troops, if used more aggressively and in greater numbers, could
have prevented the intimidation and voter suppression that was vital for
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Democratic political victories in many Southern states. Had the Radical
Republicans been able to ensure a long-term troop presence, Black political
power might have solidiªed—especially in states such as South Carolina,
which had a Black majority. In essence, the troop presence would have lasted
for decades after the war itself ended, similar to the U.S. presence in Germany
and South Korea, among other countries.

Americans during the Reconstruction era, however, were highly suspicious
of a strong federal government, and the continued arrogation of civil powers
to the Army had only limited support. Ongoing racism kept support for Black
rights limited, and reports of corruption (both real and exaggerated) further
diminished support. Even if the troop presence had continued beyond 1877, to
preserve the gains of Reconstruction, Congress would have had to greatly ex-
pand the size of the Army—an option no one was considering—and have
troops deploy far more extensively and use force more aggressively.

Although today the American people’s suspicions of a strong federal gov-
ernment and a large peacetime military are far lower than in the past, there re-
mains only a limited appetite for continued counterinsurgency campaigns. In
Vietnam in the 1960s and early 1970s, and in both Afghanistan and Iraq today,
support for the ªght weakened over time, despite initial enthusiasm.192 If vio-
lence is high and the cause itself does not enjoy broad support, declining en-
thusiasm for such campaigns may be likely over time.

A variant of the more troops approach was also to anticipate, and plan for, a
white backlash and suppress it before it could gain momentum. In anticipation
of resistance, the U.S. government and the Army could have conªscated riºes
from surrendered Confederate soldiers and detained potential leaders. If the
United States had taken these steps, initial violence likely would have been
lower, and the shaky political and social gains made by the Black community
more consolidated. They also would have made subsequent uses of force eas-
ier, as the opposition would have been weaker.

Given President Johnson’s ªrm opposition, such planning would have re-
quired new political leadership. As with the recommendation for bigger num-
bers of troops deployed for a longer period, enlarging the military in
peacetime would have been politically difªcult in light of prevailing attitudes.
Although initial violence would have been lower given such planning, the bit-
ter attitudes would take many years to overcome, and at least some violence
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likely would have erupted as troops were drawn down. Perhaps more impor-
tant, it would have taken a remarkable sense of foresight among national lead-
ers, especially as the United States at this point in its history did not have the
considerable experience with counterinsurgency and occupation that it would
later gain (though, even then, it often fails to remember this experience until
an insurgency is well developed).

Recognizing the need for such advanced planning, however, is important if
scholars and policymakers are to learn from Reconstruction and the insurgen-
cies that broke out after various U.S. interventions. Planners should anticipate
resistance, even in cases where the initial victory is easy and an insurgency
seems unlikely.

reframing identity cleavages

Insurgents try to exploit identity cleavages to their advantage. Counterinsur-
gents can try to thwart such attempts, promoting an array of intersectional
identities that might exist in any given locale to reframe the conºict in ways fa-
vorable to their cause.

Although white Southerners mostly agreed that Black citizens should be
subordinate to white citizens, they often differed on economic policies—a po-
tential point of division that clever Republican political leaders might have ex-
ploited. Before and during the Civil War, the planter class dominated Southern
politics. The war worsened the divide, draining small farms of manpower
while large plantations with many slaves could still be productive. The ability
of wealthy white Southerners to avoid conscription by producing a substitute
(including twenty enslaved workers to provide labor for the war effort) also
rankled.193 In addition to wartime grievances, the Southern economy pro-
duced additional class divisions, especially after the plantation economy be-
gan to stabilize by 1868 while smaller farms still faced ruin. In addition, the
Freedmen’s Bureau in some states helped more poor white Southerners than it
did Black residents, a potential source of unity.194

Economic differences among white Southerners were unable to transcend
race, however. Indeed, violence itself united white Southerners of different
classes, and, over time, economic pressure and social ostracism brought many
white Southern Republicans into the ranks of Southern Democrats.195 Class
and economic concerns among white Southerners became more important for
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Northern Republicans than progress on Black equality. To ensure that divi-
sions among white Southerners were the primary source of political identity,
Republicans would have had to play down issues of Black equality, thus de-
priving themselves of potential voters and a cause many of them genuinely
embraced. Even today, U.S. politicians have regularly turned to racial rhetoric
to gain support, often overcoming class or other divisions in the process.

The failure to put economic divides ahead of racial ones suggests the power
of preexisting identity cleavages, a common problem for intervening powers
after conºicts. In Libya, for example, the United States tried to promote unity
governments and use economic assistance to buy off warlords. These efforts
could not overcome tribal and regional divides, and indeed the allocation of
economic aid often became a source of new quarrels among local militias.196

destroying the economic power of the opposition

Part of the power of white Southerners came from their dominant economic
position—for example, through land ownership and greater access to capital—
especially when compared with the impoverished state of the formerly en-
slaved. The U.S. government could have redistributed the property of those
who played important roles in the Confederacy, provided massive economic
assistance to poor Black farmers, and otherwise tried to rectify the economic
imbalance—essentially the Freedman’s Bureau on steroids. Although the ar-
chitects of Reconstruction considered such dramatic measures, caution ruled
their thinking, and they chose not to enact them.197

In 1865, then Maj. Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman issued Special Order 15,
redistributing 400,000 acres along the Georgia and South Carolina coasts to the
formerly enslaved. Stevens, Charles Sumner, and other abolitionists backed
such measures, and 40,000 of the formerly enslaved would eventually be reset-
tled there. Later, Sherman would provide many with mules, hence the endur-
ing “40 acres and a mule” motto.198 Seizing and redistributing land could have
been replicated throughout the former Confederacy. As part of the broader
white Republican effort to reconcile white Southerners, however, even

Terrorism and the Failure of Reconstruction 99

196. Frederic Wehrey, The Burning Shores: Inside the Battle for the New Libya (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2018), pp. 86–88.
197. Roger L. Ransom, “Reconstructing Reconstruction: Options and Limitations to Federal Pol-
icies on Land Distribution in 1866–67,” Civil War History, Vol. 51, No. 4 (December 2005), pp. 364–
377, doi.org/10.1353/cwh.2005.0066; and Heather Cox Richardson, “A Marshall Plan for the
South? The Failure of Republican and Democratic Ideology during Reconstruction,” Civil War His-
tory, Vol. 51, No. 4 (December 2005), pp. 378–387, doi.org/10.1353/cwh.2005.0067.
198. Henry Louis Gates Jr., “The Truth behind ‘40 Acres and a Mule’” (n.d.), https://www.pbs
.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/the-truth-behind-40-acres-and-a-mule/.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/isec/article-pdf/46/1/53/1930243/isec_a_00410.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



Sherman’s limited effort was discontinued (and most of the resettled popula-
tion evicted) at the end of 1866.

Land redistribution would have been just and would have decreased the
economic leverage used to coerce newly freed Black citizens, but it went
against the laissez-faire mindset that dominated the thinking of the time.199

Even if implemented, however, land redistribution would probably have
had only had a limited impact. Compared with their white neighbors, Black
Americans were poorly armed and would have had to rely on the government
for protection. White landowners could, and would, simply seize their land at
gunpoint, and local courts would uphold such action. Indeed, land redistribu-
tion would have given many dispossessed white farmers an even greater in-
centive for violence. Such a redistribution would have required a long-term
approach involving an enduring occupation and political control.

Conclusion

“The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” Nowhere are William Faulkner’s
words more poignant than in U.S. racial history. The post–Civil War South of-
fered numerous opportunities for violence, which Southern white Democrats
exploited, and federal authorities failed to repress. The structural problems
existing in the wake of the war at times made the challenge harder, but by
themselves were not decisive. The architects of Reconstruction failed to plan
properly, deploy enough troops in the South, give them an aggressive mandate
to use force decisively whenever and wherever white supremacist violence ap-
peared, or otherwise use the agency they had to defend the new political sys-
tem. This failure gave the KKK and other violent groups opportunities to
suppress Black voters and otherwise restore a white-dominated social and
political order.

The staggering violence that occurred during Reconstruction, the gross sup-
pression of human rights, and the unbending of the arc of the United States’
moral universe get short shrift in U.S. history classes, as does the remarkable,
but brief, progress in political representation by the formerly enslaved. The
teaching varies by state or region, with the violence often downplayed or
the period ignored altogether. Often there is a focus on “feel good” stories
about abolitionists or isolated cases of progress without proper context.200 Out-
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side the classroom, the disenfranchisement, brutality, and murderous results of
Reconstruction are too often ignored. As Julian Hipkins III, the global studies
coordinator at Theodore Roosevelt High School in Washington, D.C., notes,
“U.S. history is often taught in this continuous arc of improvement, but post-
Reconstruction destroyed that myth.”201 The United States, like other coun-
tries guilty of major crimes against its own people, must reconcile with
its history.202

The violence of Reconstruction, in turn, has had echoes in the decades that
followed. Victories by white racists during Reconstruction gave them a reper-
toire of violence to draw on in subsequent years when their superior social po-
sition faced new threats. Night riding, election fraud, assassination, and
similar tactics would continue in the Jim Crow era.203 The racism embed-
ded in the economy, politics, and society of the post-Reconstruction South
changed the United States profoundly, with effects including lower levels of
Black wealth and education and the massive Black migration to Northern cit-
ies in the decades that followed.204 In the 1920s, following the blockbuster ªlm
“Birth of a Nation,” which gloriªed the overturning of Reconstruction and de-
picted the Reconstruction-era Klan as heroes, white supremacists refounded
the KKK, and it would become a major political force in many Southern
states as well as Northern ones such as Indiana. The same script of political vi-
olence to protect the white-dominated political and social order would be
followed again in the 1950s and 1960s to combat integration. Indeed, the
United States today still lives in Reconstruction’s shadow, with anti-Black
voter fraud and restrictions, white paramilitary violence, and appeals to rac-
ism painfully common.

The failure of national, state-level, and military leaders to stop white su-
premacist violence and the resulting failure of Reconstruction shed light on
theories of post-conºict societies, counterinsurgency, occupations, counter-
terrorism, and related literatures. Structural factors such as the state of the
economy and the level of governance shaped events but, by themselves,

Terrorism and the Failure of Reconstruction 101

201. Quoted in Avis Thomas-Lester, “Forgotten in the Classroom: The Reconstruction Era,” Wash-
ington Post, January 14, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/forgotten-in-
the-classroom-the-reconstruction-era/2018/01/14/f39c5814-d2d8-11e7-b62d-d9345ced896d_story
.html.
202. For lessons on the international side, see Jennifer Lind, Sorry States: Apologies in International
Politics (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2010).
203. Michael J. Pfeifer, The Roots of Rough Justice: Origins of American Lynching (Champaign: Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, 2011), p. 88.
204. Isabel Wilkerson, The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration (New
York: Vintage, 2011); and Kriston McIntosh et al., “Examining the Black-White Wealth Gap,”
Brookings Institution Press, February 27, 2020, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/
02/27/examining-the-black-white-wealth-gap/.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/isec/article-pdf/46/1/53/1930243/isec_a_00410.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



did not determine success or failure. Similarly, although white suprema-
cists enjoyed initial advantages in their ability to mobilize and in having
access to weapons, assistance from the federal government to the Black com-
munity blunted their effects in some ways. Indeed, had the government armed
Black militias, the consequences may have been more profound. Individual
leaders mattered, but they were on both sides of the spectrum during
Reconstruction, making it difªcult to attribute causality to leadership for the
entire Reconstruction era.

Policy failures at both the federal and state levels played a profound role
in Reconstruction’s demise. The federal government and military leaders in-
volved in Reconstruction did not consistently support local collaborators and
failed to convince most white Southerners of the legitimacy of Republican-led
state governments. Upon withdrawal, the federal government did not arrange
the departure of Army troops to manage the commitment problem related to
ensuring Black rights, which declined once troops had left. Perhaps most im-
portant was the lack of military capacity and will to repress spoilers. Radical
Republicans and military leaders generally understood the true character of
their opponents, but they lacked the power, or the determination, to stop them.
This ªnding validates Kelly Greenhill and Solomon Major’s argument that, “as
such, the real key to deterring and defeating would-be spoilers lies in the pos-
session and exercise of the material power to coerce or co-opt them, rather
than in the capacity to discern their true character or personality type.”205

The experience of Reconstruction validates general lessons on the im-
portance of deploying sufªcient troops with a strong mandate, a uniªed strat-
egy, and the risks of spoilers. It also demands that intervening states
anticipate, and plan for, a possible insurgency and a contested occupation,
even if the initial military campaign is going well. Finally, it underscores the
point that political agreements that cannot be enforced are meaningless.

Building a true democracy in any society is difªcult, and it is particularly
hard after a conºict. Reconstruction’s experience suggests both limits and les-
sons. Radical Republicans focused on voting, but true democracy demands the
democratic rule of law. The rule of law, in turn, must operate at both the local
and the national level. It also requires new, or at least vastly reformed, judi-
ciary and police systems and military forces that act as a constabulary when
necessary.206 Because the democratic rule of law was lacking, or was insuf-
ªciently supported in the South, white supremacists were eventually able to
use elections and other tools of democracy as a force for injustice.
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Half measures are the bane of many military efforts, and Reconstruction is a
sterling example of the problems they create. The Compromise of 1877, which
recognized the end of slavery but entrenched Black inequality, showed what
was possible at the start of Reconstruction and did not require a decade of
painful efforts and staggering death toll. As would happen again and again,
the difªcult measures needed to win the peace were not thought through
or resourced.

Like the failed effort at Reconstruction, attempts to build stable democracies
leave many people at risk. Southern white Republicans risked being killed,
driven from their homes, and socially ostracized. These considerable risks
paled beside those faced by Black Americans, especially those in leadership
positions. Similarly, those who collaborated with the United States in Vietnam,
Afghanistan, Iraq, and other places faced additional risks when hostile forces
contested or seized territory.

Yet, such a warning against half measures, the difªculty of democratization,
and the risks to those who work with the occupiers is unsatisfying. The
study of Reconstruction highlights a problem with compromise itself. If
only violence is considered, one could argue that the Compromise of 1877 re-
duced the death toll in accord with political science articles recommending
the incorporation of former combatants into government, a high degree of
local autonomy, and concessions to win over embittered locals.207 The post-
Reconstruction era, though still bloody, was probably less murderous than
the Reconstruction era: high thousands or even tens of thousands probably
died during the ten years of Reconstruction, as noted above, while the Equal
Justice Initiative documented the terror lynching of 4,084 Black Americans
from 1877 to 1950.208 Compromise in the name of stability, however, also
meant surrender on the issue of Black voting rights and equality, cementing in-
justice into the postbellum foundation of the country. To keep the ºame of free-
dom burning, a longer, often draining, ªght would have been necessary.
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