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The leading motive of the reconstruction had been, at the inception of the process, to insure to 
the freedmen an effective protection of their civil rights,—of life, liberty, and property. In the 
course of the process, the chief stress came to be laid on the endowment of the blacks with full 
political rights,—with the electoral franchise and eligibility to office. And by the time the 
process was complete, a very important, if not the most important part had been played by the 
desire and the purpose to secure to the Republican party the permanent control of several 
Southern states in which hitherto such a political organization had been unknown. This last 
motive had a plausible and widely accepted justification in the view that the rights of the negro 
and the "results of the war" in general would be secure only if the national government should 
remain indefinitely in Republican hands, and that therefore the strengthening of the party was a 
primary dictate of patriotism. 

Through the operation of these various motives successive and simultaneous, the completion of 
the reconstruction showed the following situation: (1) the negroes were in the enjoyment of the 
equal political rights with the whites; (2) the Republican party was in vigorous life in all the 
Southern states, and in firm control of many of them; and (3) the negroes exercised an influence 
in political affairs out of all relation to their intelligence or property, and, since so many of the 
whites were defranchised, excessive even in proportion to their numbers. At the present day, in 
the same states, the negroes enjoy practically no political rights; the Republican party is but the 
shadow of a name; and the influence of the negroes in political affairs is nil. This contrast 
suggests what has been involved in the undoing of reconstruction. 

Before the last state was restored to the Union the process was well under way through which the 
resumption of control by the whites was to be effected. The tendency in this direction was 
greatly promoted by conditions within the Republican party itself. Two years of supremacy in 
those states which had been restored in 1868 had revealed unmistakable evidences of moral and 
political weakness in the governments. The personnel of the party was declining in character 
through the return to the North of the more substantial of the carpet-baggers, who found 
Southern conditions, both social and industrial, far from what they had anticipated, and through 
the very frequent instances in which the "scalawags" ran to open disgrace. Along with this 
deterioration in the white element of the party, the negroes who rose to prominence and 
leadership were very frequently of a type which acquired and practiced the tricks and knavery 
rather than the useful arts of politics, and the vicious courses of these negroes strongly confirmed 
the prejudices of the whites. But at the same time that the incapacity of the party in power to 
administer any government was becoming demonstrable the problems with which it was required 
to cope were made by its adversaries such as would have taxed the capacity of the most efficient 
statesmen the world could produce. . . . No attention was paid to the claim that the manifest 
inefficiency and viciousness of the Republican governments afforded a partial, if not wholly 
adequate explanation of their overthrow. Not even the relative quiet and order that followed the 
triumph of the whites in these states were recognized as justifying the new regime. 

 



[From William A. Dunning, "The Undoing of Reconstruction," Atlantic Monthly, October 1901, 
pp. 437–38.] 

 


