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Classroom Connections: Reparations and American History 

Background for Teachers 

 Though the American Civil War concluded over 150 years ago, its effects still resonate in 
the social, economic, and political lives of millions of Americans. At the conclusion of the war, 
the federal government made efforts to rebuild the lives of former slaves. Though many of these 
“Reconstruction Era” efforts were well-meaning, they faced stiff opposition from former slave 
owners and politicians who did not want to enfranchise African Americans. As a result, many 
freed slaves faced generational socioeconomic hurdles preventing upward mobility. 

 21st century politicians and economists are still grappling with how to best address 
significant disparities in wealth and racial equality. One frequently discussed idea is the payment 
of reparations to descendants of former slaves. The goal is to properly fulfill the failed promise of 
Reconstruction Era policies and fight against systemic and historical barriers to advancement. 
However, these policies come in many different forms and are contentious for many Americans.  

 This lesson focuses on different aspects of reparations throughout American history. The 
goal is to force students to confront questions about how to best address ongoing disparities of 
race, wealth, and justice. How has the United States tried to address these questions in the past? 
Why has reparations endured as controversial issue in American politics today?  



Procedures 

1. Guiding Question: 
a. Ask students to write down an initial response to these questions: 

i. How has the legacy of slavery impacted the lives of present-day African Americans? 
ii. To what extent can formal reparations help right the injustice of slavery? 

b. As the lesson progresses, ask students to revisit these questions.  
2. Classroom Connections: Listen to Backstory 

a. Have students listen to the Backstory episode on reparations. This can be also be assigned before 
class. Have students focus on the following comprehension questions for each segment: 

i. Justice for the GU272 
1. How have Georgetown students tried to address the legacy of slavery at their 

university?   
2. What arguments have been made against the passage of the referendum? 

ii. Callie House & the Movement for Mass Reparations 
1. Who was Callie House? 
2. Why is she considered one of the architects of modern reparations movements?   

iii. Recognizing the Rosewood Massacre 
1. What happened in Rosewood, Florida in 1923? 
2. What arguments were used in court for and against compensating the descendants 

of victims of Rosewood over 70 years later? 
iv. What 40 Acres and a Mule Means Today 

1. What did General William Sherman promise to ex-slaves before the end of the 
Civil War? 

2. How did the failure to fulfill this promise impact future generations of ex-slaves? 
3. Document Analysis 

a. Pass out the document set and graphic organizer to students. The documents focus on the initial 
efforts to assist freed slaves in the aftermath of the Civil War. 

b. Have students review each document individually or in small groups.  
c. For each document, students should fill out the following information in the graphic organizer: 

i. Historic Context: What is the context of the document? What was happening in history 
around the time it was created? How does this impact what it says? 

ii. Intended Audience: For whom was the document created? How does this impact what it 
says? 

iii. Point-of-View: Who created the document? What is their perspective? How does this 
impact what the document says? 

iv. Purpose: Why was the document created? How does this impact what it says? 
d. After groups have been given enough time to craft their arguments, participate in a class discussion 

to summarize key themes and learning points. 
4. Return to the Guiding Question 

a. To conclude the lesson, have students revisit the initial guiding question. Ask students to reflect on 
how their opinions have shifted based on new information. Encourage students to write down one 
key takeaway from the lesson.  
 

  



Standards 

AP US History Themes: 

Theme 1: American and National Identity 

Theme 5: Politics and Power 

Theme 7: American and Regional Culture 

Theme 8: Social Structures 

C3 Framework: 

Change, Continuity, and Context 

D2.His.1.9-12. Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique circumstances of time 
and place as well as broader historical contexts 

D2.His.2.9-12. Analyze change and continuity in historical eras 

D2.His.3.9-12. Use questions generated about individuals and groups to assess how the significance of their 
actions changes over time and is shaped by the historical context. 

Perspectives 

D2.His.5.9-12. Analyze how historical contexts shaped and continue to shape people’s perspectives. 

D2.His.6.9-12. Analyze the ways in which the perspectives of those writing history shaped the history that they 
produced. 

D2.His.7.9-12. Explain how the perspectives of people in the present shape interpretations of the past. 

D2.His.8.9-12. Analyze how current interpretations of the past are limited by the extent to which available 
historical sources represent perspectives of people at the time. 

Historical Sources and Evidence 

D2.His.12.9-12. Use questions generated about multiple historical sources to pursue further inquiry and 
investigate additional sources. 

Causation and Argument 

D2.His.14.9-12. Analyze multiple and complex causes and effects of events in the past. 

D2.His.16.9-12. Integrate evidence from multiple relevant historical sources and interpretations into a 
reasoned argument about the past. 



Document Analysis:  Graphic Organizer 
 

Source Historic Context Intended Audience Point-of-View  Purpose 
Doc A: Special 
Field Order No. 15 

    

Doc B:  The 
Freedmen’s Bureau 
Act 

    

Doc C: Johnson’s 
Veto Message 

    

Doc D: Political 
Cartoon 

    

Doc E: Letter from 
Nelson Irwin 

    

Doc F: W.E.B. Du 
Bois article 

    



	



Classroom Connections: Reparations and American History 

Part I:  Guiding Questions 

Consider these questions throughout the lesson. 

1. How has the legacy of slavery impacted the lives of present-day African Americans? 
2. To what extent can formal reparations help right the injustice of slavery? 

 

 

 

 

Part II:  Backstory – Paying for the Past 

As you listen to the Backstory episode, answer the following questions for each segment. 

1. Justice for the GU272 
a. How have Georgetown students tried to address the legacy of slavery at their university?   
b. What arguments have been made against the passage of the referendum? 

 

 

2. Callie House & the Movement for Mass Reparations 
a. Who was Callie House? 
b. Why is she considered one of the architects of modern reparations movements? 

 

 

3. Recognizing the Rosewood Massacre 
a. What happened in Rosewood, Florida in 1923? 
b. What arguments were used in court for and against compensating the descendants of victims of 

Rosewood over 70 years later? 

 

 

4. What 40 Acres and a Mule Means Today 
a. What did General William Sherman promise to ex-slaves before the end of the Civil War? 
b. How did the failure to fulfill this promise impact future generations of ex-slaves? 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Part III:  Document-Based Question 

Directions: Using the information from the podcast and the documents below, formulate an argument in response 
to the following prompt: 

• As the Civil War ended, the United States faced the difficult challenge of providing new social and 
economic opportunities to freed slaves. Assess the success of these efforts, focusing on the 
Sherman’s “40 acres” promise and the creation of the Freedmen’s Bureau.   

In your response you should: 

Ø Craft a thesis statement that takes a stand on the question above 
Ø Structure a response that follows a clear format and uses logical argumentation 
Ø Contextualize your response in your knowledge of US History 
Ø Use at least four of the documents 
Ø Use the graphic organizer to outline your thinking 

 
  



Document A 
 

I. The islands from Charleston, south, the abandoned rice fields along the rivers for thirty miles back from the sea, and the 
country bordering the St. Johns river, Florida, are reserved and set apart for the settlement of the negroes now made free by 
the acts of war and the proclamation of the President of the United States. 

II. At Beaufort, Hilton Head, Savannah, Fernandina, St. Augustine and Jacksonville, the blacks may remain in their chosen 
or accustomed vocations–but on the islands, and in the settlements hereafter to be established, no white person whatever, 
unless military officers and soldiers detailed for duty, will be permitted to reside; and the sole and exclusive management of 
affairs will be left to the freed people themselves, subject only to the United States military authority and the acts of 
Congress.  By the laws of war, and orders of the President of the United States, the negro is free and must be dealt with as 
such.  He cannot be subjected to conscription or forced military service, save by the written orders of the highest military 
authority of the Department, under such regulations as the President or Congress may prescribe.  Domestic servants, 
blacksmiths, carpenters and other mechanics, will be free to select their own work and residence, but the young and able-
bodied negroes must be encouraged to enlist as soldiers in the service of the United States, to contribute their share towards 
maintaining their own freedom, and securing their rights as citizens of the United States. 

Negroes so enlisted will be organized into companies, battalions and regiments, under the orders of the United States 
military authorities, and will be paid, fed and clothed according to law.  The bounties paid on enlistment may, with the 
consent of the recruit, go to assist his family and settlement in procuring agricultural implements, seed, tools, boots, clothing, 
and other articles necessary for their livelihood. 

III. Whenever three respectable negroes, heads of families, shall desire to settle on land, and shall have selected for that 
purpose an island or a locality clearly defined, within the limits above designated, the Inspector of Settlements and 
Plantations will himself, or by such subordinate officer as he may appoint, give them a license to settle such island or district, 
and afford them such assistance as he can to enable them to establish a peaceable agricultural settlement.  The three parties 
named will subdivide the land, under the supervision of the Inspector, among themselves and such others as may choose to 
settle near them, so that each family shall have a plot of not more than (40) forty acres of tillable ground, and when it 
borders on some water channel, with not more than 800 feet water front, in the possession of which land the military 
authorities will afford them protection, until such time as they can protect themselves, or until Congress shall regulate their 
title.  The Quartermaster may, on the requisition of the Inspector of Settlements and Plantations, place at the disposal of the 
Inspector, one or more of the captured steamers, to ply between the settlements and one or more of the commercial points 
heretofore named in orders, to afford the settlers the opportunity to supply their necessary wants, and to sell the products of 
their land and labor. 

IV. Whenever a negro has enlisted in the military service of the United States, he may locate his family in any one of the 
settlements at pleasure, and acquire a homestead, and all other rights and privileges of a settler, as though present in person.  
In like manner, negroes may settle their families and engage on board the gunboats, or in fishing, or in the navigation of the 
inland waters, without losing any claim to land or other advantages derived from this system.  But no one, unless an actual 
settler as above defined, or unless absent on Government service, will be entitled to claim any right to land or property in 
any settlement by virtue of these orders. 

V. In order to carry out this system of settlement, a general officer will be detailed as Inspector of Settlements and 
Plantations, whose duty it shall be to visit the settlements, to regulate their police and general management, and who will 
furnish personally to each head of a family, subject to the approval of the President of the United States, a possessory title in 
writing, giving as near as possible the description of boundaries; and who shall adjust all claims or conflicts that may arise 
under the same, subject to the like approval, treating such titles altogether as possessory.  The same general officer will also 
be charged with the enlistment and organization of the negro recruits, and protecting their interests while absent from their 
settlements; and will be governed by the rules and regulations prescribed by the War Department for such purposes. 

VI. Brigadier General R. SAXTON is hereby appointed Inspector of Settlements and Plantations, and will at once enter on 
the performance of his duties.  No change is intended or desired in the settlement now on Beaufort [Port Royal] Island, nor 
will any rights to property heretofore acquired be affected thereby. 

 



By Order of Major General William T. Sherman 

 

Special Field Order No. 15 

Headquarters Military Division of the Mississippi,  

January 16, 1865 

  



Document B 
 

An Act to establish a Bureau for the Relief of Freedmen and Refugees. 
 

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled, That there is 
hereby established in the War Department, to continue during the present war of rebellion, and for one year thereafter, a bureau 
of refugees, freedmen, and abandoned lands, to which shall be committed, as hereinafter provided, the supervision and 
management of all abandoned lands, and the control of all subjects relating to refugees and freedmen from rebel states, or from 
any district of country within the territory embraced in the operations of the army, under such rules and regulations as may be 
prescribed by the head of the bureau and approved by the President. The said bureau shall be under the management and control 
of a commissioner to be appointed by the President, by and with the advice and consent of the Senate, whose compensation shall 
be three thousand dollars per annum, and such number of clerks as may be assigned to him by the Secretary of War, not 
exceeding one chief clerk, two of the fourth class, two of the third class, and five of the first class. And the commissioner and all 
persons appointed under this act, shall, before entering upon their duties, take the oath of office prescribed in an act entitled “An 
act to prescribe an oath of office, and for other purposes,” approved July second, eighteen hundred and sixty-two, and the 
commissioner and the chief clerk shall, before entering upon their duties, give bonds to the treasurer of the United States, the 
former in the sum of fifty thousand dollars, and the latter in the sum of ten thousand dollars, conditioned for the faithful discharge 
of their duties respectively, with securities to be approved as sufficient by the Attorney-General, which bonds shall be filed in the 
office of the first comptroller of the treasury, to be by him put in suit for the benefit of any injured party upon any breach of the 
conditions thereof. 
 
SEC. 2. And be it further enacted, That the Secretary of War may direct such issues of provisions, clothing, and fuel, as he may 
deem needful for the immediate and temporary shelter and supply of destitute and suffering refugees and freedmen and their 
wives and children, under such rules and regulations as he may direct. 
 
SEC. 3. And be it further enacted, That the President may, by and with the advice and consent of the Senate, appoint an assistant 
commissioner for each of the states declared to be in insurrection, not exceeding ten in number, who shall, under the direction of 
the commissioner, aid in the execution of the provisions of this act; and he shall give a bond to the Treasurer of the United States, 
in the sum of twenty thousand dollars, in the form and manner prescribed in the first section of this act. Each of said 
commissioners shall receive an annual salary of two thousand five hundred dollars in full compensation for all his services. And 
any military officer may be detailed and assigned to duty under this act without increase of pay or allowances. The commissioner 
shall, before the commencement of each regular session of congress, make full report of his proceedings with exhibits of the state 
of his accounts to the President, who shall communicate the same to congress, and shall also make special reports whenever 
required to do so by the President or either house of congress; and the assistant commissioners shall make quarterly reports of 
their proceedings to the commissioner, and also such other special reports as from time to time may be required. 
 
SEC. 4. And be it further enacted, That the commissioner, under the direction of the President, shall have authority to set apart, 
for the use of loyal refugees and freedmen, such tracts of land within the insurrectionary states as shall have been abandoned, or to 
which the United States shall have acquired title by confiscation or sale, or otherwise, and to every male citizen, whether refugee or 
freedman, as aforesaid, there shall be assigned not more than forty acres of such land, and the person to whom it was so assigned 
shall be protected in the use and enjoyment of the land for the term of three years at an annual rent not exceeding six per centum 
upon the value of such land, as it was appraised by the state authorities in the year eighteen hundred and sixty, for the purpose of 
taxation, and in case no such appraisal can be found, then the rental shall be based upon the estimated value of the land in said 
year, to be ascertained in such manner as the commissioner may by regulation prescribe. At the end of said term, or at any time 
during said term, the occupants of any parcels so assigned may purchase the land and receive such title thereto as the United 
States can convey, upon paying therefor the value of the land, as ascertained and fixed for the purpose of determining the annual 
rent aforesaid. 
 
SEC. 5. And be it further enacted, That all acts and parts of acts inconsistent with the provisions of this act, are hereby repealed. 

 

  The Freedmen’s Bureau Act 

March 3, 1865 

 
 
 
 



Document C 
To the Senate of the United States: 
 
I have examined with care the bill, which originated in the Senate and has been passed by the two Houses of 
Congress, to amend an act entitled "An act to establish a bureau for the relief of freedmen and refugees," and for 
other purposes. Having with much regret come to the conclusion that it would not be consistent with the public 
welfare to give my approval to the measure, I return the hill to the Senate with my objections to its becoming a 
law. 
 
I might call to mind in advance of these objections that there is no immediate necessity for the proposed measure. 
The act to establish a bureau for the relief of freedmen and refugees, which was approved in the mouth of March 
last, has not yet expired: It was thought stringent and extensive enough for the purpose in view in time of war. 
Before it ceases to have effect further experience may assist to guide us to a wise conclusion as to the policy to be 
adopted in time of peace. 
 
I share with Congress the strongest desire to secure to the freedmen the full enjoyment of their freedom and 
property and their entire independence and equality in making contracts for their labor, but the bill before me 
contains provisions which in my opinion are not warranted by the Constitution and are not well suited to 
accomplish the end in view. 
 
The bill proposes to establish by authority of Congress military jurisdiction over all parts of the United States 
containing refugees and freedmen. It would by its very nature apply with most force to those parts of the United 
States in which the freedmen most abound, and it expressly extends the existing temporary jurisdiction of the 
Freedmen's Bureau, with greatly enlarged powers, over those States "in which the ordinary course of judicial 
proceedings has been interrupted by the rebellion." The source from which this military jurisdiction is to emanate 
is none other than the President of the United States, acting through the War Department and the Commissioner 
of the Freedmen's Bureau. The agents to carry out this military jurisdiction are to be selected either from the 
Army or from civil life; the country is to be divided into districts and subdistricts, and the number of salaried 
agents to be employed may be equal to the number of counties or parishes in all the United States where 
freedmen and refugees are to be found. 
 
The subjects over which this military jurisdiction is to extend in every part of the United States include protection 
to" all employees, agents, and officers of this bureau in the exercise of the duties imposed" upon them by the bill. 
In eleven States it is further to extend over all cases affecting freedmen and refugees discriminated against "by local 
law, custom, or prejudice." In those eleven States the bill subjects any white person who may be charged with 
depriving a freedman of "any civil rights or immunities belonging to white persons" to imprisonment or fine, or 
both, without, however, defining the "civil rights and immunities" which are thus to be secured to the freedmen by 
military law. This military jurisdiction also extends to all questions that may arise respecting contracts. The agent 
who is thus to exercise the office of a military judge may be a stranger, entirely ignorant of the laws of the place, 
and exposed to the errors of judgment to which all men are liable. The exercise of power over which there is no 
legal supervision by so vast a number of agents as is contemplated by the bill must, by the very nature of man, be 
attended by acts of caprice, injustice, and passion… 
 
In time of war it was eminently proper that we should provide for those who were passing suddenly from a 
condition of bondage to a state of freedom. But this bill proposes to make the Freedmen's Bureau, established by 
the act of 1865 as one of many great and extraordinary military measures to suppress a formidable rebellion, a 
permanent branch of the public administration, with its powers greatly enlarged. I have no reason to suppose, and 
I do not understand it to be alleged, that the act of March, 1865, has proved deficient for the purpose for which it 
was passed, although at that time and for a considerable period thereafter the Government of the United States 
remained unacknowledged in most of the States whose inhabitants had been involved in the rebellion. The 
institution of slavery, for the military destruction of which the Freedmen's Bureau was called into existence as an 



auxiliary, has been already effectually and finally abrogated throughout the whole country by an amendment of the 
Constitution of the United States, and practically its eradication has received the assent and concurrence of most 
of those States in which it at any time had an existence. I am not, therefore, able to discern in the condition of the 
country anything to justify an apprehension that the powers and agencies of the Freedmen's Bureau, which were 
effective for the protection of freedmen and refugees during the actual continuance of hostilities and of African 
servitude, will now, in a time of peace and after the abolition of slavery, prove inadequate to the same proper 
ends. If I am correct in these views, there can be no necessity for the enlargement of the powers of the Bureau, for 
which provision is made in the bill. 
 
The third section of the bill authorizes a general and unlimited grant of support to the destitute and suffering 
refugees and freedmen, their wives and children. Succeeding sections make provision for the rent or purchase of 
landed estates for freedmen, and for the erection for their benefit of suitable buildings for asylums and schools, 
the expenses to be defrayed from the Treasury of the whole people. The Congress of the United States has never 
heretofore thought itself empowered to establish asylums beyond the limits of the District of Columbia, except for 
the benefit of our disabled soldiers and sailors. It has never founded schools for any class of our own people, not 
even for the orphans of those who have fallen in the defense of the Union, but has left the care of education to the 
much more competent and efficient control of the States, of communities, of private associations, and of 
individuals. It has never deemed itself authorized to expend the public money for the rent or purchase of homes 
for the thousands, not to say millions, of the white race who are honestly toiling from day to day for their 
subsistence. A system for the support of indigent persons in the United States was never contemplated by the 
authors of the Constitution; nor can any good reason be advanced why, as a permanent establishment, it should 
be founded for one class or color of our people more than another. Pending the war many refugees and freedmen 
received support from the Government, but it was never intended that they should thenceforth be fed, clothed, 
educated, and sheltered by the United States. The idea on which the slaves were assisted to freedom was that on 
becoming free they would be a self-sustaining population. Any legislation that shall imply that they are not 
expected to attain a self-sustaining condition must have a tendency injurious alike to their character and their 
prospects… 
 
Neither is sufficient consideration given to the ability of the freedmen to protect and take care of themselves. It is 
no more than justice to them to believe that as they have received their freedom with moderation and 
forbearance, so they will distinguish themselves by their industry and thrift, and soon show the world that in a 
condition of freedom they are self-sustaining, capable of selecting their own employment and their own places of 
abode, of insisting for themselves on a proper remuneration, and of establishing and maintaining their own 
asylums and schools. It is earnestly hoped that instead of wasting away they will by their own efforts establish for 
themselves a condition of respectability and prosperity. It is certain that they can attain to that condition only 
through their own merits and exertions… 
 
In this connection the query presents itself whether the system proposed by the bill will not, when put into 
complete operation, practically transfer the entire care, support, and control of 4,000,000 emancipated slaves to 
agents, overseers, or taskmasters, who, appointed at Washington, are to be located in every county and parish 
throughout the United States containing freedmen and refugees. Such a system would inevitably tend to a 
concentration of power in the Executive which would enable him, if so disposed, to control the action of this 
numerous class and use them for the attainment of his own political ends… 
 
In accordance with the Constitution, I return the bill to the Senate, in the earnest hope that a measure involving 
questions and interests so important to the country will not become a law, unless upon deliberate consideration by 
the people it shall receive the sanction of an enlightened public judgment. 

 
Excerpts from President Andrew Johnson’s Veto Message on Freedmen and Refugee Relief Bureau Legislation 

February 19, 1866 
  



Document D 
 
 

 
  

Political Cartoon by A. R. Waud in Harper’s Weekly 
July 1868 

 
 
 
 

  



Document E 
 

General, 

Living within your military department, I am forced to appeal to you in my own behalf. My case and cause are 
those of thousands and just as I am effected, they will be effected also. There is a deep-laid organization here that 
governs and controls everything by might in defiance of truth and justice. On any, even the least pretense a black 
man is taken up and imprisoned. His color is his condemnation, and every lawless act committed he is accused of. 
At present my brethren are living in a reign of terror and many of them are locked up in Staunton Gaol. 

An act of theft has been committed here by one or two black men and lo! four are taken up and all of us are 
accused. Some of us had to fly, who were and are as innocent of the crime as you are. The Freedmen's bureau is 
ineffective, laughed at and despised. On the first Monday of November these men are to be tried, and in view of 
their case we cannot expect justice unless the strong arm of military protection is reached out to us. We gave to 
the rich white man our best years, our strength, our youth, our sweat, and now that we are free, we get in return 
meanness, tyranny and injustice. 

And now General, instruct the officers of Bureau and let them insist on justice. Some of our men are in a state of 
perpetual terror. If you turn your back on us, who can we appeal to. If we have committed a violation of law let us 
be judged impartially by the laws, but let us not be condemned without a cause. From this depth of degradation 
we look to you, and in the name of suffering humanity, I trust I do not write in vain. 

The name of those imprisoned are Reuben Hill, James Burgy, Joe Wilson is out as State evidence, and mind you 
a black man's oath before the war would not be believed and now they would degrade him to be a liar. General we 
only ask for justice. See that we will have it and all will be yet well. There is no accusation against me and there 
never was. I am black but in my heart there is not stain of infamy. 

I am General Your very humble servant 

Nelson Irwin 

Letter from former soldier Nelson Irwin to General Schofield 

October 8th, 1866 

 
 
 
  



Document F 
 
THE problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line; the relation of the darker to the lighter 
races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea. It was a phase of this problem that caused 
the Civil War; and however much they who marched south and north in 1861 may have fixed on the technical 
points of union and local autonomy as a shibboleth, all nevertheless knew, as we know, that the question of Negro 
slavery was the deeper cause of the conflict. Curious it was, too, how this deeper question ever forced itself to the 
surface, despite effort and disclaimer. No sooner had Northern armies touched Southern soil than this old 
question, newly guised, sprang from the earth, -- What shall be done with slaves? Peremptory military commands, 
this way and that, could not answer the query; the Emancipation Proclamation seemed but to broaden and 
intensify the difficulties; and so at last there arose in the South a government of men called the Freedmen's 
Bureau, which lasted, legally, from 1865 to 1872, but in a sense from 1861 to 1876, and which sought to settle the 
Negro problems in the United States of America. 

It is the aim of this essay to study the Freedmen's Bureau, -- the occasion of its rise, the character of its work, and 
its final success and failure, -- not only as a part of American history, but above all as one of the most singular and 
interesting of the attempts made by a great nation to grapple with vast problems of race and social condition… 

No sooner was the work thus started, and the general system and local organization in some measure begun, than 
two grave difficulties appeared which changed largely the theory and outcome of Bureau work. First, there were 
the abandoned lands of the South. It had long been the more or less definitely expressed theory of the North that 
all the chief problems of emancipation might be settled by establishing the slaves on the forfeited lands of their 
masters, -- a sort of poetic justice, said some. But this poetry done into solemn prose meant either wholesale 
confiscation of private property in the South, or vast appropriations. Now Congress had not appropriated a cent, 
and no sooner did the proclamations of general amnesty appear than the 800,000 acres of abandoned lands in the 
hands of the Freedmen's Bureau melted quickly away. The second difficulty lay in perfecting the local 
organization of the Bureau throughout the wide field of work. Making a new machine and sending out officials of 
duly ascertained fitness for a great work of social reform is no child's task; but this task was even harder, for a new 
central organization had to be fitted on a heterogeneous and confused but already existing system of relief and 
control of ex- slaves; and the agents available for this work must be sought for in an army still busy with war 
operations, -- men in the very nature of the case ill fitted for delicate social work, -- or among the questionable 
camp followers of an invading host. Thus, after a year's work, vigorously as it was pushed, the problem looked 
even more difficult to grasp and solve than at the beginning. Nevertheless, three things that year's work did, well 
worth the doing: it relieved a vast amount of physical suffering; it transported 7000 fugitives from congested 
centres back to the farm; and, best of all, it inaugurated the crusade of the New England schoolma'am. 

Evidently, Congress must soon legislate again on the hastily organized Bureau, which had so quickly grown into 
wide significance and vast possibilities. An institution such as that was well-nigh as difficult to end as to begin. Early 
in 1866 Congress took up the matter, when Senator Trumbull, of Illinois, introduced a bill to extend the Bureau 
and enlarge its powers. This measure received, at the hands of Congress, far more thorough discussion and 
attention than its predecessor. The war cloud had thinned enough to allow a clearer conception of the work of 
emancipation. The champions of the bill argued that the strengthening of the Freedmen's Bureau was still a 
military necessity; that it was needed for the proper carrying out of the Thirteenth Amendment, and was a work of 
sheer justice to the ex-slave, at a trifling cost to the government. The opponents of the measure declared that the 
war was over, and the necessity for war measures past; that the Bureau, by reason of its extraordinary powers, was 
clearly unconstitutional in time of peace, and was destined to irritate the South and pauperize the freedmen, at a 
final cost of possibly hundreds of millions. Two of these arguments were unanswered, and indeed unanswerable: 
the one that the extraordinary powers of the Bureau threatened the civil rights of all citizens; and the other that the 
government must have power to do what manifestly must be done, and that present abandonment of the 



freedmen meant their practical reenslavement. The bill which finally passed enlarged and made permanent the 
Freedmen's Bureau. It was promptly vetoed by President Johnson, as "unconstitutional," "unnecessary," and 
"extrajudicial," and failed of passage over the veto. Meantime, however, the breach between Congress and the 
President began to broaden, and a modified form of the lost bill was finally passed over the President's second 
veto, July 16… 

The act of 1866 gave the Freedmen's Bureau its final form, -- the form by which it will be known to posterity and 
judged of men. It extended the existence of the Bureau to July, 1868; it authorized additional assistant 
commissioners, the retention of army officers mustered out of regular service, the sale of certain forfeited lands to 
freedmen on nominal terms, the sale of Confederate public property for Negro schools, and a wider field of 
judicial interpretation and cognizance. The government of the unreconstructed South was thus put very largely in 
the hands of the Freedmen's Bureau, especially as in many cases the departmental military commander was now 
made also assistant commissioner. It was thus that the Freedmen's Bureau became a full-fledged government of 
men. It made laws, executed them and interpreted them; it laid and collected taxes, defined and punished crime, 
maintained and used military force, and dictated such measures as it thought necessary and proper for the 
accomplishment of its varied ends. Naturally, all these powers were not exercised continuously nor to their fullest 
extent; and yet, as General Howard has said, "scarcely any subject that has to be legislated upon in civil society 
failed, at one time or another, to demand the action of this singular Bureau… 

SUCH was the work of the Freedmen's Bureau. To sum it up in brief, we may say: it set going a system of free 
labor; it established the black peasant proprietor; it secured the recognition of black freemen before courts of law; 
it founded the free public school in the South. On the other hand, it failed to establish good will between ex-
masters and freedmen; to guard its work wholly from paternalistic methods that discouraged self-reliance; to make 
Negroes landholders in any considerable numbers. Its successes were the result of hard work, supplemented by 
the aid of philanthropists and the eager striving of black men. Its failures were the result of bad local agents, 
inherent difficulties of the work, and national neglect. The Freedmen's Bureau expired by limitation in 1869, save 
its educational and bounty departments. The educational work came to an end in 1872, and General Howard's 
connection with the Bureau ceased at that time. The work of paying bounties was transferred to the adjutant 
general's office, where it was continued three or four years longer… 

The passing of a great human institution before its work is done, like the untimely passing of a single soul, but 
leaves a legacy of striving for other men. The legacy of the Freedmen's Bureau is the heavy heritage of this 
generation. Today, when new and vaster problems are destined to strain every fiber of the national mind and soul, 
would it not be well to count this legacy honestly and carefully? For this much all men know: despite compromise, 
struggle, war, and struggle, the Negro is not free. In the backwoods of the Gulf states, for miles and miles, he may 
not leave the plantation of his birth; in well-nigh the whole rural South the black farmers are peons, bound by law 
and custom to an economic slavery, from which the only escape is death or the penitentiary. In the most cultured 
sections and cities of the South the Negroes are a segregated servile caste, with restricted rights and privileges. 
Before the courts, both in law and custom, they stand on a different and peculiar basis. Taxation without 
representation is the rule of their political life. And the result of all this is, and in nature must have been, 
lawlessness and crime. That is the large legacy of the Freedmen's Bureau, the work it did not do because it could 
not. 

 

Excerpts from The Freedmen’s Bureau by W.E.B. Du Bois 

The Atlantic Monthly, March 1901 
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