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EXHIBITION OVERVIEW
Make Good the Promises: Reconstruction and Its Legacies focuses on
the story of Reconstruction through an African American lens.
Reconstruction—the period following the Civil War—was a revolutionary
political, social, and economic movement that reshaped the nation
in profound and lasting ways. It manifested the aspirations and
determinations of African Americans, including four million newly freed
people, seeking to define themselves as free and equal citizens.
The Reconstruction era exposed deep divisions and clashing visions
among different groups of Americans about how to rebuild the nation
after the end of slavery. It also compelled Americans to reckon with
fundamental questions such as: What is the meaning of freedom and
equality? What does it mean to be an American? Who is entitled to the
full rights of citizenship?
This exhibition looks closely at this period in history and its connection
to contemporary events and issues to explore how these themes still
resonate today.
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To build on Justice, as a rock
“This is the nation’s golden hour,
Nerve every heart and hand,
To build on Justice, as a rock,
The future of the land.”

—Frances Ellen Watkins Harper,
“Words for the Hour,” ca. 1865

The Freedman, 1863. John Quincy
Adams Ward (1830–1910) created
this powerful sculpture of an African
American man, chains broken, about to
rise. Ward’s intention was “to express
not one set free by any proclamation so
much as by his own love of freedom.”
Cincinnati Art Museum. Gift of Alice Keys
Hollister and Mary Eva Keys, 1921.502

we shall be recognized as men
“We simply desire that we shall be recognized as men; that we
have no obstructions placed in our way; that the same laws
which govern white men shall direct colored men; that we have
the right of trial by a jury of our peers, that schools be opened
or established for our children; that we be permitted to acquire
homesteads for ourselves and children; that we be dealt with
as others, in equity and justice.”

—Address of the Colored State Convention to
the People of South Carolina, 1865

Newly married couple, Edward V.
Richardson and Fannie Sturgis, formerly
enslaved people from Maryland, 1865
Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library,
Yale University

top: Family on plantation in Beaufort,
South Carolina, 1862
bottom: U.S. soldiers mustered out
at Little Rock, Arkansas, 1866
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division
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THE UNITED STATES EMERGED FROM THE
CIVIL WAR FUNDAMENTALLY CHANGED.
For the first time, slavery did not legally exist within its borders.
What this meant was the question before the nation.
Would four million newly freed people be truly free to
determine their own lives?
Would the nation’s founding promises of liberty, equality,
and justice be realized for all people, regardless of race?
These were the questions of Reconstruction.
They remain the challenges of today.
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THE FREEDMEN’S
BUREAU
As the Civil War came to an end, newly freed men, women, and
children began to build new lives after slavery. Purposeful in
securing the things they needed to live as free citizens—including
land, family, education, safety, and justice—the newly freed
leveraged the support of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and
Abandoned Lands, commonly known as the Freedmen’s Bureau.
In their interactions with the Freedmen’s Bureau, the newly freed
demanded improved work conditions, legalized their marriages,
sought to secure their families, and also reported instances of
violence and injustice.

Court in Session, Freedmen’s Bureau office,
Richmond, Virginia, 1866
House Divided: The Civil War Research Engine at Dickinson College
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Labor contract for Jack and his wife; Aaron
and his sons; and Lewis; South Carolina,
1866; Record of freedmen’s complaints,
Virginia, 1867; Marriage register, Arkansas,
1865; Teacher and students at a freedmen’s
school, North Carolina, ca. 1868; Petition
for a school, North Carolina, 1867
Documents: Courtesy of the U.S. National Archives and
Records Administration, FamilySearch International, and the
Smithsonian National Museum of African American History
and Culture
Photograph: Smithsonian National Museum of African
American History and Culture

Through letters to Bureau
agents, labor contracts,
indenture agreements, building
plans, and more, the records of
the Freedmen’s Bureau preserve
the aspirations and needs of
the newly freed. This source of
documentary evidence allows
us to know more about the era
of Reconstruction.

JOIN THE FREEDMEN’S BUREAU PROJECT
The National Museum of African American History and Culture is
leading a volunteer effort to transcribe the digitized records of
the Freedmen’s Bureau. To learn more about the Freedmen’s
Bureau Project and how to get involved, visit the Robert Frederick
Smith Explore Your Family History Center on the museum’s
second floor, or visit the Smithsonian Transcription Center online
at transcription.si.edu.
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BEARING WITNESS
Bearing witness, or testifying about lived experiences, is one
way for people to prove that something exists.
In addition to the information they provided to the Freedmen’s
Bureau, newly freed African Americans told about their prior
and ongoing experiences in the post-emancipation years
through various means such as government investigations, local
newspapers, and community memory.
Today, we often bear witness to our own lives and society
through photography, journaling, scrapbooking, and social media,
to name a few.

How do you bear witness to your life and society
around you?

Look for the four Testimony Stations in the exhibition.

acquire a Homestead
“To acquire a Homestead should be the
ambition of each man in the land.”

—Colored National Labor Union, 1870

Ellis Family Bible. After emancipation,
Clara Ellis Payne’s ancestors acquired
land in Orange County, Virginia, and
established a family homestead. The Ellis
family Bible was passed down through
the generations and contains important
information about family members.
Smithsonian National Museum of African American
History and Culture, Gift of Clara Ellis Payne
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Throughout the Civil War, the question
of “What shall be done with the Negro?”
was discussed, as the possibility of the
emancipation of over 4 million people
became more likely. Frederick Douglass,
the self-emancipated orator, author,
and passionate abolitionist, addressed
this question in an 1865 speech to the
Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society.

Frederick Douglass, ca. 1862
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division
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“What I ask for the Negro is not benevolence, not pity, not sympathy,
but simply justice. The American people have always been anxious
to know what they shall do with us.... I have had but one answer from
the beginning. Do nothing with us!”

let him alone

“All I ask is, give him a chance to stand on his own legs! Let him alone!
If you see him on his way to school, let him alone, don’t disturb him!
If you see him going to the dinner table at a hotel, let him go! If you see
him going to the ballot-box, let him alone, don’t disturb him! If you
see him going into a work-shop, just let him alone, your interference
is doing him a positive injury....

Let him fall if he cannot stand alone!... If you will only untie his hands,
and give him a chance, I think he will live.”
—Frederick Douglass, "What the Black Man Wants," 1865

After listening to the Douglass speech or reading the above quote,
restate Douglass’s meaning in your own words.

• 11

Visions of Freedom

FAMILY

Slavery tore apart Black families. After freedom, the efforts
of African Americans to reunite with lost family members
highlighted the importance of stable families as foundational
to their status as free people.
Even though there may have been many years of separation,
hope remained that families would reunite. People searched
for family members through word of mouth, placing ads
in newspapers, and writing letters in hopes that a positive
response would lead to seeing their loved ones again.

to get my family together

“I am very anxious to get my family
together or as much so as possibly.”
—Allen Stephens, 1871

Look closely at the ad.
What do you notice?
What words stick out to you?
What do you think Lewis Wright
was feeling when he wrote this?

Lewis Wright searching for his
wife and children, 1879
Southwestern Christian Advocate, November 27, 1879
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FAMILY REUNIONS
The drive to discover and reinforce family connections
has continued to guide the African American community
through the tradition of family reunions. These celebratory
events are a time to share family history, pass on traditions,
and strengthen bonds through shared memories. Some
families create symbols for their reunions to illustrate the
importance of togetherness and family ties.

Debra Meekins family group
at NMAAHC, Jones-Walker
family reunion, 2019. The JonesWalker family reunion logo uses
the adinkra symbol of sankofa,
meaning “go back and get it,”
evoking the idea of reflecting on
the past.
Courtesy of the Jones-Walker Family

Newly freed people made
extraordinary efforts to
ensure their influence and
love were the most important
factors in their children’s
lives. When we think about
history, we often think about
adults and their interactions
with each other.
While you’re in the
exhibition, see how
many images with
children you can find.
George and Adaline Bryant with
four of their sons, ca. 1898
Smithsonian National Museum of African
American History and Culture, Gift of Jackie
Bryant Smith

Did you know?
A symbol is a mark or
character that represents
something else. Think
about the values that are
important to your family.
Use the space to create
a symbol for your family.
Maybe you can use
it at your next family
reunion!

Names can define how we
see ourselves or how others
see us. Freedom provided
the opportunity for the
newly freed to make a
choice: pick a new name, or
retain a previous one. Many
individuals chose to adopt
a new name that represented
their brand-new status and
desire to control how others
addressed them.
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the quiet, undisputed dignity

“Only the BLACK WOMAN can say ‘when and where
I enter, in the quiet, undisputed dignity of
my womanhood, without violence and without suing
or special patronage, then and there the whole
Negro race enters with me.’”
—Anna Julia Cooper, A Voice from the South, 1892
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Voting Medal. On March 31, 1870, Thomas
Mundy Peterson (1824–1904) voted in a local
election in Perth Amboy, New Jersey. He
became known as the first African American to
cast a ballot under the provisions of the newly
ratified 15th Amendment. The citizens of Perth
Amboy presented Peterson with this gold
medal in 1884 in honor of his historic vote.
Xavier University of Louisiana, Archives & Special Collections

to secure justice for ourselves
“Give us the suffrage and you may rely upon
us to secure justice for ourselves.”
—Convention of Freedmen in Virginia, 1865

Bodice attributed to Louvinia Price,
ca. 1860–1874. Born enslaved in Alabama,
Louvinia Price (1857–1934) worked as
a dressmaker after gaining her freedom.
Smithsonian National Museum of African American
History and Culture, Gift of the Black Fashion Museum
founded by Lois K. Alexander-Lane
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Visions of Freedom

LAND & LABOR
Economic independence and land of their own was a consistent
aspiration of the newly freed. With land, they could grow crops
to feed their families and sell for profit. Without land ownership,
they had to work for or rent from landowners as agricultural
workers or sharecroppers. As the newly freed sought fair
compensation for the work they performed, white landowners
attempted to keep wages low through intimidation and fraud.
Controlling their own land and labor offered a solid foundation
for self-sufficiency. Land ownership was a form of wealth
that could be passed down through the generations and provided
financial independence, security, and opportunity to many
African American families and communities.

movement is
a declaration
“This movement is a declaration of the
purpose of the freed man to assert and
maintain that independence . . . and
thus secure to himself the fact as well as
the consciousness of real freedom.”

—John Mercer Langston, 1879

All Colored People That Want to Go To Kansas,
advertisement, 1877. In the late 1870s, as
economic, social, and political conditions grew
worse for African Americans in the South under
white Democratic rule, some groups decided to
seek opportunities elsewhere. Their goal was to
build a better life for themselves and their families.
Kansas State Historical Society
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Weighing Cotton,
Thomas County, Georgia,
ca. 1895 (detail)
Smithsonian National Museum
of African American History and
Culture, Gift of Mr. and
Mrs. Norman and Sandra Lindley

get all the lands you can
“Get up a community and get all the lands you
can, if you cannot get any singly.”

—Martin Delany, speech to a gathering of freedpeople on
St. Helena Island, South Carolina, 1865

Allow your eyes to
sweep over the image.
Observe the posture
and body language of
the people. What might
they think about owning
land and a house?
Why do you say that?
Children outside a farmhouse, ca. 1900
Smithsonian National Museum of African American History
and Culture

Did you know?

The peak of African American land
ownership came in 1910, when
African Americans owned 14 percent
of the land in the United States. Today,
African Americans own less than
1 percent of the land in the U.S.

Women doing washing, Jefferson County,
Florida. Along with their male counterparts, newly
freed women sought to control their own labor,
secure fair wages and working conditions, and
start their own businesses.
Florida Memory
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RESISTANCE TO CHANGE
Not everyone celebrated the end of slavery. After the Civil War,
white southern Democrats continued to uphold white supremacy
as the basis for reconstructing southern society. Many white
Americans rejected the idea of equal rights for African Americans,
and some violently resisted the changes.

“This is a country for white men, and by God, as
long as I am president it shall be a government
for white men.”
—President Andrew Johnson, 1865

Ku Klux Klan Mask. The uniform
of white robes and pointed hoods
associated with the modern Ku Klux Klan
did not appear until the 1900s. During
the organization’s first phase in the
1860s and 1870s, Klan members wore
various disguises. This mask belonged to
John Campbell Van Hook Jr., a former
Confederate officer in North Carolina.
North Carolina Museum of History
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Scenes in Memphis, Tennessee, During
the Riot—Shooting Down Negroes on
the Morning of May 2, 1866 (detail). The
first major outbreak of racial violence after
the Civil War, the Memphis Massacre lasted
three days and resulted in the deaths of
46 African Americans. National outrage
over the incident helped fuel support for
passage of the 14th Amendment.

Democratic campaign
badge, 1868
Schomburg Center for Research in
Black Culture, Photographs and Prints
Division, The New York Public Library

Tennessee State Library & Archives

“As to recognizing the rights of freedmen ... I will
say there is not one man or woman in all the
South who believes they are free, but we consider
them as stolen property—stolen by the bayonets
of the damnable United States government.”
The Union as it was / The lost
cause, worse than slavery, 1874

—T. Yancey, Mississippi, 1865

Library of Congress, Prints and
Photographs Division

Record of freedmen’s complaints,
Virginia, 1867. Newly freed African
Americans exposed the violence and
intimidation and their understandings
of its racial motivation through letters
and documents such as this record.
U.S. National Archives and Records Administration,
FamilySearch International, and the Smithsonian National
Museum of African American History and Culture

“This is your country, but it is ours too; you were born here, so were we;
your fathers fought for it, but our fathers fed them.”

it is ours too

—Freedmen’s Convention of Georgia, 1866

To learn more about the system of racism in U.S. society and its impact, visit the
Talking About Race web portal: nmaahc.si.edu/talkingaboutrace
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Visions of Freedom

COMMUNITY
As African Americans built lives as newly freed people, they
sought to create independent spaces to provide refuge from
white oppression. Freedom presented the opportunity to build
vibrant communities through the creation of Black institutions,
including churches, schools, businesses, and associations.
During Reconstruction, the Black church was a cornerstone for
newly established African American communities throughout
the United States. For many, the church served not just as
a place for worship, but also housed schools, social events,
and political gatherings.

When I was free,I went to school

“When I was free, I went to school. The first
school I went to was held in a church.”
—Mary Jane Wilson, Teacher

Edisto Island, S.C., Church Pew. This is one
of the pews from the segregated balcony of the
Presbyterian Church on Edisto Island, South Carolina.
Enslaved African Americans sat in the balcony until
the Civil War. When the white congregants left with
the arrival of U.S. troops, freedpeople moved to
the main floor and held services of their own, led
by an African American minister.
The Charleston Museum

• 20

Teacher and students at Pinehurst School,
Summerville, South Carolina, ca. 1900 (detail).
During Reconstruction, access to education
became a key measure of African American
progress toward equal citizenship.
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division

Depiction of an African
American congregation in
Washington, D.C., from
The Illustrated London
News, 1876
Smithsonian National Museum of
African American History and Culture,
Gift of Joele and Fred Michaud

What spaces in the community
play a central role in your life?

Did you know?

Penny Savings Bank, Birmingham, Alabama, 1890
Birmingham, Ala., Public Library Archives

The first Black colleges and universities
in the South were founded during
Reconstruction. These institutions
emphasized the training of Black teachers.
By 1869, African American teachers
outnumbered white teachers among the
nearly 3,000 men and women teaching
the freed people in the South.
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Visions of Freedom

DEMOCRACY
Emancipation was only the first step to full
citizenship. After slavery was abolished in 1865,
African Americans seized the opportunity
to demand and win civil and political rights,
including the right to vote. But after 1873, the
federal government retreated from enforcing
civil rights laws. In place of democracy, African
Americans faced a system of racial segregation
and discrimination that confined them to
second-class citizenship.

our equal rights

“We the undersigned colored citizens of South Carolina,
do respectfully ask your Honorable Body, in
consideration of our unquestioned loyalty, ... our equal
rights before the law may be respected....”
—Petitioners from the State Convention of Colored People
of South Carolina, 1865

Justin S. Morrill Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C.
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Petition length: 54 feet

Petition of Colored Citizens of South Carolina
for Equal Rights Before the Law, and the
Elective Franchise, 1865. This 54-foot-long
petition bears the signatures of hundreds of
men who participated in the State Convention
of Colored People of South Carolina, held in
Charleston in November 1865. The petitioners
asked Congress to help them secure “our equal
rights before the law,” including the right to vote.

Did you know?
If the petition was fully unrolled,
it would be the same length
as nine average-height human
males lying heads to feet!

Radical Members of the South Carolina
Legislature, 1868 (detail). For African
Americans to secure their rights and defend
their freedom, they needed to build political
power by voting and having representation
in government at the local, state, and
national levels.
Smithsonian National Museum of African American
History and Culture

What rights and freedoms
do you enjoy?

To Thine Own Self Be True, illustration
from Harper’s Weekly, April 24, 1875.
This political cartoon depicts the passage
of the Civil Rights Act of 1875 as a
moment when the nation lived up to its
founding principles of equality and justice.

The First Vote, 1867. As federal laws
passed during Reconstruction removed
racial barriers to the ballot box and political
office, Black men claimed these spaces to
define new ideas of American democracy
based on racial equality and justice.

Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division

Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division

Officers of the Woman’s League,
Newport, Rhode Island, ca. 1899.
Black women organized and agitated
for equal rights, including the right
to vote. They helped build and lead
institutions that uplifted the Black
community, including the press, churches,
and historically Black colleges and
universities that continue to thrive.
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division
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“Oh! You freed us! You emancipated us! I thank you for it. But under
what circumstances did you emancipate us? Under what circumstances
have we obtained our freedom?”

make good to us the promises
“When you turned us loose, you gave us no acres: you turned us
loose to the sky, to the storm, to the whirlwind, and, worst of all, you
turned us loose to the wrath of our infuriated masters.
The question now is, do you mean to make good to us the promises
in your constitution?”

“Tell me, if your heart be as my heart, that the liberty which you have
asserted for the Black man in this country shall be maintained?”
—Frederick Douglass, Speech to Republican National Convention, 1876

After listening to Douglass’s speech in the gallery or reading
the above, what is he demanding the audience do?
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During and after the Civil War, Frederick
Douglass championed the liberty and
rights of Black people and became
a leading voice of the African American
community. At the Republican National
Convention in 1876, he exhorted the
audience to honor the promises
of the Constitution.

Frederick Douglass, ca. 1872
Smithsonian National Museum of African American History
and Culture
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LEGACIES
One of the most profound results of the Reconstruction era
was the expansion of the promises of the U.S. Constitution.
Immortalized in the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments—
collectively known as the Reconstruction Amendments—these
changes to the Constitution promised freedom, citizenship,
and justice to all, regardless of race. Reconstruction has been
referred to as a "second founding" of the nation, and the work
to fulfill those promises continues today.

Reconstruction began a reckoning with
the legacies of slavery. This process has
continued for over a hundred years and
has taken the forms of calls for money,
property, and national apologies, to name
a few. Georgetown University, founded by
the Jesuits in 1789, launched an initiative in
2015 to locate descendants of 272 people
who were enslaved on Maryland Jesuit
plantations and sold in 1838 to raise funds
for the university. Accompanying a formal
public apology, Georgetown offered
admittance preference to descendants of
the enslaved people who were sold.

Mélisande Short-Colomb, descendant of two
enslaved people sold by Georgetown University
in 1838, carries a college banner at the New
Student Convocation, August 27, 2017
Georgetown University
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As you view the stories in the Legacies section of the exhibition,
consider the questions posed:

“Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for
crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist
within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.”
—13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, 1865

How does mass incarceration and the treatment of African Americans
by the criminal justice system affect the meaning of freedom?

—

“No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the
privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall
any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without
due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the
equal protection of the laws.”
—14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, 1868

What does justice mean when “living while Black” is treated like a crime?

—

“The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied
or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race,
color, or previous condition of servitude.”
—15th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, 1870

When there are barriers to the ballot, what does American democracy
look like?
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HOW WOULD
YOU RECONSTRUCT
AMERICA?
Freedom. Liberty. Equality. These promises have continued to
guide Americans to take up the work that Reconstruction left
unfinished, reconstructing the nation on the basis of true freedom
and equality.
America changes by the actions of people. People like you. What
can you do to build America into the society you dream it would
be? How do you participate in building an America that offers
opportunity and voice to all?
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act as if it were possible
“You have to act as if it were possible to radically transform
the world. And you have to do it all the time.”

—Angela Y. Davis, Political Activist, Author, Academic

Black Lives Matter rally in Baltimore, 2015
Smithsonian National Museum of African American
History and Culture, Gift of Devin Allen, © Devin Allen
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After exploring the Make Good the Promises: Reconstruction and Its
Legacies exhibition, take a moment to answer the questions below.

Why might the era of Reconstruction and its legacies matter to me?

Why might it matter to people around me (family, friends, city, nation)?

Why might it matter to the world?

Adapted from Project Zero Thinking Routine: “The 3 Whys”
The 3 Whys | Project Zero (harvard.edu) | accessed 12 April 2021
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ABOUT THE MUSEUM
Since opening Sept. 24, 2016, the National Museum of African
American History and Culture has welcomed more than 7 million
visitors. Occupying a prominent location next to the Washington
Monument on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., the nearly
400,000-square-foot museum is the nation’s largest and most
comprehensive cultural destination devoted exclusively to exploring,
documenting, and showcasing the African American story and its
impact on American and world history.

Make Good the Promises: Reconstruction and Its Legacies
is generously supported by:

NMAAHC Corporate Leadership Council

With additional support from:

Share your experience with us
#MakeGoodThePromises

@NMAAHC

1400 Constitution Ave., NW
Washington, D.C.
nmaahc.si.edu/MakeGoodThePromises

cover: Family on plantation near Savannah, Georgia, late 1800s Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division
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