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compromise of 1877 definition us history refers to a critical and somewhat controversial
agreement that effectively ended the Reconstruction era following the American Civil War. This
political deal resolved the disputed 1876 presidential election between Rutherford B. Hayes and
Samuel J. Tilden, marking a turning point in U.S. history. Yet, its implications stretched far beyond the
election itself, influencing race relations, federal policies in the South, and the future of African
American rights for decades. To truly grasp the significance of the compromise of 1877, it’s essential
to explore its background, details, and lasting consequences in the broader context of post-Civil War
America.

What Was the Compromise of 1877?

The compromise of 1877 is often summarized as a political bargain that settled the intensely
contested 1876 presidential election. The election results were so close and disputed that both parties
claimed victory in several states, leading to a constitutional crisis. Ultimately, an informal deal was
struck between Democrats and Republicans to resolve the stalemate.

The Election of 1876: A Contentious Battle

In the 1876 election, Democrat Samuel J. Tilden won the popular vote and initially appeared to have
the majority of electoral votes. However, 20 electoral votes from four states (Florida, Louisiana, South
Carolina, and Oregon) were disputed due to allegations of fraud and intimidation. Both parties
submitted conflicting sets of electoral returns, making it unclear who had legitimately won.

This deadlock prompted Congress to establish a bipartisan Electoral Commission to determine the
rightful winner. The commission awarded all disputed votes to Republican Rutherford B. Hayes, giving
him a one-vote margin in the Electoral College and the presidency. But Democrats were outraged,
and tensions threatened to escalate into violence or even civil conflict.

Terms of the Compromise

To prevent further unrest, Republicans made concessions to Southern Democrats in what became
known as the compromise of 1877. Although no formal written document exists, historians agree on
several key components of the deal:

Withdrawal of federal troops from the South: Republicans agreed to remove the
remaining Union troops stationed in Southern states, effectively ending the military
enforcement of Reconstruction policies.

Appointment of Southern Democrats to federal positions: Hayes promised to include



Southern Democrats in his cabinet and other federal offices.

Support for Southern infrastructure projects: The federal government pledged to aid in
rebuilding and improving Southern infrastructure, including railroads and public works.

Respect for Southern self-governance: Democrats were assured they could govern their
states without Northern intervention, which meant the rollback of many Reconstruction-era
reforms.

The Historical Context: Reconstruction and Its
Challenges

Understanding the compromise of 1877 requires a look at Reconstruction—the period immediately
after the Civil War when the federal government sought to reintegrate the Southern states and secure
civil rights for freed African Americans.

Reconstruction’s Aims and Achievements

Reconstruction (1865-1877) aimed to rebuild the South economically and socially, while also
guaranteeing rights such as voting and equal protection under the law for formerly enslaved people.
The era saw significant advances:

Passage of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments, abolishing slavery and granting citizenship
and voting rights.

Establishment of public schools and institutions in the South.

Political participation of African Americans, including election to public office.

However, Reconstruction faced fierce opposition from many white Southerners who resisted racial
equality and federal intervention.

Resistance and Violence

Groups like the Ku Klux Klan emerged, using intimidation and violence to suppress African American
voters and restore white supremacy. Southern Democrats, often called “Redeemers,” sought to
reclaim political power and dismantle Reconstruction reforms.

Federal troops stationed in the South helped protect African Americans and enforce new laws, but
their presence was unpopular among many Southerners. The economic costs and political pressures



in the North also made sustaining Reconstruction increasingly difficult.

Impact of the Compromise of 1877 on American Society

The compromise of 1877 had far-reaching consequences that shaped the future of the South and the
nation’s approach to civil rights.

End of Reconstruction and Federal Withdrawal

The removal of federal troops marked the official end of Reconstruction. Without military
enforcement, Southern states quickly enacted “Jim Crow” laws that institutionalized racial segregation
and disenfranchised African Americans. The protections offered by the Reconstruction Amendments
were undermined through poll taxes, literacy tests, and other discriminatory practices.

Political Realignment and the Solid South

The compromise effectively returned control of the South to white Democrats, who dominated
regional politics for nearly a century. This “Solid South” became a cornerstone of Democratic Party
power, shaping national elections and policies.

Long-Term Effects on Civil Rights

By abandoning federal efforts to protect African American rights, the compromise delayed the
progress toward racial equality. It set the stage for decades of systemic racism and inequality that
would only begin to be seriously challenged during the Civil Rights Movement of the mid-20th
century.

Why the Compromise of 1877 Still Matters Today

The compromise of 1877 is more than just a historical footnote; it offers important lessons about
political negotiation, the fragility of civil rights, and the complexities of American democracy.

Balancing Political Power and Moral Responsibility

The deal highlights the tension between resolving political crises and upholding justice. While the
compromise averted immediate violence, it came at the cost of abandoning African Americans to a
repressive social order. This raises questions about the ethical responsibilities of political leaders in
times of conflict.



Legacy in Modern Race Relations

Understanding the compromise helps explain the roots of racial disparities and tensions that persist in
the United States. It sheds light on why the struggle for civil rights has been long and difficult, shaped
by historical decisions that prioritized political expediency over equality.

Insights for Contemporary Politics

The events surrounding the 1876 election and its resolution remind us how electoral disputes can
challenge democratic institutions. They emphasize the importance of transparency, fairness, and
compromise in maintaining public trust and social stability.

Exploring the compromise of 1877 definition us history reveals a moment when the nation’s
commitment to reconstruction and racial justice was significantly altered. While it resolved an
immediate political dilemma, it also ushered in an era of segregation and inequality that shaped
American society for generations. Recognizing this pivotal event allows us to better appreciate the
complexities of America’s journey toward a more inclusive democracy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Compromise of 1877 in US history?
The Compromise of 1877 was an informal agreement that resolved the disputed 1876 presidential
election, resulting in the election of Rutherford B. Hayes as president and the withdrawal of federal
troops from the South, effectively ending Reconstruction.

Why was the Compromise of 1877 significant in US history?
It marked the end of Reconstruction, leading to the removal of federal troops from Southern states,
which allowed the rise of Southern white Democratic control and the suppression of African American
rights for decades.

How did the Compromise of 1877 resolve the 1876
presidential election dispute?
The compromise awarded the disputed electoral votes to Republican Rutherford B. Hayes in exchange
for the removal of federal troops from the South and the appointment of at least one Southern
Democrat to Hayes's cabinet.

What were the political consequences of the Compromise of
1877?
The compromise led to the end of Reconstruction policies, the return of conservative white Democrats
to power in the South, and the beginning of the Jim Crow era of racial segregation and



disenfranchisement of African Americans.

Who were the main parties involved in the Compromise of
1877?
The main parties were the Republican Rutherford B. Hayes and Democrat Samuel J. Tilden, along with
their respective political supporters and negotiators who brokered the deal to resolve the election
dispute.

Did the Compromise of 1877 have any impact on African
Americans?
Yes, the withdrawal of federal troops from the South ended federal enforcement of civil rights
protections, leading to increased discrimination, disenfranchisement, and violence against African
Americans in the South.

Was the Compromise of 1877 a formal or informal agreement?
It was an informal, unwritten agreement between political leaders to settle the disputed election and
address the contentious issues surrounding Reconstruction and federal military presence in the South.

How is the Compromise of 1877 viewed by historians today?
Historians often view it as a political deal that ended Reconstruction but at a significant cost to African
American civil rights and racial equality, contributing to nearly a century of segregation and
disenfranchisement in the South.

Additional Resources
Compromise of 1877 Definition US History: An Analytical Review

Compromise of 1877 definition us history refers to a pivotal political agreement that effectively
ended the Reconstruction era following the American Civil War. This compromise resolved one of the
most disputed presidential elections in United States history—the 1876 contest between Rutherford B.
Hayes, the Republican candidate, and Samuel J. Tilden, the Democrat. The resolution of this electoral
impasse not only determined the presidency but also had profound and lasting impacts on the
political, social, and racial landscape of the post-war United States.

Understanding the compromise of 1877 requires delving into the complexities of Reconstruction, the
contested election results, and the political bargaining that shaped the nation’s future. This article
explores the definition, context, and consequences of the compromise, offering a nuanced
perspective on its place in US history.

The Context of the Compromise of 1877



The Reconstruction era (1865–1877) was a tumultuous period aimed at rebuilding the Southern states
and integrating formerly enslaved African Americans into the political and social fabric of the nation.
Radical Republicans in Congress pushed for stringent measures to protect the civil rights of freedmen
and restructure Southern society. However, intense resistance from Southern Democrats and
economic priorities in the North created a volatile environment.

The presidential election of 1876 epitomized the nation’s divisions. Samuel J. Tilden, the Democratic
governor of New York, won the popular vote and initially appeared to have the electoral college
majority. However, 20 electoral votes from four states—Florida, Louisiana, South Carolina, and
Oregon—were disputed amid allegations of voter suppression, fraud, and intimidation. Neither
candidate secured the 185 electoral votes needed to win outright, resulting in a constitutional crisis.

To resolve the impasse, Congress established an Electoral Commission to determine the rightful
recipient of the contested votes. The commission, heavily influenced by partisan interests, awarded
all disputed electoral votes to Rutherford B. Hayes, giving him a one-vote margin of victory. This
outcome was unacceptable to Democrats, who threatened to block the results and potentially plunge
the country into chaos.

Defining the Compromise

The compromise of 1877 definition us history centers on this behind-the-scenes political deal whereby
Democrats conceded the presidency to Hayes in exchange for the withdrawal of federal troops from
the South. The removal of these troops marked the end of Reconstruction and the federal
government’s direct involvement in Southern governance.

This deal was never formally documented as a written contract but was understood through
negotiations between party leaders. The key elements of the compromise included:

Republicans agreeing to withdraw the remaining federal troops from Louisiana and South
Carolina.

Democrats accepting Hayes as president despite the contested election.

Promises to appoint at least one Southern Democrat to Hayes’s cabinet.

Commitments to federal aid for Southern infrastructure and economic development.

Though the compromise averted a constitutional crisis, it came at a significant cost to civil rights and
racial equality in the South.

Analyzing the Impact on Reconstruction and Race
Relations

The compromise of 1877 definition us history is often viewed through the lens of its immediate and



long-term consequences for African Americans in the South. The withdrawal of federal troops
removed the enforcement mechanism that had protected freedmen’s rights and upheld
Reconstruction-era reforms.

Without federal oversight, Southern states quickly enacted “Jim Crow” laws institutionalizing racial
segregation and disenfranchisement. Black citizens faced increasing violence, voter suppression, and
economic marginalization. This era, often referred to as the “Redemption” period by Southern
Democrats, reversed many of the gains made during Reconstruction.

The End of Federal Reconstruction Policies

From a political standpoint, the compromise signaled a retreat by the federal government from active
intervention in Southern affairs. The Reconstruction governments, many of which included African
American officeholders, were dismantled as white Southern Democrats regained control.

This transition was marked by:

The rise of “Redeemer” governments that prioritized white supremacy.

The erosion of civil rights protections for African Americans.

The cessation of federal efforts to protect voting rights or combat racial violence.

The compromise thus represented a turning point where national priorities shifted from
Reconstruction ideals toward reconciliation with Southern elites and economic pragmatism.

The Political Dimensions of the Compromise

Beyond race relations, the compromise of 1877 definition us history illustrates the complexities of
electoral politics and power-sharing in the post-Civil War United States. It highlighted the fragility of
the electoral system and the extent to which political bargaining could override popular vote
outcomes.

The Electoral Crisis and Its Resolution

The 1876 election demonstrated several critical features of the American political system at the time:

Electoral ambiguity: The lack of clear standards for handling disputed electoral votes created1.
vulnerabilities.

Partisan maneuvering: Both parties engaged in tactics to secure electoral advantage,2.



including voter intimidation and ballot manipulation.

Compromise as conflict resolution: The political elite prioritized stability over strict3.
adherence to electoral legitimacy.

The creation of the Electoral Commission was an unprecedented solution, but it set a precedent for
political negotiation in place of judicial or constitutional resolution. The compromise ultimately
prioritized national unity and the avoidance of violence at the expense of democratic principles and
civil rights.

Pros and Cons of the Compromise

Evaluating the compromise reveals a complex balance of benefits and drawbacks:

Pros:

Prevented a potential civil war or prolonged constitutional crisis.

Provided a peaceful transition of power amid extreme political tension.

Facilitated national reconciliation between North and South elites.

Cons:

Abandoned African Americans to disenfranchisement and systemic racism.

Undermined the legitimacy of the electoral process.

Ended Reconstruction prematurely, delaying racial equality progress by decades.

This duality reflects the broader challenges of balancing political stability with justice and equality.

Legacy of the Compromise in US History

The compromise of 1877 definition us history continues to be a subject of scholarly debate and public
reflection. It underscores the tensions inherent in American democracy between competing values:
order versus justice, unity versus rights, and political expediency versus moral responsibility.

In the decades following the compromise, the South entrenched segregationist policies that persisted



well into the 20th century. The eventual civil rights movement would seek to rectify the injustices that
began with the end of Reconstruction.

This episode also informs contemporary discussions about electoral integrity, federal-state relations,
and the protection of minority rights. The lessons from 1877 resonate as cautionary tales about the
costs of political compromise when it sacrifices fundamental human rights.

The compromise of 1877 remains a defining moment that shaped the trajectory of the United States,
highlighting the enduring challenges of balancing democracy, race, and governance in a complex
federal system.
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Civil War as the catalyst to centralize the government and accomplish the most far-reaching reform
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volume—with the start of the Civil War and World War I as bookends—has gone by a number of
colorful names: The Imperial Years, The New American Empire, America’s Rise to World Power,
Imperial Democracy, The Awkward Years, or Prelude to World Power, for example. A different
organizing theme would describe the period as one in which a transformation took place in American
foreign relations. But whatever developments or events historians have emphasized, there is general
agreement that the period was one in which something changed in the American approach to the
world. This second edition of Historical Dictionary of U.S. Diplomacy from the Civil War to World
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Institution, told The Washington Post that this has been a pivotal decade. We’re pivoting from a
white-black-dominated American population to one that is multiracial and multicultural.
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groups and their histories but also covering the full spectrum of issues flowing from the increasingly
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version will be the only reference work on this topic to augment written entries with multimedia for
today’s students, with 100 videos (with transcripts) from Getty Images and Video Vault, the Agence
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