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After the abolition of slavery, former slaves had to integrate into society as free men and women. One of the
common jobs that former slaves took up was sharecropping, in which a farmer would get a portion of the
crops they harvested for a landowner. In this informational text, the author explores the difficulties for
blacks and whites to adjust to the time period following the Civil War. As you read, take notes on how
sharecroppers were treated by landowners.

When slavery ended in 1865, 4 million enslaved
people were given their freedom. People who
were born into slavery, like Houston Hartsfield
Holloway, found that this important change also
created a challenge. In his autobiography,
Holloway wrote that he and other former slaves
“did not know how to be free” and that “white
people did not know how to have a free colored
person about them.” His words reflect the
difficulties of Reconstruction, a time period that
came after the Civil War.

Legal Freedom

Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863. It declared that all people
who were “held as slaves” in the states that had left the union were free. It was an important moment
in American history, but it did not fully end slavery. Slavery was finally ended in 1865 after the Civil War
was over. In that year, a new amendment1 was added to the Constitution. This amendment, the 13th,
stated that “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.”

Former slaves were known as freedmen. The government of the United States tried to help freedmen
find success in their new lives and set up new programs to achieve this goal.

Creating New Lives

The Freedmen’s Bureau worked to set up schools and help former slaves find lost family members. The
Bureau also tried to help freedmen get jobs. Because many freedmen had not had the opportunity to
learn or develop many skills when they were slaves, they were often only able to get jobs working on
plantations where crops were grown. This meant that sometimes former slaves would end up working
for the same families who had enslaved them. In exchange for a share of the harvest, freedmen would
work on land owned by wealthy white people. This practice became known as sharecropping.

[1]

1. a rule added to the US Constitution
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The Freedmen’s Bureau wanted the freedmen to receive better treatment when sharecropping. They
offered suggestions for agreements between sharecroppers and landowners. These suggestions
included giving sharecroppers the holidays off and requiring landowners to give “good and kind
treatment” to sharecroppers. However, this ideal2 was not usually achieved. Sharecropping contracts
were often unfairly designed to keep poor sharecroppers poor.

Mistreatment and Prejudice

Many sharecroppers experienced bad treatment. Sharecroppers were not always given the promised
portions of the crops they helped harvest, or they were not allowed to sell their share to anyone
besides the landowner. Landowners sometimes sold sharecroppers seeds, shelter, and food for
outrageous3 prices, slowly putting the borrowers into debt. Those who could not pay off their debt
found that they could not leave the plantation until they did. In this way, many black sharecroppers
found themselves enslaved once again. For those who had signed contracts with their former masters,
this new system was especially painful.

By the 1880s, some poor white farmers also started participating in the practice of sharecropping.
Sharecropping remained a major part of agriculture4 in America until the 1930s.

[5]

2. Ideal (noun): a standard of perfection or excellence
3. Outrageous (adjective): shockingly bad
4. the science or practice of farming

2



Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which statement identifies the central idea of the text?
A. While slavery ended, freedmen were only allowed to work on plantations as

sharecroppers.
B. Former slaves were able to successfully integrate into society by becoming

sharecroppers for their former masters.
C. After slavery ended, many freedmen became sharecroppers and were taken

advantage of by landowners.
D. Sharecropping was a successful means of providing for former slaves who didn’t

have the education or skills for other work.

2. PART B: Which detail from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “The government of the United States tried to help freedmen find success in

their new lives and set up new programs to achieve this goal.” (Paragraph 3)
B. “This meant that sometimes former slaves would end up working for the same

families who had enslaved them.” (Paragraph 4)
C. “These suggestions included giving sharecroppers the holidays off and requiring

landowners to give “good and kind treatment” to sharecroppers.” (Paragraph 5)
D. “Landowners sometimes sold sharecroppers seeds, shelter, and food for

outrageous prices, slowly putting the borrowers into debt.” (Paragraph 6)

3. Which of the following describes how sharecropping is introduced in the text?
A. as a successful initiative developed by the Freedmen Bureau
B. as one of the few jobs that freedmen were able to get
C. as a way for white people to continue slavery in the South
D. as a necessary part of America’s agricultural industry

4. How does the section “Legal Freedom” contribute to the development of ideas in the text
(Paragraphs 2-3)?

A. It emphasizes the success of the Emancipation Proclamation.
B. It shows how long it took for slaves to be truly freed.
C. It reveals how difficult it was to transition slaves to freedmen.
D. It shows how white people rebelled against the abolition of slavery.
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5. How does the author describe Reconstruction following the Civil War in the text?
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. How were black sharecroppers treated by white landowners? Why do you think
sharecroppers were treated so unfairly?

2. How did prejudice against African Americans persist after slavery ended? How did this
impact African Americans’ ability to succeed as freedmen in America?
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