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Black Code of Mississippi

A person with black skin is no more than a piece of property. What now sounds absurd was once the most debated issue in this countries history. A nation ripped in two by the idea that slavery should no longer exist in a country founded on freedom. What became the world’s bloodiest war would leave most of the South in shambles, and millions of African Americans were now free. The fact that blacks would be equal to whites was hard to fathom for most southerners. Therefore, some southern states including Mississippi imposed Black Codes to restrict the rights of African Americans. “Northern republicans were especially outraged be the stringent  ‘black codes,’ ” (Faragher, 326). Laws were made, violence and rebellion stirred, and both races were fearful of each other. 

 
The foundation of these laws condemned the civil liberties and freedom that were issued to the African Americans in the Emancipation Proclamation, and the 13th and 14th Amendments. These laws infringed on the civil rights of the blacks in many cases; marriage. For example, blacks could only marry blacks, and interracial marriage was deemed unlawful. Any person convicted of intermarrying would be found guilty of felony, and spend the rest of their life in prison. 

Blacks underwent strict employment laws that kept the former slaves in the fields, which immobilized them for economical purposes.  They had to make labor contracts with there employers if they were to be employed for longer than a month. If and when a contract was terminated before its expiration the freed man would have to forfeit his wages for the entire year. That freed man could also be arrested by anyone and dragged back to his legal employer.  “The said officer and person shall he entitled to receive for arresting and carrying back every deserting employee aforesaid the sum of five dollars, and 10 cents per mile from the place of arrest to the place of delivery,” (Faragher, 223). It was almost as though the fugitive slave laws were reinstated.  The next section of the law goes on to state that any person that attempts to persuade or tempt a freed man to leave legal employment, give food, clothing or anything to a freed  man knowing that they have illegally terminated their contract would be fined between $25 and $200. If the convicted could not pay the fines immediately they would go to jail for no longer than 2 months. 

The Vagrant Laws cover the penalties and fines enacted on vagabonds to the drunks, common nightwalkers, those who misspend their money, and neglect their calling for employer. The fines would be no higher than one hundred dollars and the convicted would spend no longer than 10 days in jail. Plus, those over the age of 18, without legal employment in 1866, could be fined up to fifty dollars. Section two of the Vagrant Laws goes on to state that all white persons so assembling themselves with freed men, on terms of equality would be deemed vagrants and fined or imprisoned. A convicted  white person would face up to five hundred dollars in fines or six months in prison.

The Mississippi Apprentice Laws were the heart of the beast because they threatened the lives of the freed peoples’ children. “All freedmen, free Negroes, and mulattoes, under the age of eighteen, in their respective counties, beats or districts, who are orphans, or whose parent or parents have not the means or who refuse to provide for and support said minors; and thereupon it shall be the duty of said probate court to order the clerk of said court to apprentice said minors to some competent and suitable person.”(Faragher, 223). The Masters or Mistresses would be able to punish accordingly, but nothing severe. The adolescents would be bound as indentured servants until they were 18 if female, and 21 if male. These apprentice laws provoke such a spiteful response from the African Americans because now the whites were taking the one thing they had, family. The majority of the freed people were dirt poor, so, there was no way that many families could have avoided this law and kept their children. It was another part of the attempt to “roll back Emancipation and subvert Reconstruction.”(Commage, 222)


These laws were so important to white Mississippians, because they were worried that blacks would rebel against their previous owners, or become a menace to society. Without these Black Codes, freed people could do whatever they wanted. The State of Mississippi made sure that this wasn’t going to happen even though it contradicted the constitutional rights of the freed people.  The Legislature made it clear that were no commingling of the races, or even acts of charity unless certain guidelines were meet.  Mississippi and other southern states alike were doing all they could to keep these people as close to slavery as possible. It seems


  Acts of violence against the Freed people ran throughout the cities. “Violence in the South was a way to reestablish white supremacy.” (historian, in-class video clip), but what about black supremacy? This is what the white men always feared. If we gave blacks freedom, would we all still be equal? Laws are now just, and people are free from slavery and injustices.
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