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The Civil War and Reconstruction were transformative periods in American
history, but they also brought immense suffering to African Americans. In
addition to the violence and displacement they endured, they faced a host
of health challenges that stemmed from their enslavement and the
systemic racism that persisted after the war.

This article examines the various illnesses and diseases that afflicted
African Americans during this time, as well as the factors that contributed to
their high mortality rates. It also highlights their resilience and the efforts
they made to improve their health and well-being.

Illnesses and Diseases
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African Americans were disproportionately affected by a wide range of
illnesses and diseases during the Civil War and Reconstruction. These
included:

Malaria: A mosquito-borne disease that caused high fevers, chills, and
fatigue. It was particularly prevalent in the South, where African
Americans were often forced to live in swampy areas.

Typhoid fever: A bacterial infection that caused fever, diarrhea, and
abdominal pain. It was spread through contaminated water and food.

Measles: A highly contagious viral infection that caused fever, rash,
and respiratory problems. It was often fatal for young children.

Pneumonia: An infection of the lungs that caused fever, cough, and
difficulty breathing. It was a major cause of death among African
American soldiers during the Civil War.

Dysentery: An infection of the intestines that caused severe diarrhea
and dehydration. It was a common problem in unsanitary conditions,
such as those found in refugee camps.

Contributing Factors

There were several factors that contributed to the high mortality rates
among African Americans during the Civil War and Reconstruction. These
included:

Enslavement: The conditions of enslavement had a devastating
impact on the health of African Americans. They were often subjected
to malnutrition, overwork, and inadequate medical care.



Racism: Racial discrimination denied African Americans access to
basic necessities such as clean water, healthy food, and adequate
housing. They were also subjected to violence and discrimination by
white doctors and nurses.

War: The Civil War brought additional hardships to African Americans,
including exposure to disease, injury, and death. Many African
American soldiers died in battle or from disease while serving in the
Union Army.

Reconstruction: The period after the Civil War was marked by
political and social upheaval, which led to further instability and health
challenges for African Americans.

Resilience and Resistance

Despite the immense suffering they faced, African Americans demonstrated
remarkable resilience during the Civil War and Reconstruction. They fought
to improve their health and well-being in a variety of ways, including:

Self-care: African Americans relied on their own knowledge and
traditions to treat illnesses and diseases. They used herbal remedies,
practiced folk medicine, and provided support for each other.

Community organizations: African American churches, mutual aid
societies, and benevolent organizations played a vital role in providing
health care and support to their communities.

Political activism: African Americans fought for their rights to health
care and other basic services. They organized protests, lobbied
politicians, and established their own hospitals and clinics.



The experiences of African Americans during the Civil War and
Reconstruction offer a stark reminder of the impact of racial inequality on
health and well-being. The illnesses and diseases they suffered from were
not simply the result of chance, but rather the consequence of centuries of
oppression and violence.

Despite the challenges they faced, African Americans demonstrated
incredible resilience and determination to improve their lives. They fought
for their rights, provided support for each other, and developed their own
strategies for survival. Their story is a testament to the human capacity for
hope and perseverance in the face of adversity.
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