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On Sept. 14, 1874, a battle erupted between an army of White Leaguers and the New Orleans Metropolitan Police, a racially-integrated force under command of Louisiana’s Republican governor, over possession of a shipment of arms in the city’s harbor. In an articulate and purposeful justification of their insurgency, White Leaguers argued that the government’s greatest injustice was denying citizens the right to bear arms. This pivotal moment in the history of Reconstruction, popularly known as the “Battle of Liberty Place,” not only brought an end to Republican rule in Louisiana but signaled the end of the nation’s great democratic experiment throughout the South. Little understood is the way in which the White League’s argument about who should be entitled to bear arms set the stage for the modern gun control debate. While some legal scholars of the Second Amendment have argued that the framers of the 14th Amendment intended to protect an individual’s right to bear arms under it and thereby secure African-Americans’ security against white violence, the actual evidence within the Congressional record does not bear out this conclusion. The specter of armed black men haunted even the most ardent supporters of black civil rights. Radicals, I will argue, were much more concerned with establishing the state’s prerogative to control gun ownership than scholars have previously imagined. The Battle of Liberty place demonstrates how all of these concerns coalesced to form a powerful justification for the restriction of the 14th Amendment’s applicability to African Americans and the eventual end of Reconstruction. My paper will given an overview of these events and offer new insights into the history of the Second Amendment and it’s cultural life in the 1870s.

