
35. Reconstruction 

RECONSTRUCTION refers to the period following the Civil War of rebuilding the United States. It 

was a time of great pain and endless questions. On what terms would the Confederacy be 

allowed back into the Union? Who would establish the terms, Congress or the President? What 

was to be the place of freed blacks in the South? Did Abolition mean that black men would 

now enjoy the same status as white men? What was to be done with the Confederate leaders, 

who were seen as traitors by many in the North? 

Although the military conflict had ended, Reconstruction was in many ways still a war. This 

important struggle was waged by radical northerners who wanted to punish the South and 

Southerners who desperately wanted to preserve their way of life. 

Slavery, in practical terms, died with the end of the Civil War. Three Constitutional 

amendments altered the nature of African-American rights. The Thirteenth Amendment 

formally abolished slavery in all states and territories. The FOURTEENTH AMENDMENT prohibited 

states from depriving any male citizen of equal protection under the law, regardless of race. 

The FIFTEENTH AMENDMENT granted the right to vote to African-American males. Ratification of 

these amendments became a requirement for Southern states to be readmitted into the 

Union. Although these measures were positive steps toward racial equality, their enforcement 

proved extremely difficult. 

The period of PRESIDENTIAL RECONSTRUCTION lasted from 1865 to 1867. Andrew Johnson, as 

Lincoln's successor, proposed a very lenient policy toward the South. He pardoned most 

Southern whites, appointed provisional governors and outlined steps for the creation of new 

state governments. Johnson felt that each state government could best decide how they 

wanted blacks to be treated. Many in the North were infuriated that the South would be 

returning their former Confederate leaders to power. They were also alarmed by Southern 

adoption of Black Codes that sought to maintain white supremacy. Recently freed blacks found 

the postwar South very similar to the prewar South. 

The CONGRESSIONAL ELECTIONS OF 1866 brought RADICAL REPUBLICANS to power. They wanted to 

punish the South, and to prevent the ruling class from continuing in power. They passed the 

MILITARY RECONSTRUCTION ACTS OF 1867, which divided the South into five military districts and 

outlined how the new governments would be designed. Under federal bayonets, blacks, 

including those who had recently been freed, received the right to vote, hold political offices, 

and become judges and police chiefs. They held positions that formerly belonged to Southern 

Democrats. Many in the South were aghast. President Johnson vetoed all the Radical 

initiatives, but Congress overrode him each time. It was the Radical Republicans who 

impeached President Johnson in 1868. The Senate, by a single vote, failed to convict him, but 

his power to hinder radical reform was diminished. 



Not all supported the Radical Republicans. Many Southern whites could not accept the idea 

that former slaves could not only vote but hold office. It was in this era that the Ku Klux Klan 

was born. A reign of terror was aimed both at local Republican leaders as well as at blacks 

seeking to assert their new political rights. Beatings, lynchings, and massacres, were all in a 

night's work for the clandestine Klan. Unable to protect themselves, Southern blacks and 

Republicans looked to Washington for protection. After ten years, Congress and the radicals 

grew weary of federal involvement in the South. The WITHDRAWAL OF UNION TROOPS IN 1877 

brought renewed attempts to strip African-Americans of their newly acquired rights. 

35a. Presidential Reconstruction 

In 1864, Republican Abraham Lincoln chose Andrew Johnson, a Democratic senator from 

Tennessee, as his Vice Presidential candidate. Lincoln was looking for Southern support. He 

hoped that by selecting Johnson he would appeal to Southerners who never wanted to leave 

the Union. 

Johnson, like Lincoln, had grown up in poverty. He did not learn to write until he was 20 years 

old. He came to political power as a backer of the small farmer. In speeches, he railed against 

"SLAVEOCRACY" and a bloated "Southern aristocracy" that had little use for the white working 

man. 

The views of the Vice President rarely matter too much, unless something happens to the 

President. Following Lincoln's assassination, Johnson's views now mattered a great deal. 

Would he follow Lincoln's moderate approach to reconciliation? Would he support limited black 

suffrage as Lincoln did? Would he follow the Radical Republicans and be harsh and punitive 

toward the South? 

Johnson believed the Southern states should decide the course that was best for them. He 

also felt that African-Americans were unable to manage their own lives. He certainly did not 

think that African-Americans deserved to vote. At one point in 1866 he told a group of blacks 

visiting the White House that they should emigrate to another country. 

He also gave amnesty and pardon. He returned all property, except, of course, their slaves, to 

former Confederates who pledged loyalty to the Union and agreed to support the 13th 

Amendment. Confederate officials and owners of large taxable estates were required to apply 

individually for a Presidential pardon. Many former Confederate leaders were soon returned to 

power. And some even sought to regain their Congressional seniority. 

Johnson's vision of Reconstruction had proved remarkably lenient. Very few Confederate 

leaders were persecuted. By 1866, 7,000 Presidential pardons had been granted. Brutal 

beatings of African-Americans were frequent. Still-powerful whites sought to subjugate freed 

slaves via harsh laws that came to be known as the BLACK CODES. Some states required written 



evidence of employment for the coming year or else the freed slaves would be required to 

work on plantations. 

 

These cartoons by Thomas Nast show Colombia granting pardons to high-ranking Confederate leaders 

(which allowed them the full privileges of citizenship), but denying the vote to an crippled African 

American Civil War veteran. 

In South Carolina, African-Americans had to pay a special tax if they were not farmers or 

servants. They were not even allowed to hunt or fish in some areas. Blacks were unable to 

own guns — and even had their dogs taxed. African-Americans were barred from orphanages, 

parks, schools and other public facilities. The FREEDMAN'S BUREAU, a federal agency created to 

help the transition from slavery to emancipation, was thwarted in its attempts to provide for 

the welfare of the newly emancipated. All of these rules resulted in the majority of freed 

slaves remaining dependent on the plantation for work. 

Andrew Johnson's policies were initially supported by most Northerners, even Republicans. 

But, there was no consensus as to what rights African-Americans received along with 

Emancipation. Yet a group of Radical Republicans wanted the rights promised in the 

Declaration of Independence extended to include all free men, including those who were 

formerly slaves. A political power struggle was in the offing. 

 

35b. Radical Reconstruction 

The Radical Republicans believed blacks were entitled to the same political rights and 

opportunities as whites. They also believed that the Confederate leaders should be punished 

for their roles in the Civil War. Leaders like Pennsylvania REPRESENTATIVE THADDEUS STEVENS 

and Massachusetts SENATOR CHARLES SUMNER vigorously opposed Andrew Johnson's lenient 

policies. A great political battle was about to unfold. 

Americans had long been suspicious of the federal government playing too large a role in the 

affairs of state. But the Radicals felt that extraordinary times called for direct intervention in 

state affairs and laws designed to protect the emancipated blacks. At the heart of their beliefs 

was the notion that blacks must be given a chance to compete in a free-labor economy. In 

1866, this activist Congress also introduced a bill to extend the life of the Freedmen's Bureau 

and began work on a CIVIL RIGHTS BILL. 

President Johnson stood in opposition. He vetoed the Freedmen's Bureau Bill, claiming that it 

would bloat the size of government. He vetoed the Civil Rights Bill rejecting that blacks have 

the "same rights of property and person" as whites. 

Moderate Republicans were appalled at Johnson's racism. They joined with the Radicals to 

overturn Johnson's Civil Rights Act veto. This marked the first time in history that a major 

piece of legislation was overturned. The Radicals hoped that the Civil Rights Act would lead to 

an active federal judiciary with courts enforcing rights. 



Congress then turned its attention to amending the Constitution. In 1867 they approved the 

far-reaching Fourteenth Amendment, which prohibited "states from abridging equality before 

the law." The second part of the Amendment provided for a reduction of a state's 

representatives if suffrage was denied. Republicans, in essence, offered the South a choice — 

accept black enfranchisement or lose congressional representation. A third clause barred ex-

Confederates from holding state or national office. 

Emboldened by the work of the Fourteenth Amendment and by local political victories in the 

1866 elections, the Republicans went on to introduce the Reconstruction Act of 1867. This 

removed the right to vote and seek office by "leading rebels." Now the SOUTHERN UNIONISTS — 

Southerners who supported the Union during the War — became the new Southern leadership. 

The Reconstruction Act also divided the South into five military districts under commanders 

empowered to employ the army to protect black property and citizens. 

The first two years of Congressional Reconstruction saw Southern states rewrite their 

Constitutions and the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment. Congress seemed fully in 

control. One thing stood in the way — it was President Johnson himself. Radical leaders 

employed an extraordinary Constitutional remedy to clear the impediment — Presidential 

impeachment. 

 

35c. A President Impeached 

In the spring of 1868, Andrew Johnson became the first President to be IMPEACHED. The 

heavily Republican House of Representatives brought 11 articles of impeachment against 

Johnson. Many insiders knew that the Congress was looking for any excuse to rid themselves 

of an uncooperative President. 

Impeachment refers to the process specified in the Constitution for trial and removal from 

office of any federal official accused of misconduct. It has two stages. The House of 

Representatives charges the official with articles of impeachment. "TREASON, BRIBERY, OR OTHER 

HIGH CRIMES AND MISDEMEANORS" are defined as impeachable offenses. Once charged by the 

House, the case goes before the Senate for a trial. 

In 1867, Congress passed the Reconstruction Act, which EDWIN STANTON, as Secretary of War, 

was charged with enforcing. Johnson opposed the Act and tried to remove Stanton — in direct 

violation of the TENURE OF OFFICE ACT. Nine of the articles of impeachment related to Johnson's 

removal of Stanton. Another two charged Johnson with disgracing Congress. 

Johnson's defense was simple: only a clear violation of the law warranted his removal. 

But as with politics, things are rarely simple. Other factors came into play. Since there was no 

Vice President at the time, the next in line for the Presidency was BENJAMIN WADE, a Radical 

unpopular with businessmen and moderates. And along with legal wrangling, assurance was 

given from Johnson's backers that the Radicals' Southern policies would be accepted. 



In May of 1868, 35 Senators voted to convict, one vote short of the required 2/3 majority. 

Seven Republican Senators had jumped party lines and found Johnson not guilty. Johnson 

dodged a bullet and was able to serve out his term. It would be 130 years before another 

President — BILL CLINTON — would be impeached. 

 

35d. Rebuilding the Old Order 

 
1872, P.B.S. Pinchback of Louisiana became the first black governor in America 

Many Southerners, whether white or black, rich or poor, barely recognized the world in which 

they now lived. Wealthy whites, long-accustomed to plush plantation life and the perks of 

political power, now found themselves barred from voting and holding office. Their estates 

were in shambles. African-Americans were loathe to return to work for them. Poor white 

farmers now found blacks competing with them for jobs and land. 

For the freed slave, Reconstruction offered a miraculous window of hope. Those born into 

slavery could now vote and own land. In parts of the South, blacks could ride with whites on 

trains and eat with them in restaurants. Schools, orphanages, and public relief projects aimed 

at improving the lives of blacks were emerging all over the South. Perhaps most stunning of 

all, African-Americans were holding political office. Blacks were becoming sheriffs and judges. 

They were elected to school boards and city councils. Sixteen blacks sat in Congress from 

1867-77. HIRAM REVELS of Mississippi became the first African-American Senator in 1870. In 

December 1872 P.B.S. PINCHBACK of Louisiana became the first African-American Governor. All 

in all, about 600 blacks served as legislators on the local level. But as the saying goes, the 

more things change, the more they remain the same. 



 
While some African Americans gained affluence in the Reconstructionist South, many toiled in conditions 

similar to the ones they endured during slavery. 

Economically, African-Americans were disadvantaged. Most had skills best suited to the 

plantation. By the early 1870s sharecropping became the dominant way for the poor to earn a 

living. Wealthy whites allowed poor whites and blacks to work land in exchange for a share of 

the harvest. The landlord would sometimes provide food, seed, tools, and shelter. 

SHARECROPPERS often found themselves in debt, for they had to borrow on bad terms and had 

to pay excessively for basic supplies. When the harvest came, if the debt exceeded harvest 

revenues, the sharecropper remained bound to the owner. In many ways, this system 

resembled slavery. 

Many whites resented and rejected the changes taking place all about them. Taxes were high. 

The economy was stagnant. Corruption ran rampant. Carpetbaggers and scalawags made 

matters worse. CARPETBAGGERS were Northerners who saw the shattered South as a chance to 

get rich quickly by seizing political office now barred from the old order. After the war these 

Yankees hastily packed old-fashioned traveling bags, called carpetbags, and rushed south. 

"SCALAWAGS" were southern whites, who allied themselves with the Carpetbaggers, and also 

took advantage of the political openings. 



 
After the Civil War, some African American troops stayed in the Army. The most famous of these men 

were known as the Buffalo Soldiers, who moved West and fought in the Indian Wars. 

Out of a marriage of hatred and fear, the KU KLUX KLAN, the KNIGHTS OF THE WHITE CAMELIA, and 

the WHITE BROTHERHOOD were born. They are all supremacy groups who aimed at controlling 

African-Americans through violence and intimidation. Massacres, lynching, rape, pillaging and 

terror were common. In essence, these groups were paramilitary forces serving all those who 

wanted white supremacy. And it was not only ex-Confederate soldiers and poor whites. 

Ministers, merchants, military officers and other professionals donned hoods, burned crosses, 

and murdered those who interfered with their vision. 

Emancipated blacks began finding the new world looking much like the old world. Pressure to 

return to plantations increased. Poll taxes, violence at the ballot box, and literacy tests kept 

African-Americans from voting — sidestepping the 15th Amendment. 

Slavery was over. The struggle for equality had just begun. 

 


