
Reconstruction & 
Beyond
Myth vs. Reality



The Civil War (1861-65)
• Why was it fought? What was at stake for the North? For 

the South? What American values were at issue?  

• Reconstruction (1865-77) - what was it? What were 
President Lincoln’s and Congress’ goals for the project? 

• What groups do you think stood to gain the most from 
successful Reconstruction policy? Who stood to gain the 
least? 

• How would you describe the results of Reconstruction? 



Reconstruction’s Goals
• Secessionists = traitors or freedom fighters? Is “states’ rights” a real 

Constitutional concern, or a fig leaf for slavery? What penalties are 
appropriate? How much “penalty” is “too much” to allow a nation to 
heal?  

• How should Confederate States be treated in the aftermath of the 
war? Should all pro-CSA citizens who fought for secessionist states 
be stripped of voting rights, &c., or only those who stood as leaders 
in government or military?  

• What goals should Congress and Reconstruction state governments 
seek to achieve regarding the rights of black Americans, particularly 
former slaves in southern and border states?  

• No real Constitutional guidance for any of this





Lincoln’s Plan
• The Republican Party’s primary political goal became, immediately before 

and during the Civil War, the preservation/reunification of the Union 

• Another goal for a significant wing of the party was the eradication of 
slavery in the US  

• President Abraham Lincoln, while tentatively against slavery for much of 
his national career, issued the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 (which 
didn’t apply to loyal slave states) and supported ratification of the 13th 
amendment (freedom for slaves) for states seeking readmission to the 
Union after the war 

•  While remembered as a staunch abolitionist in American culture, he 
wasn’t 

• He was thought to be too lenient on ex-Confederacy by many 
Northerners, particularly “radical” Republicans in Congress



Lincoln’s Plan
• He advocated readmission to the Union when 10% of the 

state’s voting population had sworn a loyalty oath; former 
secessionists thought this was too harsh, while Congress’ 
Wade-Davis Bill required loyalty oaths from a majority of the 
state’s white male population 

• He favored amnesty for all citizens of ex-CSA states except 
the highest officeholders and military leaders; Wade-Davis 
bill required permanent disenfranchisement of a wider group 
of Confederates 

• Freedmen’s Bureau an early attempt to provide black 
Americans with land and work - it didn’t pan out



Johnson’s Plan
• VP Andrew Johnson was a Southern Democrat and “loyal” Tennesean who 

stuck with the Union but favored policies sympathetic to ex-Confederates 

• After Lincoln’s assassination, Johnson was a “states rights” supporter who 
favored a quick return to southern “home rule” 

• Allowed southern states to quickly return to their old status quo after 
rescinding their secession declarations and ratifying the 13th Amendment 

• Offered amnesty to all but the highest-level CSA leaders and richest 
planters, many of whom he ended up pardoning anyway (CSA VP Alexander 
Stephens of GA was elected to serve in Congress as early as 1865!!!) 

• Major racist who didn’t believe that black Americans deserved 14th 
Amendment rights: citizenship, equal protection under the law, and due 
process of law



Black Codes
• Under Johnson’s policy, ex-CSA states could then return to the racist 

leadership and policies of the wartime and pre-war eras 

• Policies in MS, SC, and beyond that effectively kept former slaves in 
slave-like conditions; many were effectively trapped working for their 
old masters for little or no pay 

• Conferred some rights, such as the right to own property, marry, or 
enter contracts, but severely limited most fundamental rights 

• Vagrancy laws enforced strict penalties against black Americans who 
couldn’t prove they had jobs; those who couldn’t prove had to pay 
fines, and if they couldn’t pay, they became unpaid prisoner-laborers 

• Efforts to take black “orphan” children from families/caregivers to be 
indentured/apprenticed to former slaveholders



Johnson vs. Radical 
Republicans

• Radical Republicans - and anyone else in Congress who 
wanted some sense of justice - were PISSED at Johnson and 
other southern Democrats. They ended up impeaching him, 
though not removing him from office! 

• Didn’t necessarily mean that all Northerners or all Republicans 
were committed to civil rights - some were staunchly in favor 
civil rights policies, but others saw black Americans as 
Republican votes to be mined rather than citizens to be 
protected at all costs



Radical Reconstruction
• In 1865-66, Congressional Republicans began to “re-do” Johnson’s 

quick-reversion policies and combat the  “Black Codes” 

• Civil Rights Act of 1866 passed over his veto - designed to protect 
fundamental rights and define most American-born people as US 
citizens. Civil Rights Act of 1875 was an attempt to further establish 
basic rights 

• The 14th Amendment to the Constitution endeavored to enshrine 
fundamental rights for most Americans - “birthright citizenship,” equal 
protection under the law, and due process of law 

• 1867 Reconstruction Act was designed by Congress to “take back” 
control of “home rule” state governments by establishing military 
governments until the states could establish constitutions that promoted 
fundamental rights: ratification of Amendment 14, black male voting 
rights, and repeal of Black Codes



Radical Reconstruction
• Radical Reconstruction policies resulted in short-lived voting 

rights for African-American men in the south via 15th 
Amendment, and these voters came through for the 
Republican Party into the 1870s. Until the “New Deal” party 
realignment of the 1930s, most black voters would remain 
loyal to Rs! 

• Quite a few southern black men were elected or appointed 
to local, state and national office during Reconstruction - 
more than 2000! 

• Congress, state legislatures, even an interim state governor 
in P. B. S. Pinchback of Louisiana!





End of Reconstruction
• Most Republicans lost interest in civil rights and Radical 

Reconstruction by the 1870s, and wanted to direct their 
energies to other policies that would require southern/
Democratic cooperation (economic recovery after the 
recession of 1873, for example) 

• Even the US Supreme Court followed suit - Its decision in 
the Slaughterhouse Cases of 1873 held that the 14th 
Amendment offered only a few enumerated FEDERAL 
protections, declaring that civil rights violations are STATE 
issues, and not under the jurisdiction of the federal 
government!



Pushback & “Redemption”
• White southerners didn’t love Reconstruction, to put things 

mildly 

• Deeply-held white supremacist views and anger at 
Congress/“Yankees” for punishing traitorous acts created a 
misplaced, violent reaction against black Americans among 
southern whites 

• The violence of slavery lingered, even if the institution was 
legally abolished - Black Codes, Jim Crow/Segregation all 
part of a system of control intended to reconstitute the 
traditional racial hierarchies before (former) and after (latter) 
Reconstruction



Terrorism & The Klan
• 1866 - Ex-CSA general Nathan 

Bedford Forrest established the Ku 
Klux Klan as a political organization 
promoting home rule 

• The Klan - and other groups with the 
same objectives - propagated 
terrorism against black Americans 
and their white allies in former CSA 
states 

• The Klan, like many organizations, 
went through cycles of popularity and 
membership. It was actually all but 
dead by 1915 when The Birth of a 
Nation was released, but reached its 
peak of popularity a decade later ( the 
“Second” Klan) in large part because 
of this film.



The Birth of a Nation
• D.W. Griffith’s early masterpiece - a technical and artistic feat 

• Also REALLY racist and historically inaccurate 

• Based on a heavily romanticized account of the Klan’s 
activities toward achieving “Redemption” - a novel titled The 
Clansman 

• Watch: an historical analysis + excerpts from the film 

• Consider: responses to the film, and to the Klan, via our 
primary sources



The Birth of a Nation
• How does the film seem to portray the Confederate cause? The Ku 

Klux Klan? Are these portrayals accurate?  

• How about the portrayals of black Americans? Northerners? The 
United States government? 

• What kinds of feelings does the film seem designed to stir up in the 
audience? 

• How does this film illustrate the power of film? Consider how this 
film influenced American society, both when it was released and in 
the long run.  

• In your opinion, what’s wrong with this film? What’s right with it? 



Primary sources
• How do our two primary sources seem to “line up” with the 

sentiments of the film?  

• Describe the particular grievances against the film listed by 
the NAACP chapter that created the “Vicious Film” pamphlet. 
What bothered members most about the movie? About the 
way in which the movie was presented to Bostonians? What 
were they hoping to accomplish by publishing this pamphlet?  

• D.W. Griffith stated, in response to accusations of racism 
leveled at this movie, that he wasn’t racist. Given the content 
of the film and the reactions of actual black Americans to its 
racist depictions, is his claim credible? Why?



Primary Sources
• The Hiram Evans piece from 1926 is not a direct response 

to this film, but it does represent a group culture and a 
viewpoint that was invigorated by the Birth of a Nation 
phenomenon eleven years earlier 

• What does the “second” Klan of the 1920s have in 
common with the KKK of Reconstruction?  

• What are the stated values of the “second” Klan as stated 
by Imperial Wizard Evans? Its goals? How do you think 
this group and its ideas connect to the mythology 
presented in Birth of a Nation? 



Video Response #1
• Write two page-sides or more, skipping lines, addressing the 

following… 

• Using the videos and readings we’ve covered in this unit (particularly 
the primary sources), discuss how The Birth of a Nation uses myths 
and fantasies (basically, untrue conceptions) about the American 
south, the Civil War, Reconstruction, slavery, and the Ku Klux Klan to 
create a version of history that never really existed.  

• To whom is the heavily fictionalized, fantasy version presented in the 
film designed to appeal? How and why did it work?  

• What were the realities of life and politics in the south during and after 
Reconstruction, for black Americans in particular? 

• Give examples. :)


