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PREFACE

The shattering changes in our social, political, and
cultural institutions of the past quarter of a century
make the study of the history of the United States
particularly imperative —and rewarding—for a genera-
tion of young people who face the problems of the
1980s. Americans are understandably concerned about
the future of their country—its physical and spiritual
resources, its ability to satisfy legitimate demands for
racial, sexual, and civil justice and equality, and the
role that the United States should play in helping to
shape the destiny of all humankind. No people can
meet the challenges of their own time successfully
without a thorough knowledge of their past. It is im-
possible to know where we are going without knowing
where we came from. We commend this simple homily
to a generation who will soon be called upon to take
command of the destiny of the United States. And we
commend it in the deep conviction that history does
teach lessons for the present and future if only we be
wise enough to heed them.

We also deeply believe that history is a profoundly
moral discipline and teaches moral lessons. We can be
set free to deal with the problems of the present and
future only if we confront the truth that our nation
has been guilty of genocide, slavery, continuing racism
and sexism, aggression, persecution, and other viola-
tions of our own best historic ideals. We have discussed
these matters frankly and, we hope, without self-
righteousness, because we believe that we cannot
truly love our country unless we are willing to know
the truth which alone can energize us to continue to
strive for a government and society that our noblest
women and men have sacrificed so much to achieve.
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PREFACE

The history of the United States is also instructive for other reasons. The
United States, in the Declaration of Independence, struck a blow for the
liberty of all humankind. The American people did prove that people could
govern themselves without kings and a hereditary aristocracy. The history of
the United States (with the exception of the Civil War, which seems to have
been necessary in order to create a united nation) has demonstrated that
constructive change is possible without recourse to violence and totalitarian
rule. Most remarkable of all, the history of the United States has proved that
it is possible for divers races, religions, and cultures to live peacefully to-
gether; not only that, it has also shown that the strongest nation is the one
that treasures diversity.

We hope that readers will agree with us that the title of this book is truly
descriptive of its contents. We have of course given due attention to the devel-
opment of American political institutions, political history, and foreign policy.
But we have also written in the deep conviction that it is just as important to
record the significant contributions of women and all ethnic groups to the
weaving of the rich social and cultural history which we have tried to relate.
We have dealt with these groups throughout this book, not as isolated entities,
but as integral participants and prime movers.

The American People: A History is the product of many minds and hands.
We owe our greatest debt to the thousands of historians, both our forerunners
and our contemporaries, whose work has made this book possible. We are
especially indebted to the present generation of scholars who have so greatly
expanded the frontiers of knowledge in economic, women’s, family, demo-
graphic, labor, and other fields of history. Harlan Davidson, president of AHM
Publishing Corporation, has helped in more ways than we can mention.
Margaret D. Link edited the manuscript and saved us from many dangling
participles, unclear antecedents, and passive constructions. Maureen Trobec,
managing editor of AHM Publishing Corporation, also edited the manuscript,
prepared the pictorial section on the struggle for women'’s rights, and oversaw
the production of the book. Phyllis Marchand prepared the comprehensive
index. Professor Ricardo Romo a member of the History Department at the
University of Texas at Austin, prepared the pictorial section on Mexican
Americans.

Stephen Rapley designed the book, and he and Peter Coveney managed many
phases of production; Herb Gotsch drew the splendid maps. Alan Wendt laid
out the pictorial sections. Timothy Taylor coordinated manufacture of the
book, and Natalie Salat did much of the work involved with the acquisition
of pictures. All these persons helped to make this a better book; we, alone, are
responsible for whatever errors remain in it.

We know that errors remain, and we would be grateful if readers would be
good enough to call our attention to them by writing to Arthur S. Link, Fire-
stone Library, Princeton, N.J. 08544.

The Authors
Princeton, N.J.
July 22, 1980
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CHAPTER 17
THE ERA OF
RECONSTRUCTION

1. STRUGGLES OVER
RECONSTRUCTION POLICIES

The Status of the Southern States

The Civil War settled several old problems — forever. It
determined that secession by one or more states from
the United States was not only unconstitutional but
also militarily impossible. The American people would
rather go to war than permit the nation to be broken
apart. It also ended the old debate about the nature of
the Union and established the ultimate sovereignty of
the federal government over the states. Finally, the
Union victory put an end forever to slavery in North
America. The Thirteenth Amendment, which abol-
ished slavery, was approved by Congress, sent to the
states before Lee’s surrender, and ratified on December
18, 1865. On the other hand, the northern victory also
raised difficult questions, many of which the nation
was not yet prepared to answer. For example, what
should be done about the former slaves? What was
their status? How would they be integrated into Amer-
ican society? And the South? How were the seceded
states to be handled? Were they states or not? These
complex problems came before the nation during a pe-
riod when minds—both in the North and in the
South —were still affected by the searing emotions re-
leased during a brutal civil war.

The most immediate political question at the end of
the war concerned the status of the former Confederate
states. Had they become territories, as some congress-
men argued, to be readmitted as states sometime in the
future on conditions imposed by the federal govern-
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ment? Or was the South merely a conquered province, like New Mexico in
1848, for example, to be disposed of according to the will of the conquerors?
Or were the former Confederate states still states of the Union, in spite of
their desperate and bloody struggle to break away from it? If so, were they
free to accept or reject the Thirteenth Amendment? Or had their defeat de-
prived them of that right?

Furthermore, who was immediately responsible for dealing with the South?
If the war had been only a rebellion of numerous individuals against the Unit-
ed States, then the President, who had the power of pardon, was the person to
act. If, however, the southern states had really separated themselves from the
Union, their readmission became the business of Congress, which under the
Constitution had the right, subject to the President’s veto, to admit states to
the Union.

Lincoln, from the beginning of the conflict, claimed that the war had been a
rebellion of individual citizens and that the states, irrespective of their resolu-
tions of secession, had never left the Union. Although Lincoln was not commit-
ted to any single plan by which to restore the Union, he proclaimed in Decem-
ber 1863 that, when at least 10 per cent of those persons who had voted in the
election of 1860 in any of the seceded states took an oath of loyalty to the Unit-
ed States, these persons might then form a government without slavery, which
he would recognize. Governments actually were established during the war
under the so-called 10 per cent plan in Tennessee, Arkansas, and Louisiana.

But Congress rejected Lincoln’s plan in 1864 and substituted its own condi-
tions for readmission in the Wade-Davis bill. This measure provided that 50
per cent of the voters in rebellious states had to take the oath of loyalty. More-
over, it excluded Confederate leaders, officers, and soldiers from voting, and
Confederate army officers and civilian officials above certain ranks from hold-
ing office. It also abolished slavery in the states affected. Lincoln killed the bill
with a pocket veto and said that he thought that the measure was unwise and
unconstitutional. This drew a fierce public rebuke in a “Manifesto’’ by Senator
Benjamin F. Wade of Ohio and Representative Henry Winter Davis of Mary-
land, authors of the bill. Lincoln had to understand, they warned, that “the
authority of Congress is paramount and must be respected; that the whole
body of the Union men of Congress will not submit to be impeached by him of
rash and unconstitutional legislation.”

The war ended without any decision on basic reconstruction policies, ex-
cept, of course, on the abolition of slavery and the restoration of national sov-
ereignty throughout the former Confederacy. Lincoln, had he lived to finish
his second term, might have had to fight tumultuous battles with members of
his own party. However, Lincoln was a masterful politician and might well
have maintained a congressional majority behind a fairly moderate program by
strategic concessions. Certainly he would not have allowed himself to fall so
far out of touch with the wishes of Congress and the electorate that his policies
would be overwhelmingly repudiated at the polls, his vetoes overridden, and
he, himself, nearly removed from office by Congress, which is what happened
to his successor.

Andrew Johnson and the Radicals

Andrew Johnson of Tennessee succeeded Lincoln. Johnson, born in Raleigh,
North Carolina, on December 29, 1808, was of humble origin and had scant
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formal education, like Lincoln. But Johnson lacked Lincoln’s tact, sympathy,
and political skill. Although a Southerner and a former slaveowner himself,
Johnson hated the great planters who, he believed, had dragged the poor people
of the South into a senseless war. And, although he was a state-rights Demo-
crat, he was intensely devoted to the Union. In fact, he had been the only sena-
tor from the seceded states to remain in his seat in Washington in 1861. Lin-
coln had appointed him military governor of Tennessee and had put him on
the Union ticket for the vice-presidency in 1864. This was done partly to re-
ward him for his loyalty. It also helped to answer charges that the Republican
party (renamed the Union party in 1864) was purely sectional.

Although no one has made a detailed survey of northern public opinion in
the spring of 1865, there does appear to have been a high degree of unity within
the dominant Republican party in support of a policy that would bring the de-
feated South back into the Union fairly quickly. This basic policy included a
constitutional amendment affirming the sovereignty of the national govern-
ment over the states and a guarantee of at least basic civil rights for the freed
blacks. The most extreme element in the Republican party — the so-called Rad-
icals —demanded a somewhat more thoroughgoing reconstruction of southern
politics and society by the elimination of secessionist leaders from politics
and by economic assistance, especially the grant of lands, to black people. A
second Republican group — the so-called Moderates — perhaps more numerous
within the party than the Radicals, did not want to go as far as the Radicals in
social and economic reconstruction. Yet these Moderates, too, wanted to pro-
tect the civil and to some degree the political rights of the recently freed slaves.

The new President enjoyed a reputation as an extreme Radical and, during
the first days of his tenure, indicated that he favored stern measures toward
former Confederates. “I can only say you can judge of my policy by the past,”
he told a congressional delegation that visited the White House. “‘Everybody
knows what that is. I hold this: Robbery is a crime; murder is a crime; treason
is a crime; and crime must be punished. . . . Treason must be made infamous
and traitors must be impoverished.” And yet Johnson soon made it clear that
he would follow a moderate, even a mild program of reconstruction. No one
has ever satisfactorily explained his change of policy. Perhaps the presidential
office itself sobered him; perhaps he thought that he was implementing Lin-
coln’s program —to preserve the Union and Constitution in all their purity.
Some cynical Republican politicians believed that he was trying to lay the ba-
sis for a coalition of moderate Republicans and Democrats, which he would
lead. Others said that Johnson, a person of humble birth, was beguiled by
southern aristocrats.

For whatever reasons, Johnson proceeded during the summer and autumn of
1865 —when Congress was not in session —to carry out his own plan. On May
29, 1865, he issued a proclamation of amnesty, or pardon, to all persons who
had engaged in rebellion against the United States, except Confederate officers
and persons with property worth more than $20,000. Even the exempted groups
were invited to apply to the President for individual pardons, which would be
“liberally extended.” Next, Johnson appointed provisional civilian governors,
after Lincoln’s pattern, in the Carolinas, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississip-
pi, and Texas. He stipulated that constitutional conventions should be elected
which had to repeal the ordinances of secession, frame new constitutions, and
ratify the Thirteenth Amendment. Most of the southern states followed John-
son’s instructions at once.



