
forces. The nation did so successfully. Munitions production

skyrocketed. America became, in the words of Pres. Franklin

D. Roosevelt, the “arsenal of democracy,” providing muni-

tions for our own armed forces and for our Russian, Chinese,

and British allies. Civilians had to sacrifice a part of their eco-

nomic freedom to allow this to happen. Mistakes were made

by the OPA, and many people were tempted by the black

market, but, on the whole, the system worked well and was

fair, and Americans cooperated with it, not out of fear or

threat of punishment but of their own free will.

The rationing system in World War II was unique in

American history. During the oil crisis of 1973, Pres. Richard

M. Nixon, who had served as a naval officer attached to the

OPA during World War II, ordered ration coupons for gaso-

line to be printed, but they were never used.
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Reconstruction
(1862–77)

Reconstruction, the name commonly given to the period at

the close of and immediately after the Civil War, refers not

just to an historical era but to an objective and a process.

The reconstruction of a viable Union was the North’s main

objective during the Civil War; how this was to be accom-

plished was a thorny political and constitutional, as well as

military, puzzle. 

Reconstruction began as soon as federal armies cap-

tured significant amounts of Confederate territory. The

Lincoln administration had to make decisions about how

such territory was to be governed; the usual resort was to

grant commanders wide authority over everyone within their

military jurisdictions. In some instances, Lincoln appointed

a military governor with theoretical power over an entire

state. Andrew Johnson, for example, was installed as military

governor of Tennessee in March of 1862. The influence of

military governors, however, tended to be limited to regions

remote from the zone of active hostilities—when command-

ers and military governors clashed over the best policy to be

applied toward Southern civilians, the Lincoln administra-

tion tended to back the commanders. 

In the short run, federal authorities faced two principal

tasks: (1) the maintenance of order and (2) the creation of a

workable policy to address the numbers of slaves that soon

sought protection under the Stars and Stripes. The first was

reasonably straightforward. White civilians were divided into

three basic categories: the loyal, the neutral or passive, and

the actively hostile. Whenever possible, the Lincoln admin-

istration gave legal recognition to a state government com-

posed of Southern Unionists, though its powers might be

negligible. Virginia had such a government, for example; its

main achievement was to give permission for its northwest-

ern counties to form the state of West Virginia in June 1863.
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The Army and Emancipation
Slaves, on the other hand, gave federal authorities no end of

headaches, particularly during the war’s first year, when the

administration’s stated policy was to restore the Union without

touching slavery. Even so, hundreds of slaves escaped into

federal lines. Thousands more came under Union jurisdiction

through military conquest. Either way, the practical question

of what to do with the slaves foreshadowed the central prob-

lem of Reconstruction: What to do with the freedpeople, or

more precisely, how to manage the transition from slave labor

to free labor in the South? The Union Army became, almost

despite itself, the principal midwife of this transition.

Although the U.S. government would not adopt emanci-

pation as a war aim until January 1863, the first experiments

with free African American labor began as early as November

1861, when thousands of slaves found a precarious freedom

after a joint Army–Navy force captured Port Royal and Hilton

Head, South Carolina, in November 1861. There the solution

was to put them to work growing cotton for the U.S.

Department of the Treasury. In other areas, so-called contra-

band camps sprang up in which freedpeople were concen-

trated and put to work, again under government supervision,

under conditions that ranged from adequate to miserable. A

Massachusetts clergyman came uncomfortably close to the

truth when he pronounced the system to be nothing but “gov-

ernment slavery. Old Pharaoh slavery was government slavery,

and Uncle Sam’s slavery is a Counterpart” (Berlin, et al., 170).

In a few instances, lands abandoned by white planters

were turned over to former bondsmen as experiments in free

labor. The most famous instance of this occurred in February

1865, when Maj. Gen. William T. Sherman issued Special

Field Order 15, under which African American families living

in coastal South Carolina received 40 acres of land. But this

was rare. In any event, most of the families who received land

under this practice lost it after the war when the former own-

ers successfully pressed for the return of their property.

By far the most common practice was to create a system

of contract labor. Slavery was formally abolished, slavehold-

ers became employers, their slaves became employees, and

by military fiat everyone concerned was deemed to have

accepted a contractual relationship in which the new

employers were obliged to pay the new employees a wage or

else a share of the crop. Neither the former slaveholders nor

the former slaves had any say in the matter. The Army cre-

ated and enforced the contract labor system by the logic of

military necessity. It maintained stability and created the

least interference with the vigorous conduct of the war.

In March 1865, as the war neared its end, Congress cre-

ated the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned

Lands—usually called the Freedmen’s Bureau—and placed it

within the War Department. Headed by Maj. Gen. Oliver O.

Howard, its first and only commissioner, the bureau’s principal

job was to guard the interests and welfare of the four million

African Americans who had gained freedom under either

wartime emancipation or the 13th Amendment, which finally

abolished the last vestiges of slavery in December 1865. It did

so principally by protecting freedpeople from employer fraud

and abuse and by fostering education efforts. Considering the

scope of its responsibilities, the bureau’s size was absurdly

small: at its peak in 1868, it employed fewer than 1,000 assis-

tant commissioners, agents, and clerks. Nor was it ever consid-

ered more than a temporary expedient; over time it scaled

back its activities and was finally terminated altogether in 1872. 

From Presidential to Congressional Reconstruction
Aside from emancipation, Lincoln’s first major steps toward

reconstruction took place in December 1863, when he

issued a Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction. The

proclamation offered generous terms under which most

white Southerners, other than Confederate officials or mili-

tary officers, could obtain amnesty simply by taking an oath

of allegiance to the Union and by accepting emancipation. It

included a plan whereby a state in rebellion could return to

the Union whenever a number of voters equivalent to at

least 10 percent of those who had cast ballots in 1860 took

the oath. They could then create a loyal state government.

Radical Republicans scorned this “Ten Percent Plan”

as far too lenient. Lincoln defended it as an important

wartime measure by which to undermine Confederate

resistance. Unconvinced, Radical Republicans in Congress

responded with a much tougher set of conditions embod-

ied in the Wade–Davis bill, passed in July 1864. Under the

bill, at least half of eligible voters would have to take the

oath of allegiance to the Union. Then delegates could be
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elected to a state convention that would repeal secession

and abolish slavery—but with a major catch. To qualify as a

voter or delegate in this process, an individual had to take

an additional, “ironclad oath” pledging that he had never

voluntarily supported the Confederacy. Lincoln vetoed the

Wade–Davis bill, so it never became law. Nevertheless, it

pointed out a major conundrum: Just who had the final say

in Reconstruction policy, the president or Congress?

By the end of the war, Lincoln’s Ten Percent Plan had

made modest progress in Louisiana, Tennessee, and

Arkansas, but Lincoln himself considered the plan a wartime

expedient and, with the coming of peace, he might have

adopted a stricter policy. His assassination in April 1865,

however, put Vice President Andrew Johnson, his successor,

in charge of postwar Reconstruction.

Most observers thought that Johnson would be far

tougher than Lincoln had been. The Tennessean had been

famous during the war for insisting that treason must be made

odious and traitors punished. In fact Johnson proved amaz-

ingly relaxed in his terms to the defeated South, a paradox

explained by his larger belief in state’s rights, limited govern-

ment, and white supremacy. He provided a blanket amnesty

for all but the most high-ranking Confederate officials and

military officers and for the wealthiest former Confederate

civilians—then issued special pardons to tens of thousands of

them. He laid out a blueprint for Reconstruction that simply

called for each former Confederate state to elect delegates to

create new state constitutions. He required these constitu-

tions merely to renounce secession, accept emancipation, and

repudiate the Confederate debt.

The result, in the eyes of most Republicans, was sheer

disaster. They heard reports of violence against freedpeo-

ple. They read the “Black Codes,” passed by most

Southern state legislatures in the autumn of 1865, which

grotesquely restricted the civil liberties of African

Americans. In December Republicans in Congress were

asked to seat delegations from former Confederate states

that were studded with former Confederate generals and

high-ranking officials, including former Confederate vice

president Alexander Stephens.

Republicans refused this request, employing on a vast

scale a rarely used constitutional provision by which

Congress is permitted to determine the qualifications of its

members. The result was soon a full-scale political war with

Johnson, who defiantly refused to compromise on any signif-

icant issue, particularly those addressing the political or civil

rights for freedpeople.

Thwarted by Johnson’s ceaseless vetoes, Republicans

used their two-thirds majority in Congress to override them,

then pressed for a 14th Amendment that essentially defined

African Americans as citizens and gave states the option of

either enfranchising black males or losing congressional seats

and electoral votes proportionate to the number of its African

American residents. Another section of the proposed amend-

ment barred a significant number of former Confederates

from holding state or federal office, while another repudiated

the Confederate debt. A final section empowered Congress to

enforce the amendment by passing appropriate legislation.

This legislation took the form of five laws, passed in early

1867, that placed the U.S. Army at the center of a system

designed to force the former Confederate states (with the

exception of Tennessee, already readmitted) to create new

constitutions and governments palatable to the Republicans.

Three Reconstruction Acts divided the 10 states of the South

into five military districts, each commanded by a general who

would see to it that constitutional conventions were called,

former Confederates were barred from voting, and African

American men enfranchised. Two additional acts were passed

to block Johnson, as far as possible, from interfering with the

process—as president, Johnson was constitutionally charged

with enforcing the law and therefore had the potential not to

enforce laws with which he disagreed.

Together, the five acts created what is variously known

as Congressional, Radical, or Military Reconstruction. The

last has often misled people into believing that the former

Confederacy was literally under military occupation. This

was not the case. The South had a population of 11 million.

By contrast, in October 1867 the Army had only 21,117

troops in the region—16,084 if one excepts Texas, where

most troops were actually in place to defend the frontier

with Mexico. By October 1870 the number had dropped to

9,050 (4,310 if Texas is left out); and by October 1876 it had

dwindled to 6,011 (2,969 if Texas is omitted). The real point

of “military reconstruction” was to give Army officers the
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mission of ensuring that elections were called and that civil-

ian governments in the South functioned more or less in

accordance with federal law.

Moreover, many Army officers were skeptical of the

mission that Congress had given them, particularly those

aspects aimed at the political enfranchisement or economic

uplifting of blacks. Maj. Gen. Philip H. Sheridan, for exam-

ple, testified before a congressional committee that “the best

thing that Congress or State [sic] can do is to legislate as lit-

tle possible in reference to the colored man beyond giving

him security in his person and his property” (Sefton, 61).

Nevertheless, by mid-1868 the Army had supervised the cre-

ation of new governments, conforming to the wishes of

Congress, in each of the 10 former Confederate states.

In many respects, these governments proved as progres-

sive and democratic as any in the United States up to that

time—they not only supported education and internal

improvements but also gave African American men the vote.

They had their share of corruption, but no more so than

state governments in other parts of the Union. Most white

Southerners, however, considered them not governments

but regimes—the illegitimate puppets of a hated Republican

Party—and began at once to attempt to destroy them.

The Violence of Reconstruction
The new Republican governments consisted of an uneasy

coalition of white Southern Unionists, African Americans,

and businessmen. The first group loathed blacks nearly as

much as it did former secessionists. The second sought to

translate their fledgling political power into social and eco-

nomic equality while lacking most of the tools, especially

education, land, and capital, to do so. The third sought

investment in railroads and industry and, at the same time,

wanted a labor force that was reliable and pliant. Under the

best of circumstances this coalition would have had trouble

cohering. The circumstances of Reconstruction tore it

apart within 10 years.

In addition to these internal difficulties, the Republican

Party in the South faced two major external problems. First,

like any American political party, it had to govern by consent

of the governed. Second, it discovered that no amount of

good will could gain that consent from a majority of white

Southerners. On the contrary, white conservatives fought

the new order in any way they could.

Often this occurred through the ordinary workings of

politics. White conservatives complained that the Republican

governments were not truly representative because they

excluded so many gallant former Confederates from voting.

Republican legislators, hoping to increase their claim to

legitimacy, reenfranchised former Confederates, then

watched in dismay as those reenfranchised Confederates

provided the margin needed to vote them out of office.

Several states were “redeemed”—returned to conservative

control—as early as 1870.

Sometimes white conservatives opposed Republican

measures through more shadowy means: social ostracism,

economic boycotts, casual intimidation, and even outright

violence. Historians increasingly seem willing to regard the

violence of Reconstruction as an extension of the Civil War,

“a campaign begun in defense of slavery before the war and

continued after it in order to uphold the practice of white

supremacy” (Perman, 139). Race riots in Memphis and New

Orleans in 1866 helped convince Congress of the need for

Radical Reconstruction, but mob attacks, assassinations, and

even insurgencies by paramilitary organizations dogged the

course of Reconstruction.

The Ku Klux Klan is by far the most famous of these

entities. Although it pretended to be a unified “Invisible

Empire,” with former Confederate general Nathan Bedford

Forrest as its head, the Klan was more probably a loose affili-

ation of paramilitary organizations that operated widely in the

South. Other groups less well known today were just as sig-

nificant and arguably more effective. In Louisiana, the White

League hammered away at Republican rule, notably in the

Colfax massacre of 1873 when more than 100 African

American men, women, and children were killed during one

of that state’s many disputed elections. Its Mississippi coun-

terpart was the Rifle Clubs. In South Carolina, it was the Red

Shirts. Each of these organizations functioned as the military

arm of the white conservative political movement; their strat-

egy was summarized in the phrase: “Carry the election peace-

ably if we can, forcibly if we must” (Rable, 153). Federal

troops were periodically used to curtail such violence, most

impressively from 1871 to 1872 when Pres. Ulysses S. Grant
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declared nine South Carolina counties to be in a “state of

rebellion.” Invoking the recently passed Enforcement Acts,

he suspended habeas corpus, declared martial law, and used

federal military and judicial authorities to root out and arrest

suspected Klansmen. But the effort failed to destroy the

organization. As time passed and the North wearied of the

seemingly endless outbreaks of violence in the South, state

governments were expected to handle matters on their own.

This they could not do. By 1877 every former Confederate

state was back under white conservative control.

The Legacy of Reconstruction
For many decades, most white Americans shared an under-

standing of Reconstruction as a ghastly mistake in which

vindictive Northern politicians exploited gullible former

slaves to impose corrupt regimes over the prostrate

Southern people. Within this mythology, the Ku Klux Klan

and other organizations merely stood up for decency and

fair treatment. This view was promoted in both serious and

popular histories of the period and blazed upon the silver

screen in films such as Birth of a Nation (1915) and Gone

with the Wind (1939). But it depended heavily on assump-

tions of white superiority. By the mid-20th century these

assumptions became less tenable, and historians came to

view Reconstruction as a major failure that allowed

Southern conservatives to retrieve most of the political

power lost during the Civil War. A slightly more optimistic

interpretation sees it as an “unfinished revolution” that nev-

ertheless laid the constitutional groundwork for the civil

rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s—a period some-

times called the “Second Reconstruction.” 
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Recruiting Advertisements
Recruiting advertising in broadcast and print media, as well

as at local community events, is an important public relations

function for the military services. Advertising and concerted

public relations campaigns improved public perceptions of

RECRUITING ADVERTISEMENTS
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