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Preface

Out of Many: A History of the American People, eighth 
edition, offers a distinctive and timely approach 
to American history, highlighting the experiences 

of diverse communities of Americans in the unfolding 
story of our country. The stories of these communities offer 
a way of examining the complex historical forces shaping 
people’s lives at various moments in our past. The debates 
and conflicts surrounding the most momentous issues 
in our national life—independence, emerging democ-
racy, slavery, westward settlement, imperial expansion, 
economic depression, war, technological change—were 
largely worked out in the context of local communities. 
Through communities we focus on the persistent ten-
sions between everyday life and those larger decisions and 
events that continually reshape the circumstances of local 
life. Each chapter opens with a description of a representa-
tive community. Some of these portraits feature American 
communities struggling with one another: African slaves 
and English masters on the rice plantations of colonial 
Georgia, or Tejanos and Americans during the Texas war 
of independence. Other chapters feature portraits of com-
munities facing social change: the feminists of Seneca Falls, 
New York, in 1848, or the African Americans of Montgom-
ery, Alabama, in 1955. As the story unfolds we find commu-
nities growing to include ever larger groups of Americans: 
the soldiers from every colony who forged the Continental 
Army into a patriotic national force at Valley Forge during 
the American Revolution, or the moviegoers who aspired to 
a collective dream of material prosperity and upward mo-
bility during the 1920s.

Out of Many is also the only American history text with 
a truly continental perspective. With community vignettes 
from New England to the South, the Midwest to the far 
West, we encourage students to appreciate the great ex-
panse of our nation. For example, a vignette of seventeenth 
century Santa Fé, New Mexico, illustrates the founding of 
the first European settlements in the New World. We pres-
ent territorial expansion into the American West from the 
viewpoint of the Mandan villagers of the upper Missouri 
River of North Dakota. We introduce the policies of the Re-
construction era through the experience of African Ameri-
cans in Hale County, Alabama. A continental perspective 
drives home to students that American history has never 
been the preserve of any particular region.

Out of Many includes extensive coverage of our diverse 
heritage. Our country is appropriately known as “a nation 
of immigrants,” and the history of immigration to America,  
from the seventeenth to the twenty-first centuries, is 

fully integrated into the text. There is sustained and close 
attention to our place in the world, with special empha-
sis on our relations with the nations of the Western Hemi-
sphere, especially our near neighbors, Canada and Mexico. 
The statistical data in the final chapter has been completely 
updated with the results of the 2010 census.

In these ways Out of Many breaks new ground, but 
without compromising its coverage of the traditional turn-
ing points that we believe are critically important to an un-
derstanding of the American past. Among these watershed 
events are the Revolution and the struggle over the Con-
stitution, the Civil War and Reconstruction, and the Great 
Depression and World War II. In Out of Many, however, 
we seek to integrate the narrative of national history with 
the story of the nation’s many diverse communities. The 
Revolutionary and Constitutional period tested the abil-
ity of local communities to forge a new unity, and success 
depended on their ability to build a nation without com-
promising local identity. The Civil War and Reconstruction 
formed a second great test of the balance between the na-
tional ideas of the Revolution and the power of local and 
sectional communities. The depression and the New Deal 
demonstrated the importance of local communities and the 
growing power of national institutions during the greatest 
economic challenge in our history. Out of Many also looks 
back in a new and comprehensive way—from the vantage 
point of the beginning of a new century and the end of the 
Cold War—at the salient events of the last sixty five years 
and their impact on American communities. The commu-
nity focus of Out of Many weaves the stories of the people 
and the nation into a single compelling narrative.

Out of Many, eighth edition, is completely updated 
with the most recent scholarship on the history of America 
and the United States. All the chapters have been exten-
sively reviewed, revised, and rewritten. The final chapter 
details the tumultuous events of the new century, includ-
ing a completely new section on the “war on terror,” and 
concluding with the national election of 2012. Throughout 
the book the text and graphics are presented in a stunning 
new design. 

What’s New to This Edition
With each edition of Out of Many we seek to strengthen 
its unique integration of the best of traditional American 
history with its innovative community-based focus and 
strong continental perspective. This new version is no 
exception.
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Revel™
Educational technology designed for the way today’s stu-
dents read, think, and learn.

When students are engaged deeply, they learn more 
effectively and perform better in their courses. This 
simple fact inspired the creation of REVEL: an immer-
sive learning experience designed for the way today’s 
students read, think, and learn. Built in collaboration 
with educators and students nationwide, REVEL is the 
newest, fully digital way to deliver respected Pearson 
content.

REVEL enlivens course content with media inter-
actives and assessments—integrated directly within 
the authors’ narrative—that provide opportunities for 
students to read about and practice course material in 
tandem. This immersive educational technology boosts 
student engagement, which leads to better understand-
ing of concepts and improved performance throughout 
the course.

Learn more about REVEL  
http://www.pearsonhighered.com/
revel/
Rather than simply offering opportunities to read about 
and study U.S. history, REVEL facilitates deep, engaging 
interactions with the concepts that matter most. For exam-
ple, when accessing primary source documents, students 
are able to access documents integrated within applica-
ble chapter material, instead of launching out to another 
site. REVEL engages students directly and immediately, 
which leads to a better understanding of course material. 
A wealth of student and instructor resources and interac-
tive materials can be found within REVEL. Some of our 
favorites include: 

Learning Outcomes
New text-specific Learning Outcomes inform each chapter, 
with outcomes correlated to unique chapter features and 
activities.

Videos
New text-specific videos in every chapter bring American 
Communities vignettes to life, and offer section summaries.

Primary Source Documents
Up to five new primary source document excerpts are in-
tegrated within each chapter, further illustrating section 
contents.

Interactive Maps
Many maps offer interactive elements, such as toggles to 
illustrate movement over time, as well as clickable map 
keys and pan/zoom capability.

Integrated Writing Opportunities
To help students connect chapter content with personal 
meaning, each chapter offers three varieties of writing 
prompts: the Journal prompt, eliciting free-form topic-
specific responses addressing topics at the module level; 
the Shared Writing prompt, which encourages students to 
share and respond to each other’s brief response to high-
interest topics in the chapter; and Chapter Essays drawn 
from primary source documents.

For more information about all of the tools and re-
sources in REVEL and access to your own REVEL account for 
Out of Many, Eighth Edition, go to www.pearsonhighered 
.com/REVEL

Preface  xvii
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xviii

Special Features

Out of Many offers a wealth of special features and pedagogical aids that reinforce our 
narrative and helps students grasp key topics and concepts.

•	 Community and Diversity. This special introductory essay begins students’ jour-
ney into the narrative history that unfolds in Out of Many. The essay acquaints 
students with the major themes of the book and provides them with a framework 
for understanding American History. (pp. xxiii–xxiv)

•	 American Communities. Each chapter opens with a story that highlights the expe-
riences of diverse communities of Americans as a way of examining the complex 
historical forces shaping people’s lives at various moments in our past.

•	 Communities in Conflict. This special feature highlights two primary sources that 
offer opposing voices on a controversial historical issue. With introductory source 
notes and critical thinking questions, ”Communities in Conflict” offers students 
and instructors the opportunity to discuss how Americans have struggled to 
resolve their differences at every point in our past.

•	 Seeing History. This feature helps students use visual culture for making sense of 
the past. These carefully chosen images, with critical thinking questions for inter-
pretation, include a broad array of fine art, drawings, political cartoons, advertise-
ments, and photographs. Encouraged to look at the image with an analytical eye, 
students will think critically about how visual sources can illuminate their under-
standing of American history and the important role visuals play in our knowledge 
of the past.

•	 Tables. Tables provide students with a summary of complex issues.

•	 Photos and Illustrations. The abundant illustrations in Out of Many include exten-
sive captions that treat the images as visual primary source documents from the 
American past, describing their source and explaining their significance. In addi-
tion, the Seeing History feature in each chapter highlights a stunning visual and 
introduces students to the importance of visual documents in the study of history.

•	 Time Lines and Key Terms. A time line at the end of each chapter helps students 
build a framework of key events. Key Terms bolded within chapters help students 
review, reinforce, and retain the material in each chapter. 
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xix

For Instructors and Students

Supplements for Instructors Supplements for Students

Instructor’s Resource Center  www.pearsonhighered 
.com/irc This website provides instructors with additional 
text-specific resources that can be downloaded for classroom 
use. Resources include the Instructor’s Resource Manual, 
PowerPoint presentations and the test item file. Register online 
for access to the resources for Out of Many.

www.coursesmart.com  CourseSmart eTextbooks offer 
the same content as the printed text in a convenient online 
format—with highlighting, online search, and printing capabili-
ties. You save 60% over the list price of the traditional book.
Books a la Carte  These editions feature the exact same 
content as the traditional printed text in a convenient, three-
hole-punched, loose-leaf version at a discounted price—allow-
ing you to take only what you need to class. You’ll save 35% 
over the net price of the traditional book

Instructor’s Resource Manual  Available at the Instructor’s 
Resource Center for download, www.pearsonhighered.com 
/irc, the Instructor’s Resource Manual contains chapter out-
lines, detailed chapter overviews, lecture outlines, topics for 
discussion, and information about audio-visual resources.

Library of American Biography Series  www 
.pearsonhighered.com/educator/series/Library-of-
American-Biography/10493.page  Pearson’s renowned 
series of biographies spotlighting figures who had a signifi-
cant impact on American history. Included in the series are 
Edmund Morgan’s The Puritan Dilemma: The Story of John 
Winthrop, B. Davis Edmund’s Tecumseh and the Quest for 
Indian Leadership, J. William T. Youngs, Eleanor Roosevelt: 
A Personal and Public Life, and John R. M. Wilson’s Jackie 
Robinson and the American Dilemma.

Test Item File  Available at the Instructor’s Resource Center 
for download, www.pearsonhighered.com/irc, the Test Item 
File contains more than 2,000 multiple-choice, identification, 
matching, true-false, and essay test questions.

PowerPoint Presentations  Available at the Instructor’s 
Resource Center for download, www.pearsonhighered 
.com/irc, the PowerPoints contain chapter outlines and  
full-color images of maps and art.

A Short Guide to Writing About History, 7/e  Written by 
Richard Marius, late of Harvard University, and Melvin E. Page, 
Eastern Tennessee State University, this engaging and practi-
cal text explores the writing and researching processes, identi-
fies different modes of historical writing, including argument, 
and concludes with guidelines for improving style. ISBN-10: 
0205673708; ISBN-13: 9780205673704

MyTest  Available at www.pearsonmytest.com, MyTest is 
a powerful assessment generation program that helps instruc-
tors easily create and print quizzes and exams. Questions and 
tests can be authored online, allowing instructors ultimate flexi-
bility and the ability to efficiently manage assessments anytime, 
anywhere! Instructors can easily access existing questions and 
edit, create, and store using simple drag-and-drop and Word-
like controls.

Prentice Hall American History Atlas  This full-color histor-
ical atlas designed especially for college students is a valuable 
reference tool and visual guide to American history. This atlas 
includes maps covering the scope of American history from 
the lives of the Native Americans to the 1990s. Produced by 
a renowned cartographic firm and a team of respected histori-
ans, the Prentice Hall American History Atlas will enhance any 
American history survey course. ISBN: 0321004868; ISBN-
13: 9780321004864
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Community & Diversity

One of the most characteristic features of our country is its 
astounding variety. The American people include the de-
scendants of native Indians; colonial Europeans of British, 
French, and Spanish background; Africans; and migrants 
from virtually every country and continent. Indeed, at 
the beginning of the new century the United States is ab-
sorbing a flood of immigrants from Latin America and 
Asia that rivals the great tide of people from eastern 
and southern Europe one hundred years before. What’s 
more, our country is one of the world’s most spacious, 
sprawling across than 3.6 million square miles of territory. 
The struggle to meld a single nation out of our many far-
flung communities is what much of American history is all 
about. That is the story told in this book.

Every human society is made up of communities. A 
community is a set of relationships linking men, women, 
and their families to a coherent social whole that is more 
than the sum of its parts. In a community people develop 
the capacity for unified action. In a community people 
learn, often through trial and error, how to transform and 
adapt to their environment. 

The sentiment that binds the members of a commu-
nity together is the mother of group consciousness and 
ethnic identity. In the making of history, communities are 
far more important than even the greatest of leaders, for 
the community is the institution most capable of passing a 
distinctive historical tradition to future generations. 

Communities bind people together in multiple ways. 
They can be as small as local neighborhoods, in which peo-
ple maintain face-to-face relations, or as large as the nation 
itself. This book examines American history from the per-
spective of community life—an ever-widening frame that 
has included larger and larger groups of Americans.

Networks of kinship and friendship, and connections 
across generations and among families, establish the bonds 
essential to community life. Shared feelings about values 
and history establish the basis for common identity. In 
communities, people find the power to act collectively in 
their own interest. But American communities frequently 
took shape as a result of serious conflicts among groups, 
and within communities there was often significant fight-
ing among competing groups or classes. Thus the term 
community, as we use it here, includes conflict and discord 
as well as harmony and agreement.

For decades Americans have complained about the 
“loss of community.” But community has not disappeared—
it has been continuously reinvented. Until the late eighteenth 
century, community was defined primarily by space and  

local geography. But in the nineteenth century communi-
ties were reshaped by new and powerful historical forces 
such as the marketplace, industrialization, the corpora-
tion, mass immigration, mass media, and the growth of the 
nation-state. In the twentieth century, Americans struggled 
to balance commitments to multiple communities. These 
were defined not simply by local spatial arrangements, but 
by categories as varied as race and ethnicity, occupation, 
political affiliation, and consumer preference. 

The “American Communities” vignettes that open 
each chapter reflect these transformations. Most of the vi-
gnettes in the pre–Civil War chapters focus on geographi-
cally defined communities, such as the ancient Indian city 
at Cahokia, or the experiment in industrial urban planning 
in early nineteenth-century Lowell, Massachusetts. Post–
Civil War chapters explore different and more modern 
kinds of communities. In the 1920s, movies and radio 
offered communities of identification with dreams of free-
dom, material success, upward mobility, youth and beauty. 
In the 1950s, rock ‘n’ roll music helped germinate a new 
national community of teenagers, with profound effects 
on the culture of the entire country in the second half of 
the twentieth century. In the late 1970s, fear of nuclear acci-
dents like the one at Three Mile Island brought concerned 
citizens together in communities around the country and 
encouraged a national movement opposing nuclear power. 

The title for our book was suggested by the Latin 
phrase selected by John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and 
Thomas Jefferson for the Great Seal of the United States: 
E Pluribus Unum—”Out of Many Comes Unity.” These men 
understood that unity could not be imposed by a powerful 
central authority but had to develop out of mutual respect 
among Americans of different backgrounds. The revolu-
tionary leadership expressed the hope that such respect 
could grow on the basis of a remarkable proposition: “We 
hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 
equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness.” The national government of the 
United States would preserve local and state authority but 
would guarantee individual rights. The nation would be 
strengthened by guarantees of difference.

“Out of Many” comes strength. That is the promise 
of America and the premise of this book. The underlying 
dialectic of American history, we believe, is that as a peo-
ple we must locate our national unity in the celebration of 
the differences that exist among us; these differences can 
be our strength, as long as we affirm the promise of the 
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Declaration. Protecting the “right to be different,” in other 
words, is absolutely fundamental to the continued exis-
tence of democracy, and that right is best protected by the 
existence of strong and vital communities. We are bound 
together as a nation by the ideal of local and cultural dif-
ferences protected by our common commitment to the val-
ues of the American Revolution.

Today those values are endangered by those who use the 
tactics of mass terror. In the wake of the September 11, 2001 
attack on the United States, and with the continuing threat 
of biological, chemical, or even nuclear assaults, Americans 
cannot afford to lose faith in our historic vision. The thou-
sands of victims buried in the smoking ruins of the World 
Trade Center included people from dozens of different ethnic 
and national groups. The United States is a multicultural and 
transnational society. We must rededicate ourselves to the 
protection and defense of the promise of diversity and unity.

Our history demonstrates that the promise has always 
been problematic. Centrifugal forces have been powerful in 
the American past, and at times the country seemed about to 
fracture into its component parts. Our transformation from 
a collection of groups and regions into a nation was marked 
by painful and often violent struggles. Our past is filled 
with conflicts between Indians and colonists, masters and 
slaves, Patriots and Loyalists, Northerners and Southerners, 
Easterners and Westerners, capitalists and workers, and some-
times the government and the people. War can bring out our 
best, but it can also bring out our worst. During World War 
II thousands of Japanese American citizens were deprived of 
their rights and locked up in isolated detention centers because 
of their ethnic background. Americans often appear to be little 
more than a contentious collection of peoples with conflicting 
interests, divided by region and background, race and class.

Our most influential leaders have also sometimes suf-
fered a crisis of faith in the American project of “liberty 
and justice for all.” Thomas Jefferson not only believed in 
the inferiority of African Americans but feared that immi-
grants from outside the Anglo-American tradition might 
“warp and bias” the development of the nation “and ren-
der it a heterogeneous, incoherent, distracted mass.” We 
have not always lived up to the American promise and 
there is a dark side to our history. It took the bloodiest war 
in American history to secure the human rights of African 
Americans, and the struggle for full equality for all our 
citizens has yet to be won. During the great influx of im-
migrants in the early twentieth century, fears much like  
Jefferson’s led to movements to Americanize the foreign 
born by forcing them, in the words of one leader, “to give 
up the languages, customs, and methods of life which they 
have brought with them across the ocean, and adopt in-
stead the language, habits, and customs of this country, 
and the general standards and ways of American living.”  
Similar thinking motivated Congress at various times to bar 
the immigration of Africans, Asians, and other people of 

color into the country, and to force assimilation on American 
Indians by denying them the freedom to practice their re-
ligion or even to speak their own language. Such calls for 
restrictive unity resound in our own day. 

But other Americans have argued for a more fulsome 
version of Americanization. “What is the American, this 
new man?” asked the French immigrant Michel Crévecoeur 
in 1782. “A strange mixture of blood which you will find 
in no other country.” In America, he wrote, “individuals of 
all nations are melted into a new race of men.” A century 
later Crévecoeur was echoed by historian Frederick Jackson 
Turner, who believed that “in the crucible of the frontier, the 
immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and fused into a 
mixed race, English in neither nationality nor characteristics. 
The process has gone on from the early days to our own.”

The process by which diverse communities have come 
to share a set of common American values is one of the 
most fundamental aspects of our history. It did not occur, 
however, because of compulsory Americanization pro-
grams, but because of free public education, popular par-
ticipation in democratic politics, and the impact of popular 
culture. Contemporary America does have a common cul-
ture: we share a commitment to freedom of thought and 
expression, we join in the aspirations to own our own 
homes and send our children to college, we laugh at the 
same television programs or video clips on YouTube.

To a degree that too few Americans appreciate, this com-
mon culture resulted from a complicated process of mutual 
discovery that took place when different ethnic and regional 
groups encountered one another. Consider just one small 
and unique aspect of our culture: the barbecue. Americans 
have been barbecuing since before the beginning of written 
history. Early settlers adopted this technique of cooking from 
the Indians—the word itself comes from a native term for a 
framework of sticks over a fire on which meat was slowly 
cooked. Colonists typically barbecued pork, fed on Indian 
corn. African slaves lent their own touch by introducing the 
use of spicy sauces. The ritual that is a part of nearly every 
American family’s Fourth of July silently celebrates the heri-
tage of diversity that went into making our common culture.

The American educator John Dewey recognized 
this diversity early in the last century. “The genuine 
American, the typical American, is himself a hyphenated 
character,” he declared, “international and interracial in 
his make-up.” It was up to all Americans, Dewey argued, 
“to see to it that the hyphen connects instead of sepa-
rates.” We, the authors of Out of Many, endorse Dewey’s 
perspective. “Creation comes from the impact of diver-
sity,” the American philosopher Horace Kallen wrote 
about the same time. We also endorse Kallen’s vision 
of the American promise: “A democracy of nationali-
ties, cooperating voluntarily and autonomously through 
common institutions, . . . a multiplicity in a unity, an 
orchestration of mankind.” And now, let the music begin. 

xxiv  Community & Diversity
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American Communities
Hale County, Alabama: From Slavery to 
Freedom in a Black Belt Community
On a bright Saturday morning in May 1867, 4,000 former 
slaves streamed into the town of Greensboro, bustling 
seat of Hale County in west-central Alabama. They came 
to hear speeches from two delegates to a recent freed-
men’s convention in Mobile and to find out about the 
political status of black people under the Reconstruction 
Act just passed by Congress. Tensions mounted in the 

days following this unprecedented gathering, as mili-
tary authorities began supervising voter registration for 
elections to the upcoming constitutional convention that 
would rewrite the laws of Alabama. On June 13, John 
Orrick, a local white, confronted Alex Webb, a politi-
cally active freedman, on the streets of Greensboro. Webb 
had recently been appointed a voter registrar for the 
district. Orrick swore he would never be registered by a 
black man and shot Webb dead. Hundreds of armed and 
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Reconstruction 1863–1877
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Theodor Kaufmann (1814–1896), On to Liberty, 1867. Oil on canvas, 36 × 56 in (91.4 × 142.2 cm). Runaway slaves escaping through the woods.
Source: Art Resource/Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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angry freedmen formed a posse to search for Orrick but 
failed to find him. Galvanized by Webb’s murder, 500 
local freedmen formed a chapter of the Union League, the 
Republican Party’s organizational arm in the South. The 
chapter functioned as both a militia company and a forum 
to agitate for political rights.

Violent political encounters between black people and 
white people were common in southern communities 
in the wake of the Civil War. Communities throughout 
the South struggled over the meaning of freedom in 
ways that reflected their particular circumstances. The 
4 million freed people constituted roughly one-third of 
the total southern population, but the black–white ratio 
in individual communities varied enormously. In some 
places, the Union army had been a strong presence 
during the war, hastening the collapse of the slave system 
and encouraging experiments in free labor. Other areas 
had remained relatively untouched by the fighting. In 
some areas, small farms prevailed; in others, including 
Hale County, large plantations dominated economic and 
political life.

West-central Alabama had emerged as a fertile center 
of cotton production just two decades before the Civil War. 
There, African Americans, as throughout the South’s black 
belt, constituted more than three-quarters of the popula-
tion. With the arrival of federal troops in the spring of 1865, 
African Americans in Hale County, like their counterparts 
elsewhere, began to challenge the traditional organization 
of plantation labor.

Above all, freed people wanted more autonomy. 
Overseers and owners grudgingly allowed them to work 
the land “in families,” letting them choose their own 
supervisors and find their own provisions. The result was 
a shift from the gang labor characteristic of the antebellum 
period, in which large groups of slaves worked under 
the harsh and constant supervision of white 
overseers, to the sharecropping system, 
in which African American fami-
lies worked small plots of land in 
exchange for a small share of the 
crop.

Only a small  fraction—
perhaps 15 percent—of African 
American families were fortu-
nate enough to be able to buy 
land. The majority settled for 
some version of sharecropping, 
while others managed to rent 
land from owners, becoming tenant 

farmers. Still, planters throughout Hale County had to 
change the old routines of plantation labor. Local African 
Americans also organized politically. In 1866, Congress 
had passed the Civil Rights Act and sent the Fourteenth 
Amendment to the Constitution to the states for ratifica-
tion; both promised full citizenship rights to former slaves. 
Hale County freedmen joined the Republican Party and 
local Union League chapters. They used their new political 
power to press for better labor contracts, demand greater 
autonomy for the black workforce, and agitate for the more 
radical goal of land confiscation and redistribution. Two 
Hale County former slaves, Brister Reese and James K. 
Green, won election to the Alabama state legislature in 1869.

It was not long before these economic and political 
gains prompted a white counterattack. In the spring of 
1868, the Ku Klux Klan—a secret organization devoted to 
terrorizing and intimidating African Americans and their 
white Republican allies—came to Hale County. Disguised 
in white sheets, armed with guns and whips, and making 
nighttime raids on horseback, Klansmen flogged, beat, 
and murdered freed people. They intimidated voters and 
silenced political activists. Planters used Klan terror to 
dissuade former slaves from leaving plantations or orga-
nizing for higher wages. With the passage of the Ku Klux 
Klan Act in 1871, the federal government cracked down 
on the Klan, breaking its power temporarily in parts of 
the former Confederacy. But no serious effort was made 
to stop Klan terror in the west Alabama black belt, and 
planters there succeeded in reestablishing much of their 
social and political control.

The events in Hale County illustrate the struggles that 
beset communities throughout the South during the Re-
construction era after the Civil War. The destruction of 
slavery and the Confederacy forced African Americans 
and white people to renegotiate their old roles. These 

community battles both shaped and were shaped by the 
victorious and newly expansive federal govern-

ment in Washington. But the new arrange-
ments of both political power sharing 

and the organization of labor had to 
be worked out within local communi-

ties. In the end, Reconstruction was 
only partially successful. Not until 

the “Second Reconstruction” of 
the twentieth-century civil rights 

movement would the descendants 
of Hale County’s African Americans  

begin to enjoy the full fruits of freedom—
and even then not without challenge.

Greensboro
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17.1 � The Politics of 
Reconstruction

What were the competing political plans for 
reconstructing the defeated Confederacy?

When General Robert E. Lee’s men stacked their guns at 
Appomattox, the bloodiest war in American history ended. 
More than 600,000 soldiers had died during the four 
years of fighting 360,000 Union and 260,000 Confederate. 
Another 275,000 Union and 190,000 Confederate troops 
had been wounded. Although President Abraham Lincoln 
insisted early on that the purpose of the war was to 
preserve the Union, by 1863 it had evolved as well into a 
struggle for African American liberation. Indeed, the polit-
ical, economic, and moral issues posed by slavery were 
the root cause of the Civil War, and the war ultimately 
destroyed slavery, although not racism, once and for all.

The Civil War also settled the constitutional crisis 
provoked by the secession of the Confederacy and its justifi-
cation in appeals to states’ rights. The old notion of the United 
States as a voluntary union of sovereign states gave way to 
the new reality of a single nation, in which the federal govern-
ment took precedence over the individual states. The key 
historical developments of the Reconstruction era revolved 
around precisely how the newly strengthened national 
government would define its relationship with the defeated 
Confederate states and the 4 million newly freed slaves.

17.1.1  The Defeated South
The white South paid an extremely high price for seces-
sion, war, and defeat. In addition to the battlefield casual-
ties, the Confederate states sustained deep material and 

psychological wounds. Much of the best agricultural land 
was laid waste, including the rich fields of northern Virginia, 
the Shenandoah Valley, and large sections of Tennessee, 
Mississippi, Georgia, and South Carolina. Many towns 
and cities—including Richmond, Atlanta, and Columbia, 
South Carolina—were in ruins. By 1865, the South’s most 
precious commodities, cotton and African American slaves, 
no longer were measures of wealth and prestige. Retreating 
Confederates destroyed most of the South’s cotton to prevent 
its capture by federal troops. What remained was confis-
cated by Union agents as contraband of war. The former 
slaves, many of whom had fled to Union lines during the 
latter stages of the war, were determined to chart their own 
course in the reconstructed South as free men and women.

Emancipation proved the bitterest pill for white 
Southerners to swallow, especially the planter elite. 
Conquered and degraded, and in their view robbed of 
their slave property, white people responded by regarding 
African Americans, more than ever, as inferior to them-
selves. In the antebellum South, white skin gave even the 
poorest white a badge of superiority over even the most 
skilled slave or prosperous free African American. The 
specter of political power and social equality for African 
Americans made racial order the consuming passion of 
most white Southerners during the Reconstruction years. 
In fact, racism can be seen as one of the major forces 
driving Reconstruction and, ultimately, undermining it.

17.1.2  Abraham Lincoln’s Plan
By late 1863, Union military victories had convinced 
President Lincoln of the need to fashion a plan for the 
reconstruction of the South (see Chapter 16). Lincoln based 
his reconstruction program on bringing the seceded 

“Decorating the Graves of Rebel 
Soldiers,” Harper’s Weekly, August 
17, 1867. After the Civil War, both 
Southerners and Northerners 
created public mourning ceremonies 
honoring fallen soldiers. Women 
led the memorial movement in the 
South that, by establishing cemeteries 
and erecting monuments, offered 
the first cultural expression of the 
Confederate tradition. This engraving 
depicts citizens of Richmond, Virginia, 
decorating thousands of Confederate 
graves with flowers at the Hollywood 
Memorial Cemetery on the James 
River. A local women’s group raised 
enough funds to transfer more 
than 16,000 Confederate dead from 
northern cemeteries for reburial in 
Richmond.
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Photography pioneer Timothy O’Sullivan took this portrait of 
a multigenerational African American family on the J. J. Smith 
plantation in Beaufort, South Carolina, in 1862. Many white 
plantation owners in the area had fled, allowing slaves like these to 
begin an early transition to freedom before the end of the Civil War.

states back into the Union as quickly as possible. 
His  Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction of 
December 1863 offered “full pardon” and the restoration 
of property, not including slaves, to white Southerners 
willing to swear an oath of allegiance to the United States 
and its laws, including the Emancipation Proclamation. 
Prominent Confederate military and civil leaders were 
excluded from Lincoln’s offer, though he indicated that he 
would freely pardon them.

The president also proposed that when the number of 
any Confederate state’s voters who took the oath of alle-
giance reached 10 percent of the number who had voted 
in the election of 1860, this group could establish a state 
government that Lincoln would recognize as legitimate. 
Fundamental to this Ten Percent Plan was that the recon-
structed governments accept the abolition of slavery. 
Lincoln’s plan was designed less as a blueprint for recon-
struction than as a way to shorten the war and gain white 
people’s support for emancipation.

Lincoln’s amnesty proclamation angered those 
Republicans—known as Radical Republicans—who 
advocated not only equal rights for the freedmen but also 
a tougher stance toward the white South. In July 1864, 
Senator Benjamin F. Wade of Ohio and Congressman 
Henry W. Davis of Maryland, both Radicals, proposed a 
harsher alternative to the Ten Percent Plan. The Wade–
Davis bill required 50 percent of a seceding state’s white 
male citizens to take a loyalty oath before elections could 
be held for a convention to rewrite the state’s constitution. 
The Radical Republicans saw reconstruction as a chance to 
effect a fundamental transformation of southern society. 
They thus wanted to delay the process until war’s end 
and to limit participation to a small number of southern 
Unionists. Lincoln viewed Reconstruction as part of the 
larger effort to win the war and abolish slavery. He wanted 
to weaken the Confederacy by creating new state govern-
ments that could win broad support from southern white 
people. The Wade–Davis bill threatened his efforts to build 
political consensus within the southern states. Lincoln, 
therefore, pocket-vetoed the bill by refusing to sign it 
within ten days of the adjournment of Congress.

As Union armies occupied parts of the South, 
commanders improvised a variety of arrangements 
involving confiscated plantations and the African American 
labor force. For example, in 1862 General Benjamin F. 
Butler began a policy of transforming slaves on Louisiana 
sugar plantations into wage laborers under the close super-
vision of occupying federal troops. Butler’s policy required 
slaves to remain on the estates of loyal planters, where they 
would receive wages according to a fixed schedule, as well 
as food and medical care for the aged and sick. Abandoned 
plantations would be leased to northern investors.

In January 1865, General William T. Sherman issued 
Special Field Order 15, setting aside the Sea Islands off 

the Georgia coast and a portion of the South Carolina 
Lowcountry rice fields for the exclusive settlement of freed 
people. Each family would receive forty acres of land and 
the loan of mules from the army—the origin, perhaps, of 
the famous call for “forty acres and a mule” that would 
soon capture the imagination of African Americans 
throughout the South.

Conflicts within the Republican Party prevented the 
development of a systematic land distribution program. 
Still, Lincoln and the Republican Congress supported 
other measures to aid the emancipated slaves. In March 
1865 Congress established the Freedmen’s Bureau. Along 
with providing food, clothing, and fuel to destitute former 
slaves, the bureau was charged with supervising and 
managing “all the abandoned lands in the South and the 
control of all subjects relating to refugees and freedmen.” 
The act that established the bureau also stated that forty 
acres of abandoned or confiscated land could be leased to 
freed slaves or white Unionists, who would have an option 
to purchase after three years and “such title thereto as the 
United States can convey.”

On the evening of April 14, 1865, while attending the 
theater in Washington, President Lincoln was shot by John 
Wilkes Booth and died of his wounds several hours later. 
At the time of his assassination, Lincoln’s reconstruction 
policy remained unsettled and incomplete. In its broad 
outlines, the president’s plans had seemed to favor a 
speedy restoration of the southern states to the Union and 
a minimum of federal intervention in their affairs. But with 
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his death the specifics of postwar Reconstruction had to 
be hammered out by a new president, Andrew Johnson of 
Tennessee, a man whose personality, political background, 
and racist leanings put him at odds with the Republican-
controlled Congress.

17.1.3 � Andrew Johnson and 
Presidential Reconstruction

Andrew Johnson, a Democrat and former slaveholder, was 
the only southern member of the U.S. Senate to remain 
loyal to the Union. In 1862, Lincoln appointed Johnson 
to the difficult post of military governor of Tennessee. 
There he successfully began wartime Reconstruction and 
cultivated Unionist support in the mountainous eastern 
districts of that state.

In 1864, the Republicans, in an appeal to northern and 
border state “War Democrats,” nominated Johnson for 
vice president. In the immediate aftermath of Lincoln’s 
murder, however, Johnson appeared to side with those 
Radical Republicans who sought to treat the South as a 
conquered territory. Any support for Johnson quickly faded 
as the new president’s policies unfolded. Johnson defined 
Reconstruction as the province of the executive, not the legis-
lative branch, and he planned to restore the Union as quickly 
as possible. He blamed individual Southerners—the planter 
elite—rather than entire states for leading the South down 
the disastrous road to secession. In line with this philosophy, 
Johnson outlined mild terms for reentry to the Union.

In the spring of 1865, Johnson granted amnesty and 
pardon, including restoration of property rights except 
slaves, to all Confederates who pledged loyalty to the 
Union and support for emancipation. Fourteen classes 
of Southerners, mostly major Confederate officials and 
wealthy landowners, were excluded. But these men could 
apply individually for presidential pardons. (During his 
tenure Johnson pardoned roughly 90 percent of those who 
applied.) Significantly, Johnson instituted this plan while 
Congress was not in session.

By the autumn of 1865, ten of the eleven Confederate 
states claimed to have met Johnson’s requirements to 
reenter the Union. On December 6, 1865, in his first annual 
message to Congress, the president declared the “restora-
tion” of the Union virtually complete. But a serious divi-
sion within the federal government was taking shape, for 
the Congress was not about to allow the president free rein 
in determining the conditions of southern readmission.

17.1.4 � Free Labor and the Radical 
Republican Vision

Most Radicals were men whose careers had been shaped 
by the slavery controversy. One of the most effective 
rhetorical weapons used against slavery and its spread 

had been the ideal of a society based upon free labor. The 
model of free individuals, competing equally in the labor 
market and enjoying equal political rights, formed the core 
of this worldview.

Radicals now looked to reconstruct southern society 
along these same lines, backed by the power of the 
national government. They argued that once free labor, 
universal education, and equal rights were implanted 
in the South, that region would be able to share in the 
North’s material wealth, progress, and social mobility. In 
the most far-reaching proposal, Representative Thaddeus 
Stevens of Pennsylvania called for the confiscation of  
400 million acres belonging to the wealthiest 10 percent of 
Southerners to be redistributed to black and white yeomen 
and northern land buyers. “The whole fabric of Southern 
society must be changed,” Stevens told Pennsylvania 
Republicans in September 1865, “and never can it be done 
if this opportunity is lost. How can republican institutions, 
free schools, free churches, free social intercourse exist in a 
mingled community of nabobs and serfs?”

Northern Republicans were especially outraged by 
the stringent “black codes” passed by South Carolina, 
Mississippi, Louisiana, and other states. These were 
designed to restrict the freedom of the black labor force 
and keep freed people as close to slave status as possible. 
Laborers who left their jobs before contracts expired would 
forfeit wages already earned and be subject to arrest by 
any white citizen. Vagrancy, very broadly defined, was 
punishable by fines and involuntary plantation labor. 
Apprenticeship clauses obliged black children to work 
without pay for employers. Some states attempted to 
bar African Americans from land ownership. Other laws 
specifically denied African Americans equality with white 
people in civil rights, excluding them from juries and 
prohibiting interracial marriages. The black codes under-
scored the unwillingness of white Southerners to accept 
freedom for African Americans.

The Radicals, although not a majority of their party, 
were joined by moderate Republicans as growing numbers 
of Northerners grew suspicious of white southern intransi-
gence and the denial of political rights to freedmen. When 
the Thirty-Ninth Congress convened in December 1865, 
the large Republican majority prevented the seating of the 
white Southerners elected to Congress under President 
Johnson’s provisional state governments. Republicans also 
established the Joint Committee on Reconstruction.

In the spring of 1866, Congress passed two impor-
tant bills designed to aid African Americans. The land-
mark Civil Rights bill, which bestowed full citizenship 
on African Americans, overturned the 1857 Dred Scott 
decision and the black codes. Under this bill, African 
Americans acquired “full and equal benefit of all laws and 
proceedings for the security of person and property as is 
enjoyed by white citizens.”
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