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Reconstruction was a pivotal period in American history, spanning from 1865
to 1877, following the Civil War. It was a time when the United States sought
to rebuild the shattered Southern states, address the newly freed African
American population’s rights, and redefine the nation’s political and social
fabric. The federal government undertook a series of initiatives aimed at
transforming the former Confederate states into functioning parts of the
Union while also ensuring civil rights and establishing a new social order.
Broadly speaking, the government’s efforts during Reconstruction can be
categorized into three major objectives: restoring the Union, transforming
Southern society, and securing civil rights for freed slaves and other
marginalized groups. In this article, we will explore these three core
pursuits in detail, examining their goals, policies, and impacts.

1. Restoring the Union and Reintegrating the
Southern States

Ending the Civil War and Re-establishing Political
Unity

One of the primary objectives of the Reconstruction government was to restore
the political and territorial integrity of the United States. The Civil War
had left the Union divided, and the Southern states had seceded, forming the
Confederacy. After Union victories, especially at Appomattox Court House in
1865, the federal government’s immediate goal was to bring the seceded states
back into the Union with minimal lasting divisions.

— Re—admission of Confederate States: The government devised a series of
plans and policies to facilitate the re-entry of Southern states into the
Union. These included:

— Presidential Reconstruction (1865-1867): Led initially by President Abraham
Lincoln and later by Andrew Johnson, this approach aimed for a lenient re-
admission process, emphasizing swift restoration.

— Radical Reconstruction (1867-1877): When moderate policies proved
insufficient, Congress took control, passing the Reconstruction Acts to
impose stricter conditions for re-admission.

— Reconstruction Acts of 1867: These laws divided the South into military
districts, each governed by Union generals, to oversee the process of re-
establishing state governments that would be loyal to the Union.

— Requirements for Re-admission:
— Ratification of the 14th Amendment, which granted citizenship and equal
protection under the law.



— Formation of new state constitutions that extended voting rights to Black
men.
— Adoption of laws to guarantee civil liberties and political participation.

Rebuilding Infrastructure and Restoring Economic
Stability

Another aspect of restoring the Union was economic reconstruction. The Civil
War had devastated Southern infrastructure, agriculture, and industry.

— The government facilitated efforts to rebuild:

— Railroads, roads, and bridges destroyed during the war.

— Agricultural systems, which were crucial given the dependence on slave
labor and plantation economy.

— Policies aimed at stabilizing the economy included:

— Providing federal loans and grants.

— Encouraging new industries to diversify the economy.

2. Transforming Southern Society and Society’s
Structure

Implementing New Social and Political Institutions

Reconstruction aimed to fundamentally change Southern society, which had been
based on slavery and aristocratic social hierarchies.

- Establishment of Public Schools: The government promoted the creation of
public education systems in the South, which previously had limited or no
public schooling, especially for Black children.

— Political Participation of African Americans:

— The period saw unprecedented political engagement by freedmen.

— African Americans were elected to local, state, and national offices,
including Congress.

— The 15th Amendment (1870) was ratified to prohibit denying the right to
vote based on race, color, or previous servitude.

— Reconstruction Governments:

— Republican-led coalitions, often called "Radical Republicans," included
freedmen, Northern newcomers (carpetbaggers), and Southern white allies
(scalawags) .

— These governments sought to enact reforms such as land redistribution,
although these efforts faced resistance and were often short-lived.

Addressing Social Inequalities and Rebuilding Social
Order

The government’s efforts also targeted social inequalities:



- Land Policies:

- Attempts at redistributing land to freedmen, such as the Southern Homestead
Act of 1866, aimed to provide economic independence.

— However, most freedmen lacked access to land, and white landowners often
regained control through violence and legal manipulations.

- Religious and Cultural Initiatives:

— The Freedmen’s Bureau, established in 1865, played a crucial role in
helping freed slaves access education, employment, and legal support.
— Religious organizations and charities also contributed to rebuilding
community structures.

3. Securing Civil Rights and Legal Protections
for Freedmen and Marginalized Groups

Legal Reforms and Constitutional Amendments

A central goal of Reconstruction was to secure civil rights for the newly
freed African Americans and ensure legal equality.

- 13th Amendment (1865): Abolished slavery throughout the United States.

— 14th Amendment (1868): Guaranteed citizenship rights and equal protection
under the law for all persons born or naturalized in the U.S.

— 15th Amendment (1870): Prohibited states from denying the right to wvote
based on race, color, or previous condition of servitude.

These amendments laid the constitutional foundation for civil rights and
equality.

Establishment of Federal and State Protections

The government also enacted laws and policies to enforce these rights and
combat racial discrimination:

— Civil Rights Act of 1866: Affirmed that all persons born in the U.S. were
citizens and entitled to equal rights.

— Reconstruction Acts: Provided federal oversight to protect Black voters and
political participation.

— Federal Enforcement:

— The deployment of Union troops in the South was intended to prevent
violence and intimidation against Black citizens and Republican voters.

— The Ku Klux Klan and other groups used violence and intimidation to
suppress Black political participation, prompting federal efforts to combat
domestic terrorism.

Challenges and Limitations

Despite these efforts, many of the government’s initiatives faced fierce
opposition:



— Black Codes and Jim Crow Laws: Southern states enacted laws to restrict the
rights of freedmen, undermining Reconstruction gains.

— Violence and Intimidation: White supremacist groups used violence to
maintain racial hierarchies and disenfranchise Black voters.

— Withdrawal of Federal Support: By the late 1870s, federal efforts waned,
leading to the end of Reconstruction and the rise of Jim Crow segregation.

Conclusion

During Reconstruction, the United States government undertook comprehensive
efforts to repair the Union, transform Southern society, and secure civil
rights for African Americans. These three overarching goals—reintegrating the
Southern states into the Union, fundamentally changing the social and
political fabric of the South, and establishing legal protections for former
slaves—defined the era’s policies and initiatives. While significant progress
was made, especially in constitutional law and political participation, many
of these reforms faced intense opposition and were ultimately rolled back in
the decades that followed. Nonetheless, the Reconstruction era laid the
groundwork for future civil rights movements and remains a critical chapter
in American history, illustrating the nation’s ongoing struggle to realize
its ideals of equality and justice for all its citizens.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main goals of the government during the
Reconstruction era?

The main goals were to rebuild the Southern states' economies and
infrastructure, integrate formerly enslaved people into society with civil
rights, and restore political stability and loyalty to the Union.

How did the government attempt to protect the rights
of freed African Americans during Reconstruction?

The government implemented the Civil Rights Act of 1866 and the 14th
Amendment, which granted citizenship and equal rights to African Americans,
and established the Freedmen's Bureau to assist freed slaves with education,
employment, and legal matters.

What efforts did the government make to readmit

Southern states into the Union?
The government required Southern states to ratify the 14th Amendment,
establish new state governments that included African American voters, and

meet certain conditions to ensure loyalty and compliance before being
readmitted.

In what ways did the government try to transform



Southern society during Reconstruction?

The government aimed to rebuild Southern infrastructure, promote economic
development, and implement policies to grant civil rights and voting rights
to African Americans, although many of these efforts faced resistance and
setbacks.

What role did the Freedmen's Bureau play during
Reconstruction?

The Freedmen's Bureau was a federal agency established to assist freed slaves
and poor whites by providing food, education, legal aid, and help in finding
employment, aiming to facilitate their transition to freedom and civil
rights.

Why did Reconstruction policies ultimately face
resistance and decline?

Reconstruction policies faced resistance from Southern whites, who sought to
maintain white supremacy, as well as political opposition in the North,
leading to the eventual withdrawal of federal support and the end of
Reconstruction in 1877.

What were the three key initiatives the government
focused on during Reconstruction?

The government focused on (1) rebuilding the Southern economy and
infrastructure, (2) protecting the civil and voting rights of African
Americans, and (3) reintegrating Southern states into the Union through
constitutional reforms.

Additional Resources

What Were The Three Things That The Government Tried To Do During
Reconstruction was a pivotal question in American history, touching on a
period marked by profound change, intense conflict, and ambitious efforts to
redefine the nation. The Reconstruction era, spanning roughly from 1865 to
1877, was a tumultuous time as the United States grappled with reintegrating
the Southern states after the Civil War, ensuring civil rights for newly
freed African Americans, and rebuilding a war-torn economy. The federal
government’s approach during this period was characterized by three primary
goals: restoring the Union, transforming Southern society through civil
rights and political rights for freed slaves, and establishing a stable
economic foundation. These initiatives were complex, sometimes conflicting,
and ultimately shaped the trajectory of American history for decades to come.

The Context of Reconstruction

Before diving into the specific goals, it’s essential to understand the
context that prompted the government’s actions during Reconstruction. The
Civil War had devastated the Southern economy, shattered the social order
based on slavery, and left the Union divided. The federal government faced
the challenge of healing a fractured nation while addressing the rights of



millions of newly freed African Americans. Additionally, there was a
political struggle between Radical Republicans, who wanted to enforce strong
civil rights measures, and more moderate elements seeking rapid
reconciliation.

Reconstruction efforts aimed to address these issues through legislation,
military intervention, and constitutional amendments. The three primary
objectives of the government during this period can be summarized as:

1. Restoring the Union and re-admitting Confederate states

2. Securing civil rights and political equality for freed slaves

3. Rebuilding the Southern economy and integrating it into the national
economy

Let’'s explore each of these in detail.

1. Restoring the Union and Re—admitting the Confederate States
The Goal of Reconciliation

At the heart of Reconstruction was the desire to bring the seceded Southern
states back into the Union as quickly and seamlessly as possible. The
government sought to restore the Union not just geographically but
politically and socially, with minimal lingering resentment or division.

Key Strategies and Policies

— Presidential Reconstruction: Initially led by President Abraham Lincoln and
later by President Andrew Johnson, this approach aimed for a lenient re-
admission process. Southern states were required to:

— Declare secession illegal

— Ratify the 13th Amendment (abolishing slavery)

— Revoke ordinances of secession

— Form new state governments with minimal requirements

— Radical Reconstruction: After Radical Republicans gained influence, the
approach shifted towards more stringent requirements, including military
oversight and protections for freedmen.

- Re—admission of States: The process involved:

- States drafting new constitutions

- Ratifying the 14th Amendment, which granted citizenship and equal
protection under the law

- Gaining Congressional approval for re-entry into the Union

Challenges Faced

— Resistance from Southern states aimed at maintaining white supremacy

— Violence and intimidation tactics, such as those by groups like the Ku Klux
Klan

— Political disagreements over the process and terms for re—-admission

Significance

Restoring the Union was fundamental to reunifying the nation, but it also set



the stage for conflicts over civil rights and racial equality that would
persist long afterward.

2. Securing Civil Rights and Political Equality for Freed Slaves
The Civil Rights Revolution

One of the most ambitious and contentious components of Reconstruction was
the effort to grant formerly enslaved African Americans full civil rights and
political participation. The government aimed to dismantle the legal
framework of slavery and establish a new social order based on racial
equality.

Key Legislation and Amendments

— The 13th Amendment (1865): Abolished slavery throughout the United States.
— The 14th Amendment (1868): Granted citizenship to all persons born or
naturalized in the U.S., including former slaves, and provided equal
protection under the law.

— The 15th Amendment (1870): Prohibited states from denying the right to wvote
based on race, color, or previous condition of servitude.

Implementation and Challenges

- Freedmen’s Bureau: Established to assist freed slaves with education,
employment, and legal issues.

— Reconstruction Acts: Divided the South into military districts, ensuring
federal oversight and protection of civil rights.

— African American Political Participation: During this era, thousands of
African Americans voted, held office, and became leaders in Southern
communities.

Resistance and Rollback

Despite these efforts, Southern states enacted Black Codes and later Jim Crow
laws designed to suppress the political and civil rights of African
Americans. Violence, intimidation, and legal restrictions limited their
newfound freedoms, leading to a long struggle for racial equality.

Significance

The Reconstruction-era amendments laid the constitutional foundation for
civil rights, marking a significant, though incomplete, step toward racial
equality. The period’s efforts represented the government’s attempt to create
a more just and inclusive society but faced fierce opposition.

3. Rebuilding the Southern Economy and Society
Economic Destruction and Transition

The Civil War had left the South devastated economically, with widespread
destruction of infrastructure, farms, and industries. The government’s third
major goal was to facilitate economic recovery and integrate the Southern
economy into the broader national system.



Strategies and Policies

— Land Redistribution and Labor Systems: Although widespread land
redistribution did not materialize, efforts like the Freedmen’s Bureau aimed
to help freed slaves acquire land or find employment.

— Infrastructure Investment: Rebuilding railroads, bridges, and ports was
essential to restoring commerce.

— Encouraging Industrialization: The government supported efforts to
diversify Southern economies beyond plantation agriculture.

Challenges

— Sharecropping and tenant farming emerged as new forms of economic
exploitation, often trapping African Americans and poor whites in cycles of
debt.

— Resistance from Southern elites who sought to maintain economic dominance
and social hierarchy.

— Limited federal resources and political will to implement comprehensive
economic reforms.

Long—-term Impact

While Reconstruction initiated important steps toward economic recovery, many
Southern economic structures remained rooted in inequality and segregation.
The failure to redistribute land significantly limited economic Jjustice for
freed slaves and poor whites.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Reconstruction’s Three Priorities

The government’s efforts during Reconstruction to restore the Union, secure
civil rights, and rebuild the Southern economy were ambitious and
transformative in American history. These three interrelated goals aimed to
heal a fractured nation, establish racial equality, and create a stable
economic foundation. However, the period was marked by both progress and
setbacks. The abolition of slavery and constitutional amendments laid a
critical foundation for future civil rights movements, but persistent
resistance, violence, and discriminatory laws curtailed many of the gains.

Reconstruction’s successes and failures continue to influence American
society today. Its legacy underscores the enduring challenge of reconciling
national unity with justice and equality, and it remains a vital chapter in
understanding the ongoing struggle for civil rights and social Jjustice in the
United States.
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