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How did the period of  
Reconstruction bring promise and 
progress for Black Americans?

B A C KG R O U N D  I N F O R M AT I O N

Reconstruction was a relatively short-lived era 
following the Civil War that lasted from 1865 to 
1877. During this time, many Americans grappled 
with the dramatic social, economic and political 
changes that were taking place in the nation. 
With the end of legal chattel slavery came many 
questions related to the rights and opportunities 
for formerly enslaved people. They were now in 
charge of their own destinies. How would they 
move from chains to productive citizenship? 
:RXOG�WKH\�VXFFHHG�RU�ZRXOG�WKHLU�HRUWV�WR�
build independent lives be thwarted?

The Reconstruction era was a time of great pos-
VLELOLW\��DQG�WR�KHOS�IXOȴOO�WKLV�SRVVLELOLW\�&RQJUHVV�
established the “Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen 
and Abandoned Lands,” with the goal of helping 
millions of “former black slaves and poor whites 
in the South in the aftermath of the Civil War.”1 
The Freedmen's Bureau provided food, housing, 
medical aid, education and legal assistance to 
formerly enslaved people. It also promised to 
UHDOORFDWH�DEDQGRQHG�DQG�FRQȴVFDWHG�VRXWKHUQ�
land—“40 acres and a mule”—to the newly  
emancipated, “who had endured hundreds of 
years of unpaid toil.”2 Though this order would 
later be reversed by President Andrew Johnson, 
many Black people seized the opportunity to 
move away from the plantations of their impris-
onment and form new, freer communities.

In addition to providing social and economic aid, 
the U.S. Congress also laid the legal and political 
foundation for equality by passing the Recon-
struction Amendments. The 13th Amendment, 
UDWLȴHG�LQ�������VWDWHG��Ȋ1HLWKHU�VODYHU\�QRU�
involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for 
crime…shall exist within the United States.” This 
DPHQGPHQW�PDUNHG�WKH�ȴUVW�WLPH�VODYHU\�ZDV�
addressed in the U.S. Constitution (though the 
phrase “except as punishment for crime” created 
a loophole that would later be used to persecute 
Black people). The 14th�$PHQGPHQW��UDWLȴHG�LQ�
1868, granted former enslaved people citizenship 
rights, and “equal protection of the laws.” The 
15th�$PHQGPHQW��UDWLȴHG�LQ�������JDYH�IRUPHUO\�
enslaved Black men the right to vote, stating: “The 
right of citizens of the United States to vote shall 
not be denied or abridged by the United States or 
by any State on account of race, color, or previous 
condition of servitude.” By enacting these amend-
PHQWV��JRYHUQPHQW�RɝFLDOV�VRXJKW�WR�ULJKW�WKH�
wrongs of an institution Lincoln once called “an 
XQTXDOLȴHG�HYLO�WR�WKH�1HJUR��WKH�ZKLWH�PDQ��DQG�
the State.”3

With new rights in place, Black communities  
mobilized during Reconstruction, voting and 
VHUYLQJ�LQ�JRYHUQPHQW�LQ�VLJQLȴFDQW�QXPEHUV��
Historian Eric Foner wrote that, in 1870,  
“hundreds of blacks were serving as city  
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policemen and rural constables… [and] in the 
courts, defendants confronted black magistrates 
and justices of the peace, and racially integrated 
juries.”4�2YHU�������%ODFN�PHQ�KHOG�RɝFH�GXULQJ�
Reconstruction—more than 600 in state assem-
blies and 16 in the U.S. Congress, the majority 
of whom were born into slavery.5 In 1872, the 
number of Black state and federal legislators in 
the South peaked at 320, a level that was not 
surpassed for well over a century.6

During this era, Black Americans also took  
advantage of new educational opportunities.  
ΖQ�SDUWQHUVKLS�ZLWK�1RUWKHUQ�PLVVLRQDU\�DQG�
aid societies, the Freedmen’s Bureau created 

hundreds of new schools throughout the South, 
VWDɝQJ�WKHP�ZLWK�%ODFN�DQG�ZKLWH�WHDFKHUV�� 
providing supplies and even publishing a “freed-
men’s textbook.” By the end of 1865, more than 
�������IRUPHU�HQVODYHG�SHRSOH�ZHUH�HQUROOHG�
in public schools.7 Thousands of these students 
ZHQW�RQ�WR�DWWHQG�WKH�PRUH�WKDQ����LQVWLWXWLRQV�
of higher learning that were established between 
�����DQG������WR�HGXFDWH�QHZO\�IUHHG�PHQ�DQG�
women.8 Many of these historically Black colleges 
and universities (HBCUs) continue to serve Black 
students today, including Shaw University,  
Talladega College, Howard University, Morehouse 
College and Hampton University.


