
 
 

Reconstruction: America After the Civil War, Episode One 
 
TOPIC: Reconstruction and the Black Codes 
GRADES: 7 - 12 
 
BACKGROUND 
The end of the Civil War brought about the freedom of four million slaves. The era of 
Reconstruction that followed the war sought to remedy the inequities of slavery while 
readmitting the Southern states back into a reunified nation. Ultimately, Reconstruction was not 
a success; it was succeeded by a backlash that sought to restrict the freedom of African 
Americans. 
 
In the years following the Civil War, Southerners resisted the rights granted to African 
Americans. In November 1865, the government that President Andrew Johnson had set up in 
Mississippi passed a set of oppressive laws that only applied to African Americans. Other 
Southern states quickly followed suit. The intent of these laws was to restrict African Americans’ 
freedom, and compel them to work for white employers in a situation reminiscent of slavery. 
These laws were enacted to ensure continued white supremacy in a post Civil War society.They 
became known as the Black Codes. 
 
The Black Codes varied from state to state, restricting property and business ownership, and 
the ability to move freely through public spaces.A central element of the Black Codes were 
vagrancy laws. Men might be penalized if they were out of work or failed to pay specific taxes or 
tolls. 
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VOCABULARY 
● Reconstruction: Following the Civil War, the Reconstruction era sought to remedy the 

inequities of slavery while readmitting the southern states back into a reunified nation 
● Vagrancy: The state of living as a vagrant; homeless, without employment  
● The Reconstruction Amendments: The 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments are 

collectively known as the Reconstruction Amendments and were enacted to ensure 
equality for recently emancipated slaves. 

● 13th Amendment: The 13th Amendment to the United States Constitution formally 
abolished slavery in the United States 

● 14th Amendment: The 14th Amendment to the United States Constitution granted 
citizenship to “all persons born or naturalized in the United States,” which included 
former slaves recently freed. 

● 15th Amendment: The 15th Amendment to the Constitution granted African American 
men the right to vote.  

 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

● What were some of the struggles African Americans faced in Reconstruction? What did 
they do to try and maintain their status and rights? 

● What are the Black Codes? 
● What was the purpose of the Black Codes? 
● What impact did the Black Codes have? 
● How would you feel if some of the freedoms that you enjoy were to become unlawful? 

 
 
ACTIVITIES 
Activity 1: 13 - 15th Amendments  
The 13 - 15th Amendments are collectively known as the Reconstruction Amendments. Review 
these amendments with the class and continue with the class discussion. Review the 
amendments on the National Archives website and discuss the significance of each.  

● In simple terms, what does each of the Amendment state? 
● What did it take to get each Amendment passed? 
● Why were these Amendments important in the post Civil War society? 
● Did these amendments adequately address racial inequality after the Civil War? Why or 

why not?  
● How did the Black Codes affect African Americans and their freedom?  
● Did these state and local laws trump federal protections? How and why?  

 
After reviewing and discussing the amendments, have each student write a diary essay from the 
perspective of a former slave and their reaction to the passing of one of the amendments (13, 
14, 15th Amendment). In the diary entry, have students consider the struggles of the individual, 
express emotions, and consider their plans for the future.  
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http://www.archives.gov/


For continued discussion, have students visit The National Constitution Center’s website and 
review their Interactive Constitution: 13th Amendment, 14th Amendment and 15th Amendment.  
 
Activity 2: Black Codes vs. Jim Crow laws 
Ask students research Black Code and Jim Crow laws. As they research, ask students to 
compare and contrast these two types of laws.  

● How are they different?  
● How are they similar?  
● What did these sets of laws seek to achieve?  
● What are some examples of black code laws?  
● What are some examples of Jim Crow laws? 

 
Activity 3: Vagrancy 
Vagrancy laws are one example of black code laws that were enacted during Reconstruction.  
 
One example is Virginia’s Vagrancy Act of 1866. This act forced people who appeared to be 
unemployed or homeless into forced employment for a term of up to three months, some with 
no compensation.  

● How did these laws target African Americans who were recently freed and looking for 
work? 

● What are the implications of being arrested for vagrancy? What type of cycle might one 
find himself in upon release? 

● What long term effects might this have on an individual or his family?  
 
 
ADDITIONAL READING 

● National Constitution Center, “Interactive Constitution” 
● PBS, “Black Codes and Pig Laws”  
● WNET, “The Rise and Fall of Jim Crow” 
● Zinn Education Project, “Reconstructing the South: A Role Play” 
● Zinn Education Project, “When the Impossible Suddenly Became Possible: A 

Reconstruction Mixer” 
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https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution/amendments/amendment-xiii
https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution/amendments/amendment-xiv
https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution/amendments/amendment-xv
https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Vagrancy_Act_of_1866
https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution/
http://www.pbs.org/tpt/slavery-by-another-name/themes/black-codes/
https://www.thirteen.org/wnet/jimcrow/
https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/reconstructing-south-role-play/
https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/the-impossible-became-possible-reconstruction-mixer/
https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/the-impossible-became-possible-reconstruction-mixer/

