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Mini Lecture 16

The post-Civil War decade 1865 to the election of 1876 is known as Reconstruction, when the Union victory and Southern defeat transitioned the United States into a dramatically new constitutional framework, as well as a new racial-cultural era. The war resolved several issues but left many questions unanswered and still other to be reconciled with the new realities of an America violently stripped of its most flagrantly racist, immoral institution- slavery. There was no blueprint for reconciliation or legal-political-economic restructuring. The nation had to be somehow put back together as it confronted the task of assimilating and addressing the needs and expectations of 4.5 million slaves. This was Lincoln’s challenge and task as he had stated in 1861...to restore the Union. The question was: what kind of new Union would it be? This was indeed a period of ‘uncharted possibilities and unresolved conflicts.’
Lincoln’s plans for a peace of reconciliation and political healing, if ever realistic, died with his assassination in April 1865, and the hopes and expectation of newly freed slaves became the project of Radical Republicans in Congress who came to dominate Reconstruction politics and federal efforts to compel Southern compliance with the realities of black civil and political rights including guarantees of citizenship and voting. The South reacted to all such efforts with defiance. The politics of Reconstruction soon became a battleground not only between the federal government and the states of the defeated Confederacy but between Congress and the Executive branch over who should control the process and under what rules. Literally how was the nation to be reconstructed and how? 
Lincoln’s successor VP Johnson and the Radicals in Congress clashed almost immediately over this issue. Under ‘presidential reconstruction’ the South had been all but restored and readmitted to nearly full participation in the nation by early summer of 1866 by adopting fairly lenient measures (Amnesty) and recognizing the end of slavery by state ratification of the 13th Amendment. Radicals insisted on much more punitive measures especially as many southern states began adopting discriminatory ‘Black Codes’ and rioting in many cities against ‘Freedmen’ and their aspirations. These Codes and white opposition to allowing any mechanisms to advance black economic or political rights or progress virtually ‘re-enslaved’ millions and condemned them to lives of poverty as sharecroppers and tenant farmers (often on the very plantations they’d worked as slaves), even as many poor whites faced the same grim prospects. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Radicals were able to pass the Civil Rights Acts and the 14th Amendment defining citizenship and guaranteeing basic rights but no southern state accepted their provisions. The emergence of white terrorist organization such as the KKK thwarted the efforts of the underfunded and ineffective Freedman’s Bureau and Republican state governments to advance federal policies and needed reforms as every opportunity. The Enforcement Acts (1871) drove the Clan underground but could not eradicate white racism. So-called northern ‘Carpetbaggers’ and their southern allies (‘scalawags’) were vilified as invaders and traitors and galvanized southern hostility to Republican governments and the participation of blacks in any position of power or influence. Throughout the 1870s ‘Redemption’ efforts were dedicated to overthrowing these governments and returning them to ‘Home Rule.’ Johnson’s opposition and veto of Radical Reconstruction efforts resulted in a constitutional crisis when he was impeached but escaped conviction by one vote, assuring that he would not have any chance at reelection in 1868. Emboldened Radicals secured passage of the 15th Amendment the core of Congressional reconstruction guaranteeing black suffrage. Riddled with loopholes the 14th or 15th Amendments were easily evaded and defied and conservative court decisions (state and federal) rendered them woefully inadequate in their practical effect. ‘Contract Leasing’ statues virtually re-enslaved tens of thousands of men on chain gangs across the south with no hope of release except death.
The Reconstruction Acts imposed military rule in the defiant South which was occupied by federal troops in support of hated Republican state governments, many of which were able to push forward needed reforms and policies against home rule opposition. These, along with northern philanthropic institutions aided and provided support of black colleges and local public schools virtually absent from the pre-war South. But Johnson’s killing of Sherman’s Field Order 15 granting ’40 cares and a mule’ to some 40,000 freedmen and women subverted all hopes for economic freedom.
Northern public opinion and even Radical support for tough Reconstruction polices began to dissipate by the late 1860s. The election of Republican US Grant in 1868 against weak Democratic opposition guaranteed continued federal policy toward the South but increasingly such policies were undermined and weakened by indifference and new priorities as the nation entered a period of rapid economic growth. Scandals and corruption (‘Grantism’, Boss Tweed and Tammany Hall for example) soon gave a name to the 1870s, the ‘Gilded Age’ in which reform zeal and commitment to black social and economic justice was abandoned.
By the election of 1872 Congressional Reconstruction had run its course and Radials were being challenged by ‘Regulars’ and by Liberal reformers (Greely) demanding that politics be cleaned-up. In this environment Grant was reelected but the ‘southern question’ was now on the back-burner and the ‘Negro Problem’ would by default be the South’s to deal with. This was confirmed in the contested (Hays-Tilden) election of 1876 and subsequent ‘bargain’ virtually ending all federal reconstruction policies, the removal of federal troops  and ending of martial law, and returning the former Confederacy to Democratic control. The fate of Freedmen was left in the hands of their former enslavers
Did Reconstruction reconstruct? Clearly, apart from narrow structural and constitutional considerations, the answer must be no. Reconstruction in its broader meaning, context and ramifications certainly as Congressional Radical Republicans and Abolitionists, like Frederick Douglas envisioned and warned was the nation’s greater challenge, remains an ongoing ‘unfinished’ project in America.
Concepts:
1. How did ‘presidential reconstruction’ differ from ‘congressional reconstruction’?
2. How and why did Radical Republicans gain control of Reconstruction politics?
3. What impact did Reconstruction policies and implementation effect the former Confederate states and its supporters?
4. What were the realities of ‘emancipation’ for ex-slaves in the South in the immediate end of the war?
5. How and why did northern support for Reconstruction decline and with what consequences for policy and for blacks in the South and their allies?
6. Why was the Election of 1876 consequential for Reconstruction and what did it mean for ‘freedmen’ and their future?
