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			The holders of twenty hundred million dollars’ worth of property in human chattels procured the means of influencing press, pulpit, and politician, and through these instrumentalities they belittled our virtues and magnified our vices, and have made us odious in the eyes of the world. Slavery had the power at one time to make and unmake Presidents, to construe the law, dictate the policy, set the fashion in national manners and customs, interpret the Bible, and control the church; and, naturally enough, the old masters set themselves up as much too high as they set the manhood of the negro too low. Out of the depths of slavery has come this prejudice and this color line. It is broad enough and black enough to explain all the malign influences which assail the newly emancipated millions today.

			
				In reply to this argument it will perhaps be said that the negro has no slavery now to contend with, and that having been free during the last sixteen years, he ought by this time to have contradicted the degrading qualities which slavery formerly ascribed to him. All very true as to the letter, but utterly false as to the spirit. Slavery is indeed gone, but its shadow still lingers over the country and poisons more or less the moral atmosphere of all sections of the republic.

				The office of the color line is a very plain and subordinate one. It simply advertises the objects of oppression, insult, and persecution. It is not the maddening liquor, but the black letters on the sign telling the world where it may be had. . . . The color is innocent enough, but things with which it is coupled make it hated. Slavery, ignorance, stupidity, servility, poverty, dependence, are undesirable conditions. When these shall cease to be coupled with color, there will be no color line drawn.

				—FREDERICK DOUGLASS, “The Color Line,” North American Review, June 1881

			

			
			The most magnificent drama in the last thousand years of human history is the transportation of ten million human beings out of the dark beauty of their mother continent into the new-found Eldorado of the West. They descended into Hell; and in the third century they arose from the dead, in the finest effort to achieve democracy for the working millions which this world had ever seen. It was a tragedy that beggared the Greek; it was an upheaval of humanity like the Reformation and the French Revolution. Yet we are blind and led by the blind. We discern in it no part of our labor movement; no part of our industrial triumph; no part of our religious experience. Before the dumb eyes of ten generations of ten million children, it is made mockery of and spit upon; a degradation of the eternal mother; a sneer at human effort; with aspiration and art deliberately and elaborately distorted. And why? Because in a day when the human mind aspired to a science of human action, a history and psychology of the mighty effort of the mightiest century, we fell under the leadership of those who would compromise with truth in the past in order to make peace in the present and guide policy in the future.

			
				—W. E. B. DU BOIS, Black Reconstruction in America, 1935
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			The writing of this book was occasioned by a documentary film series that I was producing for PBS concerning the period after the Civil War known as Reconstruction (1865–1877)—when the United States, at least in theory, attempted to come to terms with its original sin of slavery—and the period immediately following, known as Redemption, when the gains of Reconstruction were systematically erased and the country witnessed the rise of a white supremacist ideology that, we might say, went rogue, an ideology that would long outlast the circumstances of its origin. I define the Redemption era as starting in 1877, when the last of the former Confederate states was reclaimed by Southern Democrats, and as reaching its zenith in horror—the highest point of the lowest low—with the screening by President Woodrow Wilson at the White House in 1915 of D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation. The film was an unapologetic, blistering attack on what the Redemptionist Griffith saw as the appalling tragedy that Reconstruction had been for white Americans, represented through a dazzlingly effective marshaling of racial pornography in the emerging language of the motion picture.

			In a sense, the kernel of the idea for this film and book was formed at Yale University during the 1969–1970 academic year, my very own annus mirabilis, when I was a sophomore studying the wonders of African American history. The yearlong survey course, whose syllabus began in 1619 and was the first of its kind I’d ever taken, ended abruptly in mid-April, when the university voted to engage in a “moratorium” on classes in sympathy (and solidarity) with the Black Panther leader Bobby Seale, who was on trial in New Haven as one of the New Haven Nine. Fortunately the classroom doors hadn’t been closed before I encountered Reconstruction for the first time, that period that witnessed the election or appointment, officially, of approximately two thousand black officeholders, “from sheriffs to senators,” as the historian Eric Foner puts it.1 Neither this period nor the admirable men who took their seats in the halls of Congress so soon after slavery’s end had been part of any American history course offered in my high school. Our professor, the Pulitzer Prize–winning historian William S. McFeely (who, sadly, has passed since the hardcover edition of this book was published), assigned us two books that have shaped my understanding of Reconstruction since: W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction (1935) and Rayford W. Logan’s The Betrayal of the Negro: From Rutherford B. Hayes to Woodrow Wilson (1954). (Both Du Bois and Logan, incidentally, earned their PhD degrees in history from Harvard.) Whereas Du Bois records and celebrates the many accomplishments that black people achieved in Reconstruction’s all-too-brief decade or so, Logan deftly chronicles the racist reaction to the period during Redemption (a term that, before this course, had been unknown to me and that today still verges on the obscure and is unfamiliar to most), when the former Confederate states “redeemed” themselves at the expense of black rights, especially the right of black men to vote. In other words, I learned about Reconstruction and its odious alter ego in back-to-back assigned readings in our class. Thanks to Professor McFeely, I have connected Reconstruction with Redemption ever since, as the apex and nadir, as Logan termed it, of the African American experience. I have long wanted to make a documentary series about it, and to write about it.

			During the turbulent post-Reconstruction decades, most African Americans enjoyed only nominal freedoms, and successive generations of black people would attempt to stem the tide of racism that was engulfing all the gains of equal rights and equal protections made under the radically transformative Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments through myriad means: by serving in office, as we’ve seen; by seeking education; and by inventing and embodying the curious concept of a New Negro, one which emerged in 1887 and reached its apex in 1925, with the birth of the New Negro Renaissance, known today as the Harlem Renaissance. Accordingly, this book is an intellectual and cultural history of black agency and the resistance to and institutionalization of white supremacy.

			I first learned of the New Negro during that same academic year when I was exposed to Reconstruction and Redemption in a history department seminar taught by David Griffith. The topic was the Harlem Renaissance, a period of—to that point—unsurpassed cultural creation by African American artists. This concept of a “New Negro” fascinated me, and I submitted a paper in which I attempted to trace its origin. (I didn’t know what I know now, so I didn’t get very far!) In the paper I also tried my best to examine the irony of feeling forced to claim a condition of “newness” that inevitably entailed a criticism and rejection of the old. There couldn’t exist a New Negro without some sort of condemnation of the Old Negro. Who was this Old Negro? And how did we spot a new one? I would return to the subject of the New Negro several times during my career as a professor of African American literature, first in an essay for the journal Representations and then more fully in a book that I coedited with a fellow literary scholar, Gene Jarrett, which included many essays published about the concept of a New Negro over nearly a half century, from the last decade of the 1800s through the end of the Harlem Renaissance. Since that book was published, I’ve been introduced to even more essays and iterations of the concept and have updated my thoughts about the evolution of this idea here, establishing firmly that the New Negro was born as a direct response to two factors: first, to the dynamic Southern orator and Atlanta Constitution editor Henry Grady’s Redemptionist claim, initially articulated in 1874 in an essay in his paper, of the birth of a “New South,” and second, as an elaboration of the African American journalist and historian George Washington Williams’s mandate exactly ten years later, in 1884: “We want, we demand leaders, first of all, who are not ashamed of the race.” Scholars formerly believed it would be another ten years—that is, in 1894—until the term “New Negro” first appeared in print.

			

			—

			Pioneering new scholarship tells a dramatically different story. The first reference to the trope of the New Negro appeared in the black press not in 1894 but in 1887, the scholar Martha Patterson has discovered, just a month after Henry Grady delivered yet another speech in which he sang the praises of the New South and condescended to the condition and status of the American Negro. Because of Professor Patterson’s research, we now know that the New Negro was born eight years—as opposed to one year—before Booker T. Washington would be named as such by a white journalist following Washington’s famous Atlanta Exposition speech in September 1895. Beyond locating four previously unknown early reflections on the New Negro, Patterson also unearthed a short essay on the subject published by W. E. B. Du Bois three months after Washington’s speech. Her findings, along with the identification by the scholar Shawn Michelle Smith of an essay written in the year 1905, in which the writer and artist John Henry Adams, Jr., anointed Du Bois the “new” New Negro, reinforce what I attempt to demonstrate in the fourth chapter of this book: that the invention of the concept of the New Negro epitomizes one of the major thrusts within the larger heroic attempt of African Americans to fight back against Redemption, the white supremacist rollback to Reconstruction, and that the metaphor was dynamic, capacious, malleable, improvisatory, and characterized by volatile ups and downs, as the crowning and uncrowning of the first New Negro, Booker T. Washington, during the decade between 1895 and 1905, reveals.2 And quite importantly, this new research underscores my argument that, in 1925, when Alain Locke named the astonishingly productive black literary movement of the 1920s the “New Negro Renaissance,” the concept had had a continuous life in black intellectual history for almost forty years previously, forcing us to see Locke’s movement not as a break from the black intellectual past but rather as an extension of it, a redefinition of it—a brilliant redefinition, no doubt, but a redefinition nevertheless, rather than a concept that he invented in vacuo, as he would claim.3

			Here, in Stony the Road, I undertake a series of close readings to chart the evolution of the metaphor of the New Negro between its early uses in the middle of the 1890s to Locke’s ingenious reappropriation of it at the height of the Jazz Age to argue that historians and literary scholars should see the New Negro Renaissance as the culmination of a continuous four-decade effort to combat the ideology of Jim Crow segregation. The Renaissance, it turns out, had deep roots tracing back explicitly to the 1890s; and in this sense, it was a maturation and a reformulation of arguments made by other black authors at the turn of the century—such as Victoria Earle Matthews, especially—rather than a phenomenon with no antecedents, as many scholars have erroneously assumed, or a spontaneous “rebirth,” another metaphor frequently associated with the literary movement. The period covered in this book that saw a succession of redefinitions and reconfigurations of the trope of the New Negro reveals black agency at its most creative and, perhaps, its most dispirited, when an all-out assault on black rights and black bodies by white supremacist ideology expressed itself in a plethora of forms and forced the backs of African American leaders to the proverbial wall. Desperate times call for desperate measures, and redefining who and what a “Negro” is was the black intellectual’s inventive, if sometimes ironic, response.

			If we ask ourselves why black people would feel the need to conjure up a New Negro in the decade in which Jim Crow segregation was rising, the answer is perhaps because the onslaught on the Old Negro had been so brutally effective. On one level, this book closely examines the history of the use of this imagery in the larger war to kill Reconstruction and any thought of realizing the promise of the Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause (not to mention the Fifteenth Amendment’s voting rights protections). Simultaneously, this book tells the history of the use of imagery embodying the counternarrative by black people themselves in civic and cultural self-defense. I want to explicate the sharp differences between Jim Crow imagery—varied, pervasive, and devastating—and the artistic weapons African Americans themselves deployed in response, not only through successive iterations of a New Negro, but also in literature, photography, musical composition, theatrical performance, painting, sculpture, and women’s club movements, among other cultural and social forms. In doing so, another dichotomy emerged even within African American discourse between the stereotyped and debased “Old Negro” (rural, Southern, impoverished, illiterate, premodern, “uncivilized,” even “unwashed”) and the New Negro (increasingly urban and urbane, modern, educated, cultured, international, professional, well attired and well appointed, “clean,” both literally and figuratively). This dichotomy sometimes took the most basic, elemental forms, as Booker T. Washington exemplified when he preached the “gospel of the toothbrush” to the first generation of freed slaves, actively admonishing them to employ a toothbrush, a bar of soap, and all manner of hygiene products.

			The historical backdrop to this war of imagery is the story of Reconstruction and the rise of Jim Crow segregation: the enormous promise of emancipation, the revolution of Reconstruction (national rebirth, birthright citizenship, the franchise, black institution building, and perhaps the most promising, most threatening development of all, the sudden expression of black political power), and its tragic unraveling at the hands of a recalcitrant South and an ever more indifferent North. At the nadir—the political, economic, social, and legal hardening around segregation—violence, disenfranchisement, and lynching coincided with a scientific, cultural, intellectual, and artistic hardening of antiblack racist concepts of “race.” That process of dehumanization triggered a resistance movement to the counterrevolution that had taken down Reconstruction among a rising generation of the black elite that then laid the foundation for the civil rights revolution to come in the twentieth century, starting with Ida B. Wells’s campaign against lynching in 1892, W. E. B. Du Bois’s Niagara Movement in 1905, the birth of the NAACP four years later, and culminating in the civil rights movement led by Martin Luther King, Jr., and his coworkers, which reached its zenith with the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

			

			—

			The title of this book is taken from the second verse of James Weldon Johnson’s canonical poem “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” Today we know it best as the Negro National Anthem—the NAACP declared it so in the post–World War I years—but it had its origins in a segregated school in Johnson’s hometown of Jacksonville, Florida. Johnson wrote the poem to commemorate the ninety-first birthday of Abraham Lincoln, itself commemorated by a visit to the school by Booker T. Washington, for whom the students performed the poem (set to music by the poet’s brother, John Rosamond Johnson) for the first time, on February 12, 1900. How appropriate that Johnson, a Victorian sage, a brilliant polymath, and one of the proverbial “deans” of the coming Harlem Renaissance, wrote it in honor of Booker T. Washington, for some the very first embodiment of the New Negro.

			Because the poem constitutes the lyrics to this anthem, it is undoubtedly the most popular poem—at least its first verse—ever written by an African American poet. Read closely and you’ll see its second verse is a lesson in black history, a meditation on the history of the Negro from Reconstruction through Redemption, to the birth of a New Negro at the turn of the century. Its second verse begins with reflections on slavery:

			
				Stony the road we trod,

				Bitter the chast’ning rod,

				Felt in the days when hope unborn had died.

			

			These lines record the anguish of Redemption:

			
				We have come over a way that with tears has been watered.

				We have come, treading our path through the blood of the slaughtered.

			

			And these lines, out of sequence, look to the birth of a new era, the era of the New Negro, at the dawn of the twentieth century:

			
				Yet with a steady beat, have not our weary feet,

				Come to the place for which our fathers sighed?

				Out from the gloomy past, till now we stand at last

				Where the white gleam of our bright star is cast.4

			

			Many of us know precious little about Reconstruction, a period filled with such great hope and expectations for the freedwomen and freedmen, but one that was far too short to ensure a successful transition from slavery to freedom, from bondage to free labor, for the almost four million black human beings who found themselves in perpetual slavery on the eve of the Civil War. What confounds me is how much longer the rollback of Reconstruction was than Reconstruction itself; how dogged was the determination of the “Redeemed South” to obliterate any trace of the marvelous gains made by the freedpeople, especially the prodigious number of black men who exercised the right to vote and the emergence of a black political leadership class within just a few years of emancipation. Moreover, the painfully long period following Reconstruction saw the explosion of white supremacist ideology across a baffling array of media and through an extraordinary variety of forms, from print to art. The visual essays punctuating each chapter present an illustrative sampling of these images, some designed to warp the mind toward white supremacist beliefs, while others counteract the mendacity and visual distortions of white supremacy with images made of, by, and for black artists, intellectuals, and citizens. These images, deployed through time in the push and pull of revolution and reaction, were themselves weapons in the battle over the status of African Americans in post-slavery America, and some continue to be manufactured to this day. I offer them to readers here without comment in an effort to avoid detracting from the power they possess. They speak for themselves.

			Although, as I’ve mentioned, I have been interested in Reconstruction and its unfortunate aftermath since I was an undergraduate, the urgency of making a film about the period did not strike me until 2008, during an interview with Chris Rock for my PBS series African American Lives 2, in which we traced the ancestry of several well-known African Americans. When I told Chris that his great-great-grandfather Julius Caesar Tingman had served in the US Colored Troops during the Civil War, enrolling on March 7, 1865, a little more than a month after the Confederates evacuated from Charleston, South Carolina, he was brought to tears. But there was more: I explained to Chris that seven years later, while still a young man in his mid-twenties, this same ancestor was elected to the South Carolina House of Representatives as part of that state’s Reconstruction government. Chris was flabbergasted. “It’s sad that all this stuff was kind of buried and that I went through a whole childhood and most of my adulthood not knowing,” Chris said. “How in the world could I not know this?” I realized then that even the descendants of black heroes of Reconstruction had lost the memory of their ancestors’ heroic achievements. I decided that I would do something about that. The result is our PBS series and this book.

			What seems clear to me today is that it was in this period that white supremacist ideology, especially as it was transmuted into powerful new forms of media, poisoned the American imagination in ways that have long outlasted the circumstances of its origin. You might say that antiblack racism once helped fuel an economic system, and that black crude was pumped and freighted around the world. Now, more than a century and a half since the end of slavery in the United States, it drifts like a toxic oil slick as the supertanker lists into the sea. When Dylann Roof murdered the Reverend Clementa Pinckney and the eight other innocents in Mother Emanuel AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina, on June 17, 2015, he needn’t have read any of the history recounted in this book; it had long become part of our country’s cultural DNA, and, it seems, imprinted on his own.

			Sadly, Dylann Roof’s hate-fueled white supremacist attack on the worshippers in Charleston was by no means the last of its kind in this country. The assault on brown and black bodies, and sometimes even on white bodies that are not quite white enough, has been ongoing in our miserable modern era. I began to work on this book in the spring of 2018. I didn’t realize at the time that I would be writing in the midst of a spate of crimes perpetrated in the name of white supremacy. A few months prior, in Charlottesville, Virginia, on August 12, 2017, a rally that conflated pro-Confederate antiblack racism and neo-Nazi anti-Semitism ended in a shocking murder when an avowed white supremacist plowed his car into a crowd of counterprotesters. October 2018 would be particularly bloody. On the 24th, an armed white male whose actions, according to authorities, were motivated by racism, attempted to get into the predominantly black First Baptist Church in Jeffersontown, Kentucky. Perhaps he was trying to reenact Charleston. Finding the doors locked, he headed for the local Kroger supermarket, where he shot dead two African American shoppers, reportedly making the statement to a witness, “Whites don’t kill whites.” On October 27, in an eerie echo of the massacre of the nine African Americans gathered in prayer in Charleston, another white supremacist armed with a stockpile of weapons and a manifesto on his hard drive slaughtered eleven Jews worshipping together, weekly regulars observing their Sabbath (Shabbat) at the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh. On August 3, 2019, a white twenty-one-year-old opened fire in a Walmart in Allen, Texas, with the simply stated goal of wanting to shoot as many Mexicans as possible. Twenty-two people lost their lives that morning, at least eight of whom were Mexican. These are instances of white supremacy in all its most vicious, most contemporary forms.

			I have written this book both to celebrate the post–Civil War triumphs of African Americans, such as Frederick Douglass, and their many noble white allies, such as Charles Sumner—two heroes of mine—and to explain how the forces of white supremacy did their best to undermine those triumphs in all the years since, through to the present.

			Henry Louis Gates, Jr.

			West Tisbury, Massachusetts

			July 29, 2018

			Cambridge, Massachusetts

			January 25, 2020
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			ANTISLAVERY/ANTISLAVE
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			The only place the American historian could find for the colored man was in the background of a cotton-field, or the foreground of a canebrake or a rice swamp, to adorn the pages of geography, and teach the rising generations of civilized and Christianized America the true position of the generous Negro. . . . But a change has come over the spirit of their dreams. . . . [O]ld things are passing away, and eventually old prejudices must follow. The revolution has begun, and time alone must decide where it is to end.

			—C. P. S., “The Crisis,” Pacific Appeal 24, September 13, 1862

			I actually think the great evil of American slavery wasn’t involuntary servitude and forced labor. The true evil of American slavery was the narrative we created to justify it. They made up this ideology of white supremacy that cannot be reconciled with our Constitution, that cannot be reconciled with a commitment to fair and just treatment of all people. They made it up so they could feel comfortable while enslaving other people. . . . [S]lavery didn’t end in 1865; it just evolved. . . . The North won the Civil War, but the South won the narrative war.

			—BRYAN STEVENSON, Vox magazine interview, May 2017

			
			The hope engendered by the triumphant election of Barack Obama as the first black president of the United States called to mind other exhilarating historical moments for African Americans, especially during the Civil War and Reconstruction, including the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, the ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment on December 6, 1865 (which legally abolished slavery), and the passage of the Reconstruction Acts, which inspired a collective sense of optimism among formerly enslaved African Americans, “a millennial sense of living at the dawn of a new era,” in the words of Eric Foner.1 At the dawn of a new era in the next millennium, President Obama’s election, unthinkable even a decade before and unprecedented in its potential implications for ameliorating race relations, led some commentators to speculate about an “end of race and racism” narrative. Among the many writers who embraced this optimistic idea was the novelist and philosopher Charles R. Johnson, who argued even in the summer before Obama was elected, “It is no longer the case that the essence of black American life is racial victimization and disenfranchisement, a curse and a condemnation, a destiny based on color in which the meaning of one’s life is thinghood, created even before one is born.”2 Regardless of the outcome, Johnson argued, the brilliance and poise that Obama displayed during his campaign alone would spur the country to “transcend parochialism, tribalism, and that most pernicious of fictions—race.”3 Obama had written far more cautiously in The Audacity of Hope two years before his election that “such prejudices” were “subject to refutation.”4 Johnson may have been one of the first writers to embrace this idea, but he was far from alone. Claims about the dawn of “a post-racial America” led the Harvard sociologist Lawrence D. Bobo to reflect upon the several different manifestations of this phenomenon in a searching critique published in 2011.5 Looking back roughly two years after Donald J. Trump’s election, the idea that one black person’s occupancy of the White House—and a presidency as successful as his—could have augured the end of race and racism seems both naïve and ahistorical.

			Obama’s election, to my enormous surprise, revived an old metaphor with a long and curious history in African American letters, that of a New Negro, a “new” kind of black person. For example, Johnson aptly characterized the Obamas’ many strengths in this way: “Eloquent and elegant, charismatic and holding [degrees] from Harvard Law, always comfortable in [their] skin, [Barack] and Michelle are also avatars of a new black America.”6 The professor and political historian Ronald Williams made the link between Obama and the metaphor of the New Negro explicit in a perceptive essay titled “The New Negro in African American Politics.”7 Invoking the metaphor of the New Negro to account for the extraordinary feat that Barack Obama achieved unwittingly connected the Obama presidency to the optimism and expectations—and severe disappointments—of the rise and fall of Reconstruction, in the aftermath of which the metaphor itself was first coined as a complex defensive mechanism that black people employed to fight back against racial segregation. This book is about that optimism and those expectations, the painful manner in which they crumbled, and the creative manner in which African Americans sought to counter Jim Crow segregation as it systematically rolled back the dramatic, once unimaginable gains that they had achieved in the decade or so following the end of the Civil War.

			We might think of the New Negro as Black America’s first superhero. It was, as we shall see, the shrewd and canny, if complicated, black response to the claim of the birth of a “New South,” a phrase coined by the charismatic white supremacist journalist Henry Grady as early as 1874, but then popularized in a widely commented-upon speech he delivered to a New York audience twelve years later in 1886. The declaration of the existence of a New South only a decade after the end of Reconstruction was warmly embraced by key interests in the North and signaled the triumph of the South’s “Redemption.” Grady’s metaphor was intended to demonstrate to the North, in seductive, easily digestible language that the South—though it had nothing for which to apologize, and most certainly not the institution of slavery—had reinvented itself following the war and had now achieved “the perfect democracy,” precisely as it was aggressively dismantling the advances in rights that black people had enjoyed during Reconstruction. That’s how Grady packaged it anyway. Redemption, as the civil rights attorney Bryan Stevenson points out, essentially imposed a system of neo-enslavement on the South’s agricultural workers, who were the recently freed African Americans and their children.

			Grady’s clever declaration of the birth of a New South unfolded as part of what we might say amounted to a terrorist campaign against the freedmen and freedwomen, waged not only through physical violence and intimidation, but also through a massive wave of propaganda hell-bent on permanently devaluing the freedpeople’s very humanity—often referred to in scientific literature of this period as “the nature of the Negro”8—on defining who, and what, a black person actually “was,” within or, alarmingly, outside of the human community. This propaganda war was so brutally effective that it demanded a response from black people themselves in all available media. One such response was the declaration of the advent of a so-called New Negro, a postwar phenomenon that stood as evidence that the disparaging claims about the Negro’s beastlike “nature” were horribly mistaken. So powerful was the trope of the New Negro that one is tempted to say that it has turned out to be, ironically, one of the most lasting legacies of the long Reconstruction era. Indeed, the philosopher and critic Alain Locke, who appropriated the term in 1925 for his own purposes at the apex of the Harlem Renaissance, would later argue that every generation of African Americans needed to renew itself through successive “New Negro Movements.”9

			Why the reconstitution of a supposedly New Negro? It became a necessity, it was argued, because the image of the Old Negro had been so devastatingly deconstructed by the “redeemed” South in the rollback of Reconstruction. This process calls to mind the alt-right–fueled rollback of policies pivotal to President Obama’s legacy under the counterrevolution being led by his successor, President Donald J. Trump.10 Who could have predicted that the election of the first black president would become a focal point for triggering a dramatic rise in the public expression of some of the oldest, nastiest, and most vulgar white supremacist animus about black people? That reactionary rancor extended a tradition that had begun with the defense of slavery long before the Civil War and continued throughout it—indeed, the 1864 presidential election was full of fearmongering over the supposed racial “amalgamation” that would follow if Lincoln won another term—taking on new and equally energetic forms of venality well into the twentieth century. This desperate effort to reassert white supremacy and decimate the gains in black equality promised by Reconstruction led to the effective disenfranchisement of black male voters in the former Confederate states and the imposition of “separate but equal” as the law of the land. While white supremacist ideologies never disappeared, I think that many of us, viewing Obama’s election as the culmination of the successes of the civil rights movement, had convinced ourselves that the more excessive forms of white supremacy had gone deep underground, or at least lay dormant. But because these beliefs continue to manifest themselves so very openly today in the wake of the end of the two terms of the first black president, it is useful to retrace their history as well as the manner in which black people and their allies so nobly fought back against them through a variety of strategies ranging from political action to symbolic gestures at the level of representation, such as the invention of the concept of a New Negro. In that sense, when hopeful commentators hailed the election of the first black president by employing this metaphor, they unintentionally reconnected Black America, full circle, to an earlier period when the fight against white supremacy was literally a life-and-death struggle.

			A LOOK AT RECONSTRUCTION

			The eruption of the expression of white supremacist ideology in what increasingly appears to be a determined attempt to roll back the very phenomenon of a black presidency is just one reason that the rise and fall of Reconstruction and the surge of white supremacy in the former Confederate states following the end of the Civil War are especially relevant subjects for Americans to reflect upon at this moment in the history of our democracy. In fact, I’d venture that few American historical periods are more relevant to understanding our contemporary racial politics than Reconstruction. Think of the fundamental questions that the study of the period forces us to consider: Who is entitled to citizenship? Who should have the right to vote? What is the government’s responsibility in dealing with terrorism? What is the relationship between political and economic democracy? These are all Reconstruction questions. Reconstruction—when the country intended to institutionalize for its black citizens what President Lincoln had called “a new birth of freedom”—saw the passage of the country’s first civil rights laws and the amending of the Constitution, forming the basis of the rights revolution of the modern era that continues to this day, most recently in the ruling that established the right to marry without discrimination based on gender or sexual preference.11

			One of the most shocking things to realize about Reconstruction is how painfully short it was, compared to the dreadfully long duration of slavery. Though scholars differ on when Reconstruction began—whether in 1861 or 1863 or 1865—it was clearly on the road to ending by the Panic of 1873, the first “Great Depression” in post–Civil War America, and suffered a devastating political blow just four years later, with the Compromise of 1877, which, in the most stripped down of terms, secured the election of Republican Rutherford B. Hayes by giving him the electoral votes of Democratic South Carolina and Louisiana in exchange for a promise to withdraw the remaining federal troops from those statehouses. Regardless of its brevity, Reconstruction remains one of the most pivotal eras in the history of race relations in American history—and probably the most misunderstood.

			When the Civil War began in 1861, Reconstruction was really a process question: If and when the Union was saved, how would the eleven states that had seceded to form the Confederacy be reabsorbed? On that the US Constitution was silent. Improvisation would prove unavoidable.

			As the rebellion dragged on and the war hardened, the definition of Reconstruction changed. There could be no “reconstructing” the Union as it had been. With the aim of the struggle eventually expanding from saving the Union alone to saving it by emancipating the Confederacy’s slaves (and with the arming of those brave black men among them willing to fight and die for the cause), Reconstruction took on a double meaning: both of readmitting the conquered Confederate states to the Union and of granting freedom, citizenship, and a bundle of political, civil, and economic rights to African Americans—both those free before the war and those freed by it. Reconstruction, in this sense, meant repairing what the war had broken apart while simultaneously attempting to uproot the old slave system and the ideology underpinning it that had rationalized the process of making property of men a “black and white” issue. As the historian David Blight says, Reconstruction at once called for both “healing” and “justice,” and those competing ends would not only remain in tension throughout the period; they would also prolong an enormous amount of racial violence until Reconstruction itself was overthrown.12

			The process of Reconstruction involved nothing less than the monumental effort to create a biracial democracy out of the wreckage of the rebellion. Though that effort ultimately was thwarted, Reconstruction saw the passage of a vast array of legislation aimed at transforming the status of the formerly enslaved, beginning with Congress’s passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1866, the nation’s first federal civil rights law. The ratification of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments in 1865, 1868, and 1870, respectively, permanently altered the status of African Americans under the US Constitution. And, after seizing control of Reconstruction policy from President Andrew Johnson, who had called for a speedy readmission of the former Rebel states (as they hastily set about imposing a series of harsh “Black Codes” on the freedmen and freedwomen almost as soon as the war ended), Congress, between March 1867 and March 1868, passed four successive Military Reconstruction Acts that carved the defeated Southern states (save Tennessee) into five military districts and required them to hold elections for new constitutional conventions, which wouldn’t be deemed legitimate unless black men were given the vote. They also had to ratify the Fourteenth Amendment, which, among other things, established birthright citizenship and prohibited any state from “abridg[ing] the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States,” “depriv[ing] any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law,” or “deny[ing] to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”

			During the longer Reconstruction era, including the Redemption period that followed it, an estimated two thousand black men served in office at every level of government, including two US senators and twenty congressmen, from Hiram Revels (Republican from Mississippi), who took office in the Senate on February 25, 1870, and Joseph Rainey (Republican from South Carolina), who joined the House on December 12 of that same year; to George Henry White (Republican from North Carolina), who took office in the US House of Representatives on March 4, 1897, and left office on March 3, 1901.

			White was the last African American to serve in either house of Congress until Oscar Stanton De Priest, a Republican from Chicago, took office in the House on March 4, 1929, in the midst of the New Negro movement. His election reflected Chicago’s changing demographics resulting from the influx of black people from the former Confederate states during the Great Migration. In other words, the black people who had been impoverished by the South’s agricultural economy and disenfranchised by white supremacist state constitutions and legislation not only migrated to cities in the North for work, but voted when they did so, effectively fighting back from their new homes against the dismantling of their rights in their old homes. The South would wait even longer to see the return of black representation post-Reconstruction. It wasn’t until 1972 that Georgia and Texas elected Andrew Young and Barbara Jordan, respectively, to the US House of Representatives. For North Carolina, it would be another twenty years from this milestone, with the electoral victory of Eva Clayton in 1992.

			With the aid of the Freedmen’s Bureau, created shortly before the Civil War’s end, on March 3, 1865, to assist former slaves in matters relating to education, health, contracts and legal dealings, and often elusive land ownership, African Americans reconstituted families torn apart by the slave system, exercised their right to marry, and navigated the transition to the contract-based free labor system. They pursued land for farming, and, even when that promise was betrayed, they persevered, building businesses, churches, schools, and other legacy institutions. They attained literacy, educated their children, and created art, literature, and other cultural forms to express the African American experience, including singing the spirituals that bonded them to generations of their ancestors for whom freedom was, in the words of Langston Hughes, the ultimate “dream deferred.”13
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					“The First Colored Senator and Representatives,” lithograph, Currier & Ives, New York, 1872.
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			In the broadest terms, Reconstruction was a revolutionary time in American life—a time of national renewal extended out from four years of Civil War, death, and destruction that narrowed the gap between the country’s ideals and laws and advanced racial progress. Yet it was also a turbulent and brutally violent period, one marked by rapid economic change and new forms of white resistance that included everything from organized paramilitary assaults and political assassination to night rides and domestic terror.

			Over time, the federal military occupation that enabled the nation’s bold experiment in what could be called biracial democracy lost support among the cost-conscious and war-weary parts of the political and economic leadership in the North. The Panic of 1873 and the economic depression that followed it further sapped the civic will and led many voters to cast blame on the party in charge in Washington since the Civil War: the Republican Party, without whom Reconstruction would have been a dream without a policy or a prayer. Year after year, election after election, the counterrevolution led by white Southern Democrats only intensified until their crusade to “redeem” the former Confederate states knocked down every last domino. By 1877, Redemption governments enveloped the South in what was euphemistically described as “home rule” (as opposed to the federal military occupation, which Southerners had derided as “bayonet rule”). Eventually these governments paved the way for a spate of Jim Crow segregation laws and the wholesale disenfranchisement of black voters at the end of the nineteenth century that would bring the African American people to what Rayford Logan called “the nadir”—the rock-bottom lowest point in American race relations—during which time, Logan argued, African Americans suffered a “continued decline, in recognition of [their] political and legal rights.”14 Moreover, he continued, in the last decade of the nineteenth century, “the South launched a counterattack that further curtailed the already diminished rights of the Negro,”15 a counterattack perhaps best exemplified—certainly most dramatically exemplified—in the film The Birth of a Nation, with its depictions of ignorant, unqualified, venal black elected officials whose most ardent desire seems to have been to rape white women. Images like this would dominate, both consciously and unconsciously, the popular image of Reconstruction for most Americans until the necessary process of revision began in earnest with W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction in America in 1935. The book would take its place as a canonical work in the long struggle by historians to recapture Reconstruction from Redemption’s apologists, a process realized by Eric Foner’s monumental study, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863–1877, published more than half a century later, in 1988. This process of revision continues in remarkable detail and subtlety to this day.16

			Reconstruction revealed a fact that had been true but not always acknowledged even before the Civil War: that it was entirely possible for many in the country, even some abolitionists, to detest slavery to the extent that they would be willing to die for its abolition, yet at the same time to detest the enslaved and the formerly enslaved with equal passion. As Frederick Douglass said, “Opposing slavery and hating its victims has become a very common form of abolitionism.”17 Being an advocate of the abolition of slavery was not the same thing as being a proponent of the fundamental equality of black and white people, or the unity of the human species (as we shall see in chapter 2 of this book), to say nothing of equal citizenship rights and equal protection under the law. A dismaying example is Abraham Lincoln himself, hailed by so many African Americans, after the Emancipation Proclamation, as our Moses. Learning that Abraham Lincoln, who undoubtedly deplored slavery, reportedly used the N-word can be every bit as jarring for some black people as learning that there’s no Santa Claus.18 Similarly, Lincoln’s ambivalent attitudes about race and the colonization of freed black people either in South America or back to Africa can be difficult to reconcile. Lincoln’s views, however, were in the process of evolving positively as the Union headed to victory over the Confederacy, in part because of his relationship with Frederick Douglass, and in part because of the crucial role that the heroism of the black soldiers of the US Colored Troops played in the Union’s victory; in fact, by 1864, Lincoln was referring to them as his “black warriors.”19

			The distinction between supporting the abolition of slavery and supporting—indeed, even believing in—equal rights for the formerly enslaved emerged well before the Civil War. The New York Times, just two days following the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation, noted one of the concerns arising from slavery’s abolition: “If the Proclamation makes the slaves actually free, there will come the further duty of making them work. . . . All this opens a vast and most difficult subject.”20 A political cartoon printed soon after the abolition of slavery in the British Empire in 1833 had raised the same concern.
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			The odd notion that an enslaved black person would work and that a free black person would not was only one example of a deeper racist ideology that emerged in debates over abolition and the future of free black citizens. (“Whence comes the assertion that the ‘nigger won’t work’?” an Alabama freedman asked, ironically noting, “We used to support ourselves and our masters too when we were slaves and I reckon we can take care of ourselves now.”)21 In fact, the well-known Boston abolitionist Wendell Phillips (whose written endorsement of Frederick Douglass appeared in his original 1845 slave narrative) no doubt spoke for many when he publicly worried about this aspect of the Emancipation Proclamation, concerned that it “frees the slave and ignores the negro.”22

			Phillips had reason to be anxious. Consider the case of Andrew Johnson, then the military governor of Tennessee. Johnson declared his support for the abolition of slavery at the end of 1863, but, as Eric Foner writes, “his conversion . . . was based less on concern for the slave than hatred of the Confederacy and of the slaveholders he believed had dragged poor whites unwillingly into rebellion. As he remarked to General Palmer, ‘Damn the Negroes, I am fighting those traitorous aristocrats, their masters.’”

			By war’s end, the connection between being antislavery and antislave would become patently apparent. “Slavery is dead,” the Cincinnati Enquirer proclaimed when the war concluded; but “the negro is not, [and] there is the misfortune.” Foner notes that at the Maryland Constitutional Convention during the middle of the Civil War, delegates celebrated a “free and regenerated” Maryland; “however, little concern was evinced for the fate of the former slaves. Many delegates,” Foner adds, “felt compelled to deny that voting for abolition implied ‘any sympathy with negro equality.’” A Maryland Unionist remarked, after the constitution won narrow approval in a referendum held in the fall of 1864: “There has been no expression, at least in this community, of regard for the negro—for human rights.” As the diarist and self-described gentleman from Philadelphia Sidney George Fisher stated bluntly: “It seems our fate never to get rid of the Negro question. No sooner have we abolished slavery than a party, which seems [to] be growing in power, proposes Negro suffrage, so that the problem—What shall we do with the Negro?—seems as far from being settled as ever. In fact it is incapable of any solution that will satisfy both North and South.”23 Despite the presence of antiblack racism in the North, many white Northerners were willing to accept black legal and political equality as very few in the South were. That included, in a few Northern states, the right to vote.24

			It is important to remember that there were those in the North, such as Charles Sumner and Thaddeus Stevens, who were both antislavery and, as it were, “pro-slave,” without whom Reconstruction would never have happened. Of course, there were many who were neither. White supremacist beliefs certainly predated the Civil War and Reconstruction, in both the North and the South. Frederick Douglass frequently excoriated Northern racism as a sort of evil twin of proslavery sentiment in the South, and he suffered a considerable amount of jeering, harassment, and even physical abuse during abolitionist rallies at which he was a speaker. In fact, he once wrote, he “could not remember to have made a single antislavery tour [during which he had] not been assailed by this mean spirit of caste.”25 In “Prejudice against Color,” an essay that he published on June 13, 1850, in his paper the North Star, he provided a definition of “prejudice” that could easily have been one of white supremacy as well: “Prejudice against color does not exist in this country,” he began ironically. “The feeling (or whatever it is) which we call prejudice, is no less than a murderous, hell-born hatred of every virtue which may adorn the character of a black man.”26 The roots of antiblack racism extend much further back beyond the nineteenth century, of course; but it’s fair to say that white supremacist ideology, which evolved to justify the enslavement of black human beings, assumed new forms and changed in tune and timbre almost as soon as the Civil War ended and freedmen and freedwomen began to assert their rights, especially the right of black males to register and vote in 1867. Charting how white supremacy evolved during Reconstruction and Redemption is crucial to understanding in what forms it continues to manifest itself today.

			In other words, the Civil War ended slavery, but it didn’t end antiblack racism. Proslavery rhetoric and white supremacist ideology had naturally marched arm in arm. But when the South lost the Civil War—at a staggering cost in blood and treasure—white supremacist ideologies continued, unbridled and disengaged from the institution of slavery.

			One could make the case that, with the emergence of black male suffrage in 1867 in the Southern states, where black male voters were either a majority or close to a majority, antiblack racist discourse only intensified, because it was forced to do so, in what amounted to a rhetorical and martial terrorist campaign to reestablish white supremacy as the unofficial law of the land. This movement used as its weapons, in addition to lynching, mutilation, rape, beatings, and mayhem, a surfeit of verbal and visual imagery to debase the popular image of the Negro in every way that it could. Meanwhile, antiblack racism in the North, even among those who had opposed slavery, continued to grow in some quarters, as the reactionary forces against Reconstruction in the South increased in strength. Clearly the North was a safer place for a black person to be living, but the region was never free of antiblack racism.

			The difference between being antislavery and, as it were, pro-Negro (or even neutral about racial difference and the fiction of racial essences) manifested itself dramatically during the Civil War and especially after the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation. But the French traveler and writer Alexis de Tocqueville had raised the issue as early as 1835. “I am obliged to confess that I do not regard the abolition of slavery as a means of warding off the struggle of the two races in the Southern states,” he wrote in Democracy in America. “The Negroes may long remain slaves without complaining; but if they are once raised to the level of freemen, they will soon revolt at being deprived of almost all their civil rights; and as they cannot become the equals of the whites, they will speedily show themselves as enemies.” Tocqueville went on to say that “I can discover only two modes of action for the white inhabitants of [the South]: namely, either to emancipate the Negroes and to intermingle with them, or, remaining isolated from them, to keep them in slavery as long as possible.” Obviously, those Southern “white inhabitants” chose the latter, never entertaining even the possibility of the former.

			But there was a third path that Tocqueville apparently didn’t imagine: the emancipation of the slaves, followed by their virtually complete subjugation after they were “emancipated,” which is precisely what happened to the free Negro in the Redeemed South, culminating in the institutionalization of Jim Crow. Call it quasi-freedom or quasi-slavery: a state of being trapped in a nether zone, between a state of being and nothingness, painted as unworthy of citizenship rights granted prematurely by contemporaries eager to justify the implementation of neo-slavery, and perhaps not surprisingly by early historians of Reconstruction whose work was used to justify Jim Crow.27 (Even Tocqueville himself had predicted, quite problematically, “If liberty be refused to the Negroes of the South, they will in the end forcibly seize it for themselves; if it is given, they will before long abuse it,” which is precisely how the exercise of black political power would be denigrated by journalists and scholars alike.)

			Deep-seated antiblack racism was the challenge that black people faced after their emancipation from slavery and during Reconstruction. And its elimination, we know painfully, did not occur, for a complex of reasons: because of the stubborn history and momentum of white supremacy; because of the Redeemed South’s political economy, especially the continuing importance of the production of and profit from commodities such as cotton; because of the signal role of cheap black labor in the economy; and because of the need to neutralize, if not erase, the startling manifestation of black political power beginning in 1867, virtually as soon as black men were allowed to register and vote. Redemption was a war to emasculate the early manifestations of what we might think of as “Black Power,” as it expressed itself both politically and, to a much lesser extent, economically in the glory years of Reconstruction. The proverbial genie had to be put back in the bottle, and the Redeemed South went about that process with unmatched passion and vengeance.

			A SECOND SLAVERY

			American slavery was the perfect fusion of race and class. And when it ended formally, as a legal institution, after the tragic wartime sacrifice of an almost inconceivable 750,000 lives, ways had to be found to reinvent and maintain the exploitation of black labor to sustain the modes of production on which the South’s profits were based. Postwar, cotton’s role in the American economy was only growing. Sven Beckert points out, “Global cotton consumption doubled from 1860 to 1890, and then by 1920 doubled once more.” Nothing was more important to the South following the war than maintaining the profit margin on cotton production. As Beckert shows in ample detail: “It took a multiyear struggle on plantations, in local courthouses, in state capitols, and in Washington to determine the outlines of a new system of labor in the cotton-growing regions of the United States. That struggle began the moment the fighting ended, when plantation owners, utterly ruined by the economic and political effects of defeat in war, sought to restore a plantation world as close to slavery as possible.” Despite the fact that “contracts had to be made and wages paid . . . life was to go on as before.”28

			The cultural and economic historian Gene Dattel’s account of what happened next is telling. “After the Civil War,” Dattel writes, “America discovered with relief that cotton could indeed be grown without slave labor.”29 White landowners replaced slavery with sharecropping, which proved a most devastating combination with Jim Crow segregation. Between exploitation of his or her labor by the sharecropping system and unscrupulous storekeepers and landlords, “the former slave inevitably ran a greater and greater debt, living in virtual debt peonage,” writes Pete Daniel, the accomplished historian of the American South.30 Poor whites found themselves ensnared in sharecropping as well, but the owners of cotton land grew richer than ever. Dattel tells us, “[D]espite the destruction of the conflict, the South would produce exponentially more cotton than before the war.”31

			This system of neo-slavery, which emerged in parallel to the politics of the Reconstruction era, was justified by what we might think of as an all-encompassing, suffocating white supremacist discourse, which had a logic, a history, and a momentum of its own, one whose peculiar mode of reasoning and argumentation, with its own symbols and signs, would carry on long after slavery, Reconstruction, and Redemption ended. I often wonder if Frederick Douglass and his fellow abolitionists could have imagined the extent to which this antiblack racist discourse would remain very much alive in American society a century and a half after the end of the Civil War.

			“A WAR OF IDEAS”

			Key players at the end of the Civil War on both sides were keenly aware that a second set of battles loomed as part of a different kind of war, one of propaganda, images, and ideas that would determine the status of freedwomen and freedmen in the culture, politics, and economy of the South. As Edward A. Pollard, a member of the wartime editorial staff of the Richmond Examiner, noted just one year after the end of the war in his hugely influential polemic The Lost Cause: A New Southern History of the War of the Confederates, “All that is left the South is ‘the war of ideas.’”32

			The Lost Cause myth that Pollard promoted developed along two overlapping lines. First, its advocates argued, the Civil War was not an act of treason but rather a revolt against an overreaching federal government, in which the Confederates lost but fought with courage and honor. In this sense, they viewed the Civil War as similar to the American Revolution, with Robert E. Lee as George Washington in a gray uniform. Second, slavery did not cause the war, and even though many (but not all) Lost Cause advocates ultimately accepted slavery’s demise, they did not link it to racial equality. Indeed, on the contrary, the Lost Cause was fundamentally based on white supremacy. Two postwar books make this clear: Pollard’s aforementioned The Lost Cause and the former Confederate president Jefferson Davis’s The Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government (1881). Pollard argued that “She [the former Confederacy] must submit faithfully and truly to what the war has properly decided. But the war properly decided only what was put in issue: the restoration of the Union and the excision of slavery; and to these two conditions the South submits. But the war did not decide Negro equality.” Looking back sixteen years after the war’s end, Davis argued that heroic Southerners were only trying to fend off the North’s “unlimited despotic power” and that slavery “was in no wise the cause of the conflict, but only an incident.” Slavery, in fact, had a positive benefit, he maintained, as the enslaved were “trained in the gentle arts of peace and order and civilization; they increased from a few unprofitable savages to millions of efficient Christian laborers.”33

			Perhaps no one was better equipped to fight back against these arguments in this war of ideas than Frederick Douglass. A master of self-fashioning and self-invention, of the manipulation of signs and symbols for political ends, Douglass established his own subjectivity—and by extension that of “the Negro,” whom he, as an exemplar, was defined as “representing”—in at least two ways: rhetorically, by revising his own story about the shaping of himself over three autobiographies, and visually, by sitting for photographs, both because he seemed rather to have liked images of himself, and also as a political strategy, to counter the plethora of negative visual stereotypes of black people as subhuman that played a key part in justifying slavery and black second-class citizenship.

			Well before the Civil War, Douglass, who published his first autobiography in 1845, when he was still a fugitive slave, understood that a pivotal battleground in what would become a war of representation, lasting through Reconstruction and Redemption, over the redefinition of freedwomen and freedmen from chattel slaves into human beings—from ostensible “objects” into subjects, from property into citizens—would be waged at the level of the symbolic, its weapons verbal and visual images of black people. Writing in 1878, a year after the Compromise of 1877 choked off political Reconstruction, Douglass perceptively observed that the Civil War had been “a war of ideas, a battle of principles, . . . a war between the old and new, slavery and freedom, barbarism and civilization”; a war, moreover, “between men of thought as well as action, and in dead earnest for something beyond the battlefield.” The recent rebellion, Douglass mused from the distance of just over a decade, had been fought on two fronts: as an ideological or a metaphysical war that had manifested itself in the deadliest of manners, through the devastating toll of the deaths of three-quarters of a million people, sacrificed to destroy or protect a perverted way of life. In this sense, Frederick Douglass and Edward Pollard were reading their times retrospectively through the same lens, albeit through distinctly different sets of eyes.

			Pollard, like Douglass, was something of a strategic genius in this war of symbols and interpretation, launching a preemptive volley through the definition of terms almost as soon as the Thirteenth Amendment had been ratified. One of the key arguments in The Lost Cause was that it was of the utmost importance to redefine the terms of the causes of the war itself, by making a case for the nature of the “work” black people had been required to perform before the war: “The occasion of that conflict was what the Yankees called—by one of their convenient libels in political nomenclature—slavery; but what was in fact nothing more than a system of Negro servitude in the South . . . one of the mildest and most beneficent systems of servitude in the world.”34 What for Pollard had been a mild form of servitude had for Douglass been one of the world’s most heinous perversions: the enslavement of almost four million human beings by the eve of a war fought to end this immorality. As Douglass had put it in an editorial published in his newspaper, Douglass’ Monthly, in November 1862, “Verily the work does not end with the abolition of slavery, but only begins.” Even Douglass could have no idea of how difficult a task that “work” would be in the decades to come. In fact, the end of the war had been a time of unparalleled optimism for Douglass, for his fellow abolitionists, and indeed for the entire black community.

			

			—

			Before assessing the accomplishments of the decade or so during which Reconstruction policy attempted to redress almost two and a half centuries of Anglo-American slavery, it is useful to revisit the sheer excitement and optimism that African Americans expressed at its demise. Our awareness of the assault on emerging black rights and the debacle to come only makes these sentiments more poignant.

			Eric Foner describes the upbeat, exhilarated mood of black people in the South in the months just before the war ended: “On February 18, 1865, Union forces entered Charleston, among them the black 54th Massachusetts Infantry singing ‘John Brown’s Body.’ Five weeks later the city witnessed a ‘grand jubilee’ of freedom, a vast outpouring of celebration and pride by the city’s black community.” Four thousand African Americans held a parade and celebrated a mock funeral for slavery. On April 14, just after Appomattox, Northern abolitionists, ministers, and political leaders flew the American flag over Fort Sumter. Foner writes that “the most affecting moment came when a black man stepped forward with his two small daughters to thank William Lloyd Garrison for his long labors on behalf of the slaves. . . . One white army officer was moved to tears by the
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“An indispensable guide to the making of our times.”

—Nell Irvin Painter, The New York Times Book Review





OEBPS/images/9780525559542_title_page.jpg
STONY
THE ROAD

Reconstruction,

White Supremacy,

and the Rise of

Jim Crow

HENRY LOUIS GATES, JR.






