a short history of reconstruction eric
foner

The era following the American Civil War, known as Reconstruction, remains
one of the most pivotal and debated periods in U.S. history. Understanding
this complex era requires delving into its causes, key developments, and
lasting impacts. Eric Foner, a preeminent historian, has significantly shaped
our understanding of Reconstruction with his seminal work, offering a nuanced
perspective that challenges traditional interpretations. This article will
provide a comprehensive overview of a short history of Reconstruction,
drawing heavily on Foner's insights, to explore the ambitious, yet ultimately
incomplete, project of remaking the American South and the nation itself. We
will examine the political, social, and economic transformations attempted,
the fierce resistance encountered, and the enduring legacy of this
transformative period in American history.
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The Seeds of Conflict: Pre—-Reconstruction
America

Before the Civil War, the United States was deeply divided by the institution
of slavery. The agrarian South's economy and social structure were
inextricably linked to the forced labor of enslaved people, primarily African
Americans. This fundamental difference fueled political tensions, manifesting
in debates over states' rights, westward expansion, and the balance of power
between free and slave states. The economic disparities between the
industrializing North and the agricultural South, coupled with deeply
ingrained racial ideologies, created a volatile environment. The Missouri
Compromise, the Compromise of 1850, and the Kansas-Nebraska Act were all



attempts to manage these escalating conflicts, but ultimately, they only
postponed the inevitable. The election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860, perceived
by Southern states as a threat to their way of life, served as the final
catalyst for secession and the outbreak of war.

The End of Slavery and the Dawn of
Reconstruction

The Civil War, fought from 1861 to 1865, ultimately resolved the issue of
slavery, albeit through immense bloodshed and national trauma. The
Emancipation Proclamation, issued by President Lincoln in 1863, declared that
all enslaved persons in Confederate-held territory were to be freed. This
pivotal document transformed the war's objectives and paved the way for the
eventual abolition of slavery throughout the United States. The Thirteenth
Amendment, ratified in 1865, formally ended slavery, creating a new reality
for millions of newly freed African Americans. This constitutional change
marked the beginning of the Reconstruction era, a period characterized by the
monumental task of rebuilding the nation and integrating four million newly
emancipated individuals into American society. The challenges were immense,
as the South lay in ruins, and the question of how to govern the former
Confederate states and define the rights of the freedpeople loomed large.

Presidential Reconstruction: Lincoln and
Johnson's Approaches

The initial phase of Reconstruction, often termed Presidential
Reconstruction, was largely shaped by the policies of Presidents Abraham
Lincoln and Andrew Johnson. Lincoln, while focused on preserving the Union,
had a vision for a relatively lenient reintegration of the Southern states.
His "Ten Percent Plan" offered amnesty to most Confederates who pledged
loyalty to the Union and allowed for the formation of new state governments
once ten percent of the electorate took the oath. This approach aimed for a
swift reconciliation, with less emphasis on guaranteeing civil rights for the
newly freed slaves. Following Lincoln's assassination in April 1865, Vice
President Andrew Johnson, a Southerner himself, continued this conciliatory
approach. Johnson’s Reconstruction policies were even more lenient, pardoning
many former Confederates and allowing Southern states to quickly re-establish
governments dominated by the old planter class. This approach, unfortunately,
did little to protect the rights of African Americans, who soon faced
discriminatory "Black Codes" designed to control their labor and limit their
freedoms.

Congressional (Radical) Reconstruction: A Fight
for Rights

Dissatisfied with the leniency of Presidential Reconstruction and alarmed by
the rise of Black Codes and widespread violence against freedpeople in the

South, Congress, particularly the Radical Republicans, took a more assertive
stance. They believed that true Reconstruction required federal intervention



to protect the rights and ensure the equality of African Americans. This
period, known as Congressional or Radical Reconstruction, began in 1867 and
marked a significant shift in national policy. The Radicals sought to
dismantle the old Southern social order and establish a more inclusive
democracy. Their agenda involved granting civil and political rights to
African Americans, including the right to vote, and restructuring Southern
society to prevent the re-establishment of white supremacy. This often led to
direct confrontation with President Johnson, culminating in his impeachment,
though he was not removed from office.

Key Legislation and Constitutional Amendments

Congressional Reconstruction was marked by landmark legislation and
constitutional amendments that aimed to secure the rights of freedpeople and
redefine American citizenship. These legal advancements were crucial in the
short history of Reconstruction and represent the ambitious goals of the era.

e The Civil Rights Act of 1866: This act declared that all persons born in
the United States were citizens and entitled to fundamental rights,
regardless of race. It was a direct response to the Black Codes.

e The Reconstruction Acts of 1867: These acts divided the former
Confederacy into five military districts, placing them under martial law
until new state governments could be formed. These governments had to
ratify the Fourteenth Amendment and guarantee suffrage for Black men.

e The Fourteenth Amendment (1868): This amendment granted citizenship to
all persons born or naturalized in the United States, including former
slaves, and guaranteed equal protection of the laws and due process of
the law. It was a fundamental redefinition of American citizenship.

e The Fifteenth Amendment (1870): This amendment prohibited the denial of
the right to vote based on race, color, or previous condition of
servitude, securing suffrage for African American men.

The Experience of Freedpeople: Hope and
Hardship

For the millions of newly freed African Americans, Reconstruction represented
an unprecedented opportunity for self-determination and the pursuit of a life
free from bondage. The end of slavery brought immense hope and the desire to
reunite families, acquire education, own land, and participate in the
political process. Freedpeople established schools, churches, and benevolent
organizations, laying the foundations for a vibrant Black community. They
actively participated in politics, electing Black representatives to state
legislatures and even to the U.S. Congress. However, this period was also
fraught with hardship and violence. The economic reality for most freedpeople
was dire, as land ownership remained elusive, and many were forced into
sharecropping or labor contracts that mirrored the exploitative conditions of
slavery. The constant threat of violence from white supremacist groups, such
as the Ku Klux Klan, undermined their newfound freedoms and limited their
progress.



Southern Resistance and the Rise of White
Supremacy

The transformation envisioned by Reconstruction was met with fierce
resistance from white Southerners who sought to maintain their social
hierarchy and economic power. The rise of white supremacist organizations
like the Ku Klux Klan, Knights of the White Camelia, and the White League was
a direct manifestation of this opposition. These groups employed
intimidation, wviolence, and murder to suppress Black political participation
and restore white dominance. They targeted Black voters, officeholders, and
white Republicans who supported equality. The federal government's efforts to
combat this violence were often insufficient or undermined by political
divisions. The desire to "redeem" the South, meaning to restore it to white
Democratic rule, became a powerful rallying cry for those who opposed
Reconstruction's changes. This resistance played a crucial role in the
eventual undoing of many Reconstruction-era achievements.

The Collapse of Reconstruction and the
"Redemption" of the South

By the early 1870s, the will to enforce Reconstruction policies began to wane
in the North, weakened by economic depressions, political fatigue, and a
growing backlash against federal intervention. The Compromise of 1877, which
resolved the disputed presidential election of 1876, is often cited as the
final nail in the coffin for Reconstruction. In exchange for Southern
Democrats allowing Republican Rutherford B. Hayes to become president,
federal troops were withdrawn from the last three Southern states still under
Reconstruction governments (South Carolina, Florida, and Louisiana). This
withdrawal effectively ended federal protection for Black citizens. In the
ensuing decades, Southern states systematically disenfranchised African
Americans through poll taxes, literacy tests, and grandfather clauses, and
implemented Jim Crow laws that enforced racial segregation and
discrimination. The period of "Redemption" saw the re-establishment of white
supremacy and the systematic rollback of the gains made during
Reconstruction.

Foner's Reinterpretation of Reconstruction's
Legacy

Eric Foner's seminal work, "Reconstruction: America's Unfinished Revolution,
1863-1877," has profoundly reshaped scholarly understanding of this period.
Foner argues against earlier interpretations that dismissed Reconstruction as
a failure or a corrupt episode dominated by incompetent Black politicians and
carpetbaggers. Instead, he emphasizes the era's revolutionary potential and
the genuine efforts made to create a biracial democracy. Foner highlights the
agency of African Americans, who actively sought to shape their own destinies
and realize the promises of freedom. He portrays Reconstruction not as a
static event but as a dynamic struggle over the meaning of freedom and
citizenship in the post-slavery South. His work underscores that while
Reconstruction ultimately failed to secure lasting equality, it laid crucial



groundwork for future civil rights movements and fundamentally altered the
relationship between the federal government and the states, and the
definition of American citizenship.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of
Reconstruction

The short history of Reconstruction, as illuminated by scholars like Eric
Foner, reveals an era of profound transformation and enduring struggle. It
was a period of ambitious attempts to integrate millions of freedpeople into
American society, redefine citizenship, and remake the South. Despite its
ultimate collapse and the subsequent decades of Jim Crow segregation and
disenfranchisement, Reconstruction laid essential groundwork for the civil
rights advancements of the 20th century. The constitutional amendments and
the assertion of federal power during this era, though later undermined,
established precedents that would be vital in future battles for equality.
Understanding Reconstruction's complexities—its triumphs, its failures, and
the persistent forces of resistance—is crucial for comprehending the ongoing
evolution of American democracy and the enduring quest for racial justice.
The legacy of Reconstruction continues to resonate, reminding us of the
fragility of democratic progress and the importance of sustained commitment
to the principles of liberty and equality for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central argument Eric Foner makes in 'A
Short History of Reconstruction'?

Foner argues that Reconstruction was a transformative period where formerly
enslaved people asserted their rights and attempted to build a multiracial
democracy, but its ultimate failure was due to a violent backlash from white
Southerners and a waning commitment from the federal government.

How does Foner define 'Reconstruction' in his book?

Foner defines Reconstruction not Jjust as the period between 1865 and 1877,
but as a fundamental redefinition of American citizenship and freedom,
focusing on the efforts of African Americans to secure political, economic,
and social equality.

What role did African Americans play in shaping
Reconstruction, according to Foner?

Foner emphasizes the agency of African Americans, highlighting their
establishment of schools, churches, political organizations, and their active
participation in government, demonstrating their profound desire for freedom
and self-determination.



What were the main goals of Reconstruction from the
perspective of the federal government and newly freed
slaves?

The federal government aimed to reunify the nation and establish civil rights
for Black Americans, while freed slaves prioritized gaining land, education,
political representation, and protection from violence.

What factors contributed to the failure of
Reconstruction, as outlined by Foner?

Foner points to the rise of white supremacist organizations like the Ku Klux
Klan, the assassination of key Republican leaders, economic challenges, and a
gradual withdrawal of federal support as major factors leading to
Reconstruction's undoing.

How does Foner view the legacy of Reconstruction in
American history?

Foner views Reconstruction's legacy as a complex and often tragic one. While
it laid the groundwork for future civil rights movements, its failure allowed
for the entrenchment of Jim Crow laws and systemic racism for decades.

What is Foner's critique of earlier historical
interpretations of Reconstruction?

Foner challenges the 'Redemption' narrative, which often portrayed
Reconstruction as a corrupt and misguided period dominated by Northern
interference and Black incompetence. He argues this narrative was a
whitewashing of Southern efforts to re-establish white supremacy.

What does Foner mean by the 'Revolution of 1877'?

Foner uses 'Revolution of 1877' to describe the disputed presidential
election and the subsequent Compromise of 1877, which effectively ended
federal intervention in the South, leading to the dismantling of
Reconstruction and the return of Democratic (white supremacist) control.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Eric Foner's A Short History of
Reconstruction, with descriptions:

1. _Reconstruction: America's Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877_

This is Eric Foner's seminal and most comprehensive work on the
Reconstruction era. It offers a detailed and nuanced examination of the
complex political, social, and economic transformations that occurred in the
South after the Civil War. Foner highlights the agency of African Americans
in shaping their own destiny and the resistance they faced from white
Southerners.

2. _The Portable Nineteenth-Century American Political Thinker_
While not exclusively about Reconstruction, this collection provides context



for the intellectual currents and debates of the period. It includes writings
from influential figures who grappled with issues of citizenship, equality,
federalism, and the meaning of the Union, all central to understanding
Reconstruction's challenges. Readers gain insight into the philosophical
underpinnings of the era's political conflicts.

3. _The Death of Reconstruction: Race, Labor, and Politics in the Post-Civil
War South_

This book delves into the reasons behind Reconstruction's ultimate failure to
establish lasting racial equality. It explores how economic considerations,
the resurgence of white supremacy, and political maneuvering undermined the
fragile gains made by formerly enslaved people. The author analyzes the
interplay of race and class in shaping the post—-Reconstruction South.

4. _Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era_

This sweeping narrative provides the essential background for understanding
Reconstruction. It meticulously details the causes of the Civil War, the
experiences of soldiers and civilians, and the profound social and political
shifts that the conflict unleashed. Foner's work on Reconstruction directly
follows from the events and debates covered in this comprehensive history.

5. _The South Was Right! The First American Civil Rights Movement_

This book presents a strong argument for the significance and success of the
Reconstruction era as an early, albeit ultimately suppressed, civil rights
movement. It emphasizes the efforts of African Americans to achieve political
and social equality, challenging the traditional narrative of a failed or
mismanaged period. The author highlights the enduring legacy of this
foundational struggle.

6. _Black Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880_

W.E.B. Du Bois's groundbreaking work, originally published in 1935, offers a
crucial perspective on Reconstruction, centering the experiences and agency
of Black Americans. It argues that Black people were not merely passive
recipients of policy but active participants who sought to build a new
society. This book provides a powerful counterpoint and complement to later
scholarship, including Foner's.

7. _Freedmen, Sojourners, and the Reconstruction of the South_

This collection of essays explores the diverse experiences of formerly
enslaved people and the white Northerners who came South during
Reconstruction. It examines their roles in rebuilding Southern society,
establishing schools, and participating in politics. The book underscores the
complexity and multifaceted nature of Reconstruction efforts.

8. _The Paradox of Reconstruction: Race, Politics, and Capital in the
Reconstruction South_

This title suggests an examination of the inherent contradictions and
challenges faced during Reconstruction. It likely explores how attempts to
establish racial equality clashed with entrenched economic interests and
political power structures. The book aims to unravel the complex interplay of
factors that defined this turbulent period.

9. _To Bind Up the Wounds: America From the Civil War to the Civil Rights
Movement_

This work places Reconstruction within a broader historical sweep, connecting
the struggles for equality in the post-Civil War era to those of the 20th
century. It highlights the long arc of American history in its pursuit of
civil rights and justice. Understanding Reconstruction's place in this larger
narrative is crucial for appreciating its lasting impact.
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