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INTRODUCTION



A NIGHTMARE IS STILL A DREAM


Here was a land of poignant beauty, streaked with hate and blood and shame, where God was worshiped wildly, where human beings were bought and sold, and where even in the twentieth century men are burned alive.


W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction


George Floyd’s tragic murder irrevocably shattered myths of racial progress in a country that had elected its first Black president less than a dozen years earlier. Floyd’s death was just the latest in a long series of crimes against Black people throughout the nation’s history. And yet it was also a pivotal moment. There would, forever it seems, be an America before Floyd’s public execution and one after. For me personally, Floyd’s murder was a painful reminder of my own vulnerability. At any moment, Black lives could be lost, seemingly without reason. At times I feel like I have spent my entire life watching images of Black people dying at the hands of the police. Floyd’s death remains hauntingly present to me still.


I grew up in a pregentrified New York City during the 1980s. My coming-of-age paralleled the emergence of hip-hop. Run-DMC’s “Sucker MC’s,” a propulsive battle rap by a Queens-based trio, became my personal soundtrack during elementary school, and I occasionally saw DMC in my Hollis, Queens, neighborhood. These sightings made me feel like part of a larger Black youth community. Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power” became my anthem around the time of my sixteenth birthday, and Salt-N-Pepa’s “Push It!” gave Black kids a rare chance to express unfettered sexual liberation, erotic curiosity, and bodily autonomy.


But the violence of racial division was inescapable. The effects of racial segregation in housing and education and racial gaps in wealth and income ordered the social, political, and cultural landscape, and they shaped my early life and those of my Gen X peers. In many ways, the music I listened to evolved as I became more aware of the violence, poverty, and racism that scarred my neighborhood. I tried to understand the racially segregated and politically volatile city I called home and make sense of its epic contradictions. Neither Ed Koch, who became mayor around the time I began kindergarten, nor David Dinkins, the city’s Great Black Hope, who came into office during my senior year in high school, offered as clear a path forward as hip-hop.


Police brutality respected neither age nor gender. It crushed the elderly, humiliated the young, and destroyed families that looked like mine. And it ran rampant under both a white mayor and a Black one. I remember studying pictures of sixty-six-year-old Eleanor Bumpurs, who died on October 29, 1984, after being shot twice by police officers trying to evict her from public housing. It was a little more than three weeks after my twelfth birthday. She reminded me of my maternal grandmother, whom I had never met in person, unless you count the time she visited from Haiti when I was a baby. My grandmother died around the same time as Bumpurs, from an unexpected illness. But Bumpurs’s death at the hands of the police affected me in a different way, because it revealed the stakes of the racial violence of the city.1 My South Jamaica, Queens, neighborhood regarded police less as guardians dedicated to protecting the community than as powerful sentinels patrolling our streets to ensure that we might never breach our invisible cages.


This reality stood at odds with a rosier portrait of law enforcement and US history taught at the local Catholic school, where my mother had enrolled me after one year at PS 34. My teachers characterized law enforcement as the “good guys,” as trusted authorities who were supposed to protect children who looked like me and would look after neighborhoods like mine. My growing understanding of history and my compulsive reading of the New York City tabloids said otherwise. As my social studies teachers regaled us with vivid stories about how the civil rights movement had transformed America, ending racial segregation, securing Black voting rights, and moving the nation closer to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s vision of a “Beloved Community,” I began to notice this gap in our perceptions. They supplemented their teachings with posters and television documentaries. Film clips of King’s “I Have a Dream” speech at the 1963 March on Washington particularly inspired them, especially when King called for all Americans to look past race toward the deeper character traits that populated individuals’ souls. What I failed to notice, until around the eighth grade, was that, year by year, as class photos attested, my school had transitioned from overwhelmingly white to all Black. It had started after the March on Washington and continued during the years after King’s assassination. The teachers celebrated what they considered to be the nation’s racial progress during those years, without once mentioning that our school reflected the harsh reality of unyielding racial segregation—a segregation fueled by white anxiety over encroaching Black families. Families like mine.
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Mom and Me, Jamaica, Queens, New York, 1976. Courtesy of the author.








My Haitian American mother, meanwhile, took deep pride in her understanding of Haiti as a political and cultural key capable of unlocking a pan-African future that included African Americans. She taught me that we were central to Black American freedom struggles, although not many other people recognized it. She frequently told me about Toussaint Louverture and the heroic ingenuity he exhibited in the late 1700s in defeating the French empire and Napoleon Bonaparte. The Haitian Revolution inspired slave rebellions in America and offered a model of citizenship and dignity that helped propel Black activism over the decades and centuries that followed. Without it, the United States would never have been able to secure the Louisiana Purchase. I recognized being Haitian as my birthright and fiercely embraced my Black Americanness. I felt a deep connection with Black America’s struggle for full citizenship and dignity, acquiring an empathy for underdogs that drew from my mother’s example but was all my own, unencumbered by her temperamental boundaries and generational biases. I was both a proud son of Haiti and a first-generation Black American.2


In September 1986, one month before turning fourteen, I started attending an overwhelmingly white high school in Queens. It was there, during that freshman year, that a white person first called me the N-word. The melee that followed landed both of us in the principal’s office. Others, I knew, fared far worse than I did. Five days before Christmas that year, Michael Griffith, a twenty-three-year-old Black man, was chased to his death by a white mob in the Howard Beach section of Queens. I have never felt more alone than I did on bus rides to and from school in the immediate aftermath of Griffith’s death. I became painfully aware of the geography of racial borders in Queens. Crossing over into the white parts of Flushing felt like entering a combat zone: enemy territory where roving mobs could potentially threaten, attack, or kill me.


Though I had never met Griffith, I felt as if I knew him. His death was a concrete example of exactly how much fear and loathing Black men could inspire—that I, having just turned fourteen, might even inspire. Both events, my skirmish and Griffith’s death, left me deeply troubled and politically exhilarated. I had long realized how greatly the narrative of civil rights in America in history books differed from my own experience, but now my anger and my grief gave way to an intense study of Black history. What had started as a bonding experience with my mother turned into a lifeline, a support system, and a safe space. Through my study of history, I tried to make sense of it all, and I began to recognize history as a series of stories we tell ourselves in order to understand the world we live in. The characters from these stories could never really die if we continued to study and remember them. Their examples could help me overcome my fear and calm my anxiety. Ultimately they would also enable me to find my own voice as a writer, thinker, and student.


Eyes on the Prize, a transcendent documentary series broadcast on public television during my freshman year of high school, helped me to see my own world with new eyes. Over the course of six hour-long episodes, it showcased both the grandeur and the trials and tribulations of the modern civil rights era. Eyes often focused on ordinary Black people who, in the course of their struggles for dignity in pursuit of citizenship rights, revealed the extraordinary resilience of African American culture. The series treated Black people with deep empathy, even reverence. Their stories, it suggested, were worthy of respect; even those on the “lower frequencies” of American society could impart lessons to us all, the lettered and unlettered alike.3 Episode after episode, the period came alive through intimate, mesmerizing portraits of Black people: sharecroppers who became voting rights activists, single mothers turned welfare rights advocates, prisoners who became political organizers, and many others. Eyes afforded as much respect and esteem for ordinary Black people as it did for the legendary exploits of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. This insight would stay with me and help shape my approach to reading, writing, and studying history in the future. During my senior year of high school, an eight-episode sequel, Eyes on the Prize II, premiered. Covering the years from 1965 to 1983, the second series lingered over the Black Power era and showed Stokely Carmichael’s rhetorical brilliance, Muhammad Ali’s draft resistance and courage in opposing the Vietnam War, King’s radicalism, and the movement’s political legacy into the 1970s and 1980s. These images would stay with me forever.4




And then, in the summer before my seventeenth birthday, I saw Spike Lee’s film Do the Right Thing, which premiered on July 21, 1989. The film shattered me emotionally and changed my life. It also became a generational touchstone, offering a cinematic portrait of the afterlife of Jim Crow segregation that almost everyone around me seemed afraid to acknowledge. Lee provides the anatomy of a racial rebellion that erupts on a blazingly hot summer day in Brooklyn in the wake of the police murder of a young Black man named Radio Raheem. I loved Radio, but I especially identified with the character Buggin’ Out. I enjoyed his fervent, at times comical, efforts to boycott an Italian American–owned pizzeria over the management’s failure to include Black people on the restaurant’s wall of fame. The character, a stand-in for the lost promise of Black Power–era efforts at community control, reminded me of my own powerlessness, whether in my segregated neighborhood, at my school, or in the country generally. I could relate to the film’s tragic final act because as a young Black man I lived with the fear of police violence every day. The heartbreaking depiction of New York police officers choking Radio to death brought me to tears in the theater. Radio, a passionately angry young Black man, is seen throughout the film carrying a boom box blaring Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power” as his personal soundtrack. It reminded me of all that Black people had lost.


The movie’s coda drew quotes from Malcolm X preaching Black dignity and from Martin Luther King Jr. promoting Black citizenship. Hearing those words in that context remains stamped in my soul to this day.


The deaths of Eleanor Bumpurs, of Michael Griffith, and yes, of Radio Raheem set me off on a search to heal racism’s psychic wounds through history. I weep for that precious Black boy who fashioned personal vulnerability into a suit of intellectual armor. Then and now, I imagined myself wielding African American history as a corrective against historical fallacies that denigrated Black people, as an illuminating shield that new generations could employ to protect their minds, bodies, and souls. Studying Black history provided a balm, one that eased the pain, trauma, and anger brought to the fore by anti-Black violence and premature death. The passion to study broadly, to empathize deeply, and to organize politically still burns within me.


With the distance of time, I now recognize how I processed my anger and grief over Michael Griffith’s death in 1986 by turning to history. But until 2020 brought the murder of George Floyd amid a season of sickness and death, I failed to fully consider the possibility that this same practice might serve as a balm to millions of Americans who were seeking, as I did as a fourteen-year-old high school freshman, to process traumatic events.


I mourned Floyd’s death with the tears of that young Black boy who remains within me. It was as if he were kin, because in a sense he was. I recognized myself in Floyd’s face. I saw my older brother, my cousins, and my deceased father in his bewildered eyes as the life slipped from his body. Floyd’s story will forever impact millions of precious Black boys and girls in America, including many who took to the streets in the days, weeks, and months that followed his death, both to demonstrate the value of their own lives and to honor those taken from us too soon. I offer this book to them, and to all Americans, in the belief that these premature deaths are related to a larger story about ourselves that we rarely want to hear, but urgently need to.




W. E. B. Du Bois called America “a land of poignant beauty, streaked with hate and blood and shame, where God was worshiped wildly, where human beings were bought and sold, and where even in the twentieth century men are burned alive,” and this unvarnished description continues to resonate deeply.5 America remains a nation riven by cruel juxtapositions between slavery and freedom, wealth and inequality, beauty and violence. Our history reminds us that the racial juxtapositions of the present are not aberrations; rather, they reflect an unhappy pattern from the past that continues into the present.


Du Bois is perhaps best known for introducing the term “double-consciousness” into the lexicon of the Black experience.6 By this he meant the duality of being a Black American—neither fully African nor completely American, an enduring “problem” to be fought over in war and wrestled with during peace. But for Du Bois, double-consciousness did not refer simply to Black efforts to forge a coherent identity in a nation scarred by racial slavery. The internal struggle for a clear identity that the outside world recognizes as human is only one aspect of double-consciousness. Within the body politic Black people have been locked in a seemingly infinite struggle against the forces of white supremacy, and the duality at the heart of double-consciousness impacts the entire American project. America itself has a dual identity, reflecting warring ideas about citizenship, freedom, and democracy. There is the America that we might call reconstructionist, home to champions of racial democracy, and there is the America that we might call redemptionist, a country that papers over racial, class, and gender hierarchies through an allegiance to white supremacy. Since the nation’s birth, its racial politics have been shaped by an ongoing battle between reconstructionist America and redemptionist America.7


William Edward Burghardt Du Bois remains the most important American scholar and social scientist of the twentieth century. He grew—out of necessity—into the greatest scholar-activist in the history of the nation. The confounding relationship between race and democracy became his métier. More than any other Black thinker of his generation, Du Bois identified Reconstruction, the years of hope and pain following the formal end of slavery, as America’s most important origin story. By the time of the Great Depression, he was perhaps Black America’s leading intellectual. He had helped found the NAACP in 1909 and had played a key role in its subsequent work, and he had already written a number of important books and essays. But in 1935 he wrote what was arguably his most important book yet, Black Reconstruction in America, 1860–1880, about the two Americas that briefly united as one in the aftermath of a bloody Civil War. Du Bois wrote from a sense of tragic responsibility in order to set the record straight about a nation whose pastoral beauty could exist alongside public spectacles of lynching and of white Americans picnicking over the charred remains of burnt Black flesh. The landmark book had been inspired by Du Bois’s incisive understanding of the moral failure behind the rise of white supremacy. He viewed Reconstruction as more than just a missed opportunity, interpreting the post–Civil War decades as the nation’s second founding. Reconstruction, he said, gave birth to a new America that expansively redefined freedom beyond the parameters of the old. America’s Reconstruction era, which lasted a little more than three decades, from the ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865 to the white riot in Wilmington, North Carolina, in 1898, was a historical watershed.




Black Reconstruction demolished the myths and lies of “Lost Cause” histories that presented the period after slavery’s end as a horrible mistake that required the heroic intervention of the Ku Klux Klan to make right. Throughout the early decades of the twentieth century, the Dunning School of Reconstruction history, named for Columbia University historian William Archibald Dunning, who was white, was taught from coast to coast. At Harvard University in the 1930s, a young future president named John F. Kennedy imbibed these lies. Dunning and his supporters viewed themselves, like the white historical characters they wrote about, as “redeeming” America from the mistaken Reconstruction era with its commitment to Black citizenship. By June 11, 1963, President Kennedy had clearly reconsidered the merits of the Lost Cause. That day, he gave his first major nationally televised speech in support of racial justice and equality. A few hours later, Medgar Evers, a Mississippi civil rights activist, was assassinated as he emerged from his car in his own driveway, shot in the back by a white supremacist. “I don’t understand the South,” Kennedy observed to a close aide. “I’m coming to believe that Thaddeus Stevens was right.”


Kennedy’s invocation of Stevens, a Radical Republican who believed in political and social equality wrought from the punishment and subjugation of Confederates as well as active and passive supporters of the slave power, exemplifies Reconstruction’s afterlife during the civil rights era. A son of Vermont turned Pennsylvania Republican, Stevens chaired the House Ways and Means Committee during the Civil War and became a most powerfully effective spokesperson in support of Black citizenship after the war. He battled Andrew Johnson’s embrace of white supremacy and looked upon Radical Reconstruction as a method of “perfecting a revolution” intended to irrevocably break the former Confederacy’s efforts to restore racial inequality by other means. Aware of the reports that white supremacists, just one year after the end of the Civil War, were “daily putting into secret graves not only hundreds but thousands of the colored people,” Stevens became one of the architects of Reconstruction policies aiming to ensure federal protection of Black voting rights, to prevent ex-Confederates from resuming their political domination in the South, and to put an end to widespread anti-Black violence in the former Confederate States. Redemptionists would never forgive his moral clarity in the face of white supremacy during Reconstruction and made sure to sully his legacy to all who would listen, including the young John F. Kennedy.8


Du Bois’s views about Reconstruction became more widely accepted, but by no means mainstream, during the civil rights era. Like Kennedy, segments of American society tried to square the false history they had been told regarding “Negro domination” in redemptionist histories of the Reconstruction era with the violence, bad faith, and blatant racism gripping the nation.


For Black America, Reconstruction remains a blues-inflected tone poem about the perils and possibilities of Black humanity, democratic renewal, and the pursuit of citizenship and dignity amid the ruins of a world ravaged by racism, war, and violence. Du Bois’s work serves as a historical correction, political inspiration, and policy provocation. And the problems that gave rise to these debates, in truth, have never really ended. The racial violence, political divisions, cultural memories, and narrative wars that emerged from the Reconstruction era continue in our own time. The “hate and blood and shame” are still deeply embedded in twenty-first-century America.




But making sense of the events of 2020 requires both short- and long-term historical context. The First Reconstruction era, 1865 to 1898, was followed by decades of Jim Crow, with its mendacious principle of “separate but equal.” The Second Reconstruction spanned the heroic period of the civil rights era—from the May 17, 1954, Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s April 4, 1968, assassination. And in our time we have come to the Third Reconstruction, the period from the election of Barack Obama as president in 2008 through the recent Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests and all that they have entailed.


The debates, conflicts, and divisions of the Third Reconstruction have been the most volatile yet. The global health pandemic that started in early 2020 revealed beyond doubt how deeply the racial disparities in society have affected Black lives. That disparity is still rooted in the world America built just after the end of slavery. The BLM movement inspired rebellions against police brutality both at home and abroad. It became the largest social protest movement in American history, representing a continuation and expansion of reconstructionist segments within the nation.


Joe Biden became president following the most racially divisive presidential campaign season in US history, and the issues that arose reflected the continuing evolution of redemptionist impulses in our own time. The transformation of President Joe Biden is telling. A generation before taking the Oval Office, Biden had supported a redemptionist notion of Black citizenship; by the time of the 2020 election he had become an advocate of reconstructionist policies. He thus exemplified how politicians from the First Reconstruction era to the present have often moved back and forth between these two poles, at times straddling both of them simultaneously. When two Democrats won Georgia’s runoff elections on January 5, 2021, the party took a slim majority in the US Senate. One of those victors, Raphael Warnock, became the first Black person from Georgia in American history to be elected senator. When he spoke, his words evoked the promise born from the height of the Reconstruction era, with its triumphant scenes and its hopes for Black power. In the 2020 and 2021 elections, Black women took a leading and very visible organizing role, especially in expanding voting rights and bringing the issue of criminal justice reform into the foreground. Not to mention that a Black woman, Kamala Harris, was elected vice president of the United States for the first time. All of this took shape along the front lines of a Reconstruction period that has often failed to give Black women the credit they deserve.


The white riot of January 6, 2021, at the US Capitol Building is impossible to understand without reference to earlier, yet strikingly similar, efforts during the First Reconstruction period. In both cases, there were attempts to violently overthrow democratically held elections won with the aid of Black votes. To fully comprehend the challenges and opportunities of this moment, we must take a deep historical dive, one that braids together the most crucial aspects of these three periods and the repeated clashes between the forces of redemption and the forces of reconstruction.




The First Reconstruction established a set of competing political norms and frameworks—reconstructionist and redemptionist—regarding Black citizenship, the virtues of Black dignity, and the future of American democracy.


Reconstructionists fervently believed in a vision of multiracial democracy. Du Bois coined the term “abolition democracy” to describe what seemed to promise a second American founding, one where Black political, economic, and cultural power would give new meaning to citizenship, liberty, freedom, and democracy. The left wing of the First Reconstruction era’s political spectrum, sometimes called Radical Republicans, believed in social equality as well as political rights. They sought economic reparations through the redistribution of land in hopes that this, alongside Black men’s suffrage, would provide a foundation for Black political power. Black leaders, such as the fugitive slave turned abolitionist journalist Frederick Douglass, sufficiently impressed Abraham Lincoln that the president came to believe that the most intelligent African Americans deserved voting rights. But Lincoln and other moderate Republicans had initially hesitated on the matter of voting rights for Black folk. Lincoln agonized over whether Black people could ever be fully integrated (both racially and otherwise) into the American political family. Slavery, and the anti-Black racism it created, indeed planted seeds of bipartisan doubt about the moral and political worthiness of Black people for full and unfettered citizenship, despite the fact that 200,000 Blacks had fought for the Union in the Civil War.9


Black women played a central role in designing a progressive vision of Reconstruction politics, often more far-reaching than what could be imagined by Black and white Radical Republicans, identifying racial, gender, and economic justice as keys to abolition democracy. Ida B. Wells, a journalist and anti-lynching crusader, emerged as one of the nation’s most ardent reconstructionists, helping to advance Black power by organizing political clubs and educational networks and creating civic spaces that viewed women as equal partners on the road to freedom.10 She and others imagined a Black freedom struggle that would transform America’s democratic experiment and that would be expansive enough to recognize Black women’s personal humanity and political genius. They broke the mold by recognizing that unless and until all Black lives mattered, none would. And they combined theory with action, with Black women pursuing their activism in domestic labor, education, and health care as well as other fields. Black women’s vision of citizenship enlarged the scope of the nation’s democratic imagination, opening up political vistas that would be claimed by subsequent generations as a birthright. But their efforts, forged through the crucible of the First Reconstruction, would not be fully acknowledged until the Third.11


Reconstructionists adopted multiple strategies in their efforts to forge a multiracial democracy in the post–Civil War years. They organized along religious, agricultural, political, economic, and civic lines, seeking to make good on federal promises of citizenship following ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment. Over two thousand Black men held public office in the three decades after slavery at the local, state, and federal levels. Reconstructionists filed lawsuits against the imposition of racial segregation, passionately advocated for a new social compact for Black Americans and the rest of the nation, and challenged the onslaught of racial violence under Jim Crow with self-defense and paramilitary units, as well as through migrations westward during the 1870s (and, to a much smaller extent, to Liberia). Reconstructionists embraced America not only as an idea, but as a constantly changing political reality that could evolve into a more perfect union through the collective will of people of conscience.12




Redemptionists saw America’s political future in a very different way. Out of the blood and ruins of the Confederate rebellion came a vow among white supremacists to “redeem” the South of “Negro domination” or perish. The Confederacy’s defeat compelled a change in strategy, but not an abandonment of the brutally immoral tactics to which the redemptionists were accustomed. No longer content to create a self-contained empire of slavery, they now endeavored to transform America into a Southern Nation. Racial terrorism accompanied political, legal, and legislative efforts to reestablish slavery by other means. Reconstructionists exhibited a passionate commitment to achieving the goal of multiracial democracy, but redemptionists matched their level of commitment, and at times violently exceeded them, in their efforts to reestablish white supremacy.


Redemptionists sought to reinscribe slavery’s power relations between Blacks and whites through racial terror, through Black Codes that disenfranchised Black voters, and by ending federal protection for Black citizenship. They sought to allow former Confederates to hold political office, while denying Black voting. To claw back their lost power, they resorted to organized violence, fraudulent election claims, and control of Black labor through onerous contracts designed to force African Americans into permanent economic servitude. Like their reconstructionist counterparts, redemptionists used multiple strategies. Their goal was to maintain a racial caste system ensuring that even the least privileged whites would amass more land and wealth; have greater access to jobs, health care, and the justice system; and achieve better outcomes than Blacks. They weaponized political, economic, judicial, and legislative strategies to make this happen. But racial violence proved to be the redemptionists’ central political tool, as many of them were ex-Confederates well trained in the art of warfare.


Organized violence against prominent local Black people, including officeholders and other political leaders, ministers, and their families, made reconstructionist efforts to achieve dignity and citizenship both perilous and deadly. Redemptionists stymied Black progress toward economic independence through sharecropping and a debt peonage system that encumbered Black farmers with overwhelming financial burdens. These conditions often made it impossible for them to leave the plantations they had toiled upon under chattel slavery. The convict-lease system criminalized newly freed Black men, women, and children through vagrancy laws that gave the authorities permission to arrest African Americans for petty and quality-of-life crimes. An inability to pay cash bail, fines, and fees set thousands of Blacks down a dark road toward incarceration and personal ruin. Black inmates were then leased to private companies as laborers, and their wages were handed over to local municipalities, which thus extracted financial gains from organized racism.13 Redemptionists championed public policies that stripped Black voting and citizenship rights. Across the former Confederacy, states passed laws, adopted codes, and enacted policies that made it more difficult for Blacks to serve on juries, hold certain political offices, and exercise the ballot. In some cases, they were barred completely from engaging in these activities.




If some of this sounds familiar, it should. Contemporary voter suppression legislation represents one of redemptionism’s most stunning modern legacies. So, too, do mass incarceration, racial profiling, and racially exploitative prison labor. The racial violence directed toward Blacks who tried to vote—or to swim at racially segregated beaches, eat at restaurants, travel on buses and trains, or stay at hotels or motels—during the twentieth century contained a direct throughline to this redemptionist vision of America.14


Yet America’s historical memory quickly forgot slavery’s violence, war’s pestilence, and the cowardice of white supremacy in favor of a new story, one rooted in efforts at national reconciliation at the expense of Black dignity and through the denial of Black citizenship. On May 1, 1865, in Charleston, South Carolina, Black Americans organized the first Memorial Day (then called Decoration Day) to honor the 257 Union soldiers buried in unmarked graves inside a former horse-racing track turned Confederate prison. Thousands of Black men, women, and children engaged that day in rituals of memorialization for those who had sacrificed their lives to bring about a new birth of American freedom. By the end of the nineteenth century, Memorial Day parades, celebrations, and commemorations were being held in virtually every part of the nation. Yet the meaning behind these celebrations turned the catastrophe of a war fought over slavery into an altar of national unity, with Union and Confederate veterans alike proclaiming the war as an unfortunate misunderstanding where both sides fought honorably. If racial slavery had produced the chasm of war, it would take the stripping of Black citizenship to broker a new national peace.15


Redemptionists portrayed themselves as heroic defenders of a misunderstood South. In their telling, it was the South that was under assault, and it was their duty to keep power out of the hands of impudent Blacks, who they said were unprepared to perform the duties of citizenship in an intelligent manner, let alone serve as competent legislators. But redemptionists also prefigured contemporary racial gaslighting. They were architects of racial oppression, but denied the existence of the edifices they built to stand in the way of Black citizenship. While they sometimes called openly for white supremacist rule as a bulwark against Black voting rights and citizenship, they simultaneously claimed that their righteous indignation had nothing to do with race. A version of white supremacy claiming to be color-blind began to take root during the First Reconstruction. Redemptionists normalized violent intransigence against Black citizenship by advancing the notion that African Americans, having been so recently uplifted from slavery, were simply not ready to assume the burdens of political power. Massacres of Black Americans took place in 1866 in New Orleans and Memphis, less than a year after passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, but the reasons for the massacres were never fully acknowledged, and many denied they even took place.16


Redemptionism, over time, became the face of the Democratic Party, a situation that imperiled Black rights and the health of American democracy itself. As redemptionism’s star grew, so too did its political influence. Martial conflicts, legislative jockeying, and political debates pitting Democrats against Republicans gave way to bipartisan accord between the major political parties on Black subjugation. Redemptionists successfully knitted together a white supremacist political coalition that rationalized racial oppression on the color-blind model. By simply ignoring the Reconstruction-era constitutional amendments through a bipartisan lack of enforcement, redemptionism became the law of the land. Redemptionists turned white supremacy into a kind of civil religion and civic nationalism. They professed a deep and abiding faith in a Christian God unwilling to force them to submit to Black political domination. They committed wholescale atrocities in defense of an American Dream that they narrated as the exclusive domain of white folk. Redemptionism’s greatest magic trick lay in convincing white Americans living outside the South, including, but not limited to, Republicans, to collaborate in the shaping of a new national political order based on racial oppression.




Most importantly, redemption became a core feature of American exceptionalism. American exceptionalism portrays our national history as a kind of bedtime story, with a beginning, a middle, and a triumphantly happy ending. It glosses over deeply embedded themes, including the history of inequality, the history of economic injustice and settler colonialism, and the history of violence against women, Queer people, and Indigenous people, in favor of a narrative highlighting progressive change over time. It ignores the sad reality that a civil war was not sufficient enough a price to purchase Black citizenship and dignity. Instead, it views entrenched patterns of racial violence, Black deaths, and white supremacy as aberrations of an otherwise healthy body politic. Racial slavery, structural violence, systemic racism, and white supremacy are largely absent from this story. The focus is on reconciliation, triumph against evil, and a nation’s unbounded ambition for greatness under the beneficence of God himself (the Good Lord is always a He).17


American exceptionalism rests on two big lies in particular. The first is that Black people are not human beings. The second is that the first lie never happened.18


Even today, a wide range of political actors, organizations, institutions, and citizens support redemptionist politics, even as they might not recognize they are doing so. Redemption’s narrative genius, based on the lie of the Lost Cause, was to represent white supremacy as necessary to the fulfillment of the American Dream. This notion, and its corollary, that multiracial democracy only works by diminishing white power—an indignity as unacceptable now in some quarters as it was during Reconstruction—has now been kept alive generationally.


Redemptionists, in short, provide an important context for understanding the Third Reconstruction. White nationalism, the rise of Donald Trump and MAGA, and the events leading to the January 6, 2021, riot at the US Capitol are more than simple political backlash. They represent organized resistance to the presidency of Barack Obama, to the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement, and to the increased visibility of Black, Latinx, Indigenous, Asian American and Pacific Islander, Queer, and immigrant demands on the American body politic for racial and economic justice.19


American history since the end of the Civil War has involved a struggle between reconstructionists and redemptionists for the nation’s very soul. The contrasting approaches of these two perspectives have shaped the nation’s entire history, not only on matters connected directly to race, but also in how Americans have defined citizenship, the national identity, and democracy since 1865. At the turn of the twentieth century, redemptionist politics were mainstream enough for a resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan to take place (it was refounded in 1915 in Stone Mountain, Georgia, where monuments to white supremacy remain today); to turn Birth of a Nation, D. W. Griffith’s silent film portraying Reconstruction as a horrible mistake, into a sensation (it was screened for an approving President Woodrow Wilson at the White House); and to justify mass violence in dozens of racist attacks against Blacks around the country, including a massacre in Tulsa, Oklahoma, in 1921 in which white perpetrators murdered over three hundred Black people and razed a prosperous, all-Black neighborhood (Greenwood) to the ground.


Two decades later, during the Franklin Roosevelt administration, the federal government once again championed Black citizenship from above when, in 1941, reconstructionists took advantage of opportunities that had been opened up by the Great Depression to establish the Fair Employment Practices Committee. From below, civil rights activists organized the “Double V” campaign as a way to spread the idea of defeating racial segregation at home and global fascism abroad. In the aftermath of World War II, the racist pseudoscience that had fueled the Klan’s rise fell into disfavor, because of its association with the genocidal Nazi regime. The liberation of African third world nations turned racial justice into a global issue, and Black Americans continued to organize, demonstrate, and strategize for citizenship and dignity in a political climate that was proving to be more receptive than that of just a generation before.20


During the Second Reconstruction, which, as mentioned earlier, lasted from the Brown decision in 1954 until the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968, reconstructionists won important legislative victories in bills declaring formal segregation unconstitutional. None were more significant than the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act. The latter represented the biggest threat to redemptionists since the First Reconstruction, because Black political power threatened white supremacy both in the South and in the rest of the nation. As the civil rights struggle unfolded, northern white opposition to racial integration revealed that racism transcended regional differences and geographical boundaries.


America’s Second Reconstruction transformed the social compact for Black folk, and the legacies from this period still reverberate nationally. From Presidents John F. Kennedy through Barack Obama, the civil rights era institutionalized a national consensus that supported the struggle for Black citizenship and dignity as a political and moral good. In retrospect, America enjoyed a fifty-year period of national consensus on racial justice between JFK’s finest moment as president and the June 25, 2013, Shelby v. Holder Supreme Court decision, which gutted the Voting Rights Act. The era was a hinge moment in American history. Those five decades provide the context for the Obama coalition that propelled the first Black president into office and seemed to fulfill the wildest imaginings of nineteenth-century Reconstructionists. For the first time, white Americans were expressing political support for making Black equality a core feature of the nation’s democracy. Though Brown, in 1954, marks the beginning of the Second Reconstruction, the origin date for the emergence of a national consensus on racial justice could be traced to June 11, 1963, when President Kennedy delivered a televised national address on the issue.21 No president in American history, not even Lincoln, had advocated in such clear, concise terms for abolition democracy. Although there were setbacks, false starts, outright lies, and performative gestures in the years that followed, and the achievements fell far short of the ambitious goals of reconstructionists, rhetorical support for racial justice proved much better for the nation’s democratic health than its opposite.




The Second Reconstruction thus produced an important—and tremendously beneficial—consensus around the value of Black equality to the strength of democracy. The problem, however, was not yet solved. The consensus also helped to mask continuing divisions, especially the fact that although reconstructionists and redemptionists both professed national support for racial justice, they sharply differed on exactly how to achieve this.


The civil rights victories of the 1960s turned long-running battles over the meaning of American democracy into an ongoing (and uncivil) racial cold war, with reconstructionists and redemptionists drawing vastly different lessons from the nation’s long history of racial division, violence, and oppression. Reconstructionists touted the federal government as indispensable to completing the still unfinished business of guaranteeing Black dignity and citizenship. At their most radical, they called for not just equal opportunity, but equality in outcomes. In this sense, reconstructionist thought forms the basis for contemporary advocates of anti-racism.22


In the wake of the Second Reconstruction, redemptionists pledged support for racial justice, too, but not for federal intervention, which they interpreted as a violation of constitutional principles and the sanctity of states’ rights and individual preference. Redemptionists celebrated Black History Month and the MLK holiday, at times doing so alongside reconstructionists. They were convinced that such symbolism offered proof that America was no longer a racist nation, even as, paradoxically, they supported policies that would result in the amplification of Black misery, suffering, and premature death, even if these outcomes were not always the intent. Among the effects were ongoing residential and public school segregation, high rates of unemployment, continuing mass incarceration, and housing discrimination, which largely shut Black families out of the wealth created through home ownership.23


As the nation moved into the Third Reconstruction, the racial cold war produced striking juxtapositions between racial progress and setbacks. If one group of reconstructionists considered Barack Obama’s election a culmination of over a century of struggle for racial justice, and the beginning of a new multiracial democracy, another interpreted it as illustrating not just the heights but also the limitations of the national consensus on racial equality, which they said focused more on symbolic exemplars of change than on systemic manifestations of transformation.


Donald Trump’s ascent to the White House did more than tip the scales in favor of redemptionists. Trump’s victory shattered the national consensus forged in the post–World War II era, a process ignited in earnest by the Shelby v. Holder ruling, which helped to launch a new era of voter suppression using tactics unseen since the passage of earlier voting rights legislation. Before Trump, figures as disparate as Martin Luther King Jr., Richard Nixon, Hillary Clinton, Ronald Reagan, and Michelle Obama had all expressed public support of and fidelity to a civil rights movement that millions of Americans had opposed in real time. Unmoored from the public embrace of Black equality that had marked the nation’s forward-looking stance since the Kennedy administration, America lost its way.




Trump turned the White House into a safe haven for redemptionists for the first time since Woodrow Wilson’s era. His rough-hewn brand of racism appeared closer to Andrew Johnson, Lincoln’s renegade successor and the first president to face impeachment proceedings (a distinction that Trump would better by becoming the first and only president to face two such efforts in a single term). Trump’s naked brand of racial intolerance resembled the pugnacious, racially scapegoating populism of four-term Alabama governor George Wallace, perhaps the most infamous elected official turned racial demagogue of the civil rights era. Some modern-day redemptionists found the Trump-Wallace connection disturbing. These were redemptionists who wished to preserve the rhetorical support for racial justice that had marked the Second Reconstruction. Accordingly, they found naked displays of racism to be an unseemly side of a MAGA movement whose tangible policy results they celebrated. In short, certain redemptionists advocated—and still advocate—for the maintenance of racial privilege while claiming to abhor the most grotesque features of white supremacy. From this vantage point, public school segregation can be rationalized as “parental choice,” voter suppression as simply an unfortunate by-product of election security, and mass incarceration as the unintended outcome of good-faith efforts to stop crime. The redemptionist coalition began to undergo fragmentation. Whites motivated by racial discrimination began to split off from those who supported seemingly race-neutral policies that just happened to disproportionately impact Black Americans. There would be further splits as the Trump era progressed.


In spite of these differences, redemptionists maintained unity behind the broad arc of white supremacy that Trump championed. Trump’s America unleashed white supremacy’s pervasive anti-democratic impulses. Redemptionist ambitions writ large are inherently anti-democratic. Brutal authoritarian goals of keeping Black Americans in chattel slavery fueled Confederate treason, secession, and a Civil War that threatened to destroy the republic from within. Large portions of the Republican Party’s political leadership and electoral base remained in the Trump coalition—pleased with his tax policies, his Supreme Court appointees, and the Lost Cause nostalgia for a pre–Great Society America. The devil’s bargain had been made.


Reconstructionists have also experienced fractures relating to the racial consensus that was forged during the Second Reconstruction. Radical reconstructionists, best represented by the BLM movement, argued that the nation had long ago lost its moral compass, if it ever had one. For them, Trump’s rise, like Richard Nixon’s in 1968, for certain Black Power activists, represented a necessary ripping off of the bandage of liberal condescension on the road to finally achieving a different country. Black Reconstructionists identified Trumpism as both a threat to multiracial democracy and a new opportunity to move beyond the suffocating constraints caused by measuring racial progress within the frame of American exceptionalism. They recognized that the racial consensus that was unraveling was unjust to begin with, in that it acknowledged Black equality more symbolically than substantively. They interpreted its apparent demise as the fitting end to an unearned rapprochement. Mainstream reconstructionists were caught off guard by this sudden turn of events. Hadn’t Obama’s election proven that racial progress, however incremental, remained a steady feature of postwar American history, a shining example of the nation’s exceptional past, present, and future? If such characterizations turned out to be incorrect, where would the nation now turn?




History is perhaps the most indispensable tool for understanding these dynamics, their evolution over time, and how we remember or forget their contemporary political impact, ideological influence, and policy legacy. Modern-day reconstructionists are exhilaratingly, if also painfully, aware of their relationship to this longer history. In that sense they have gleaned lessons about citizenship and dignity from the first two Reconstruction periods even as they have consciously expanded the boundaries of the kind of reconstructionism that is possible by drawing on Black feminist thought and the larger tradition of Black political radicalism that have continuously reshaped American democracy (while oftentimes receiving no credit).


Consider the revival of the term “abolition” by contemporary activists and organizations connected to and inspired by the Black Lives Matter movement. Police and prisoner abolitionists seek to end the criminal punishment system in all of its manifestations. Prison abolitionists advocate the eradication of prisons in the United States in favor of systems of restorative justice, community wellness, and policies promoting mental and physical health, access to healthy foods, and environmentally safe neighborhoods for Black folk.


The term “abolition” now links multiple generations of Black organizers spanning three periods of Reconstruction. Nineteenth-century reconstructionists made the term mean more than just opposition to racial slavery: they used it to signify the creation of a new world, one unbound from a racial caste system and freed from the racial violence that framed America’s political order. Abolition democracy fueled the Black Reconstruction period, and Frederick Douglass’s political thought and activism embodied the phrase. Douglass demanded Black citizenship and dignity in the aftermath of slavery and denounced anti-Black violence as a violation of the interracial blood that had been spilled to create the second American founding. In Black Reconstruction, Du Bois made the phrase an urgent expression of Reconstruction’s still unfinished legacy.


The radical Black feminist scholar-activist Angela Davis, one of the leading figures of the Black Power era, set the stage for the second and third generations of reconstructionists to reimagine American society on the terms first set by proponents of abolition democracy.24 During the 1960s and 1970s, alongside the Black Panther Party and revolutionary activists such as George Jackson and Assata Shakur, Davis helped to cast a national spotlight on America’s criminal punishment system. Fired in 1969 from her post as a philosophy professor at the University of California, Los Angeles, by the university’s Board of Regents, during the governorship of Ronald Reagan, for her openly Marxist beliefs, Davis became a fugitive, wanted in connection with an attempted prison break in Marin County, California. The search for Davis made international news, as did her apprehension in October 1970. Authorities placed her on trial for allegedly supplying guns in an unsuccessful courthouse take-over by Black revolutionaries that resulted in the death of a white judge. In prison, Davis became a global icon, the face of Black rebellion against a system of racial capitalism, white supremacy, and imperialism that denigrated Black life at every turn. While fighting to defend herself, she authored an extraordinary essay, “Reflections on Black Women’s Role in the Community of Slaves,” in which she took pains to highlight the political organizing and personal agency of Black women and to draw parallels between the First and Second Reconstructions.




Davis’s essay theorized about the role of Black women in confronting sexual assault and rape, about their participation in slave rebellions, and about their engagement in more informal forms of protest, from work slowdowns to the poisoning of their enslavers. Writing from prison in 1971 about antebellum slavery, Davis knitted two generations of Black Reconstructionists together through a genealogy of liberation and resistance, citizenship and dignity, and the historical role of Black women in the pursuit of abolition democracy. She repudiated efforts to pathologize Black families as being victims of Black women’s matriarchal control. Davis found herself literally writing for her life, as she was facing the death penalty after being charged with the capital crimes of murder, conspiracy, and kidnapping. Although she was acquitted the next year on all charges, her freedom was far from certain as she was writing, and she channeled the fierce urgency of her personal circumstances and the wider struggle for Black freedom into one bravura essay.25


Davis’s characterization of Black women’s centrality to the project of imagining freedom in a society rooted in racial slavery spoke to contemporary and future generations of Black feminists and radicals. In the twenty-first century, she has continued to speak out, amplifying Du Bois’s notion of abolition democracy to advocate for the end of the criminal punishment system, the death penalty, and the militarization of law enforcement. In this work she has become part of the essential spirit of the Third Reconstruction, which includes the aspiration to abolish prisons, reimagine public safety, and end a system of punishment rooted in racial slavery and its afterlife.


It is especially fitting that Davis’s political activism and scholarship have now influenced two generations of reconstructionists to rally around the term “abolition” as an urgent declaration of the stakes in the battle against slavery’s afterlife. The Black Lives Matter movement has fundamentally transformed the idea of abolition: originally signifying the permanent eradication of slavery itself, it is now used to mean the ending and reimagining of a host of repressive and discriminatory systems and institutions that have continued into our time, including mass incarceration; racial segregation in education and housing; disparities in health care, wellness, and wealth creation; and political disenfranchisement. BLM’s abolition democracy builds upon both Davis’s essential work and her nineteenth-century forebears, including Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction, while also amplifying them. In effect, Davis’s radical abolitionism, in tying the first Reconstruction with the second one from a prison cell, helped to bequeath the ideals of abolition democracy to the reconstructionists of the twenty-first century, who have now given it perhaps the most far-reaching definition ever.26




The Third Reconstruction journeys into the American past to make sense of the present by examining three extraordinary periods of political conflict and transformation. Three watershed historical moments mark the beginning of each of these reconstruction eras. These events have played major roles in shaping how American history, memory, and policy portray the national origin story we teach our children, tell ourselves, and share with the world. In many ways, they represent a living archive of memory, a historical repository that subsequent generations have drawn from, reckoned with, and built upon. The ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment on December 6, 1865, was one of these watershed moments, ending racial slavery and involuntary servitude in America—with the exception of those punished for crimes.27 The passage of the first Reconstruction amendment formally began an experiment in multiracial democracy lasting more than three decades. It burned brightly for a time before dimming amid the embers of a violent white supremacist coup in Wilmington, North Carolina, in November 1898. The next watershed event in this narrative took place on May 17, 1954, when the United States Supreme Court declared, in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, that Jim Crow’s “separate but equal” principle was unconstitutional, a decision marking the start of America’s Second Reconstruction. That period, with deep roots in the political internationalism of the Jazz Age and New Negroes as well as the radical democratic impulses coursing through postwar Black America, lasted a little more than two decades. From the civil-rights-era calls for political reform it evolved into a “Black Power!” cry that attacked structural inequity in bold and belligerent tones. The sun began to set on America’s Second Reconstruction with the death of Martin Luther King Jr., a political assassination that placed the nation at a moral fork in the road between the reconstructionist dream of a “Beloved Community” free of racial and economic injustice and a redemptionist vision of law and order. The country, in truth, marched straight down a path that prioritized systems of unnecessary punishment and unequal justice, a direction that has harmed millions of people and still haunts the national soul today.


America’s Third Reconstruction began on November 4, 2008, with Barack Obama’s historic election as the nation’s first Black president.28 That day upended American democracy in dramatic and subtle ways. Obama’s victory, arriving at a time of domestic and international crisis, marked a crossroad in American history. At last, it seemed, reconstructionists had finally won a 143-year struggle for the nation’s political soul.


Each of these moments in American history is popularly narrated as furthering the nation’s long, inexorable march toward racial progress and the advent of a more perfect union. But this is not true. Although these watershed events—the passage of a constitutional amendment, a Supreme Court decision, and a presidential election—promised to guarantee Black citizenship, they were in fact calls to action and not the end of the story.


America’s tortured relationship with the most consequential parts of its history renders us wholly incapable of confronting today’s opportunities and crises. Our two earlier periods of national Reconstruction, in the aftermath of racial slavery and the suffocating anti-Black violence of Jim Crow segregation, have in a sense formed two tributaries that have led to our current moment of Reconstruction. Isolating the first two periods from one another would deprive us of the ability to see them as linked struggles to form a new America.29




History is a balm capable of healing America’s deep-seated racial wounds. To do so we must tell a fuller story about our national past to our present selves. In order to embark on the painful journey of healing our national racial wounds, we must revisit the stories we tell ourselves about America.30 The struggle for Black citizenship and dignity is the most important part of the story about our national search for truth, justice, and reconciliation. Yet a shared national historical memory of the centrality of Black people to the making of American democracy remains as frustratingly elusive as it is profoundly necessary.


The legacies of racial oppression and injustice that sprang from the First Reconstruction became intertwined in American history, politics, memory, and policy. Reconstruction’s afterlife can be witnessed in the racial injustice, economic inequality, and domestic terror that continue today, themes of American history marking the distance between how Americans act and who we proclaim ourselves to be. The deep roots of the present day extend into the nation’s past, and this is a process that will continue: we are only at the beginning of the beginning of coming to terms with a new American founding in the aftermath of 2020’s racial and political reckoning. Telling the bitter and beautiful parts of this story is the first step. I hope this book allows readers to take a historical journey that enables them to see America and its people through new eyes, and in so doing to understand and to retell a different story about the past, one that speaks to the present with enough grace to transform the nation’s future.
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