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No Justice, No Peace

War did not make slaves into citizens, Enslaved people’s self-freedom and
federal emancipation did away with chattel slavery, or legal property in
people. But rather than ending suddenly, slavery transformed in the midst
ot civil war, and while emancipation wiped slave wealth off of enslavers’
balance sheets, it did not completely end forced labor. Victory in war did
not change hearts. And constitutional amendments did not change minds.
Not by themselves. Federal Reconstruction, beginning in wartime and
extending until the late 1870s, was a halting, incremental, and incomplete
process of working out what freedom meant for African Americans. For
most freedpeople, it was an agonizing transition from a form of chattel
slavery to quasi-free labor in a new political and social order. Some
achieved citizenship. African Americans for the first time served in the
US Congress, in state legislatures, and in state executive offices.’ But
others fell into slavery by another name, in convict labor, forced labor,
and debt bondage. And that resulted in large part from Reconstruction
policies embodying a contradiction between justice and peace. The US
Civil War was won on the promise of black freedom. But peace in
a restored Union depended on drawing ex-rebels back inro the political
order. The latter imperative wavered in the face of black political activism
but ultimately emerged triumphant.

When the Abraham Lincoln administration commenced Reconstruction
during wartime, the president sought a middle course. It was a titanic
gamble that an unexpectedly costly and terrible war would be resolved

tra Berlin, The Long Emancipation: The Demise of Slavery in the United States
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and the nation healed by an accommodation with the forces of change.
After 1862, a return to chattel slavery was not an option. But the Lincoln
administration was not prepared to push for citizenship rights for formerly
enslaved people either. That ambiguous policy set the tone for
Reconstruction, giving victories to white supremacist Unionists and betray-
ing the promises of emancipation.

Like many white Americans, Lincoln was ambivalent about African
Americans as citizens. He told a delegation of African Americans visiting
the White House in the summer of 1862, “You and we are different
races,” the differences being so great that “1 think your race suffer very
greatly, many of them by living among us, while ours suffer greatly from
your presence.” Even after slavery, the president predicted, “you are yet
far removed from being placed on an equality with the white race.” He
proposed colonizing them out of their country, to a place in Central
America where — if as few as twenty-five went - “1 could make
a successful commencement.” Two thousand African Americans had
emigrated to Haiti in 1861-62, but many returned.” Colonization had
always been more political than practical. And Lincoln sighed that the
moral imperative of emancipation carried a heavy political liability when
it came to the question of black civil rights.

At first Lincoln decided that building goodwill with ex-Confederates
would lead to peace, and justice would follow gradually as former rebels
accepted the verdict of the war. Louisiana was a test of that policy. It was
the most urban state in the South, and New Orleans had a vibrant African-
descended middle class. Union forces had captured most of the state early
in the war. Lincoln’s vision for Louisiana Republicans was broad and
inclusive, a middle position between Radicals™ civil rights program and
conservatives’ resistance to emancipation. Late in 1863, Lincoln ordered
Louisiana’s new military governor — and former US House Speaker —
General Nathaniel P. Banks to “give us a free-state re-organization of
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Louisiana, in the shortest possible time.”? Farly in 1864, Banks ordered
new elections for state offices and constitutional convention delegates.
Louisiana’s 1852 constitution, amended in 1861 to pledge allegiance o

the Confederacy, needed to be scrapped. But Banks did not enlist African

* Lincoln, quoted in Louis P. Masur, Lincoln’s Hundred Davs: The Emancipation
Proclasmation and the War for the Union (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2012}, 88,
Abraham Lincoln to Nathaniel A. Banks, December 24, 1863, The Collected Works of
Abraham Lincoln, Vol. 7, ed. Roy P, Basler (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press,
1953}, 90,




. S
212 Unrequited Toil

Amerwem support in Louisiana, instead focusing on Unionist whites and
even former enslavers. i o
t And in a bid ro draw in white support all over the occupied South
LIFlCOIH otfered the Ten Percent Plan, under which a (’,f(mfedez;nt; S‘['lfﬁi
might !’(?:CI'HB!,' the Union should 1o percent of its elecrorate or wh’ite:’, mxk
p\()ptﬂﬂt;(ﬂl swear allegiance ro the US government and repudiate the
A(,cmfederacy. Phat low bar was meant to start the reunification process
in states like Virginia, a small fraction of which was I,Jniﬂn«(;ccﬁpizd; 1*{
(.@‘anedcrares swearing allegiance had to accept that slavery was over. but
Lincoln’s amnesty proclamation of December 1863, set a tone rhqr’ the
war \?V.()Uld C%’ld with a peaceable reunion rarher ithﬂa,n treason trial&sv:fmd
executions of traitors. |
But under such policies African Americans gained nothing but free-
d()m.y:’\nd even that legal freedom was often a mask for coefci% l:%iv;)r
practices aimed at preserving slave-like conditions. In Louisiana. as éfﬁ&
xyhere i the South, formerly enslaved people were often f(lrcyzked ‘m
sign vear-long labor contracts with former owners. Supposedly p’rotected
h‘gm whippings, they nevertheless returned to work for @X-em”iavérs‘ /Wh()
wielded all the enforcement power in the contracts. And whé& er’eé‘ri(ms
were held in 1864, voting was restricted to white males who s’wor;
a loyalty oath. Ex-Confederates could vote so long as they r;>(;k th
oath; black Unionists and even veterans could not. \ J )
Moderate Republican Michael Hahn was elected Louisiana’s first
Rﬁconsrmcti(:m governor in February 1864. Lincoln asked Hahn f(';r
some concessions on black voting rights. “I barely suggest for your private
consideration,” the president wrote, “whether some of the colyored péo vle
may not be let in - as, for instance, the very intelligent, and especi'all? r};})gc‘/
?vho have fought gallantly in our ranks. They wou}d’. . hei;ﬁ N kém ri;
;ewe! of liberty within the family of t7rt%eci(>r11:””* Butr Hahn refﬁ%éd ’dtfcidt—’
ing that African Americans would be excluded no matter rh‘yeir’im’ellr
gence, loyalty, or service. |
Reqmstmcrion m Louisiana seemed to be a victory for moderares
It abolished slavery with no compensation to owners (;)r reparationg t&<;
those gnsiaved). It provided for free public education for all f.,OuiSi"an\ané
AgES SIX 10 eighteen, set minimum wages of public employees and esmbi
lished the state capital at New Orleans, But it also dehie(:i blz;ck men ‘tlfe
ballot box, leaving it open to future legislators to decide the issue. White
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Louisiana voters adopted it by more than a four-to-one margin in July,
and General Banks took it to Congress, returning to Washington, DC, to
lobby for its passage. Meanwhile, Louisiana’s fourteen delegates to the
1864 Republican National Convention in Baltimore voted unanimously
for Lincoln’s re-nomination for president (and ultimately supported
Andrew Johnson of Tennessee for vice president). Lincoln supported the
compromise Louisiana constitution, but it alarmed Radicals in Congress.
Congressional Republicans in Washington, DC, were divided on the
issue of black civil rights and the role ex-Confederates were to play in
Reconstruction, Radicals worried that sacrificing a chance at African
American civil rights would hollow out any Union victory. Deaths num-
bered in the hundreds of thousands, and Radicals feared a quick return to
white rule would waste the sacrifice, punish black veterans who risked all
for the Union cause, and undermine emancipation itself. Radicals did not
trust ex-Confederates whom many considered traitors and argued that the
most staunchly loyal Unionists in the South were African-descended.
African American patriots — not ex-Rebels — should be rewarded,
Radicals argued, deciding that Lincoln’s plan relied too much on ex-
Confederates’ goodwill while penalizing formerly enslaved people.
African American abolitionists were growing frustrated by Lincoln’s
moderation in the face of the war’s towering costs and a moment they
knew might easily slip away. Frederick Douglass thundered that the war
needed to be “no war but an [albolition war; no peace but an [abolition
peace; liberty for all, chains for none; the black man a soldier in war,
a laborer in peace; a voter at the South as well as at the North; America his
permanent home, and all Americans his fellow countrymen.”” Douglass
spoke for a political constituency that was largely disenfranchised but also
for a moral constituency of nearly 200,000 African Americans in Union
uniforms or who worked as loyal scouts and laborers supporting the war
effort. He spoke for 4 million would-be citizens. And Douglass kept up
pressure on the administration to change its policy from colonization to
civil rights while he lobbied for equal pay for black soldiers for most of
1864.
Worried that Lincoln’s détente with moderates like Hahn would sacri-
fice victory, Radicals in Congress opposed the Ten Percent Plan. Henry
Winter Davis of Maryland and Benjamin Wade of Ohio proposed the

$ Frederick Douglass, *The Mission of the War,” January 13, 1864, in The Frederick
Douglass Papers, Series 1: Speeches, Debates, and Interviews, Vol. 4, 1864-80, ed. John
W. Blassingame {New Haven, C1: Yale University Press, 1991}, 11-13.
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Wade-Davis Bill in 1864, which required a majority in each ex-
Confederate state to swear that they had never supported the
Confederacy. It set an impossible standard meant to thrust control over
Reconstruction into the hands of Congress rather than the president and
crate conventions. Lincoln refused to sign the Wade-Davis Bill in the
summer of 1864, and it never became law. Conflict between Lincoln’s
moderares and Radical Republicans grew when House leaders refused to
accept the 1864 Louisiana constitution or seat representatives elected
under it. In the Senate, abolitionist Charles Sumner of Massachusetts
threatened to filibuster the question of Louisiana’s readmission under
Banks’s constitution, What abolitionist  Wendell  Phillips called
“Mr. Lincoln’s model” of Reconstruction was jammed up in intraparty
disagreement over black civil rights. Lincoln admitted defeat but turned
his attention to winning reelection and with it a costly strategy to win the
Civil War.®

N





