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HIST 151 – Essay 12:  “With malice toward none, with charity for all” 

Just over a month remained in the worst conflict in which the United States of America would ever engage. It was March 4, 1865, and President Lincoln was delivering his second inaugural address. He had unexpectedly—he honestly believed he would lose—won the 1864 presidential election over the Democratic Party candidate, former Union military commander General George B. McClellan. General Ulysses S. Grant’s Army of the Potomac had General Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia pinned down on a semi-circular front around the outskirts of Richmond, the Confederate capital. Union commander in the west General William T. Sherman’s armies had implemented a scorched earth policy across Georgia from Atlanta to Savannah, then to Columbia, South Carolina, and northward to Virginia to reinforce General Grant. Knowing that it was only a matter of time, President Lincoln’s attention turned to the process of reintegrating the rebel states back into the Union. The very discussion of Reconstruction was difficult, because nobody was really sure what the true and actual status of the Confederate states were. Had they actually left the Union? Did those states revert back to territorial status and again need to undergo the process of becoming official states of the Union on an equal basis with all of the other states? Or were they merely under the control of rebellious, albeit elected, officials? After over a half a million dead Americans and incalculable economic and other human costs, could the nation accept the South’s apology and simply move on as if nothing had really happened?, or, Did the Confederacy need to suffer some level of punishment for their actions? These were questions that President Lincoln had been contemplating for at least two years. But one thing was certain: how ever these questions—or others that had yet to be asked—were answered, the president assured the American people “With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation's wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.”
  

The period of American history that followed the Civil War is known as the era of Reconstruction.  This was the process by which the United States restored the eleven former Confederate states that had seceded from the Union in 1861.  Reconstruction was a time of high political idealism, hope, and opportunity; however, it was also a time of political power brokering and corruption, economic opportunism, and unfortunately, a period of political disappointment and failed chances.  Most important, the period of 1865 to 1877 was the beginning of a massive expansion and aggressive use of federal authority, the direct result of the enormous usurpation of governmental power by the federal government from the state and local authorities that had occurred during the Civil War.  As such, the Reconstruction era served as a transitional period between the American republic prior to and during the Civil War and the American republic following the conflict.  Thus, its significance in American history has been widely discussed and it is an era that has experienced numerous interpretations.  

Historical Interpretations of Reconstruction

Most of the histories written of Reconstruction have been quite critical of the period and have regarded the intentions and measures passed by the radical Republican Congress as unduly harsh on the defeated South; many historians have blamed the party’s viciousness and highhandedness and the resulting southern Democratic backlash as a prime cause for retarding black progress by nearly a century.  However, recent interpretations have taken a more evenhanded look at Reconstruction. Eric Foner, who calls Reconstruction “America’s unfinished revolution,” writes that the Civil Rights era of the 1960s “transform[ed] our understanding of race relations, politics, and economic change during Reconstruction.”
  Historian Kenneth Stamp concludes that the “Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments [giving blacks the right to citizenship and the vote, and on which much of the Civil Rights legislation of the second half of the twentieth century was based], which could have been adopted only under the conditions of radical reconstruction, make the blunders of that era, tragic though they were, dwindle into insignificance.  For if it was worth four years of civil war to save the Union, it was worth a few years of radical reconstruction to give the American Negro the ultimate promise of equal civil and political rights.”
 And William Barney says that the conservative reaction in the North against the forces of centralization and reform “fed upon the cries of political corruption and inefficiency [during Reconstruction] that eroded confidence in an activist government at all levels of the federal system.”
  Though later generations used the limited achievements of the Reconstruction era to attain real political and civil gains for large numbers of Americans, the era itself is filled with tragedy and a legacy that still lives with us today.

The Problems of Reconstruction

The dilemma of Reconstruction of the seceded states began with the problem of peace.  How were the southern states to be re-integrated into the Union?  The answer to this question depended on one’s theory of secession.  Another related question was who should direct the reconstruction process?  The President? Congress? The South? Or a combination of all three?  Since secession had never occurred before and obviously was not addressed by the Constitution, this was unchartered territory and any action would be without precedent. Other questions included:  How would the South be rebuilt?  Its transportation, business, banks, and agriculture—virtually its entire economic infrastructure—had been destroyed by the war.  It would take decades for the South to return to 1860 economic levels.   Furthermore, it had lost over $2 billion in slave labor.   Who would replace these four million laborers and how would the freedmen, as liberated slaves were called, manage as free men and women? Finally, what should be done about the tens of thousands of southerners who actively, either through serving in the Confederate military or providing political leadership in Richmond or on the state level, aided the Confederacy against the United States? Much of the experienced southern political leadership supported the rebellion. Would these individuals be disqualified from participating in the Reconstruction process?; and if so, for how long?; and if they were disqualified for any length of time, who would fill the void of providing the leadership of integrating the new South back into the Union, a process that even the most optimistic observers admitted would be an exceedingly challenging task? These were unanswered questions at the beginning of Reconstruction; it was anyone’s guess what other questions would arise after the process began.
Effects of the Civil War on the Freed Slaves

Though slavery had been abolished by virtue of Thirteenth Amendment,
 which was finally ratified in December 1865, many wondered what would be the fate of the freedmen. What to do with the former slaves became the question utmost in people’s minds across the nation. Frederick Douglass, the great black abolitionist had a ready answer for them. “Do nothing with them,” Douglass wrote, “mind your business, and let them mind theirs.” After all, “Your doing with them is their greatest misfortune. They have been undone by your doings, and all they now ask, and really have need of at your hands, is just to let them alone. They suffer by ever interference, and succeed best by being let alone.”
 But many Americans, especially those in the South had no intentions of letting the freedmen alone, at least as far as social, political and economic equality were concerned. Many freed slaves found themselves still in a subordinated position through violence, intimidation, or questionable legal maneuvers during the early stages of Reconstruction.  The Thirteenth Amendment notwithstanding, some were denied emancipation until state legislatures or the Supreme Court declared otherwise.  But the prospect and process of freedom strengthened black families.  In the first of several migrations from the South to the North, tens of thousands of freed slaves took to the roads to test their freedom.  Many looked for lost family members or formalized slave marriages.  One of the great unifying links for black Americans during this period was the church.  During slavery, blacks responded to their degraded condition by mixing portions of their African religious heritage with American Christianity.  As the slaves gained their freedom, the church increasingly became the focus of black life and unity.  Predominantly black churches grew dramatically in number and size; Baptist members increased from 150,000 to 500,000 from 1850 to 1870, while the African Episcopal Church grew from 100,000 to 400,000 in the ten years following emancipation.  This legacy and the importance of religion in the life of black Americans, a phenomenon that still exists today, stemmed directly from the experience following emancipation.

Additionally, many freedmen took advantage of new educational opportunities.  One of the most repressive slavery-era measures was the complete negation of education for the slave.  Following the Civil War, philanthropists established societies for self-improvement, purchase of land, building schools, and hiring teachers.  In an effort to continue this process on a national scale, Congress, just before the conclusion of the Civil War in March 1865, created the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, better known as the Freedmen’s Bureau.  Serving as a primitive welfare agency, the Freedmen’s Bureau’s mission was “the supervision and management of all abandoned lands, and the control of all subjects relating to refugees and freedmen” in areas still under rebellion against the United States. The law also authorized the government to divide the plantation lands that had been seized from “Southern whites for nonpayment of taxes or confiscated as retribution for rebel war service.” Believing that redistribution was now accepted government policy, General Sherman issued Special Field Order 15 that set aside lands, “a plot of no more than forty acres,” in Charleston, South Carolina for “the settlement of the negroes now made free by the acts of war and the proclamation of the President of the United States.” But Sherman had overstepped his bounds and was later reined in by General Grant.
 But the land distribution policies resulted in limited noticeable results since title to the confiscated land could be challenged in state courts, which more often than not were sympathetic to the former owners. 

Overall, the Bureau succeeded in providing food, clothing, medical care, and education to freedmen and white refugees from the war.   Union General Oliver O. Howard was its first director; he later founded and served as the first president of Howard University in Washington, DC, an institution of higher learning geared primarily toward educating black Americans.  While the Freedmen’s Bureau provided very little tangible economic benefits, its greatest success was in education; it taught over 200,000 blacks how to read.  However, President Andrew Johnson, a white supremacist who sought to restrict the increasingly aggressive nature of Congress, rejected the federal government’s role in providing economic aid to and educating blacks, and, on several occasions, attempted to kill the Bureau by cutting off its funding; the president finally succeeded in 1872 when the program died as a result of a lack of financing.  

Presidential Reconstruction

Politically, the process—or at least the thought—of Reconstruction began during the war.  The first phase of reconstructing the southern states began in 1863 when President Lincoln attempted to bring some of the defeated Confederate states, such as Louisiana and Tennessee, back into the Union. Later in early 1865 but before the war officially ended, President Lincoln met secretly with a southern peace commission led by Confederate Vice President Alexander Stephens. Lincoln offered the Confederate states $400 million to return to the Union if they would accept the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery in the United States. But the negotiations broke down when Lincoln insisted on dealing with the Confederate states individually and not as a separate government; what’s more, Confederate President Jefferson Davis refused any and all talk of surrender.
 

This was the beginning of what is known as Presidential Reconstruction. Primarily directed by the executive branch of government, Presidential Reconstruction extended beyond Lincoln’s death to 1866, and was characterized by the president setting the agenda regarding the process of reintegrating the seceded states and determining when a state had sufficiently fulfilled the provisions to be recognized as a full member of the American Union.  From the very beginning of the war, President Lincoln rejected outright the theory of secession and charged that any extended discussion of whether or not the Southern states had actually left the Union was a “pernicious abstraction, bad, as the basis of a controversy, good for nothing at all.”
 He believed the union of the United States was indissoluble and perpetual by virtue of the nation’s founding documents, principally the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, and the federal Constitution.  In his view, secession of the southern states was the result of those states being controlled by a misguided, rebellious minority of citizens and politicians who had violated the fundamental tenets of the Constitution for selfish purposes. But with the secession of the Southern states and the subsequent war it provoked, President Lincoln was wading in unchartered waters. Indeed, in his last public address, a speech delivered just a few days after General Lee’s surrender to General Grant, the president said, “We all agree that the seceded States, so called, are out of their proper practical relation to the Union, and that the sole object of the government, civil and military, is to again get them into that proper practical relation.”
 Nonetheless, whatever that “proper practical relation” was, the president denied that the southern states had ever left the Union but was prepared to restore them to their proper place within the United States under relatively generous terms. This the president suggested in his second inaugural address when he discussed the issue of reconstruction and assured the seceded states that he would act “with malice toward none, with charity for all.”
  Thus, Lincoln’s objective was to create a process whereby the loyal citizens of the South could reclaim their state governments.

But the president also explored the causes of the conflict and came to one conclusion: slavery. 

“Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away,” Lincoln said. “Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman's two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said “the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.”
 It is possible that Lincoln’s tendency toward leniency stemmed from limited understanding of the “mysteries of divine providence and moral judgment.” Judgment, in Lincoln’s view, was the purview of God, not humans; “Americans must not waste their energies now in judgment but in the one exercise that still was within their grasp, that of mercy.”
 Later, the president, in his typically concise and no-nonsense manner said, “I’d let ‘em up easy.”

But regardless of the president’s opinions on Reconstruction, he believed that the executive branch, which conducted the war effort, was better equipped to efficiently direct the very complex process, rather than “all the cooks in Congress stirring the pot.”
 But many in Congress, especially from members of the president’s own party, insisted on severely punishing the South for putting the nation through more than four years of horrific and vicious bloodshed. How President Lincoln handled the radical wing of the Republican Party, not to mention the Democratic Party, who ruthlessly denounced the president’s handling of the rebellion throughout the entire war, would test all of his deep and well-developed political skills. Indeed, as Charles Bracelen Flood put it, President Lincoln “was engaged in the greatest balancing act in American history.”
 To this end, in 1864, Lincoln offered his Ten Percent Plan that permitted any southern state to be reintegrated into the Union when ten percent of its voters in the 1860 presidential election—a relatively low percentage since many 1860 voters likely participated in the subsequent rebellion—had taken an oath of allegiance to the United States.  The principle stipulation for restoration was the abolition of slavery within the state’s borders and the Southern states’ assumption of responsibility for the Confederate debt.
  Afterward, the state could then establish a republican form of government and elect representatives to serve in the House of Representatives and Senate.  

Congress opposed such leniency toward the rebel states and refused to “endorse any template that did not clearly overturn the old racial and economic order of the agrarian South.”
 As such, Congress refused to seat a delegation from Louisiana that had been reorganized under Lincoln’s Ten Percent plan. (Article I, Section 5, Clause 1 of the US Constitution stipulates that “Each House shall be the Judge of the Elections, Returns, and Qualifications of its Members,” so the action of Congress was completely legal and constitutional.
) It responded with the Wade-Davis Bill.  Named for Ohio radical Republican Senator Benjamin Wade and Maryland Congressman Henry Winter Davis, the bill required fifty percent of the 1860 voters to pledge allegiance to the United States.  It also contained stronger safeguards for emancipation and disenfranchised many of the principal political and military leaders of the former Confederacy.  However, Lincoln pocket vetoed the bill, which allowed the president to reject a congressional bill without an explanation by simply not signing it if the bill was passed by Congress within ten days of its adjournment (another completely legal and constitutional act
). Lincoln’s actions indicated both his assertion of presidential authority over the Reconstruction process and his desire to act with greater generosity and leniency toward the southern states than many members of Congress.  As a result of this impasse, Lincoln and Congress failed to agree on any meaningful reconstruction strategy before John Wilkes Booth mortally wounded the president.

It is interesting to speculate on how the Reconstruction process would have progressed had President Lincoln lived to direct it. Of course, it is impossible to be sure exactly how Lincoln would have handled restoring the southern states, but his Second Inaugural address, the Ten-Percent plan, and his other public and private statements indicate that he intended to normalize the Confederate states under relatively generous terms. The primary conditions under which the president was not flexible were emancipation of the slaves, repudiation of the Confederate debt, and a pledge of loyalty to the Constitution and the United States. In his First Inaugural Address, Lincoln expressed both conciliation that the Union would not touch slavery where it currently existed—“The Government will not assail you. You can have no conflict without being yourselves the aggressors”—and firmness that he, as president, would preserve the Union and the Constitution—“You have no oath in heaven to destroy the Government, while I shall have the most solemn one to ‘preserve, protect, and defend it.’”
 Though Lincoln showed compassion and conciliation during the war—granting the Confederacy over three months to repudiate secession with slavery intact before the Emancipation Proclamation went into effect—he also demonstrated a resolute firmness when seeking to attain a fundamental goal—preserving the Union. As Stephen Woodward points out, “At the heart of Lincoln’s greatness as a statesman was the fact that he kept a firm grip on a few very clear moral goals and pursued them unflinchingly, no matter where that led him.”
  By war’s end, he was determined to end slavery, desperately working behind the scenes to see that the Thirteenth Amendment passed Congress; he even believe that some blacks should be given the right to vote, a position he denied just six years earlier in his debates with Senator Douglas. Clearly Lincoln’s, as well as the southerners’, views on these subjects had been shaped by the experience of the war. It is possible that the president’s conciliatory Reconstruction policy would have been met with southern cooperation. Of course, it is also possible that the South would have resisted some, if not all, of these lenient conditions for re-integration to the Union, but we can be quite sure that Lincoln would have acted with the same “firmness, determination, and willingness”
 to employ harsh measures, similar to his actions during the war, to realize his goals. Though this is all speculation, one thing is certain: with President Lincoln gone, Reconstruction would be very different and much more difficult than had he lived.

Following Lincoln’s assassination, Presidential Reconstruction passed into the hands of his successor Andrew Johnson.
  Born in North Carolina and raised in Tennessee, Johnson’s poverty stricken origins prevented him from attending school.  He apprenticed at an early age as a tailor and his wife taught him how to read and write.  He entered politics at the age of seventeen and championed the cause of poor whites against the southern planter class; he was one of the earliest and most famous advocates of the Homestead Bill, which offered free land to poor but energetic settlers.  Johnson was skilled in the rough and tumble atmosphere of American politics and frequently engaged in political pugilism with angry and heckling crowds.  He represented Tennessee in the House of Representatives and the United States Senate, and served as governor of the Volunteer state.  During the secession crisis, he was a Union Democrat—the only member of Congress from a seceded state not to abandon his congressional seat—and was appointed the military governor of Tennessee during the war after the state had been brought under Union control. As a reward for his loyalty to the Union and his support of the Lincoln administration, the president agreed to drop his first term vice president, Hannibal Hamlin, in favor of Johnson under the National Union Party banner.  Had Andrew Johnson not served as president of the United States, his career as a public servant would have been viewed with enormous admiration and as an unqualified success. In addition to his public service on the state and federal levels for several decades, he returned to the Senate in the early 1870s following his embattled tenure as president. Overall, Johnson served his country courageously; he was intelligent, forceful, able, and possessed homespun honesty.
In hindsight, the Union Party probably should have seriously re-considered placing Johnson on the party’s ticket.  Though advertised as a “fusion” party, the Unionists were predominantly Republican; thus, Johnson stood outside the party’s mainstream, especially on the issue of slavery, which was widely considered to be the primary cause of the conflict and was certain to play a role in the reintegration of the seceded states.  In fact, Johnson was a typical white southerner; despite a deeply harbored hostility and hatred for the elite planter class, he strongly supported the slave culture of the South as well as the concept of white racial dominance. His primary reason for opposing secession was the simple fact that slavery in the southern states was more secure within the Union than outside of it. Indeed as James McPherson had noted, “his stand against secession didn’t mean he was unsympathetic to the cause of preserving the South’s ‘peculiar institution.’”  In fact, prior to secession, Johnson had warned his southern colleagues that “the maintenance of the Union was essential for slavery’s perpetuation, because the South couldn’t manage as well on its own.”
  He epitomized the Jacksonian Democrat—a champion of states’ rights, but a believer in a perpetual Union; a defender and guardian of the common man and the Constitution; and in his upcoming battle with Congress over Reconstruction he was probably more correct on the constitutional issues than was the legislature. Unfortunately for him, his embattled tenure in the executive’s chair has overshadowed all of his other accomplishments in public life.
Part of the reason Johnson failed as president was his inability or refusal to recognize the changing tide of American history, especially as it related to the delicate relationship between the federal, state, and local governments.  In fact, Johnson fought an unsuccessful battle against that rapidly changing tide, to the point of impeachment.  Politically, he was also a white supremacist and a misfit; he did not understand the North and, because of his rejection of secession, was distrusted by the South.   Johnson clearly was not the right man to follow in Lincoln’s footsteps; the skills that established him as an able legislator and champion of the common man did not suit him well as president.  As such, he did not possess the political dexterity or presidential temperament to lead America in this critical period in its history.  First, the new president could never attain the stature or prestige, not to mention tact or common sense, of his predecessor.  Johnson could be stubborn, contentious, and hotheaded—not the attributes required for the sensitive job of directing the Reconstruction process.  Second, the issues involved overwhelmed a man of Johnson’s limited political abilities and character.  He had to deal with powerful personalities in the Congress, men who had served during the war and were committed to making the South pay for its crimes.  Johnson did not understand the hatred felt in the North for the South; neither did he possess the capability to compromise or bargain for a settlement.  

Unfortunately, a good portion of the problems Johnson faced was out of his control.  The new president had to deal with the natural and understandable reaction by the North to the assassination of the president by a southern partisan, an act widely viewed in the North as an extension of the war, an act of vengeance for the Confederacy’s loss in that war.  The level of sectional hatred and animosity, combined with the urge for revenge, already heightened by the Civil War itself, made the political atmosphere highly charged.  What’s more, the new president was never accepted as a Republican; in fact, he never was a Republican and had no interest in becoming a Republican, similar to the situation faced by John Tyler in 1841 following the death of William Henry Harrison. Johnson did not share the fundamental values and ideas of the party’s majority; indeed, Johnson opposed tariffs, internal improvements, the new national banking system, and the use of paper money rather than hard currency.  Moreover, Johnson had not been elected to the office of president; accidentally, he had entered the executive’s chair as the result of a southern act.  Compounding these facts, he was from the South and, even though he had supported the Union and the Lincoln administration, Johnson was still perceived as a member of the enemy, a foreigner, an outsider, and an interloper running the victors’ administration.

Upon assuming office, President Johnson essentially continued President Lincoln’s reconstruction policies; in fact, it initially appeared as if he and the Republican Congress were reading from the same political playbook. Johnson assured Republican leaders that they could “judge my policy by my past. . . Treason is a crime; and crime must be punished . . . . Treason must be made infamous and traitors must be impoverished.”
 The president intended to prove this by indicting Generals Robert E. Lee and James Longstreet, and several other high ranking Confederate military officials. This act on the part of Johnson may have revealed his contempt for the wealth, elite, aristocratic class of the South rather than his belief that traitors needed to be punished. It took the intervention of the highly popular General Ulysses S. Grant, who had granted Lee and his men generous parole terms at the war’s conclusion, to convince Johnson to drop the charges.
 

President Johnson adopted the President Lincoln’s ten percent plan and recognized several governments that had been organized under its terms.  Provisions were added to the policy that disenfranchised some Confederate officers unless pardoned personally by the president (which Johnson almost always granted); what’s more, Johnson’s plan demanded that the states repeal the secession ordinances, assume responsibility for the Confederate debt, and adopt the Thirteenth Amendment that abolished slavery throughout the nation.  This final provision of Johnson’s plan was not an indication of a change of heart toward the freedmen; rather, he saw it as a way to eliminate the aristocratic planter class from dominating the provisional state governments in the South.  Later, when the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery throughout the nation was ratified in December 1865, it received the approval of eight former Confederate States.
 The president also “encouraged the restored southern state governments to extend the vote to literate blacks;” however, all of the southern states rejected Johnson’s “encouragement,” and some even repudiated their wartime debts. Rather than firmly pursuing his objectives like Lincoln probably would have done, Johnson simply acquiesced.
 

But soon it became apparent that Johnson’s Reconstruction policies were limited to benefiting poor whites and not freed blacks. As expected, Congress also disapproved of Johnson’s Lincolnesque plan, but a growing number of radical Republicans in the Congress also demanded harsh treatment of the southern states and especially former Confederate leaders. Johnson did not necessarily disagree with the political disqualification of the top Confederate leaders, but he advocated pardons for most everyone else. What’s more, he urged the restoration of confiscated property to its original owners and, most importantly, supported new state constitutions “based upon the voter qualifications in force at the time of secession in 1861,” which essentially eliminated any possibility of black voting rights. By the end of 1865, Johnson had appointed provisional governors of seven of the former Confederate states and recognized the Unionists state governments in the other four, none of which extended voting rights to the freedmen.

It was apparent that the Radical Republicans and even some moderates would not accept the president’s temperate Reconstruction plan. At the other end of the political spectrum, some congressional members, like Pennsylvania Representative Thaddeus Stevens, believed the seceded states had “committed suicide” and wanted them treated like conquered provinces.  In effect, these radicals believed the Confederate states had reverted to territorial status.  Stevens—whose ironworks factory in near York, Pennsylvania had been destroyed by the Confederate army, which may have influenced his vitriolic attitude toward the South—actually supported a policy that would have confiscated the property of former slaveholders and given it to the freedmen.  He believed that the former slaves, by virtue of their long, uncompensated labor, had actual claim to much of the slaveholders’ property.  With the exception of Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts and Congressman George Julian of Indiana, no other political leader supported such a radical proposal.  But by insisting on such severe terms for Reconstruction, the radicals inadvertently gave legitimacy to the theory of secession.  The former slave states, the radicals claimed, had forfeited their rights as states under the Constitution; thus, they could no longer be considered part of the American Union.  Stevens and his supporters, focused as they were to uproot and demolish the southern social and political structure, sought to use federal power to accomplish that goal and protect the newly emancipated slaves, but also gave validity to claims that the Union was not perpetual or indissoluble.

Legality of Secession

Though secession, as a practical matter, was settled on the battlefields at Antietam, Gettysburg, and Vicksburg, the Supreme Court confirmed this resolution as a legal and constitutional matter.  In 1869, the Court ruled on the principle of state secession in the case of Texas v. White.
  In a provision of the Compromise of 1850, the United States government gave the state of Texas $10 million as part of a resolution to conclude the boundary dispute with the New Mexican territory.  Half of the money was given to the state in the form of bonds, which by order of the state legislature had to be endorsed by the state governor prior to sale.  However, after Texas seceded from the Union in early 1861, the state legislature repealed the law requiring the governor’s endorsement and planned to use the bonds to finance the war effort by selling them to contractors, including one named White, in return for military supplies.  In 1865, while Texas was still an unreconstructed state, the governor appealed directly to the United States Supreme Court under Article III, Section 2
 to have the bonds returned to him for endorsement.  Upon receiving the case, the Supreme Court immediately addressed the issue of secession in order to justify its original jurisdiction; that is, to determine if Texas was legally still a state of the United States in 1865.  In deciding the case, Chief Justice Salmon P. Chase, who as a senator and Secretary of the Treasury under President Lincoln rejected the principle of secession, held that “secession was constitutionally impossible and that Texas had never ceased to be a state.”  Echoing former President Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address, Chase maintained that the Articles of Confederation “created what was solemnly declared to be a ‘perpetual Union’; that the Constitution was ordained ‘to form a more perfect Union’; he concluded that: ‘The Constitution, in all of its provisions, looks to an indestructible union, composed of indestructible states.’  The fact that Texas, by her own efforts at secession, had temporarily given up the rights and privileges of membership in the Union did not alter the fact that she could not sever the constitutional ties which bound her to that Union.”
  Though as a legal matter the Court seemed to put the theory of secession to rest, its ruling did not prevent the president and Congress from setting their own agendas on Reconstruction based on their respective interpretations of the principle of secession, not to mention their separate desires to settle old scores.

Radical Reconstruction

While Congress and the president bickered over the reconstruction process, several of the new southern governments enacted Black Codes, which were based largely on the laws endorsed by some northern Midwestern states prior to the war.  Attempting to ensure and maintain a stable and subservient labor force, the codes regulated the affairs of emancipated blacks.  With Mississippi enacting the worst of the Black Codes, they sought to retain tight control over the movement of black citizens—similar to the slave codes prior to the war—and, in what Stephen Woodworth has called “a sort of legal netherworld between slavery and freedom,”
 attempted to restore the pre-emancipation system of race relations, which forbade blacks from serving on juries or voting.  The discriminatory laws also prohibited them from renting or leasing land, denied certain economic opportunities, and barred them from selected occupations.  As a result of these codes and the accompanying denial of civil and economic rights, thousands of blacks fell into the indebted agricultural system known as sharecropping, which also claimed many poor white farmers as well.  Instead of being chained to a master, poor blacks joined poor whites, who could no longer claim the superior social status that slavery provided, as slaves to the soil and to their creditors.  As a result of the Black Codes and the failure of the executive branch to address their most obvious injustices, Congress became more determined to seize control of the reconstruction process.

 In December 1865, the new Congress (elected in the fall 1864) convened with representatives from the provisional governments from the former Confederate states, which had been reconstructed under the president’s plan, expecting to be recognized. In his annual message to Congress at the outset of the session, President Johnson officially approved the new state governments and the process by which these representatives and senators had been elected. But many of the representatives from these states, however, were former Confederate officers; among them were four generals, five colonels, and some members of the Richmond cabinet and congress.  One representative from Georgia, former Confederate vice president Alexander H. Stephens, was under indictment for treason.  But under the stipulations of his program, President Johnson believed that the rebellious states had satisfied the conditions for re-admission and declared that the Union was restored.  

The Congress, however, disagreed and began the second phase of the reconstruction process known as Congressional Reconstruction or Radical Reconstruction.  Again, the Republican majority in Congress invoked Article I, Section 5 of the Constitution to “Judge the qualifications of its members” and refused to recognize the southern representatives.  At the same time, the Republican Party, while seeking to punish the South, also recognized the potential source of political power the southern states offered since slavery had been abolished; in the opinion of many northern Republican leaders, this was a prime opportunity to demolish the Democratic Party and build a national Republican organization where it had never existed.  What’s more, the Thirteenth Amendment, in addition to abolishing slavery, had in effect amended the three-fifths clause in Article One under which slaves had been recognized since the creation of the Constitution.  As such, former slaves, for purposes of congressional representation, were now considered whole persons.  But had Congress recognized the southern governments, the South would have been rewarded with a substantial increase in congressional representation as well as representation in the Electoral College.
  However, no provisions had been made for the liberated black Americans from the former Confederacy to exercise their political rights.  The result would have been an enormous windfall for the southern white political class following a four-year conflict that ostensibly had defeated that class. While the president was willing to conclude the matter and move on, the Republican Party was not about to accept this scenario.

Johnson’s conflict with Congress over the reconstruction process was only the beginning of his difficulties with the legislative branch.  He vetoed a bill extending the Freedmen’s Bureau; however, Congress managed to muster the two-thirds majority to override the president’s opposition.  In March 1866, the same process occurred with a presidential veto of the Republican Civil Rights Bill of 1866,
 granting freedmen civil rights and declaring them citizens of the United States, overturning the 1857 Dred Scott decision.  Although it did not give blacks the explicit right to vote, it penalized southern congressional and Electoral College representation if they were denied the franchise.  Moreover, it disqualified former Confederate officers, who had previously sworn to uphold the United States Constitution, and guaranteed the federal debt but repudiated the Confederate debt.  Later, to protect the provisions of the Civil Rights Bill from executive mischief and hostile Supreme Court rulings, the Congress reproduced most of its requirements in the Fourteenth Amendment, which was ratified by the states in 1868. 
The intent of the Fourteenth Amendment was to restore the protections of the fundamental liberties and rights stipulated in the Declaration of Independence. It sought to eliminate the radical States’ Rights philosophy that dominated Southern thinking prior to the Civil War and that subjugated black Americans, both free and enslaved, to mere property. As Timothy Sandefur points out, the Framers of the amendment “did not think of this as altering the Constitution so much as rescuing it from the perversions of the states’ rights theorists and the Taney Court” that decided the Dred Scott case.
 By virtue of its “due process of law” clause, the amendment places “legally enforceable boundaries around the power of government, and those boundaries are built on the foundations of equal liberty articulated in the Declaration and the Constitution.”
  
The amendment’s first clause stipulated that “All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the state wherein they reside.”
 This statement made it undeniably clear that Americans were citizens of the United States first and of the individual states secondarily. More importantly, this American citizenship ensured that federal government, not the states, would be responsible for protecting the fundamental rights and liberties of the people. Ohio Congressman John Bingham confirmed this belief when he told his colleagues, the intent of the Fourteenth Amendment was “to protect by national law the privileges and immunities of all the citizens of the Republic and the inborn rights of every person within its jurisdiction whenever the same shall be abridged or denied by the unconstitutional acts of any State.”
 Senator Jacob Howard of Ohio agreed and said, “To these privileges and immunities, whatever they may be—for they are not and cannot be fully defined in their entire extent and precise nature—to these should be added the personal rights guaranteed and secured by the first eight amendments of the Constitution.”
 Unfortunately as we shall see, interpretations of this clause would pervert the obvious intent, meaning, and plain language of the Amendment and allow the state governments to run roughshod over the “privileges and immunities” of Americans of all races, but especially of the black race for over one hundred years.
In addition to modifying the citizenship status of Americans, the Fourteenth Amendment further restricted state action by prohibiting the states from making or enforcing laws that abridge the rights enjoyed by all Americans. What’s more, it barred the states from “depriving to any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”
 Thus, it was clear the Framers of the Fourteenth Amendment intended to scale back significantly the power and authority of the state governments and to transfer to the federal government the responsibility of protecting the rights and liberties of all American citizens in all the states. This transfer of authority was “recharacterized in accordance with the Declaration’s self-evident truths” and in harmony with the principle that “the primacy of individual liberty was the foundation of all legitimate government, and its fair protection the only basis for the citizen’s allegiance.”
 

To ensure ratification, Congress required the former Confederate states to approve the amendment as a condition for reintegration into the Union, an approach that has caused some to question the validity of the ratification process since it was not a completely voluntary, non-coercive procedure.  President Johnson recommended that the South resist this act of questionable legality, and urged the former Confederate states to specifically defy the Fourteenth Amendment on the grounds that it presented a deliberate and unwarranted federal intrusion into local and states’ rights.  

One of the interesting developments stemming from the Fourteenth Amendment has been the issue of "birthright citizenship," the notion that by virtue of birth within the borders of the United States automatically confers the benefits of American citizenship. This issue has become of particular interest today in light of the nearly 15 million estimated illegal aliens residing within the United States. What's more, the courts and public officials have recognized the eligibility of non-citizen immigrants--legal and illegal--for benefits, such as free public education and direct cash payments. Although this was never the intent of the amendment and the Supreme Court has incorrectly granted citizenship to children born to resident aliens, the amendment has been used to “automatic[ally] grant American citizenship to the children of illegal immigrants born in this country.” The misinterpretation and misapplication of the amendment stems from the failure to understand or even recognize the existence of the phrase "subject to the jurisdiction thereof" in the Citizenship Clause's first sentence: “All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside.” Senator Lyman Trumbull of Illinois, a principle author of the Fourteenth Amendment and the 1866 Civil Rights Act, on which the amendment is based, stated unequivocally that “subject to the jurisdiction of the United States” meant subject to its “complete” jurisdiction, which means “not owing allegiance to anybody else.” Senator Jacob Howard of Ohio, another author, agreed saying “jurisdiction” meant full and complete jurisdiction the same ‘in extent and quality as applies to every citizen of the United States now.” Logic and common sense dictate that an illegal alien, an individual who is in violation of American law by virtue of his/her presence in the United States, would not be under the jurisdiction of the United States. Rather, they would be under the jurisdiction of their home country; thus they or their offspring would not be included under the Fourteenth Amendment's Citizenship Clause. It is also self-evident that the authors of the Fourteenth Amendment, had they considered the issue, never “intended to provide that violators of United States immigration laws be given the award of American citizenship for their children born in the United States.” As Lino A. Graglia points out, “It is difficult to imagine a more irrational and self-defeating legal system than one which makes unauthorized entry into this country a criminal offense and simultaneously provides perhaps the greatest possible inducements to illegal entry.”

Elections of 1866

The political battle over Reconstruction extended to the congressional elections of 1866.  Most political observers recognized the importance the elections would have on the nation’s future.  Essentially, the outcome would determine who would control Reconstruction: the president or Congress.  Johnson, desperately wanting to direct the process, foolishly and inappropriately became personally involved in the election campaign, a questionable decision on presidential dignity as well as separation of powers grounds, and conducted his infamous “Swing ‘round the Circle” in an effort to defeat his political opponents.  On numerous occasions he encountered hostile crowds as he attempted to warn voters of the dangers posed by the radicals in Congress.  One of the more embarrassing episodes occurred in Chicago at a memorial dedication for Stephen Douglas in which Johnson engaged the crowd in verbal battles and personal assaults.  This reckless political strategy, the first time in which a president personally involved himself in the congressional election process, degraded the dignity of the executive office and backfired on the president. The Radicals gained overwhelmingly veto-proof majorities in both houses of Congress—43-9 in the Senate and 173 to 53 in the House.

With the Reconstruction process now clearly under the control of Congress, the radical Republicans instituted a three-pronged strategy regarding southern restoration.  First, as previously mentioned, they sought to severely punish and humiliate the South.  They accomplished this through punitive legislation and military occupation.  Second, the radicals wanted to neutralize the president from exercising any control over the reconstruction procedure. Thaddeus Stevens, fresh off his party’s electoral victory, told Congress in early 1867, “Though the President is Commander-in-Chief, Congress is his commander; and, God willing, he shall obey. He and his minions shall learn that this is not a government of kings and satraps but a Government of the people, and that Congress is the people.”
 The Radical Republicans veto proof majorities would seek to eliminate President Johnson from any serious role in governing over the next two years.  Third, and probably most important, the Republican Party, which was still a predominantly northern party, wanted to establish a political and economic power base in the South that would enable it to become a national political organization.  Of these three strategies, the radicals accomplished the first two; however, they failed dreadfully on the third.

The Reconstruction Act of 1867 and Military Occupation of the South

Led by Charles Sumner in the Senate and Thaddeus Stevens in the House, the radical Republicans formed a Joint Committee on Reconstruction for the purpose of formulating specific reconstruction policies.  To this end, the new Congress enacted three major Reconstruction Acts. After sweeping away the previous presidential efforts to reconstruct the South, the Congress, on March 2, 1867, passed the first Reconstruction Act
 that divided the South into five military districts occupied by the Union military that, in effect, placed the former Confederacy under martial law and essentially made the military commanders in the South more answerable to General Grant than the President of the United States.
  Three weeks later, Congress passed the second Reconstruction Act that “established procedures for registering eligible white and black voters—and excluding any Southern participants ‘in any rebellion or civil war against the United States.’” The third Reconstruction Act, passed in July, “transferred all powers of ‘suspension, removal, appointment, and detail” of the Southern military district commanders into the hands of ‘the General of the army of the United States.’” This, in effect, granted all power for conducting the day-to-day reconstruction of the former Confederate states to the United States military, completely bypassing the executive branch.
 

In addition to this harsh and severe policy, Congress required all the southern states to ratify the Fourteenth Amendment as a condition for their re-integration into the Union. Although the amendment did not provide land or education to the freedmen, it guaranteed the vote to former adult male slaves.  Once again, however, fearful of hostile Supreme Court interpretations, contempt by southern states, and concerns over the enforcement capability, Congress, in 1869, passed the Fifteenth Amendment guaranteeing the right to vote would not “be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.”
  Congress also made ratification of this amendment a condition for Reconstruction; as such, by 1870, the necessary three-fourths of the states had ratified the amendment to make it part of the Constitution.

But the reconstruction acts raised some serious questions regarding constitutional legitimacy.  In Ex Parte Milligan,
 the Supreme Court ruled in 1866 that military tribunals could not try civilians, even during wartime, when the civilian courts were open and operating.  This opinion called into question the legality of the military districts and military occupation in the South.  But despite this decision, Union soldiers continued to occupy the former Confederate states under the provisions of the Reconstruction Act; by 1870, all the former seceded states had been reorganized under the act’s guidelines; however, the military presence remained to ensure the new state government’s safety and security.  When the Union soldiers finally left the South in 1877, the radical Republican state governments quickly passed back into the hands of the white “redeemers” from the Democratic Party.  Known as “Home Rule,” the South quickly became a stronghold for the party for almost a century.

During the process of Radical Reconstruction in the South and under the protection of military occupation, blacks began to participate in government at all levels; in fact, blacks held offices, sometimes a majority of the offices, in most southern states.  Much of the credit for the preparation of blacks for self-government can be attributed to the Union League.  A pro-Union organization created during the Civil War, it educated black members in their civic duty and attempted to transform the Republican Party into a national organization by campaigning for Republican candidates.  From 1868 to 1876, the League helped elect fourteen black congressmen and two senators—Hiram Revels of Mississippi, who had the privilege occupying the senate seat formerly occupied by Jefferson Davis, and Blanch K. Bruce, also from Mississippi.  While the reform efforts of reconstruction attempted to improve the fortunes of blacks and Republicans in the South, these policies largely neglected the affairs of women.  Although Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony suspended their efforts for women’s rights to work for emancipation, realization of that goal did not translate into a renewed attention to the discrimination toward women.  An example of this selective concentration was Frederick Douglass who believed it was more important to work for and achieve civil rights for blacks before focusing on women’s rights.

The spectacle of former slaves holding public office, handling taxpayer’s money, and making decisions that affected the lives of all southerners deeply offended the racial prejudices of southern whites.  At the same time, some white southern unionists decided that they could promote their own political fortunes by working with the Republicans and the newly installed radical governments.  Known as scalawags, these self-serving politicians’ actions instilled in a majority of white southerners the conviction that they were traitors to the southern “cause.”  Another group that descended upon the South in hopes of economic and political gain was the carpetbaggers.  Northern politicians and businessmen who migrated to the South seeking power or riches (or both), the carpetbaggers were especially hated by Southerners because they were considered outsiders and interlopers seeking only personal reward at the expense of the defeated South.  But despite numerous instances of shameless political and economic opportunism and the widespread graft and corruption that characterized many of the Republicans governments in the South, many carpetbaggers invested capital into the “war-scorched South.” Others, moreover, were “idealists and educators who wanted to improve the lives of the freed people and turn them into productive models of small-scale Republican farmers.”
 While the Reconstruction state governments are better remembered for their political corruption and graft, some of the “radical” regimes took steps to establish public schools, streamline the tax system, and initiate public works programs—policies that were not terminated when Home Rule was established.  

Ku Klux Klan

While the radicals in Congress, former slaves and scalawags in the South, and carpetbaggers from the North attempted to transform and seize the political and economic initiative in the former Confederacy, the old political leadership and the bulk of the aggrieved white population did not sit idly by and passively accept these new conditions.  In 1868, former Confederate cavalry general Nathan Bedford Forrest of Tennessee founded the Invisible Empire of the South. Originally a harmless white fraternity organization that adopted unusual names, titles, and dress, the Ku Klux Klan quickly transformed itself into a very effective paramilitary group that sought to disenfranchise blacks and intimidate other members of the radical governments through violence, such as lynching, burning homes, and other forms of coercion.  Under Forrest’s leadership, the Klan, along with other white supremacist groups such as the Knights of the White Camellia and the White League, organized terrorist and intimidation campaigns designed to employ violence or any other methods—legal or illegal—deemed necessary to keep white Republicans, their supporters or sympathizers, and blacks from voting or holding office; their intent was to remove northern outsiders from southern affairs and keep blacks “in their place.” These groups also used more creative tactics such as fraud, trickery, literacy tests, and poll taxes to circumvent the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, eliminate black voting rights, and neutralize any other undesirables from the political process.  To ensure that loyal southern whites would not be affected by literacy or poll requirements, provisions of the law permitted “grandfathering;” that is, if their grandfathers had voted in a previous election, they were exempt from the disqualifying tests or taxes.  The Congress and Ulysses S. Grant, who was president by this time, attempted to respond to this blatant violation of the spirit of the Reconstruction laws by passing a series of Force Acts in 1870 and 1871.  While the laws permitted federal troops to stop much of the most violent actions, the Klan had accomplished nearly all of its objectives by the time the Force Acts took effect.

As the Radical Republicans in Congress directed the reconstruction process, President Johnson, attempting to maintain some level of relevance in the nation’s political affairs, worked laboriously to obstruct the radicals’ policies at every point.  Even though the Republicans possessed veto proof majorities, he rejected, in vain, virtually every measure dealing with reconstruction.  By this time, the president had become more of an irritant rather than a serious impediment to the implementation of the radicals’ program.  But Johnson still commanded the bully pulpit of the presidency and he encouraged the former Confederate states to defy those measures once they became law.  The president urged the South to resist the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments and, though he did not overtly endorse it, he did little to stop the Klan-sponsored violence directed toward blacks and other members of the southern Republican governments.

Tenure of Office Act

One of the congressional laws passed over the president’s veto was the Tenure of Office Act.  Approved in 1867 in the midst of the mass of reconstruction legislation, it was a law of dubious legality as it sought to limit the president’s ability to run the executive branch. The measure’s clear intent was to provoke a response against the law from the president that could possibly lead to his impeachment.  The law prohibited the president from removing cabinet officers without Senate approval.  This obvious usurpation of executive authority and violation of the separation of powers was compounded by the stipulation that it did not allow for the removal of cabinet officers even when Congress was not in session—indeed, the law required the president to retain an incompetent or even corrupt cabinet member until the Congress approved that individual’s removal.  This clearly interfered significantly with the president’s authority and his effectiveness to conduct the affairs of the executive branch because the United States Congress, during this period in American history, typically held only two, three to four-month sessions per year.  Under the letter and spirit of the law, the president was forced to retain an unwanted cabinet officer until Congress reconvened and then only with Senate approval could the officer in question be removed and a replacement appointed and confirmed.  

The Tenure of Office Act was designed to protect Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, a holdover from Lincoln’s administration and the only Radical Republican in Johnson’s cabinet.  The president, in 1868, attempted to fire Stanton; but when the secretary refused to leave his office, Johnson decided to bypass him by issuing military orders through General-in-Chief Ulysses S. Grant.  When Grant refused to get involved in the political imbroglio, the president named General Lorenzo Thomas Secretary of War and ordered the military governors to conduct their affairs through him.  Stanton, in response, literally barricaded himself in his office to prevent his physical removal from the War Department.

This was all the provocation the radicals in Congress needed to seek the removal of the president.  On February 24, 1868, the House voted 126 to 47 to impeach President Johnson for “high crimes and misdemeanors.”  About one week later, the special congressional committee on impeachment subsequently approved eleven articles of impeachment against the president.  Primarily, Johnson was accused of violating the Tenure of Office Act but the other impeachment articles also included charges related to his “inflammatory and scandalous harangues” against members of Congress and his failure to enforce the reconstruction laws.

According to the Constitution, after the House of Representatives has impeached (Impeachment is similar to an indictment in a criminal court proceeding, meaning there is enough evidence to proceed with a trial.) a president, the case goes to trial before the Senate.  With the Chief Justice of the United States presiding, members of the House act as prosecutors and present the impeachment case against the president to the US Senate, who serves as the jury.  Conviction, which would demand the removal of the president from office, requires a two-thirds vote of the Senate.  In Johnson’s case, the president was acquitted by one vote, which indicated that a strong senatorial majority supported his conviction and removal from the presidency but their efforts fell just short of the required two-thirds majority.

The impeachment of Andrew Johnson was purely a political act—the Radical Republican Congress versus the legitimate, but obstinate, President.  In fact, any attempt by Congress to impeach and convict a president is, by nature, a political act.  It has occurred only one other time in American history—William J. Clinton in 1998—however, another president—Richard M. Nixon in 1974—resigned under the threat of impeachment.  But in Andrew Johnson’s case, impeachment was purely a political act by a spiteful Republican Congress, angry with a president who did everything in his power to obstruct the implementation of its radical program.  Indeed, the Radical Republicans in Congress had solid veto-proof majorities; thus, President Johnson could do nothing to prevent passage of any bill sponsored by the radicals; he had essentially been reduced to an irritating onlooker. But the impeachment forces would not be denied and they exposed their partisan motives when they actually passed an impeachment resolution before approving, or even debating, specific articles of impeachment.  In other words, the Republicans in Congress indicted the president before it was determined whether or not evidence even existed that he had committed a crime or deserved impeachment.  This was an indication of the tremendous amount of animosity that had developed between the parties since the end of the Civil War.  While Johnson’s antics and tactics during Reconstruction certainly were less than admirable, he did rely on his longstanding principles in opposing many of the radicals’ policies.  Probably the trait that most contributed to the president’s impeachment was his personality.  One of the articles of impeachment charged Johnson with “having degraded the Presidency ‘to the great scandal of all good citizens.’”
  (If this is a standard for impeachment, more than half of the presidents in American history deserve to be impeached!) This, combined with the festering wounds and fresh hatreds from the Civil War and its aftermath, the uncompromising convictions of the Radical Republicans, the desire on the part of the Republicans to destroy the Democracy in the South and replace it with their own strong party structure, and typical partisan political games—all these factors led to the erroneous and dangerous attempt to remove the president. In fact, by its actions it was the Congress who “managed to bring disgrace and ridicule upon itself.”
 

But thanks to a few thoughtful and principled senators, another constitutional crisis was averted.  There were several reasons for Johnson’s acquittal.  First, some feared establishing the precedent of using the destabilizing process of impeachment to deal with political disagreements.  Second, some conscience-minded politicians opposed the obvious abuse of congressional and constitutional power that impeaching this particular president represented.  Third, on a more practical level, had Johnson been convicted and removed from office, his replacement would have been Senate pro tempore Benjamin Wade.  (Johnson never appointed a vice president after he assumed the presidency, possibly as a strategy to protect himself.)  Wade was one of the most radical Republicans in Congress and many senators—even some Republicans—distrusted and disliked their Ohio colleague, and very few welcomed the prospects of him becoming the next president.  Moreover, the impeachment proceedings occurred in early 1868 and, with the presidential election just a few months away, many preferred to use the electoral process to replace the president.  Finally, the conviction of Johnson would have gravely weakened one of the three ostensibly co-equal branches of government.  The American republic under the Constitution depends on an uneasy balance between the executive, legislative, and judicial branches, each with their own duties and authority as well as checks on the others’ power.  To significantly weaken one branch by virtue of the blatant political act of another branch would have a serious detrimental impact on representative republican government and this is precisely what would have occurred had Johnson been convicted.  In the end, “the final outcome [of the impeachment process] was to fix the precedent that the weapon of Federal impeachment, which is not merely a ‘method of removal,’ shall not be degraded to partisan purposes.”

Evaluating President Johnson and Radical Reconstruction 
As Johnson served the remaining months of his term he surprisingly, not to mention arrogantly, contemplated running for reelection.  However, he decided against it since, as a candidate without a party, he was highly unlikely to win the nomination of either political party.  In evaluating the Reconstruction process over the four years following President Lincoln’s death, neither President Johnson nor the Congress score high marks.   Though Johnson initially appeared to endorse President Lincoln’s Reconstruction policies and treat the former Confederacy with both generosity and firmness, he gradually revealed an overwhelming favoritism toward the white population and resisted any real efforts to grant minimal civil rights to the former slaves. Once the Reconstruction process passed to the Congress, President Johnson actively opposed the legislature’s program and even encouraged the Southern states to resist the laws that had been duly passed by Congress, albeit over the president’s veto. He willingly granted pardons to virtually every former Confederate, regardless of position in the Confederacy—Steven Woodward says that Johnson “swelled with pride to see members of the southern aristocracy finally treating him with deference.”
 In his annual message to Congress in December 1865, the president announced that the Union had been restored, despite his obvious favoritism toward the former Rebels, his efforts to kill the Freedmen’s Bureau, his apathy in ensuring even minimal civil rights for black Americans, and his disregard for the black codes that sought to restore blacks to a slavery-like existence.
 Johnson’s interference in the 1866 congressional elections reduced the honor and prestige of the presidential office to that of a run-of-the-mill political campaign office. By the time presidential reconstruction came to an end, many in the North were wondering if the half million deaths over the previous half decade had really happened.

Congress’s actions swung to the other extreme, treating the former Confederate states as conquered provinces. Partly out of vengeance, partly out of political opportunism, the Radical Republicans looked to make the southern states suffer by militarily occupying the region indefinitely and implementing martial law, while they built a Republican party structure comprised of northern carpetbaggers, southern cooperationists, and, most importantly, recently freed slaves exercising the full gamut of civil and political rights. Refusing southern re-integration into the Union except under the harshest of conditions ensured southern hostility, resistance, and resentment to even the most basic of reforms, and southerners settled on a wait-and-see policy, a sort of political version of a war of attrition against the northern do-gooder crusade against the former Confederacy. Their effort to remove a completely neutralized President Johnson from office was itself an act of wholly unnecessary vengeance that seriously threatened the integrity of the executive branch and jeopardized the constitutional separation of powers. The punitive measures of Congressional Reconstruction could only be sustained by continuous military occupation of the South, a situation in which northerners would eventually tire. When that time came, the South most likely would be restored to its previous leadership and once again, many would ask if the half million dead over the first half of the 1860s had really happened. Though only speculation, the best policy probably would have been somewhere in between these two extremes, which may have been exactly where President Lincoln would have been had he lived to direct the process. But it would be up to the new presidential administration to determine the next steps and direction of Reconstruction.

Election of 1868 and the Grant Administration
In the election of 1868, the nation enthusiastically selected war hero Ulysses S. Grant, the Republican candidate, over Horatio Seymour, New York’s war-time governor who had given comfort to the draft rioters in 1863.
  There is no question that other than President Lincoln, Ulysses Grant was the preeminent northern hero from the Civil War. Despite challenges with alcohol early in his career, with the commencement of the war he completely turned his life around and stood as a rock of strength and firmness for his men and the Union during the bloodletting battles of 1864 and 1865. He possessed outstanding leadership skills and by all accounts was a man of honor and integrity. It is unfortunate then that President Grant, a man who one of his biographers says “saved the Union,”
 is most remembered for the scandals and corruption that plagued his administration. Though the president was in no way associated with any of the legal and ethical failures of his advisors, he can be blamed for placing too much trust in family members and close friends. Indeed, President Grant’s overreliance on trust may have stemmed from his military upbringing, believing that a good soldier behaved ethically all the time and followed orders from superiors. He also believed in the civilian chain of command and carried out all of President Lincoln’s orders to the best of his ability. Possessing no political experience or skills upon entering the presidency, Grant failed to understand the difference between the military world and the political world, and adjust accordingly. But the fact remains that it is up to the chief executive to administer those in whom he places trust and be held accountable for their actions. He must have the strength and courage to remove those who fail him, even if they are friends and family members. This unfortunately, Grant did not do. He stood by corrupt advisors and even intervened on behalf of one when he should have distanced himself from them. Consequently, his presidency represents one of the most unethical and corrupt in all of American presidential history.  
The word that may best describe Grant’s governing philosophy is deferential, although he did take the initiative in the effort to crack down on the terrorist violence committed by the Ku Klux Klan against the recently freed slaves by sponsoring and enforcing the Force Acts.  He deferred to Congress on nearly all issues of major importance.  As a general, Grant “usually gave advice only when asked, and President Grant similarly promised to impose no policies of his own.  Congress would set policy, his administration would carry it out, each cabinet secretary managing his own department without presidential meddling.”
  This was a reflection of Grant the military leader—soldiers in the chain of command accepting and carrying out orders as they were received. As a result, reconstruction of the South continued to occur under the exclusive control of the Congress. 
But President Grant did achieve a notable victory in the area of financial affairs.  During an economic depression in 1874, he supported the Treasury department’s policy of slowly reducing the amount of paper currency in circulation.  Traditionally, during times of economic recession or depression, the politically popular policy is to expand the money supply in order to make access to money easier.  However, this policy also tends to deepen and lengthen the economic difficulties by decreasing the value of currency and increasing inflation.  Resisting strong pressure from Congress to increase the money supply, Grant vetoed efforts to implement an easy money policy and helped stabilize the economic situation. He was later vindicated when Congress voted to make all paper money convertible to hard currency on January 1, 1869.  
Though President Grant’s two presidential terms are most remembered for their gross political corruption, it is important to keep this in context. As Allen Guelzo points out, Grant’s “administration was probably no more spotted than most of the prewar administrators.” James Buchanan, for example, presided over one of the most corrupt administrations in the nineteenth century, while President Lincoln spent much of the first two years of his presidency dealing with bribery and graft of some of his advisors, primarily Secretary of War Simon Cameron.
 While President Grant retained, both then and today, a spotless ethical record, possessed an upstanding character and firm principles, he was a man respected by both friends and critics.  What’s more, he established the Civil Service Commission that, ironically, was designed to “reduce the excess of patronage and sale of favors and services,”
 although its first commissioner resigned when his recommendations were ignored. However, as president, Grant must be held accountable for the actions of his subordinates.  His great failing was his poor choice of friends, poor judge of character, and excessive loyalty that prevented him from removing corrupt officials when their misdeeds became known.  

Scandals and Corruption during Grant’s Administration

Some of the corruption and scandals during the Reconstruction period had nothing to do with Washington politics; rather, it was the result of America entering a new age of big government, big business, and the failure of the country’s moral fiber to keep pace.  In 1869, two reckless millionaires, Jay Gould and “Jubilee” Jim Fisk, with the help of the president’s brother-in-law, attempted to corner the gold market.  This action caused the price of gold to sour and threatened many financial institutions with ruin.  Finally, President Grant ordered his Secretary of the Treasury to sell some of the government’s gold reserves.  While this eased the pressures on the stock market and banks, it burst the bubble Gould and Fisk had created and drove scores of honest businessmen into bankruptcy.  In New York City, Grant’s administration prosecuted the famous Tweed Ring political machine at Tammany Hall under William Marcy Tweed, who engaged in bribery, graft, violence and intimidation to control virtually the entire state of New York’s political system and steal nearly $200 million from the New York City.
 Boss Tweed, who supported the Union during the Civil War, specialized in controlling and stealing elections on every level in New York, plainly declaring “The ballots made no result, the counters made the result.”
 
An episode that tainted President Grant personally was the Credit Mobilier scandal.  Epitomizing the inherent incestuous relationship between government and large industry—today we call it crony capitalism--Credit Mobilier was an American railroad construction company that provided stock to sweeten deals favorable to the Union Pacific Railroad.  Contracted to build the western portion of the transcontinental railroad, Union Pacific executives used Credit Mobilier stock to pay themselves as much as $50,000 per mile of track that typically cost only $30,000 per mile. What’s more, railroad executives used Credit Mobilier to increase land values that the railroad wanted to acquire and to bribe numerous congressmen and other political figures, including Vice President Schuyler Colfax, either to pass favorable legislation or to keep silent about the criminal activity.  
In another Washington scandal, the Whiskey Ring was a scheme by members of Grant’s administration to rob the Treasury department of millions in excise taxes.  Although Grant vowed to, “let not one guilty man escape,” the president personally intervened and won the release of his private secretary, Orville Babcock, when it was established that he was involved.  Not to be outdone, Grant’s Secretary of War William Belknap was discovered to have pocketed about $24,000 from the sale of government supplies, mostly junk, to the Indians.   It is evident from these examples that the moral stature of the United States fell regrettably short of its physical stature.  As one historian notes, the period can best be described as the “era of good stealing.”
 

Election of 1872

Many Americans expressed outraged at the level of deceit and dishonesty to which government had descended during the aftermath of the Civil War.  As the presidential election of 1872 approached and as the Credit Mobilier scandal became public, a group of reform-minded Republicans formed the Liberal Republican Party, essentially an anti-incumbency group of citizens who were disgusted with “Grantism” and the dramatic increase in political corruption.  Their objective was to clean up politics, and they formulated the slogan “Turn the Rascals Out.”  The party nominated Horace Greeley, the acerbic editor of the New York Tribune, for president.  Despite his lifetime of criticism of the Democratic Party, Greeley also received the presidential nomination from the office hungry Democrats, a political organization still devastated from the secession crisis who demonstrated they would resort to any measure to defeat the regular Republicans. The strange merger of the Liberal Republicans and the Democratic Party worked only to help Grant.  He was easily reelected with fifty-six percent of the popular vote and an overwhelming 286 to 66 electoral count. (Greeley died soon after the election and actually did not receive any official electoral votes. The 66 electoral votes that did not go to Grant were distributed among four other candidates.)

Election of 1876, the Compromise of 1877, and the End of Reconstruction

As previously mentioned, the nation experienced a severe economic recession during the mid-1870s stemming from the collapse of the Jay Cooke financial house. As a result, Northern political leaders turned their attention from the “political survival of Reconstruction to the economic survival of the Northern economy.”
 As the enthusiasm and commitment to Radical Reconstruction began to wane, so also did the desire to monitor the civil rights of the freed slaves. As the American economy began to weaken in the early 1870s, and northern business interests were prepared to grant the South home rule if it would bring stability and stimulate economic development.  The carpetbaggers of the late 1860s steadily lost momentum and gradually returned to their homes in the North. And, not insignificantly, the resistance to Radical Reconstruction by most white southerners and the impact of the Ku Klux Klan had an enormous effect in wearing down the radicals’ commitment to Reconstruction’s political, economic, and social goals.  As Allen Guelzo puts it, “It was easy, after five more years of political infighting, to believe that with congressional Reconstruction and the Fifteenth Amendment, everything had been done for the African American that ought to be done.”
 

What’s more, this emerging apathy intensified as the Supreme Court weighed in on the meaning of the recently passed Fourteenth Amendment. In 1873, the high Court decided a case in which New Orleans butchers sued the state of Louisiana over a state law that granted a meatpacking monopoly to a politically connected and powerful corporation, thus putting hundreds of small meatpackers out of business. The plaintiffs claimed the law violated the Fourteenth Amendment’s “Privileges and Immunities” and “equal protection” clauses because it denied them the right to earn a living without interference of government monopolies.
 Known as the Slaughterhouse Cases,
 the Court, in a narrow 5-4 decision, ruled that the equal protection provision applied only to void laws that discriminated against blacks and therefore did not apply to New Orleans’ meatpackers. But more significantly, the Court decimated the amendment’s citizenship clause by asserting that there is “a citizenship of the United States, and a citizenship of the State, which are distinct from each other,” and the “privileges and immunities” clause of the Fourteenth Amendment applied to federal or national citizenship, not state citizenship. Despite the intent of the amendment’s Framers to elevate national citizenship over state citizenship and apply constitutional protections to state action, Justice Samuel Miller rejected this claiming that Congress and the ratifying states never intended to “radically change the whole theory of the relations of the State and Federal governments to each other and of both these governments to the people.”
 This interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment, which Timothy Sandefur says was “in direct contravention of the intent of the Amendment’s Framers,”
 re-established the states as the primary determiners of fundamental rights and whether or not those rights would be recognized and protected. This failure to restrict the police powers of the state governments and recognize the supremacy of national citizenship, and with it the protections of fundamental rights and liberties stipulated in the Declaration of Independence, would become “a calamity for civil rights” and essentially provided for “the practical reestablishment of slavery.”
 

It did not take long to realize the horrific implications of the Supreme Court’s Slaughterhouse Case decision and the failure to protect the fundamental rights and liberties of all American citizens. U.S. v. Cruikshank was an 1875 case that stemmed from an election dispute in Louisiana in which over one hundred blacks were killed and ninety-eight whites were indicted on federal charges of violating the civil and voting rights of black citizens. Only three of those indicted were ultimately convicted, and one, William Cruikshank appealed his conviction. The Court ruled that the “federal government had no jurisdiction over state voting practices, except when the states were acting as states. Violations by individuals were matters beyond the reach of the Constitution.”
 In his opinion, Chief Justice Morrison R. Waite stated, “the Constitution of the United States has not conferred the right of suffrage upon any one, and that the United States have no voters of their own creation in the States.”
 What’s more, the Court held that “the right to petition Congress may be ‘an attribute of national citizenship . . . under the protection of, and guaranteed by, the United States,’ but the right to assemble to petition state government was not.”
  Additionally, Morrison charged that the right to bear arms—the black protesters had exercised their Bill of Rights liberty to “bear arms” during the demonstration—“is not a right granted by the Constitution.” It is a right that “shall not be infringed by Congress. This is one of the amendments that has no other effect than to restrict the powers of the national government.” Thus, the Court advised the people to “look to the States” for their protection,
 which, in most southern states after the mid-1870s, meant no protection at all. Like the Slaughterhouse Case, the Supreme Court ruled that the federal government could not provide any relief against state overreach; for black Americans this meant realizing their fundamental rights and liberties would be delayed for nearly one hundred years. In the meantime, they found themselves at the mercy of the state governments, which were quickly in the process of being “redeemed” by the former white political power structure.
As a result of these decisions and the exceedingly narrow reading of the Civil War amendments, Congress, in a final effort to protect the rights of black citizens, passed the Civil Rights Act of 1875. The legislation, passed in honor of civil rights champion Senator Charles Sumner who had died the previous March, decreed that “all persons within the jurisdiction of the United States shall be entitled to the full and equal enjoyment of the accommodations, advantages, facilities, and privileges of inns, public conveyances on land or water, theaters, and other places of public amusement” regardless of “race and color.”
 The bill also gave the federal courts, not state courts, jurisdiction over the law’s enforcement. But in 1883, the Supreme Court, as part of the Civil Rights Cases
 of that year, ruled much of the law unconstitutional. The Court determined that the Fourteenth Amendment restrained only state action and did not authorize national legislation in areas, such as private acts of racial discrimination, which were the exclusively reserved to the states. As a result of the loss of interest in Reconstruction in the North and the failure of the Supreme Court to uphold any civil rights legislation, social, political, and economic equality for black Americans would be delayed for nearly a century. 

It was in this atmosphere of waning interest in freedmen civil rights that the 1876 presidential election approached. Those who had been feeding at the federal government’s trough for the previous eight years urged Grant to run for a third term.  At first, the president did not decline; in fact, he seemed to indicate a willingness to do so.  However, the House, by an overwhelming 233 to 18 vote, indicated its unwillingness to tolerate a third inept presidential administration of Ulysses S. Grant.
 But despite the corruption with his administration, the Grant presidency represented “victory, peace, and prosperity;” it allowed the nation to “get on with economic growth, pell-mell industrial expansion, and settlement of the West.”
 But in the end, Grant’s two terms will be more remembered for it serious ethical lapses combined with a steady disinterestedness in the plight of black American citizens.
With Grant out of the running, the stage was set for one of the most controversial and lamentable presidential elections in American history.  The Republicans, still trying to recover from their party’s split in 1872, settled on Ohio governor Rutherford B. Hayes, a compromise candidate, after the two leading contenders, James G. Blaine of Maine and Roscoe Conklin of New York, who shared mutual contempt and hatred for one another, effectively neutralized each other.  Possessing a limited national reputation, Hayes was dubbed “The Great Unknown;” however, he had served honorably in the Civil War and been wounded several times during the conflict.  He later served three terms as the chief executive of the electorally significant state of Ohio, the post he held when the party tapped him as its presidential nominee.  The Democratic Party turned to New Yorker Samuel J. Tilden, whose resume included the prosecution and conviction of Boss Tweed. The campaign between the war hero Hayes and the borderline Copperhead Tilden could not have been more vicious. Many Democratic Party leaders told Union army veterans to “vote as you shot.” The Republican Party countered with the charge that “every man that shot Union soldiers was a Democrat.” The party even associated the Democrats with the assassination of Lincoln when they charged “the man that shot Lincoln was a Democrat.”
 The campaign also featured an anti-Catholic element when all Republican members of the Senate supported a constitutional amendment to ban vouchers that could be used to finance attendance at Catholic schools.
  
In one of the closest presidential elections in history, Tilden collected 184 of the required 185 electoral votes and actually tallied over 247,000 more popular votes than Hayes; however, 20 disputed electoral votes from three southern states and Oregon placed a cloud of uncertainty over the election’s outcome.  The three states in question—Louisiana, Florida, and South Carolina—still had Republican governments. The other former Confederate states had been “redeemed” by the Democratic Party and had replaced slavery with segregation and used terror tactics against their black citizens to prevent them from exercising their constitutional right to vote. Even in the three holdout states with Republican governments white citizens terrorized blacks in order to suppress their vote, which almost exclusively would have gone to Hayes. These three states sent two slates of electors to the Electoral College, one Republican and one Democrat.  For the third time in sixteen years, the nation was on the verge of a major constitutional crisis.
  

With no constitutional solution to such a problem and neither side willing to compromise, actual and attempted bribes were offered on both sides in an effort to influence the canvasing boards in hotly contested or disputed districts. For his part, Hayes, who needed to be awarded all of the disputed electoral votes to prevail, was prepared to accept defeat. He wrote to his son, “Your mother and I have not been disappointed in the result, however much we would have preferred it to be otherwise. We escape a heavy responsibility, severe labors, great anxiety and care, and a world of obliging by defeat.”
 President Grant, determined to ensure the integrity of the election returns in the disputed states, worked tirelessly to prevent any shenanigans from interfering with a free and fair election. He wrote to General Sherman that “No man worthy of the office of President would be willing to hold the office if counted in, placed there by fraud; either Party can afford to be disappointed in the result, but the country cannot afford to have the result tainted by the suspicion of illegal or false returns.”
  But not everyone possessed the honor and integrity of the outgoing president. The disgraceful actions by both Republican and Democratic partisans demonstrate the depths to which some would descend in their quest for power.

In order to resolve the crisis, Congress, in early 1877, passed the Electoral Count Act.
  The law created a 15-man commission consisting of five members of the Senate, five members of the House of Representatives, and five members from the Supreme Court.  The commission would be equally divided between Republicans and Democrats with Supreme Court Justice David Davis of Illinois, a former Liberal Republican but now political independent, serving as the fifteenth member.  But Davis, who would essentially being deciding the next president of the United States, ruined this carefully laid scheme and declined the appointment to the commission to accept the Senate seat to which he had been elected in 1876 by, ironically, a coalition of Democrats and supporters of paper money, known as Greenbackers.  Democratic leaders mistakenly believed that their assistance in Davis’s political career would cement his vote on the electoral commission.
  Justice Joseph P. Bradley, ostensibly a political independent appointed by President Grant, replaced Davis on the commission.  With the commission divided 7 to 7 on the disputed returns from Florida, Justice Bradley cast the deciding vote in favor of the Hayes’s electors.  The commission also accepted the Republican returns from Louisiana, South Carolina, and Oregon which gave Hayes an unexpected electoral victory.  Since the commission’s decision had to be approved by both houses of Congress, outraged Democrats prepared to filibuster this partisan decision.  Some conceived of a plan to delay the implementation of the commission’s rulings beyond the March 4 inauguration date and allow the House of Representatives to elect the next president.  But as these threatening events ensued in public, informal, behind-the-scenes negotiations took place, primarily between Hayes’s associates and moderate southern Democrats that eventually resolved the issue.  In what is known as the Compromise of 1877, Hayes was awarded the presidency.  In return for Democratic acceptance of the Electoral Commission’s decision, the Republicans promised to withdraw the remaining federal troops from the South.  They also “assured the Democrats a place at the presidential patronage trough” and agreed to provide subsidies to the Texas and Pacific Railroads for a southern transcontinental railway.
  What’s more, Hayes pledged only to serve one term, essentially undermining his presidency before it started. But despite Democrat acceptance of the Republican concessions, Joseph Blackburn of Kentucky expressed the sentiments of many Democrats when he said, “Today is Friday. Upon that day, the savior of the world suffered crucifixion between two thieves. On this Friday constitutional government, justice, honesty, fair dealing, manhood, and decency suffer crucifixion amid a number of thieves.”
 But from a larger perspective, the compromise, the Democratic Party, despite losing the presidency, would ultimately gain much more in the deal. Reached only three days before the scheduled inauguration, the compromise signaled the end of Reconstruction as well as the end of the Republican commitment to black equality and civil rights, and confirmed the Democratic Party’s “redemption” of the former Confederate state governments. 
The legacy of the era of Reconstruction is as momentous and profound as the Civil War itself.  The South resented the violent overthrow of its social and racial system and its reaction to military defeat actually increased the racial bitterness and hatred toward blacks and provoked its citizens to work even harder to obstruct their potential empowerment.  Southerners despised the intrusion of the federal government into what previously had been considered local affairs and worked indefatigably to maintain the racial separation and control that had characterized the antebellum era.  

The Reconstruction era was also a time of Republican idealism and political expediency.  For a time the Republican Party attempted to combine the two—free the slaves and integrate them into a new North-South Republican coalition that would establish the party as a strong, national organization.  The idealist element of Reconstruction gave blacks their first taste of freedom and political power and would serve as a foundation for a later time when they could realize those ideals on a much larger and more successful scale.  

The failure of this idealism, however, granted very limited tangible benefits to blacks of the immediate post-Civil War period; indeed, over the next twenty years “black people were driven out of political participation in the South,”
 not to return for nearly one hundred years. What’s more, the Republican Party was banished from the South for about the same time. There is no question why the region would become known as the “Solid South” for the Democratic Party.  Northerners never fully appreciated what it would take to make freed slaves truly independent, nor did they appreciate the lengths to which the South would go to preserve its racial dominance.   Racism, which would soon manifest itself in a policy of comprehensive, legal racial segregation across the American South, opposition to tampering with property rights, loyalty to the principle of self-government, and indifference to the plight of black Americans in the North created obstacles too large to overcome.  After the Compromise of 1877 and for nearly a century following Reconstruction, it is fair to say that the Old South was more resurrected rather than reconstructed.
The Civil War, Reconstruction, and American Exceptionalism

As we come to the end of these series of essays, it would be appropriate to briefly reflect on the first two hundred and fifty years of American history and the concept of American exceptionalism. Clearly, there have been events that have epitomized that exceptionalism—the Mayflower Compact, Winthrop’s Model of Christian Charity sermon, the Declaration of Independence, the federal Constitution, religious revival movements, social reform; and America has produced exceptional leaders—William Bradford, Thomas Hooker, Benjamin Franklin, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison to name just a few. But there have also been shameful occurrences that have fallen woefully short of that exceptional standard—treatment of the Indians, government corruption, and, of course, slavery; and outstanding leaders like John C. Calhoun and Andrew Jackson epitomize the best and worst of American exceptionalism. Without question, America, for all of its early history, was “a haven for seekers of a freer and more prosperous life than was commonly available” anywhere else in the world. It successfully achieved and glorified independence and secured functional political institutions that maintained order and maximized liberty and opportunity for almost all.
 But in terms of events, the Civil War and Reconstruction era may most exemplify the best and the worst of America—the ideals of American exceptionalism and the desire to live up to those ideals compared to the political realities of the times.

The American Civil War was a conflict to save a Union founded on the principles of liberty, equality, and self-governance, a nation Lincoln called “the last best hope on earth.”
 The threat to the United States and to the principles of American exceptionalism came from a segment of its population that sought to preserve an economic and cultural system that had perpetual bondage at its core. Though most northerners wanted to restrict the spread of slavery into the nation’s territories, they also were content to allow the institution to remain where it currently existed. But despite the moral indifference of many, there was still the sense that slavery was wrong and ought to be restricted; however, most in the South saw slavery as a positive good and demanded its enlargement. Republicans in the North looked to use the authority of the federal government to restrict slavery’s expansion, while southerners wanted to use the authority of that same government to protect and promote its growth. This in a nutshell epitomized American exceptionalism and its best and worst—the desire to, on the one hand, extend the principles of liberty and equality to the black race, and, on the other hand, the effort to keep that group in a perpetual state of subservience.

The commitment of Abraham Lincoln and the Union forces to preserve the integrity of the American state and fight a conflict that would eventually reinforce the idea that the United States, as the president eloquently stated at Gettysburg, was “conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal”
 may be the greatest expression of American exceptionalism in action. The Civil War was fought to uphold the rule of law, the constitutional and legal election of a president, who—although never an outwardly practicing Christian—fervently believed in the spiritual message that flowed from the Declaration of Independence as well as America’s other founding documents. President Lincoln also believed strongly in the economic liberty of the free market and championed the property rights, especially the right to the fruits of one’s labor. During his debates with Senator Stephen Douglas, even before his thinking evolved on the issue of black political and civil rights, Lincoln said “But in the right to eat the bread, without the leave of anybody else, which his own hand earns, [the negro] is my equal and the equal of Judge Douglas, and the equal of every living man.”
 Clearly, President Lincoln and like-minded Americans believed in and fought for the principles that established America as an exceptional nation.
Interestingly, southerners would also claim that they were upholding the four pillars of American exceptionalism by fighting the aggression of the federal government. The inability of the South to prevent the election of a purely sectional president violated their notion of self-government; what’s more, slavery, in their view, was sanctioned by the Bible and Christian principles; slave labor ensured the free market system in both the North and the South; and the Confederacy was established to protect against the infringement of southern property rights by northern do-gooders. Unfortunately, southerners failed to recognize that history had passed them by. The rationalization for the defense of American exceptionalism from the southern perspective rested squarely on the shoulders of perpetual human bondage, which by the mid-nineteenth century was viewed by most in the world and an antiquated, immoral, and evil institution that violated the basic, most fundamental rights of humanity.
If the American Civil War was the catalyst by which the door for equal rights, freedom and liberty, and the privileges and immunities for full American citizenship was opened for black Americans, Reconstruction was the pathway by which those privileges hopefully could be realized. The policies and actions of the Radical Republicans in Congress, while well intentioned with the goals of black civil and political equality, also contained a strong desire for revenge and political opportunism. While blacks participated significantly in the political process for several years during the late 1860s and early 1870s, the heavy-handed tactics of the congressional Republicans instilled resentment in whites toward those policies and the freedmen who benefited from them. In time, the idealism and optimism of Reconstruction steadily waned, allowing the white political class to regain power, implement racial segregation, and return black Americans to their position of subservience in American society. The high principles of American exceptionalism had succumbed to the realities of the political conditions on the ground and the imperfect human element. Again, it is important to keep in mind that the principle of American exceptionalism does not mean that America has been perfect or believes it is perfect; rather, it aspires to attain the ideals that its founding documents, dating back to the early colonial era, espouse. And though there have been many disappointments during the first half of America’s history, there have also been some wonderful achievements. But most importantly and most hopefully, the existence of the four pillars of American exceptionalism will ensure that Americans will continue to strive to reach its destiny and realize those ideals and principles of individual liberty, equality before the law, economic self-determination, and the right and opportunity for all Americans to pursue happiness.
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