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“Freedom”—the fugitive slave Frederick Douglass wrote in 1846, was “the natural and inborn right of every member of the human family.” Describing his life in chains, Douglass explained how the promise of freedom never entirely subsided, despite the cruellest impositions of his southern slaveholders. “I hated slavery, always, and the desire for freedom only needed a favorable breeze, to fan it into a blaze, at any moment. The thought of only being a creature of the present and the past, troubled me, and I longed to have a future--a future with hope in it.” Douglass’s stirring rhetoric provided mid-nineteenth century Americans with a compelling narrative over the meaning of freedom, over freedom as concept and as reality, over what constitutes freedom of mind and of body and of the consequences of freedom's denial. Freedom, then, with its illusory nature and powerful contradictions provided African Americans with the hope of a just future; to be sure, black slaves in the 1840s could not tell when, if ever, emancipation would come, but the hope and vision of freedom coursed through slave communities from Maryland to Texas. 
Emancipation finally came in 1865 with the military defeat of the Southern slave States by Northern/Union forces so ably marshalled by President Abraham Lincoln. From as early as 1862, just a year into America’s bloody civil war, Lincoln had become convinced by Frederick Douglass and other leading abolitionists that “to fight against slaveholders, without fighting against slavery, is but a half-hearted business… War for the destruction of liberty,” he wrote, “must be met with war for the destruction of slavery.” To be sure, the war had not begun as a war against the institution of slavery and Lincoln hedged his bets, unsure that the weight of Northern public opinion would support the abolition of slavery. By September 1862, however, Lincoln seized the opportunity to issue his first Proclamation for the Emancipation of American slaves. In reality, the Proclamation had quite limited practical effects, but it had two tumultuous results—first, it ignited  the slaves’ desire for freedom, fanning the flames as African Americans exploited the dislocation of wartime and began in their hundreds then thousands to leave their plantations, seeking protection with the invading Northern armies. Slaves themselves began to make their “freedom real” as they flocked to the Union Army and in turn took up arms against their former owners.” By war’s end, some 200,000 African Americans had served in the Union army, becoming in the words of historian Ira Berlin “freedom’s soldiers, pressing home their claim to freedom and citizenship through military service. No less important, Lincoln’s emancipation proclamation transformed the war’s goals. As Lincoln promised in his famous Gettysburg Address of November 1863, “this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom” and central to that “new birth of freedom” would be the final eradication of slavery. Lincoln’s policies were incendiary, unleashing the largest civic protests in American history up to that date, but the die had been cast; not all white Northerners agreed that African Americans should enjoy civil liberties equal to them, but they agreed that slavery was, one soldier from Minnesota put it, “a relic of barbarism” to be expunged from the national map. 
In the slave states of the American South, Union victory in the Civil War was met by joyous celebration; in Charleston, South Carolina, the city’s black men and women organized a parade to celebrate their emancipation. Thousands of marchers took to the streets with banners, dramatic tableaux, and singing John Brown’s body; “it was a jubilee of freedom, a hosannah to their deliverers” one newspaper correspondent wrote. Abraham Lincoln, the supreme embodiment of the northern cause and the “Great Emancipator” who southern blacks revered, did not live to oversee future developments, but the following decade would see a fundamental transformation for African Americans; in 1865 the United States Congress passed the 13th Amendment to the Constitution outlawing the institution of slavery; in 1868, Congress granted equal civil rights to all men as part of the 14th Amendment and in 1870, Congress granted voting rights to all me, irrespective of color or creed. In comparison with the gradualist approach to slave emancipation in the Caribbean, this was a seismic shift of truly immense proportions. It was root and branch Reconstruction that converted black freedom into citizenship rights for African Americans; as the Radical Republican Thaddeus Stevens noted, “we must revolutionize Southern institutions, habits, and manners…. The foundation of their institutions must be broken up and re-laid.” 
Southern whites greeted these changes with horror, disdain, and violence—as they saw it, the entire social fabric upon which southern life had rested for centuries had been torn from underneath them and the racial pyramid of slavery inverted. The revolutionary racial context was summed up succinctly by one black soldier who was surprised—and delighted—to find his former master among the prisoners he was guarding. “Hello massa!” he said cheerfully, “bottom rail top dis time.” Southern slaveholders had long convinced themselves (if few others) that this type of racial inversion was simply impossible, bottom rail could never be on top!—it defied all the assumptions of racial power upon slavery rested and predictably enough, southern whites struck back to assert their racial power and silence the emerging black political voice. The notorious Ku Klux Klan emerged precisely for that process, intimidating black voters, burning black churches, and looting the property of successful black leaders. So intense was the white backlash that the US Congress intervened, carving the Southern states into five military districts, where the presence of American troops would help guarantee the civil, employment, and voting rights of the newly emancipated freedpeople. During this period of Congressional or “Radical” Reconstruction, black leaders tenaciously sought to advance the cause of black citizenship by promoting former slaves to office holding as either Senators or Congressional representatives both in Washington DC and in the state legislatures. Moreover, they actively supported black public schooling and sought to equip the next generation of black voters with the necessary skills for citizenship—above all literacy. 
These were transformations of truly monumental importance; African Americans who uniformly voted for the Republican Party challenged the white stranglehold on public office, they actively engaged in electoral politics and sought to use the channels of political authority to advance the interests of black laborers and to make their claim to freedom and citizenship last. As one black leader at a Savannah political meeting declared, “a revolution gave us the right to vote, and it will take a revolution to get it away from us.” As we’ll soon see, a counter-revolution did indeed strip African Americans of their newly achieved citizenship, but the failures of Reconstruction would not end there. Indeed, on one issue, and this was a fundamental point, reformers remained silent. Black leaders had long advocated the division of southern plantations into smallholding plots where each family might receive as much as 40 acres for self-subsistence farming. For freedpeople who emerged from slavery with almost no personal possessions or money, the issue of economic independence was clearly of paramount importance. To be sure, pockets of support existed for the redistribution of land, but Anglo-American notions of property rights, an inherent distrust of state granted charity, and a social Darwinistic belief in the capacity and responsibility of the individual for economic progress ultimately stymied the land redistribution project. Reconstruction would thus remain “an unfinished revolution” in historian Eric Foner’s words and one that ultimately gave the freedpeople “nothing but freedom.” Foner’s relatively gloomy conclusions on the economic implications of freedom would indeed take a turn worse. By 1880, the combination of white southern resistance, national lethargy at what appeared to be an “intractable” southern problem, and a hefty dose of racially inspired apathy to the plight of black people led to a widespread reversal of the radical gains made by African Americans during the late 1860s and early 1870s. Most notably, Southern whites regained political power and began the process of rolling back the advances achieved in the name of equal citizenship. Most notably, by the early 1890s, black men had been almost entirely disenfranchised from southern politics through the use of literacy tests, poll taxes, and regulations that systematically excluded the black vote. Allied to this, almost every southern state introduced racial segregation ordnances, regulations that drew a color line through every aspect of southern life, separating black and white into two racial castes. Based on the fundamental principle of white supremacy, African Americans were segregated or formally excluded from all public places, be it white or black only hospitals, schools, restrooms, drinking fountains, or even cemeteries.  They called it Jim Crow; it was racial segregation from cradle to grave. By 1898, the US Supreme Court declared in two landmark decisions (Plessy vs Ferguson; Williams vs Mississippi) that the disenfranchisement of blacks and racial segregation were indeed legal and constitutional; no less than the nation’s premier lawyers had ruled defacto in favor of restricting and eliminating the civil and political rights of black Americans—citizenship rights that lay at the axis of what post emancipation African Americans understood as “freedom.” It would take another seventy years before the chants of “freedom now” by Civil Rights activists would be finally acted upon by the national government in the 1960s, but in closing this very rapid overview of emancipation, let us underscore that for African American freedpeople in the Southern states, freedom and citizenship rights were evolutionary concepts, developmental ideas which through experience and aspiration drew upon the legacy of slavery and the practical realities of post-emancipation life. Both as concept and practice, then, freedom was more developmental than elemental. And that for those enslaved people who celebrated jubilee in 1865, liberty was something gradually learned and experienced. Today, historians such as Steven Hahn, Rebecca Scott among others, contend that we might think of “incremental degrees of freedom” as African Americans developed an elementary rights or proto-political consciousness from slavery through the mid to late nineteenth century. In my remaining minutes, I wish to trace how the concept of “freedom” and a nascent “citizen-based consciousness” existed within the slave community though subsequently developed into a concept of citizenship once emancipation advanced
The glaring contradiction of the slaves’ own dependent condition with the national fixation with independence and individualism was never lost on the African American community. Indeed, the very rhetorical constructs of the new nation carried a distinctly hollow ring. The principles enshrined in the Declaration of Independence, namely that “all men are created equal” and were endowed with “certain unalienable rights, among them life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” palpably clashed with the dark realities of slavery. As Frederick Douglass, the most influential black leader of the mid-nineteenth century, piercingly observed on Independence Day, 1854: “What have I or those I represent to do with your national independence? Are the great principles of political freedom and of natural justice, embodied in the Declaration of Independence extended to us? But such is not the case…. This Fourth of July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn.”  Douglass, of course, was uniquely positioned to deliver such a powerful oration; by the late 1850s, he was a symbolic personality, a fugitive slave who had risen from bondage and established himself as one of the foremost orators of the abolition movement. Born a slave in Maryland in 1818, Douglass endured 21 years in bondage—suffering all the privations of slavery—before he escaped in 1837 to the free North. He was certainly an exceptional figure; Douglass was literate (a skill few other slaves enjoyed), he possessed a deep religious conviction in the future, and a deeper sense still of his personal destiny. After Douglass secured his freedom, he began his career as an abolitionist in 1841. From then until the Civil War, Douglass challenged slavery and racism as few others could. By the 1850s he was revered in antislavery circles in the United States and in Britain; his lecturing and eloquence was legendary and he wrote with increasing force. By 1845 he had published a narrative of his life (a slim volume that has provided readers from the mid-nineteenth century to the present with a harrowing account of slavery) and he would publish a longer autobiography by 1855. Through these publications and his stirring oratory, Douglass presented the “greatest living challenge to the American paradox of slavery and freedom.” As historian David Blight notes, however, Douglass focused on maintaining the hope of a better future for blacks in America. His thousands of editorials and speeches reflect a preoccupation with the tensions between hope and despair among a people struggling for liberation and survival. 
To be sure, Douglass was truly an exceptional character, but his central concern, what Blight calls “keeping faith in jubilee,” resonated deep in the slave communities of the southern states. The very presence of slave runaways, for instance, made demonstrable on a daily basis the slave’s thirst for freedom and the constant trickle of some 1000 slaves per year who crossed as fugitives to the northern states or Canada proved that, however, slim the prospect, the hope of liberty remained for those African Americans slaves residing near the border with the free North.
But let us not exaggerate the “degrees of freedom” available to the American slave; for the four million black slaves in 1860, freedom was at best an abstract principle. The institution of slavery might best be thought of as total and closed system, a psychology of power where the slavemaster’s principle intention was to divide and rule. Every aspect of the slaveholder’s rule was thus designed to exalt the master’s power and denigrate the slave, to underscore—in every way possible—the slaves’ dependence on his master. Slaves were thus denied literacy and the fruits of information, they were denied movement off the plantation (except with a signed pass), and through whip, chains, and the occasional incentive, masters hoped to keep their slaves relatively subservient. Episodic moments of slave resistance gave the lie to the master’s notion of subservience, but the entire regime of slavery rested on both physical and psychological force and power. To be sure, men like Douglass had escaped (and written about it) but the chances of escape from the darker hellholes of the American South were miniscule; the distances involved were too great, slave patrols combed the countryside for runaways, and the entire power of the state was at the planter’s discretion.
Little wonder then that most slaves projected their hopes of freedom into the afterlife. Slaves converted the Christian message into a vital living religion that spoke to them as indivuals and to their condition of slaves. Freedom from bondage thus occupied central stage within black theology with Moses, who of course led God’s chosen people-the Israelites-out of slavery serving as a particularly poignant figure. God, the redeemer and deliverer, who intervened to deliver Daniel from the Lion’s Den, would one day, they similarly believed deliver them from the shackles of slavery. Salvation may well have been years ahead, the Jubilee Year or Day of Atonement when the “trumpet blast proclaiming liberty in the land” would be heard across the land, but slaves nonetheless retained the hope of Providential intervention and that in Heaven, not only would there be retribution against their temporal masters but a heavenly life of racial equality. 
The slaves’ eager anticipation of Jubilee was matched by an emerging sense of equal rights. For centuries, black Americans were seen as not only racially distinct from whites, but of a distinct genus too. Old Testament theology had long been employed to explain that black Africans came from an entirely different root of humanity to white western Europeans, and that all black people derived from cursed seed of Ham, Noah’s son who had seen his father’s “nakedness.” Noah’s revenge was to curse Ham’s son Canaan to be “servant of servants for all time.” Such theological assumptions that all blacks derived from this “Hamitic curse” were still preached in the mid-nineteenth century South and were in fact bolstered by the latest “ethnography.” These pre-Darwinian scientists, such as Dr. Josiah Nott, concluded from examining skulls that black and white were indeed two distinct species, who suffered from distinctive diseases, such as Drapetomania (or rascality), a disease caused by the slaves’ genetically deficient respiratory system.  Not to worry, the latest medical advice counselled plenty of long hours in the fields and an occasional lash to chivvy the slave along would keep their blood flowing and drapetomania in check. Essentially cast out even from a shared notion of humanity, black slaves and black intellectuals—historian Mia Bay argues--responded by underscoring the essential equality of all races in a common “brotherhood of man.” But as Bay indicates, African Americans additionally began to see themselves as a “redeemer race” of gentle, illustrious, and virtuous people in strict contrast to the aggressive, domineering white. It logically followed of course that the inherent equality and to some degree superiority of blacks aptly suited them to the rights of citizenship. Although Douglass himself was personally uneasy about “the redeemer race mantle” (he was after all of mixed race), he like almost all of the fugitive slaves who published autobiographies when they reached the North during the 1840s and 1850s outlined an essentially formulaic description of the freed black—he was honestly employed, responsible, sober, and pious, keen to improve himself by reading or study, a committed family man who exercised patriachical power with kindly authority, but above all he was independent and virtuous. This was no coincidence; abolitionists who exercised not insubstantial editorial control over these published slave narratives were keen to portray the free black as being eminently suitable for the rights of citizenship. During the 1840s and 1850s then, black southerners began to piece together disparate elements of an emerging citizenship consciousness where freedom and equality stood as the linchpins. 
These ideas would soon be tested in the crucible of war as black Southerners turned from slaves into soldiers, pressing home their claim to freedom and equal participation in post-war America.  As the black townspeople of Nashville wrote: “Near 200,000 of our brethren are to-day performing military duty in the ranks of the Union army.  Thousands of them have already died in battle (and) we are ready and willing to sacrifice more.  But what higher order of citizen is there than the soldier?  If we are called on to do military duty against the rebel armies in the field, why should we be denied the privilege of voting against rebel citizens at the ballot-box?   If we are good law-abiding citizens, praying for its prosperity, rejoicing in its progress, paying its taxes, fighting its battles, making its farms, mines, work-shops and commerce more productive, why deny us the right to have a voice in the election of its rulers?”  As I have already outlined, Congressional legislation soon conferred those rights of citizenship, granting the vote to erstwhile slaves who actively employed it to elect delegates, representatives, and Senators of their own race.  The very forcefulness by which southern blacks utilized the vote in the late 1860s underscores just how black notions of citizenship and freedom had advanced incrementally, by degree, even under slavery and once jubilee had finally come, black Americans would exercise those rights with energy and verve. History, of course, ended differently; white southerners regained political power, stripped African Americans of those citizen rights, and they reverted the racial pyramid to its pre-Civil War norm. But for those black soldiers who fought and died in the name of the Union, for those who celebrated Jubilee on the streets of Charleston, or who thronged to polling stations to elect one of their own, the dark days of segregation, Jim Crow, and voter disenfranchisement were nightmares yet to be discovered. For them, the brief decade 1865-1875 was a moment of promise, of opportunities to make freedom real, to convert theoretical rights of citizenship into practice, and ultimately to explore the limits to liberty in post-war America. 
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