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The Reverend Dr. Will iam J. Barber II, The Third 
Reconstruction: How a Moral Movement Is Overcoming 
the Politics of Division and Fear

This summer, along with the usual general malaise 
that comes with the heat and relative freedom of the 
season, a paralysis seems to be seizing many of us. I 
hear it f rom friends who have stopped watching the 
news because they can?t deal with any more, and 
from others who can?t stop watching, mesmerized 
like someone caught in the slow-motion shock of an 
accident we can see coming but can?t stop. Both of 
these reactions are understandable, but Will iam 
Barber is having none of it. And his book, The Third 
Reconstruction, just might be the corrective we need 
at this moment. 

You probably have seen Barber on a variety of 
news shows in the last few months, talking about his 
Moral Monday movement and his more recent work 
to revive Martin Luther King?s Poor People?s 
Campaign. He is an impressive physical presence and 
riveting orator, but what comes through even more 
strongly is his intense devotion to his cause. 

Much of the book is autobiographical, and Barber 
uses the remarkable story of his l ife, his family, his 
faith and his community to il lustrate the kind of work 
he sees as essential to building the kind of 
democracy we would like to leave the next 
generation. He is respectful of Martin Luther King 
and other leaders of earlier civil rights movements, 
but is adamant that this is not the real story. The real 
story is the countless unsung hero-cit izens he knew 
as a child and others like them who paved the way 
for the leaders and gave substance to the movement. 
This is consistent with his belief in the power and the 
necessity of grassroots activity that adheres to what 
he calls ?fusion? polit ics. His commitment is to broad 
based, diverse coalit ions starting where they are and 
dealing with problems there. 

Barber is also insistent that we all need to know 
and understand history and work with that 
understanding: ?You have to know your history, 
practice the moves of those who?ve gone before you, 
and make their music your own.? (111) He 
emphasizes the importance of learning to improvise, 
which he defines as ?negotiating the unexpected.? 
The relevance of this is clear in his description of the 
pattern of action that ended the f irst reconstruction 

so disastrously:  

?When we pay attention to this [Jim Crow] history, 
a pattern emerges: f irst, the Redeemers [those who 
want to return the country to its racist past] attacked 
voting rights. Then they attacked public education, 
labor, fair tax policies and progressive leaders. Then 
they took over the state and federal courts, so they 
could be used to render rulings that would 
undermine the ho pe of a new America. This effort 
culminated in the landmark case Plessy v. Ferguson in 
1896, which upheld the constitutionality of state 
laws requiring segregation of public facil it ies under 
the doctrine ?separate but equal.? Then they made 
sure that certain elements had guns so that they 
could return the South back to the status quo ante 
[bellum], according to their deconstructive immoral 
philosophy. Past is prologue.? (117) 

There is much more to this short but dense book. 
The quotes in the preceding paragraph are from the 
chapter t it led ?America?s Third Reconstruction.? It is 
followed by an ?Appendix for Organizers?, which 
gives fourteen steps to move forward together. It?s a 
daunting plan for action, but Barber is clear that we 
need to take the long view; certainly those working 
against the goals of Moral Mondays have done so, 
and will do so again. 

I would also recommend to you an article prof il ing 
Barber, ?The Southern Strategist?, written by Jelani 
Cobb. You can f ind it in the May 14, 2018 edition of 
The New Yorker and also online. It?s a more concise 
biography of Barber and updates his activit ies since 
the publication of The Third Reconstruction in 2016. 
Cobb quotes from Barber?s speech to the 2016 
Democratic National Convention: ?We must shock 
this nation with the power of love, we must shock 
this nation with the power of mercy. We can?t give up 
on the heart of our democracy, not now, not ever!? 

Library news 

If  you have tried to use the library recently you 
have probably found it locked. I plan to see how we 
can assure access, and I hope to have some time to 
work on this in early July. Stay tuned. 
 

-Elsie Galbreath Haley 


