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AP U.S. History
Mr. Boogaard

SUMMER ASSIGNMENT

Read the article, “The New View of Reconstruction” by Eric Foner. Pay particular
attention to the change in historical thought over recent years concerning Reconstruction,
especially the plight of African-Americans in the South.

As you read, it would be helpful if you annotate and outline the article. Think about the
advancement of African-Americans in society today based on the political, economic and
social policies enacted during Reconstruction. What exactly did the U.S. government
allow that hindered social progress? What should have been done differently?

Be prepared to share your ideas with the class during the first week of September. It
would be very helpful to review your notes on Reconstruction prior to this. There will be
an in-class assessment about the reading and Reconstruction history in the first week of
school.



PRI T Tt S

WHATS HAPPENING IN HISTORY

The New View B
of Reconstructlon wrree

Whatever you were taught or thought you knew about the
post-Civil War era is probably wrong in the light of recent study

N THE PAST twenty years, no period of

American history has been the sub-
ject of a more thoroughgoing reevalua-
tion than Reconstruction—the violent,
dramatic, and still controversial era
following the Civil War. Race relations,
politics, social life, and economic
change during Reconstruction have all
been reinterpreted in the light of
changed attitudes toward the place of
blacks within American society. If
historians have not yet forged a fully
satisfying portrait of Reconstructionasa
whole, the traditional interpretation
that dominated historical writing for
much of this century has irrevocably
been laid to rest.

Anyone who attended high school
before 1960 learned that Reconstruc-
tion was an era of unrelieved sordidness
in American political and social life.
The martyred Lincoln, according to this
view, had planned a quick and painless
readmission of the Southern states as
equal members of the national family.
President Andrew Johnson, his succes-
sor, attempted to carry out Lincoln’s

policies but was foiled by the Radical -

Republicans (also known as Vindictives
or Jacobins). Motivated by an irrational
hatred of Rebels or by ties with North-
ern capitalists out to plunder the South,
the Radicals swept aside Johnson’s
lenient program and fastened black
supremacy upon the defeated Confed-
eracy. An orgy of corruption followed,
presided over by unscrupulous carpet-
baggers (Northerners who ventured
south to reap the spoils of office),
traitorous scalawags (Southern whites
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who cooperated with the new govern-
ments for personal gain), and the
ignorant and childlike freedmen, who
were incapable of properly exercising
the political power that had been thrust
upon them. After much needless suffer-
ing, the white community of the South
banded together to overthrow these
“black” governments and restore home
rule (their euphemism for white su-
premacy). All told, Reconstruction was
just about the darkest page in the
American saga-

Originating in ann-Reconstructlon
propaganda of Southern Democrats
during the 1870s, this traditional inter-
pretation achieved scholarly legitimacy
around the turn of the century through
the work of William Dunning and his
students at Columbia University. It
reached the larger public through films
like Birth of a Nation and Gone With
the Wind and that best-selling work of
myth-making masquerading as history,
The Tragic Era by Claude G. Bowers.
In language as exaggerated as it was
colorful, Bowers told how Andrew
Johnson “fought the bravest battle for
constitutional liberty and for the preser-
vation of our institutions ever waged by
an Executive” but was overwhelmed by
the “poisonous propaganda” of the
Radicals. Southern whites, as a result,
“literally were put to the torture” by
“emissaries of hate” who manipulated
the “simple-minded” freedmen, “in-
flaming the negroes’ egotism” and even
inspiring “lustful assaults” by blacks
upon white womanhood.

In a discipline that sometimes seems
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to pride itself on the rapid rise and fall of
historical interpretations, this tradition-
al portrait of Reconstruction enjoyed
remarkable staying power. The long
reign of the old interpretation is not
difficult to explain. It presented a set of
easily identifiable heroes and villains. It
enjoyed the imprimatur of the nation’s
leading scholars. And it accorded with
the political and social realities of the
first half of this century. This image of
Reconstruction helped freeze the mind
of the white South in unalterable
opposition to any movement for breach-
ing the ascendancy of the Democratic
party, eliminating segregation, or read-
mitting disfranchised blacks to the

vote.

NEVERTHELESS, THE demise of the
traditional interpretation was in-
evitable, for it ignored the testimony of
the central participant in the drama of
Reconstruction—the black freedman.
Furthermore, it was grounded in the
conviction that blacks were unfit to
share in political power. As Dunning’s
Columbia colleague John W. Burgess
put it, “A black skin means membership
in a race of men which has never of itself
succeeded in subjecting passion to rea-
son, has never, therefore, created any
civilization of any kind.” Once objective
scho]arshlp and modern experience
rendered that assumption untenable,
the entire edifice was bound to fall.
The work of “revising” the history of
Reconstruction began with the writings
of a handful of survivors of the era, such
as John R. Lynch, who had served asa
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black congresman from Mississippi
after the Civil War. In the 1930s white

- scholars like Francis Simkins and Robert

Woody carried the task forward. Then,
in 1935, the black historian and activist

- W.E.B. Du Bois produced Black Recon-

struction in America, a monumental
reevaluation that closed with an irrefut-

" able indictment of a historical profes-

sion that had sacrificed scholarly objec-

tivity on the altar of racial bias. “One
fact and one alone,” he wrote, “explains
the attitude of most recent writers
toward Reconstruction; they cannot
conceive of Negroes as men.” Du Bois’s

work, however, was ignored by most

historians.

It was not until the 1960s that the full
force of the revisionist wave broke over
the field. Then, in rapid succession,
virtually every assumption of the tradi-
tional viewpoint was systematically dis-
mantled. A drastically different portrait
emerged to take its place. President
Lincoln did not have a coherent “plan”
for Reconstruction, but at the time of his
assassination he had been cautiously
contemplating black suffrage. Andrew
Johnson was a stubborn, racist politician
who lacked the ability to compromise.
By isolating himself from the broad
currents of public opnion that had
nourished Lincoln’s career, Johnson
created an impasse with Congress that
Lincoln would certainly have avoided,
thus throwing away his political power
and destroying his own plans for recon-
structing the South.

The Radicals in Congress were
acquitted of both vindictive motives
and the charge of serving as the

‘stalking-horses of Northern capitalism.

They emerged instead as idealists in the
best nineteenth-century reform tradi-
tion. Radical leaders like Charles Sum-
ner and Thaddeus Stevens had worked
for the rights of blacks long before any
conceivable political advantage flowed
from such a commitment. Stevens
refused to sign the Pennsylvania Consti-
tution of 1838 because it disfranchised
the state’s black citizens; Sumner led a
fight in the 1850s to integrate Boston’s
public schools. Their Reconstruction
policies were based on principle, not
petty political advantage, for the central
issue dividing Johnson and these Radi-
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cal Republican; was the civil rights of

_freedmen. Studies of congressional pol-
jey-making; such as Eric L. McKitrick’s

Andrew Johnson and Reconstruction,
also revealed that Reconstruction legis-

. Jation, ranging from the Civil Rights Act
of 1866 to the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Amendments, enjoyed broad support
“from moderate and conservative Re-

publicans. It was not simply the work of

.a narrow radical faction.

]E VEN MORE STARTLING was the

revised portrait of Reconstruction
in the South itself. Imbued with the
spirit of the civil rights movement and

rejecting entirely the racial assumptions

that had underpinned the traditional
interpretation, these historians evalu-
ated Reconstruction from the black
point of view. Works like Joel William-
son’s After Slavery portrayed the per-
iod as a time of extraordinary political,
social and economic progress for
blacks. The establishment of public
school. systemns, the granting of equal
citizenship to blacks, ‘the effort to
restore the devastated Southern econ-
omy, the attempt to construct an inter-
racial political democracy from -the
ashes of slavery, all these were com-
mendable achievements, not the ele-
ments of Bowers’s “tragic era.”
Unlike earlier writers, the revisionists
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" stressed the active role of the freedmen

in shaping Reconstruction. Black initia-

tive established as many schools as did -

Northern religious societies and the

. Freedmen'’s Bureau. The right to vote
..awas not simply thrust upon them by

meddling outsiders, since blacks began
agitating for the suffrage as soon as they
were freed. In 1865 black conventions

- throughout the ‘South issued eloquent,
- though unheeded, appeals for equal
- .¢ivil and political rights.

With the advent of Radical Recon-
struction in 1867, the freedmen did
enjoy a real measure of political power.
But black supremacy never existed.
In most states blacks held only a small
fraction of political offices, and even in
South Carolina, where they comprised a
majority of the state legislature’s lower
house, effective power remained in
white hands. As for corruption, moral
standards in both government and
private enterprise were at low ebb

‘throughout the nation in the postwar

years—the era of Boss Tweed, the

- Credit Mobilier scandal, and the Whis-

key Ring. Southern corruption could
hardly be blamed on former slaves.
Other actors in the Reconstruction
drama also came in for reevaluation.
Most carpetbaggers were former Union
soldiers seeking economic opportunity
in the postwar South, not unserupuldus

B

Until recently, Thaddeus
Stevens had been viewed as
motivated by irrational
of the Rebels §
(left). Now he
has emerged
as an idealist
\\ in the best
e reform
tradition.
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- adventurers. Their motives, a typically
American amalgam of humanitarian-
ism and the pursuit of profit, were no
more insidious than those of Western
pioneers. Scalawags, previously seen as
traitors to the white race, now emerged
as “Old Line” Whig Unionists who had
opposed secession in the first place or as
poor whites who had long resented
planters’ domination of Southern life
and who saw in Reconstruction a chance
to recast Southern society along more
democratic lines. Strongholds of South-
ern white Republicanism like east Ten-
nessee and western North Carolina had
been the scene of resistance to Confed-
erate rule throughout the Civil War;
now, as one scalawag newspaper put it,
the choice was “‘between salvation at the

hand of the Negro or destruction at the -

hand of the rebels.”

At the same time, the Ku Klux Klan
and kindred groups, whose campaign of
violence against black and white
Republicans had been minimized or
excused in older writings, were por-
trayed as they really were. Earlier
scholars had conveyed the impression
that the Klan intimidated blacks mainly
by dressing as ghosts and playing on the
freedmen’s superstitions. In fact, black
fears were all too real: the Klan was a
terrorist organization that beat and
killed its political opponents to deprive
blacks of their newly won rights. The
complicity of the Democratic party and
the silence of prominent whites in the
face of such outrages stood as an
indictment of the moral code the South
had inherited from the days of slavery.

By the end of the 1960s, then, the old
interpretation had been completely
reversed. Southern freedmen were the

heroes, the “Redeemers” who over-

threw Reconstruction were the villains, - -

and if the era was “tragic,” it was
because change did not go far enough.
Reconstruction had been a time of real
progress and its failure a lost opportun-
ity for the South and the nation. But the
legacy of Reconstruction—the Four-
teenth and Fifteenth Amendments—
endured to inspire future efforts for civil
rights. As Kenneth Stampp wrote in The
Era of Reconstruction, a superb sum-
mary of revisionist findings published in
1965, “If it was worth four years of civil
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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.” -

As Stampp’s statement suggests, the

reevaluation of the first Reconstruction

~ was inspired in large measure by the

impact of the second—the modern civil
rights movement. And with the waning
of that movement in recent years,
writing on Reconstruction has under-
gone still another transformation. In-
stead of seeing the Civil War and its
aftermath as a second American Revo-
lution (as Charles Beard had), a regres-
sion into barbarism (as Bowers argued),
or a golden opportunity squandered (as
the revisionists saw it), recent writers
argue that Radical Reconstruction was
not really very radical Since land was
not distributed to the former slaves,
they remained economically dependent
upon their former owners. The planter
class survived both the war and Recon-
struction with its property (apart from
slaves) and prestige more or less intact.
Not only changing times but also the
changing concerns of historians have
contributed to this latest reassessment of
Reconstruction. The hallmark of the
past decade’s historical writing has been
an emphasis upon “social history”—the
evocation of the past lives of ordinary
Americans—and the downplaying of
strictly political events. When applied
to Reconstructon, this concern with the
“social” suggested that black suffrage
and officeholding, once seen as the most
radical departures of the Reconstruc-
tion era, were relatively insignificant.

ECENT HISTORIANS have focused

their investigations not upon the
politics of Reconstruction but upon the
social and economic aspects of the
transition from slavery to freedom.
Herbert Gutman’s influential study of
the black family during and after
slavery found little change in family
structure or relations between men and
women resulting from emancipation.

Under slavery most blacks had lived in

‘nuclear family units, although they

faced the constant threat of separation
from loved ones by sale. Reconstruction
provided the opportunity for blacks to

—
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solidify their preexisting fé;lﬂy ties,

.. Conflicts over whether black women

should work in the cotton fields (plant-

._erssaid yes, many black families said no)

and over white attempts to “appren-
tice” black children revealed that the
autonomy of family life was a major
preoccupation of the freedmen. Indeed,
whether manifested in their withdrawal
from churches controlled by whites, in
the blossoming of black fraternal,
‘benevolent, and self-improvement or-
ganizations, or in the demise of the slave
quarters and their replacement by small
tenant farms occupied by individual
families, the quest for independence
from white authority and control over
their own day-to-day lives shaped the
black response to emancipation. ,

In the post—Civil War South the surest
guarantee of economic autonomy,
blacks believed, was land. To the
freedmen the justice of a claim to land
based on their years of unrequited labor
appeared self-evident. As an Alabama
black convention put it, “The property
which they [the planters] hold was
pearly all earned by the sweat of our
brows.” As Leon Litwack showed in
Been in the Storm So Long, a Pulitzer
Prize-winning account of the black
response to emancipation, many freed-
men in 1865 and 1866 refused to sign
labor contracts, expecting the federal
government to give them land. In some
localities, as one Alabama overseer
reported, they “set up claims to the
plantation and all on it.”

In the end, of course, the vast
majority of Southern blacks remained
propertyless and poor. But exactly why
the South, and especially its black
population, suffered from dire poverty
and economic retardation in the dec-
ades following the Civil War is a matter
of much dispute. In One Kind of
Freedom, economists Roger Ransom
and Richard Sutch indicted country
merchants for monopolizing credit and
charging usurious interest rates, forcing
black tenants into debt and locking the
South into a dependence on cotton
production that impoverished the entire
region. But Jonathan Wiener, in his
study of postwar Alabama, argued that
planters used their political power to
compel blacks to remain on the planta-
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tions. ‘Planters sucéeeded in stabilizing

the plantation system, but only by
biocking the growth of alternative
enterprises, like factories, that might
draw off black laborers, thus locking the
region into a pattern of economic
backwardness.

IF THE THRUST OF recent writing has
emphasized the social and economic
aspects of Reconstruction, politics has
not been entirely neglected. But politi-
cal studies have also reflected the
postrevisionist mood summarized by C.
Vann Woodward when he observed
“how essentially nonrevolutionary and
conservative Reconstruction  really
was.” Recent writers, unlike their revi-
sionist predecessors, have found little to
praise in federal policy toward the
emancipated blacks.

A new sensitivity to the strength of
prejudice and laissez-faire ideas in the
nineteenth-century North hasled many
historians to doubt whether the Repub-
lican party ever made a genuine com-
mitment to racial justice in the South.
The granting of black suffrage was an
alternative to a long-term federal
responsibility for protecting the rights of
the former slaves. Once enfranchised,
blacks could be left to fend for them-
selves. With the exception of a few
Radicals like Thaddeus Stevens, nearly
all Northern policy-makers and educa-
tors are criticized today for assuming
that, so long as the unfettered operations
of the marketplace afforded blacks the
opportunity to advance through dili-
gent labor, federal efforts to assist them
in acquiring land were unnecessary.
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postwar
corruption
cannot be
blamed on (&
former slaves.
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Probably the most innovative recent
writing on Reconstruction politics has
centered on a bread reassessment of
black Republicanism, largely undertak-
en by a new generation of black
historians. Scholars like Thomas Holt
and Nell Painter insist that Reconstruc-
tion was not simply a matter of black
and white. Conflicts within the black
community, no less than divisions
among whites, shaped Reconstruction
politics. Where revisionist scholars, both
black and white, had celebrated the
accomplishments of black political lead-
ers, Holt, Painter, and others charge that
they failed to address the economic
plight of the black masses. Painter
criticized  “representative  colored
men,” as national black leaders were
called, for failing to provide ordinary
freedmen with effective political lead-
ership. Holt found that black office-
holders in South Carolina mostly’
emerged from the old free mulatto class
of Charleston, which shared many
assumptions with prominent whites.
“Basically bourgeois in their origins and
orientation,” he wrote, they “failed to
act in the interest of black peasants.” -

In emphasizing the persistence from
slavery of divisions between free blacks
and slaves, these writers reflect the
increasing concern with continuity and
conservatism in Reconstruction. Their
work reflects a startling extension of
revisionist premises. If, as has been
argued for the past twenty years, blacks
were active agents rather than mere
victims of manipulation, then they
could not be absolved of blame for
the ultimate failure of Reconstruction.

-
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Reconstruction governments were
portrayed as disastrous failures (left)
because elected blacks were ignorant
or corrupt. In fact, B
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Despite the excellence of recent
writing and the continual expansion of
our knowledge of the period, historians
of Reconstruction today face a unique
dilemma. An old interpretation has
been overthrown, but a coherent new
synthesis has yet to take its place. The
revisionists of the 1960s effectively
established a series of negative points:
the Reconstruction governments were
not as bad as had been portrayed, black
supremacy was a myth, the Radicals
were not cynical manipulators of the
freedmen. Yet no convincing overall
portrait of the quality of political and
social life emerged from their writings.

_ More recent historians have rightly

pointed to elements of continuity that
spanned the nineteenth-century South-
ern experience, especially the survival,
in modified form, of the plantation
system. Nevertheless, by denying the
real changes that did occur, they have
failed to provide a convincing portrait
of an era characterized above all by
drama, turmoil, and social change.

- Building upon the findings of the past
twenty years of scholarship, a new
portrait of Reconstruction ought to
begin by viewing it not as a specific time
period, bounded by the years 1865 and
1877, but as an episode in a prolonged
historical process—American society’s
adjustment to the consequences of the
Civil War and emancipation. The Civil
War, of course, raised the decisive
questions of America’s national exis-
tence: the relations between local and
national authority, the definition of
citizenship, the balance between force
and consent in generating obedience to
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authority. The war and Reconstruction,
as Allan Nevins observed over fifty
years ago, marked the “emergence of
modern America.” This was the era of
the completion of the national railroad
network, the création of the modern
steel industry, the conquest of the West
and final subduing of the Indians, and
the expansion of the mining frontier.
Lincoln’s America—the world of the
small farm and artisan shop—gave way
to a rapidly industrializing economy.
The issues that galvanized postwar
Northern politics—from the question of
the greenback currency to the mode of
paying holders of the national debt—
arose from the economic changes
unleashed by the Civil War.

Above all, the war irrevocably abol-
ished slavery. Since 1619, when “twenty
negars” disembarked from a Dutch ship
in Virginia, racial injustice had haunted
American life, mocking its professed
ideals even as tobacco and cotton, the
products of slave labor, helped finance
the nation’s economic development
Now the implications of the black
presence could no longer be ignored.
The Civil War resolved the problem of
slavery but, as the Philadelphia diarist
Sydney George Fisher observed in June
1865, it opened an even more intracta-
ble problem: “What shall we do with the
Negro?” Indeed, he went on, this was a
problem “incapable of any solution that
will satisfy both North and South.”

As Fisher realized, the focal point of
Reconstruction was the social revolution
known as emancipation. Plantation
slavery was simultaneously a system of
labor, a form of racial domination, and
the foundation upon which arose a
distinctive ruling class within the South.
Its demise threw open the most funda-

mental questions of economy, society,

and politics. A new system of labor,
social, racial, and political relations had
to be created to replace slavery.

The United States was not the only
nation to experience emancipation in
the nineteenth century. Neither planta-
tion slavery nor abolition were unique to
the United States. But Reconstruction
was. In a comparative perspective Radi-
cal Reconstruction stands as a remark-
able experiment, the only effort of a
society experiencing abolition to bring
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the for;ner slav&s w1th1n I:he.-vt;‘lmbrella
of equal citizenship. Because the Radi-
cals did not achieve everything they

wanted, historians have lately tended °

to play down the stunning departure
represented by black suffrage and

‘officeholding. Former slaves, most

fewer than two years removed from
bondage, debated the fundamental
questions of the polity: What is a
republican form of government?
Should the ‘state provide equal educa-

tion for all? How could political equality

be reconciled with a society in which
property was so unequally distributed?
There was something inspiring in the
way such men met the challenge of
Reconstruction. “I knew nothing more
than to obey my master,” James K.
Greene, an Alabama black politician
later recalled. “But the tocsin of free-
dom sounded and knocked at the door
and we walked out like free men and we
met the exigencies as they grew up, and
shouldered the responsibilities.”

YOU NEVER $AW a people more
excited on the subject of politics

than are the negroes of the south,” one
planter observed in 1867. And there
were more than a few Southern whites
as well who in these years shook off the
prejudices of the past to embrace the
vision of a new South dedicated to the
principles of equal citizenship and social
justice. One ordinary South Carolinian
expressed the new sense of possibility in
1868 to the Republican governor of the
state: “T am sorry that I cannot write an
elegant stiled letter to your excellency.
But I rejoice to think that God almighty
has given to the poor of S. C. a Gov. to
hear to feel to protect the humble poor
without distinction to race or color. . . . I
am a native borned S. C. a poor man
never owned a Negro in my life nor my
father before me. . . . Remember the
true and loyal are the poor of the whites
and blacks, outside of these you can find
none loyal.” ) ) L
Few modern scholars believe the
Reconstruction governments  estab-
lished in the South in 1867 and 1868
fulfilled the aspirations of their humble
constituents. While their achievements
in such realms as education, civil rights,
and the economic rebuilding of the
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South are now widely appreciated,

historians today believe they failed to
affect either the economic plight of the
emancipated slave or the ongoing trans-
formation of independent white far-
mers into cotton tenants. Yet their
opponents did perceive the Reconstrue-
tHon governments in precisely this
way—as representatives of a revolution
that had put the bottom rail, both racial
and economic, on top. This perception
helps explain the ferocity of the attacks
leveled against them and the pervasive-
ness of violence in the postermancipation
South. ' ,
The spectacle of black men voting
and holding office was anathema to
large numbers of Southern whites. Even
more disturbing, at least in the view of
those who still controlled the plantation
regions of the South, was the emergence
of local officials, black and white, who
sympathized with the plight of the black
laborer. Alabama’s vagrancy law wasa
“dead letter’ in 1870, “because those
who are charged with its enforcement
are indebted to the vagrant vote for
their offices and emoluments.” Political
debates over the level and incidence of
taxation, the control of crops, and the
resolution of contract disputes revealed
that a primary issue of Reconstruction
was the role of government in a
plantation society. During presidential
Reconstruction, and after “Redemp-
tion,” with planters and their allies in
control of politics, the law emerged asa
means of stabilizing and promoting the
plantation system. If Radical Recon-
struction failed to redistribute the land
of the South, the ouster of the planter
class from control of politics at least
ensured that the sanctions of the crimi-
nal law would not be employed to
discipline the black labor force.

N UNDERSTANDING OF this funda-

mental conflict over the relation
between government and society helps
explain the pervasive complaints con-
cerning corruption and “extravagance”
during Radical Reconstruction. Corrup-
tion there was aplenty; tax rates did rise
sharply. More significant than the rate
of taxation, however, was the change in
its incidence. For the first time, planters

and white farmers had to pay a signifi-
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cant portion of their income to the
government, while propertyless blacks
often escaped scot-free. Several states,
moreover, enacted heavy taxes on
uncultivated land to discourage land
speculation and force land onto the
market, benefiting, it was hoped, the
freedmen.

As time passed, complaints about the
“extravagance” and corruption of
Southern governments found a sympa-
thetic audience among influential
Northerners. The Democratic charge
that universal suffrage in the South was
responsible for high taxes and govern-
mental extravagance coincided with a
rising conviction among the urban
middle classes of the North that city
government had to be taken out of the
hands of the immigrant poor and
returned to the “best men”—the edu-
‘cated, professional, financially indepen-
dent citizens unable to exert much
political influence at a time of mass
parties and machine politics. Increas-
ingly the “‘respectable” middle classes
began to retreat from the very notion of
universal suffrage. The poor were no
longer perceived as honest producers,
the backbone of the social order; now
they became the “dangerous classes,”
the “mob.” As the historian Francis
Parkman put it, too much power rested
with “masses of imported ignorance and
* hereditary ineptitude.” To Parkmanthe
Irish of the Northern cities and the
blacks of the South were equally incapa-

ble of utilizing the ballot: “Witness the
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Some scholars exalted the
motives of the Ku Klux
Klan (left). Actually, its

members were part of

a terrorist organization

that beat and killed its
political opponents

to deprive blacks of
their rights.
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municipal corruptions of New York,
and the monstrosities of negro rule in
South Carolina.” Such attitudes helped
to justify Northern inaction as, one by
one, the Reconstruction regimes of the
South were overthrown by political

wo]enoe

IN THE END, THEN, neither the aboli-
tion of slavery nor Reconstruction
succeeded in resolving the debate over
the meaning of freedom in American
life. Twenty years before the American
Civil War, writing about the prospect of
abolition in France’s colonies, Alexis de
Tocqueville had written, “If the
Negroes have the right to become free,
the [planters] have the . incontestable
right not to be ruined by the Negroes’
freedom.” And in the United States, as
in nearly every plantation society that
experienced the end of slavery, a rigid
social and political dichotomy between
former master and former slave, an
ideology of racism, and a dependent
labor force with limited economic
opportunities all survived abolition.
Unless one means by freedom the
simple fact of not being a slave, emanci-
pation thrust blacks into a kind of
no-man’s land, a partial freedom that
made a mockery of the American ideal
of equal citizenship.

Yet by the same token the ultimate
outcome underscores the uniqueness of
Reconstruction itself. Alone among the
societies that abolished slavery in the
nineteenth century, the United States,
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for'a moment, offered the freedmen a
measure of political control over their
own destinies. However brief its sway,
Reconstruction allowed scope for a
remarkable political and social mobili-
zation of the black community. It
opened doors of opportunity that could
never be completely closed. Recon-
struction transformed the lives of South-
ern blacks in ways unmeasurable by
statistics and unreachable by law. It
raised their expectations and aspira-
tons, redefined their status in relation to
the larger society, and allowed space for
the creation of institutions that enabled
them to survive the repression that
followed. "And it established constitu-
tional principles of civil and political
equality that, while flagrantly violated
after Redemption, planted the seeds of
future struggle.

Certainly, in terms of the sense of
possibility with which it opened, Recon-
struction failed. But as Du Bois
observed, it was a “splendid failure.”
For its animating vision—a society in
which social advancement would be
open to all on the basis of individ-
ual merit, not inherited caste distinc-
tions—is as old as America itself and
remains relevant to a nation still grap-
pling with the unresolved legacy of
emancipatbon. . -

X Eric Foner, Professor of History at
Columbia University, has just pub-
lished Nothing but Freedom: Emanci-

pation and Its Legacy.
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