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RECONSTRUCTION REVISITED

Eric Foner

In the past twenty years, few periods of American history have been the sub-
ject of so thoroughgoing a reevaluation as Reconstruction. Inspired in large
measure by the rise and fall of the “Second Reconstruction” —the revolution
in race relations of the 1960s—historians have produced a flood of works
reexamining the political, social, and economic experiences of black and
white Americans in the aftermath of the Civil War. Yet one prominent
historian recently declared that the study of Reconstruction today confronts a
“crisis of the most serious proportions,” ! for historians have failed to produce
a coherent modern portrait of Reconstruction either as a specific time period
or as the effort of American society to come to terms with the results of the
Civil War and the consequences of emancipation.

For much of this century, Reconstruction historiography was dominated
by a “traditional” interpretation that portrayed the years following the Civil
War as ones of unrelieved sordidness in political and social life.? In this view,
vindictive Radical Republicans fastened black supremacy upon the defeated
South, unleashing an orgy of corruption presided over by unscrupulous
carpetbaggers, traitorous scalawags, and ignorant freedmen. Eventually, the
white community of the South overthrew this misgovernment and restored
Home Rule (a euphemism for white supremacy). The heroes of the story were
President Andrew Jackson, whose lenient Reconstruction plans were foiled
by the Radicals, and the self-styled “Redeemers,” who restored honest
government. Originating in anti-Reconstruction propaganda of southern
Democrats during the 1870s, this viewpoint achieved scholarly legitimacy in
the work of the Dunning school early in this century and reached a mass
public through Claude Bowers's best-selling work of fiction masquerading as
history, The Tragic Era.

Except for the criticisms of a handful of surviving Reconstruction par-
ticipants, this traditional interpretation received its first sustained critique in
the 1920s and 1930s. Howard K. Beale, influenced by the Beardian contention
that the Civil War era witnessed the consolidation of national economic and
political power in the hands of northeastern capitalists, shunned the previ-
ously dominant race issue in favor of an economic interpretation of the
politics of the Johnson administration. Beale did not challenge the tradi-
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tionalists’ characterization of radical Reconstruction as a tragic era;
simultaneously, however, a more sympathetic appraisal appeared in the
works of the black historians A. A. Taylor and W.E.B. DuBois, and white
scholars Francis Simkins and Robert Woody.? But not until the 1960s, under
the impact of the Second Reconstruction, was the full force of this
Reconstruction “revisionism” felt. Modern revisionism radically reinterpreted
national Reconstruction politics, and placed the activities and aspirations of
blacks at the center stage of the drama in the South. President Johnson was
now portrayed as a stubborn, racist politician, whereas his abolitionist and
Radical opponents, acquitted of vindictive motives, emerged as idealists in
the best nineteenth-century reform tradition. As for the freedmen, the
pioneering work of Joel Williamson depicted Reconstruction in South
Carolina as a time of extraordinary progress for blacks in political, economic,
and social life. Revisionism also directed attention to the positive accomplish-
ments of Reconstruction—the establishment of public school systems in the
South and the expansion of national citizenship to include the freedmen, for
example—while tending to understate the more unsavory aspects of the
period, such as pervasive corruption.

By the end of the 1960s, the old interpretation had been completely
reversed. Southern freedmen were the heroes, Redeemers the villains, and if
the era was “tragic,” it was because change did not go far enough.
Reconstruction appeared as both a time of real progress, and a golden oppor-
tunity lost for the South and the nation.* Yet, as is so often the case with
historical revisionism, the end result was essentially a series of negative
judgments.® The Reconstruction governments were not as bad as they had
been portrayed; “black supremacy” was a myth; the Radicals were neither
cynical manipulators of the freedmen nor agents of northern capitalism. If it
was no longer possible to characterize Reconstruction as “the blackout of
honest government,” no alternative version of the quality of political and
social life in these years emerged to replace the now discredited traditional
view.

Even in the mid-1960s, moreover, the more optimistic assumptions of
many revisionist writers were challenged by those who took a skeptical view
of the entire Reconstruction enterprise. C. Vann Woodward contended that,
from the outset, racial prejudice severely compromised northern efforts to
assist the freedmen. August Meier argued that, in contrast to the Second
Reconstruction, the first was fundamentally “superficial.” ¢ During the 1970s,
this mode of thought was extended to virtually every aspect of the period by
what may be called a “postrevisionist” generation of historians. Instead of
seeing the Civil War and its aftermath as a second American Revolution (as
Charles Beard and his disciples did), a regression into barbarism (Bowers and
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the traditionalists), or a revolutionary impulse thwarted (the revisionists),
postrevisionist writers questioned whether much of importance had hap-
pened at all. Recent studies of politics, social structure, and ideology have
been united by a single theme —continuity between the Old and New South.
Summing up the past decade’s writing, Woodward observed that historians
now understood “how essentially nonrevolutionary and conservative
Reconstruction really was.””

Building upon the findings of the revisionists, recent writers have reached
conclusions rather different in emphasis. Eric McKitrick, John and LaWanda
Cox, and other revisionists had challenged the traditional notion that
Radicals dominated the post-Civil War Congresses, emphasizing instead the
guiding hand of moderate Republicans in drafting Reconstruction legislation.
They did not doubt, however, that these laws marked a major departure in
American politics and race relations. In the 1970s, Michael Les Benedict used
the prominence of moderate Republicans to challenge the idea of Radical
Reconstruction itself, emphasizing instead how federal policy was guided by
the goal of “preserving the Constitution” and minimizing changes in federal-
state relations. Similarly, Michael Perman argued that northern Reconstruc-
tion strategy eschewed radical departures in favor of seeking the cooperation
of southern whites, and was therefore extremely vulnerable to southern
obstructionism. A similar emphasis informed the massive study of the Grant
administration’s Reconstruction policy by William Gillette, which suggested
that the North’s commitment to the freedmen had never been particularly
strong. The final collapse of Reconstruction in 1877, Gillette demonstrated,
merely formalized a steady retreat throughout the 1870s.8

Thus, postrevisionist writers insisted the impact of the Civil War upon
American life was less pervasive than had once been believed. Important
studies of the postwar polity by Harold Hyman and Morton Keller argued
that the initial broadening of the powers of postwar national and state
governments proved extremely short-lived, as localism, individualism and
racism—persistent themes of nineteenth-century American life—quickly
reasserted themselves.® Studies of the previously neglected northern
Democrats have portrayed a group clinging to its traditional ideology even in
the face of what its National Chairman, August Belmont, called “the most
disastrous epoch in the annals of the party.” As for northern Republicans,
James Mohr did discern a parallel between Radical Reconstruction and the
policies adopted by New York Republicans between 1865 and 1867 on such
issues as state regulation of the police, fire, and health affairs of New York
City and the enfranchisement of the state’s blacks. But few studies of other
northern states found much evidence of internal radicalism. In most, the pat-



FONER / Reconstruction Revisited 85

tern seemed to follow that outlined by Felice Bonadio for Ohio: the
emergence of a breed of party politician little affected by political radicalism
(or any ideology, for that matter), and interested exclusively in the preserva-
tion and success of the party itself.2°

A similar stress on continuity rather than change, and on the moderate
character of Republican policies, has defined recent studies of the South dur-
ing Reconstruction. Challenging the contention that the Civil War signaled
the eclipse of the old planter class and the rise to power of a new entrepre-
neurial elite, social histories of localities scattered across the South
demonstrated that planters survived the war with their landholdings and
social prestige more or less intact. (The areas investigated, it should be noted,
were ones which largely escaped wartime military action.)!! Long-standing
intrastate sectionalism—the tension, for example, between western and
eastern North Carolina—was shown to have strongly influenced Reconstruc-
tion political alignments.?2 And the three major state studies which appeared
during the 1970s on Reconstruction in Louisiana, Florida, and Mississippi
offered little reason to believe that Reconstruction had significantly improved
the lot of the freedmen.®

Nor did historians of the 1970s find much to praise in federal policy toward
the emancipated blacks. The Freedmen's Bureau, criticized in traditional
accounts for excessive radicalism and regarded by revisionists as a sincere
effort to ameliorate the legal, educational, and economic plight of the freed-
men, emerged in William McFeely’s influential study as a practitioner of
racial paternalism, working hand in glove with the planters to force eman-
cipated blacks back to work on the plantations. McFeely’s findings were rein-
forced by Louis Gerteis’s examination of wartime Army policies toward
blacks. In the 1960s Willie Lee Rose, in a landmark of revisionist writing, had
portrayed the Sea Island experiment (a typically American amalgam of
humanitarianism and pursuit of economic profit) as a rehearsal for
Reconstruction which, despite limitations, allowed blacks to achieve a real
measure of control over their lives. Gerteis argued that the experience of
blacks in Civil War Louisiana, where General Nathaniel P. Banks established
a labor system that critics charged resembled slavery, shaped Reconstruction
far more powerfully than events on the Sea Islands. More recent studies of the
Bureau’s efforts at medical care for blacks and its legal work conclude that
federal policy failed to meet the pressing needs of the freedmen. Leon
Litwack’s Been in the Storm So Long, a culmination of two decades of
writings on the black experience during and after the Civil War, fully reflects
these postrevisionist conclusions. Utilizing a remarkable array of sources, Lit-
wack eschewed generalization in favor of portraying a kaleidoscope of black
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responses to emancipation. But regarding whites, one theme stood out:
federal, Army, and state authorities were equally indifferent to the freedmen’s
aspirations.

Even previously unchallenged achievements of the Reconstruction era were
now subjected to searching criticism. The establishment of schools for blacks
by federal authorities and northern missionary associations and the creation
of state-supported common school systems in the South were once hailed as
the finest legacy of Reconstruction. Now a series of studies indicted northern
teachers for seeking to stabilize the plantation order and inculcate “middle-
class” northern values like thrift, self-discipline, temperance, and respect for
authority. If the critique struck a familiar note, it was because it represented
an extension southward of the “social control” theory of education so promi-
nent in recent discussions of northern educational reform. Like northern com-
mon schools, black education in the South was increasingly seen as a form of
cultural imperialism, an effort to create a disciplined and docile labor force.*

If any assumption united traditionalists like Dunning and revisionists rang-
ing from DuBois to Williamson, it was the essential radicalism of Reconstruc-
tion. Postrevisionism thus represents a fundamental departure from previous
interpretations. The great advantage of its stress on continuity lies in empha-
sizing that Reconstruction was, in fact, an integral part of southern and
national history, rather than some kind of bizarre aberration, as has often
been portrayed. Yet, like their revisionist predecessors, the postrevisionist
writers have failed to produce a modern synthesis. The denial of change does
not in itself provide a compelling interpretation of a turbulent era.®

Whether a convincing overall portrait of Reconstruction based on postrevi-
sionist premises can be constructed is, indeed, open to question. LaWanda
Cox has chided recent writers for “presentism” —that is, using today’s stan-
dards to judge the attitudes and accomplishments of the past. The reevalua-
tion of freedmen’s education, to take one example, seemed often to view the
1860s through the lens of the 1960s. One study criticized northern educators
for lacking a commitment to “black power and pride” —rallying cries of the
Second Reconstruction but not necessarily major concerns of the first.?”

Central to postrevisionist literature is the failure of land reform which, it
has been argued, both exemplified the absence of a genuine northern commit-
ment to the freedmen, and ensured that the political gains achieved by blacks
would be fragile and transitory. Without denigrating the importance of the
land question, it may be suggested that the failure to provide blacks with
“forty acres and a mule” has loomed so large in recent literature that politics
and social life, and even the realm of labor, have been largely written off as
arenas of conflict and accomplishment. Moreoever, the precise relationship
between the freedmen’s subordinate economic status and the ultimate failure
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of Reconstruction has not been fully worked out. Economic intimidation was,
it is true, employed against black voters, but far more important in the over-
throw of Reconstruction was violence, precisely because other pressures
proved ineffective. The idea that political equality is meaningless without
economic independence paradoxically leaves its advocates occupying much
the same stance with regard to the black condition as Booker T.
Washington.1?

Ironically, the entire postrevisionist reevaluation of federal policy on labor,
education, and other matters, which arose from the laudable desire to reinter-
pret history from the black point of view, ended up by returning blacks to
their traditional status as passive victims of white manipulation. But if the
Freedmen's Bureau served only the interests of the planters, why did blacks so
vociferously demand that it remain in the South? If education served simply
to promote social control, why did the black community thirst after literacy
and esteem those who could read and write? Little consideration has been
given to the uses the freedmen may have made of the education provided
them, including the much maligned virtues of self-discipline, temperance, and
thrift. Only when a better appreciation is achieved of how the desire for
education was related to blacks’ overall conception of the meaning of
freedom and of how black beliefs affected Republican policy can the role of
education in Reconstruction be fully understood. The point is that the
postemancipation outcome was shaped by blacks as well as whites, in ways
historians have only begun to investigate.

Rather than simply emphasizing conservatism and continuity, a coherent
portrait of Reconstruction must take into account the subtle dialectic of con-
tinuity and change in economic, social, and political relations as the nation
adjusted to emancipation. For blacks, one might begin with an observation
made over forty years ago by the historian Francis Simkins. While Recon-
struction, Simkins wrote, was conventionally seen by white southerners as an
attempt to “Africanize” the South, the exact opposite appeared to be true:
“Reconstruction can be interpreted as a definite step . . . in the Americaniza-
tion of the blacks.” Recent work on the black experience makes it possible
today to point to the crucial changes in black society wrought by emancipa-
tion, and in each instance the truth of Simkins's remark is apparent, if by
“Americanization” we understand a narrowing of the chasm separating black
life from that of the larger white society. Reconstruction witnessed the demise
of the quasi-communal slave quarter and its replacement by small tenant
farms, with individual families occupying distinct parcels of land. It was the
time of the emergence of the black church— previously the “invisible institu-
tion”—along with a host of black fraternal, benevolent, and self-
improvement organizations. Reconstruction saw the reconstitution of black
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family life with the withdrawal (temporary, as it turned out) of black women
from field labor, and the institutionalization, with the suffrage, of a distinc-
tion between the public world of men and the private sphere of women. In
these and other ways, Reconstruction gave birth to the modern black com-
munity, whose roots lay deep in slavery, but whose structure reflected the
consequences of emancipation.?®

Nowhere, however, was the transformation in black life more profound
and the “Americanization” of the black experience more striking than in
politics.?° The 1970s witnessed a broad reassessment of black political leader-
ship during Reconstruction, largely undertaken by a new generation of black
scholars. The signal contribution of this literature was to reject the idea that
Reconstruction was simply a matter of black and white. Divisions among
whites have long been known to have shaped the course of Reconstruction;
attention, it is now clear, must also be directed to conflicts within the black
community. The “representative colored men,” as Nell Painter termed
national black leaders, were upbraided for being cut off from the black
masses and therefore failing to provide effective political leadership. Thomas
Holt's Black Over White, the most influential recent study of Reconstruction
black politics, reversed Williamson's pioneering conclusions about South
Carolina. For Williamson, the fatal flaw of Reconstruction politics was that
Republican leaders were concerned only with their own constituents and
incapable of reaching out to hostile whites. For Holt, black leaders, largely
deriving from the free mulatto class of Charleston, were concerned too little,
not too much, with the needs of the black community. Primarily interested in
civil rights legislation and “basically bourgeois in their origins and orienta-
tion . . . [they] failed to act in the interests of black peasants,” especially on
the all-important questions of land and labor. Holt’s conclusion, paralleled in
David Rankin’s study of New Orleans black leadership, was, in a way, a
culmination to the persistent demand that blacks be placed at the center of the
Reconstruction story. If indeed they were active agents rather than passive
victims, then blacks could not be absolved of blame for the failure of
Reconstruction.

In its emphasis on the persistence from slavery of divisions between free
and slave, black and brown, this new literature reflected the increasing con-
cern with continuity and conservatism in Reconstruction; and, like other
postrevisionist works, it is vulnerable to charges of exaggerating the vic-
timization of ordinary blacks, and ignoring historical changes that did occur.
That the free colored elite was more fully integrated into the culture of Vic-
torian America than the newly freed slaves is clear. Yet the political salience
of this fact is not. The vast majority of blacks lived not in cities like
Charleston and New Orleans but in the black belt, where there were few free
blacks before the war. We now know a good deal about black congressmen
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and state legislators, but the arduous task of analyzing the local leadership of
black Reconstruction has barely begun. Twelve counties in Mississippi, for
example, elected black sheriffs during Reconstruction but, except for Blanche
K. Bruce and John R. Lynch, who went on to achieve national reputations,
we know virtually nothing about these men, or how their presence affected
the daily lives of blacks and whites in the Mississippi Delta. Those few studies
which do exist, however, indicate that local leaders, even those who had been
free before the Civil War, often championed the social and economic aspira-
tions of their constituents and sometimes made a real difference in their day
to day lives.??

More importantly, the use of static categories like free and freed, black and
brown, ignores the historical process by which new patterns of leadership
emerged during Reconstruction. The remarkable political mobilization of the
black community is one of the most striking features of the period, and so too
is the emergence, with the right to vote and the creation of Union Leagues and
the Republican party, of a new black political class. In early Reconstruction,
blacks turned to ministers, ex-soldiers, free blacks, and men who had, for one
reason or another, achieved prominence as slaves, to represent them politi-
cally. During Congressional Reconstruction, new men came to the fore, most
prominently black artisans, who possessed the skill, independence, and often,
literacy that marked them as leaders, but who were still deeply embedded in
the life of the freedmen’s community. Such individuals were uniquely suited
to serve as a bridge between the black world and the public political sphere
dominated by whites.??

Even in South Carolina and Louisiana, the recent characterization of black
leaders as “bourgeois” may be open to question. The black elite of Charleston
and New Orleans lacked captial and economic autonomy. William Hine
shows that Charleston’s black leaders were unable to raise the funds to build a
streetcar line after receiving a charter from the state legislature. The few really
wealthy blacks, Hine contends, avoided politics —their economic standing
was too dependent on close ties with wealthy whites to oppose them politi-
cally.?

If the danger exists of exaggerating the dichotomy between black political
leaders and their constituency, another set of false polar opposites dominates
analysis of the content of black politics. Integration vs. segregation, civil
rights vs. economic legislation, nationalism vs. assimilation: these dualisms
have shaped writing on black thought. Only a few works, like Wilson
Moses's The Golden Age of Black Nationalism, explore the common assump-
tions shared by nationalists and assimilationists, by moving from a con-
sideration of specific issues to the language of politics itself, the underlying
paradigms of political thought.?* There is an interesting historiographical
point here. The past fifteen years have demonstrated the value, indeed the
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indispensability, of bringing to bear on the study of the American past the
insights derived from black history. But by the same token, the insights of
students of other aspects of American life can illuminate in new ways the
black experience.

Particularly relevant in this regard are the studies of political language and
culture by J.G.A. Pocock and others, which have done so much to recover
the history of republican thought.?¢ Pocock’s approach suggests that black
politics in Reconstruction should be analyzed not as a set of discrete issues or
demands, but as the attempt to forge from diverse elements in the black and
American experiences a coherent political response to the unprecedented
situation of emancipation. These elements included both values emanating
from slavery and traditional American ideals, although often with a
specifically black interpretation, such as the dignity of labor, messianic
religion, and, especially, the quest for full incorporation as citizens of the
republic. Perhaps black leaders can best be understood as those most capable
of appropriating the available political language of American society and
forging from it an expression of the aspirations of the freedmen.

The work of J. Mills Thornton, Michael Holt, and Harry Watson
demonstrates the vitality of republicanism as one paradigm of antebellum
southern political thought.?” It should occasion no surprise that free blacks
learned this language. The extent to which slaves absorbed it is difficult to
assess but during Reconstruction, republican ideas about the nature of
citizenship suffused black political culture. Like northern Radical
Republicans, blacks found in the Constitution’s guarantee clause, a provision,
as William Wiecek writes, “almost Delphic” in its ambiguity, a reservoir of
federal power over the states, imposing a duty upon Congress to eliminate
caste and class legislation as incompatible with republican government.?®

An emphasis on republican citizenship as a key organizing theme of
Reconstruction black politics underscores the pitfalls involved in treating civil
rights and land reform as if they were somehow mutually exclusive.
Republicanism was, after all, simultaneously a model of polity and society.
The republican tradition, with its emphasis on ownership of productive prop-
erty as the guarantor of personal and political independence, helped blacks
legitimize both the demand for equality before the law and the pervasive
desire for land. Attention to the quest for republican citizenship also reveals
the limited utility of the integration-segregation dichotomy for understanding
the black experience.?’ If black economic and social life was marked by a
struggle for autonomy, reflected in the demand for land and the withdrawal
from religious and social institutions controlled by whites (a process misinter-
preted by some historians as “acceptance” of legalized segregation)—black
politics was fully absorbed into the American republican heritage.*
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The Civil War transformed the black response to American nationality.
Appeals to the ideals of American political culture had been commonplace in
that strand of antebellum black protest dubbed “The Great Tradition” by
Vincent Harding. But this affirmation of Americanism had always been
tempered by an understandable alienation born of slavery and racial injus-
tice. As the conflict reshaped the attitude of American intellectuals to their
society, submerging, at least temporarily, an earlier alienation within a
renewed commitment to the nation-state, so black spokesmen sacrificed an
edge of criticism of American institutions in the quest for equal citizenship.
Nathan Huggins has demonstrated this convincingly in the case of Frederick
Douglass. The same Douglass who so brilliantly articulated the ambiguity of
the black condition in his eloquent prewar address on the meaning of the
Fourth of July to the slave could now support the Grant administration’s
scheme to swallow up Santo Domingo in the name of bringing the blessings
of Anglo-Saxon civilization to the natives there.3!

Republican citizenship, moreover, was what made the postemancipation
experience of the United States unique. The history of other societies which
underwent the transition from slavery to freedom casts serious doubt on the
current idea that American Reconstruction was “conservative.” In a com-
parative context, Reconstruction stands as a unique and dramatic experi-
ment, the only instance when blacks, within a few years of emancipation,
achieved universal manhood suffrage and exercised a real measure of political
power. The comparative analysis of postemancipation societies, indeed, may
provide ways of overcoming some of the problems which now afflict the
study of Reconstruction. Certainly, contemporaries sensed that the examples
of other societies shed light on the complex situation Americans confronted in
the aftermath of their own Civil War. Thaddeus Stevens examined the eman-
cipation of the Russian serfs; white southerners debated the lessons of Haitian
and British Caribbean abolition. But few American historians have followed
their example.??

There are, of course, dangers inherent in the comparative method, most
notably the temptation to slight the distinctiveness of particular historical
experiences in the quest for overarching generalizations.** Nonetheless, a
comparative analysis permits us to develop a more sophisticated understand-
ing of the problem of emancipation and its aftermath. Everywhere, the end of
slavery was succeeded by a struggle for the scarce resources of plantation
economies, paramount among which was the labor of the former slaves
themselves. The desire among freedmen to own their own land and in other
ways establish their autonomy seems to have been all but universal, and so
too was the effort of planters to force blacks back to work as a dependent
plantation labor force.*
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From this perspective, the aftermath of emancipation emerges as a struggle
over class formation and transformation, in which the rights, privileges, and
social role of a new class, the freedmen, were defined. The degree of
economic and social autonomy achieved by the former slaves depended upon
an elaborate series of power relationships, including the connection of the
former slave society to the larger world economy and to outside, usually
colonial, political authorities, the relative scarcity of land, and the degree to
which, despite abolition, the planter class retained its local political
hegemony. The results ranged from the total collapse of the plantation regime
in Haiti to the coexistence of “reconstituted peasantries” with surviving plan-
tations employing immigrant indentured labor in Trinidad and British
Guiana, to the virtually unchanged plantation system of Barbados. In every
postemancipation society, politics and economics were thoroughly inter-
twined. What makes the United States unique is that, for a time, black suf-
frage made the polity itself a battleground between former master and former
slave.

Viewing Reconstruction as a unique episode in a prolonged process of
adjustment to emancipation may shed new light on a number of continuing
debates about the period. A considerable literature was produced in the 1970s
on the reasons for the economic retardation of the postbellum South, and the
dire poverty of southerners, particularly blacks. One school of thought,
applying neoclassical economic theory to southern development, solved the
problem by concluding that there was no problem. In a competitive
marketplace in which rational, calculating self-interest determined the
behavior of blacks and whites alike, the market produced the optimal possi-
ble result, given the economic resources of the South. By assuming what
ought to be the subject of investigation—how men and women did in fact
respond to an expanding market —these writers portrayed sharecropping as a
rational choice serving the interests of both tenants and landlords, freely
entered into by individuals from both groups, rather than the outcome of
changing relationships of class and social power.>* A somewhat different
approach was that of Roger Ransom and Richard Sutch, who also employed
a neoclassical model but concluded that because of local merchants’ monop-
oly of credit the market failed to function properly and the South became
locked into a cycle of cotton overproduction and worsening impoverishment.
All these works, however, assumed that the free market, when functioning
properly, serves the interests of all social classes. The idea that, especially in a
colonial economy, the market itself may produce poverty and inequality, was
not considered. 3

Most strikingly, this literature, by examining economics but not political
economy, overlooked the extent to which the plantation’s survival and con-
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tinued dominance had little to do with superior economic efficiency. Instead,
in most postemancipation societies, it depended upon planters monopoly of
rural economic resources and political power. Only a few writers have
treated the postemancipation outcome within the context of class relations
and political economy, most notably Jonathan Wiener, who described the
competition of freedom, planters, and merchants in post-Civil War Alabama.
Wiener showed how planters, after the overthrow of Reconstruction, were
able to use the state to bolster their own interests at the expense of other
groups. His study concluded that sharecropping emerged not simply as a
matter of individual choice, but as a compromise resulting from the conflict
between planters’ need for a disciplined labor force and the freedmen'’s
demand for autonomy. Ronald L. F. Davis went even further, contending
that sharecropping was less a compromise than an unwilling concession
forced upon reluctant planters by blacks’ refusal to labor for wages under
direct supervision.*” In time sharecropping, in association with the crop lien,
became a byword for semipeonage. But during Reconstruction it offered
blacks a degree of control over their time, labor, and family arrangements
inconceivable under slavery.3®

Changes in class relations in the aftermath of emancipation may also pro-
vide the key to unlocking the experience of that shadowy presence, the
nonslaveholding yeomanry. No irony in the study of the South is more pro-
found than the distortion caused by historians’ disregard of this unstudied
majority. And no synthesis is possible until the nineteenth-century South is
understood as more than a story of the blacks and their masters. We now
know that the Civil War unleashed forces which swept the previously
subsistence-oriented white upcountry into the cotton kingdom, a transforma-
tion which, as Steven Hahn explains, involved profound changes in
economic, social, and political institutions among white farmers.** The
economic dislocations spawned by the spread of cotton production and
agricultural tenancy among whites may in time add a new dimension to the
traditional debate over southern white Republicanism as well as the largely
neglected post-Reconstruction Independent movements in several southern
states. It is now clear that scalawags, as their opponents called them, were
predominantly small farmers, whose loyalty to the Republican party rested
on a combination of prewar hostility to the planter regime, persistent intra-
state sectionalism, and wartime Unionism. But the changing class relations in
the white upcountry also underscore the importance of such political con-
cerns of Reconstruction as homestead exemptions and debtor relief, which,
for a time, attracted many whites to the Republican party in states like North
Carolina and Georgia.*°

Like black suffrage, the size and political significance of the white
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yeomanry sets the American postemancipation experience apart from that of
other countries. But Hahn's work also reemphasizes how, as in other
societies, the law was employed in an attempt to redefine class relations in the
aftermath of slavery. In recent years, there has been an increase of interest in
the law’s relationship to economic change and the impact of the judicial
system on property rights and class relations. Morton Horwitz, for example,
demonstrated how legal changes in the antebellum North redefined private
property in the interests of corporations while restricting the traditional prop-
erty rights of small-scale owners. Some work along these lines has already
been done for the postwar South, particularly studies of the coercive labor
legislation enacted during Presidential Reconstruction, repealed during
Republican rule, and then reenacted, with modifications, upon Redemption.
Laws punishing vagrancy, barring the “enticement” of laborers, regulating
agricultural liens, and making breaches of contract punishable under the
criminal law, all reflected an effort to use the power of the state to solidify the
plantation’s control over its labor force. Attention to these and less studied
issues such as the changing incidence of taxation, the use of convict labor,
and the regulation of hunting and fishing rights, reveals a vastly different pic-
ture of Republican Reconstruction than the conservative interlude portrayed
in much recent literature. Reconstruction stands as a unique moment between
two periods when the law was molded with one idea in mind —to maintain
the plantation economy. If Reconstruction did not destroy the planter class, it
did prevent the putting into place of a comprehensive legal code meant to
shape the political economy of emancipation in the planters’ interests. Even
the refusal of Republican governments to enact labor control measures was
itself a significant departure from the pattern in other postemancipation
societies. 4!

To take full account of issues like these it will be necessary to reopen that
strangely neglected question, the role of economic motives and influences in
shaping Reconstruction politics. In reaction to inherited Beardian views of
Reconstruction political alignments as little more than a conflict between
industry and agriculture, revisionist writers like Irwin Unger, Robert
Sharkey, and Stanley Coben insisted that there was no simple economic
explanation for Reconstruction politics and no unified Radical economic
policy or interest. But, as Lawrence Powell points out, these scholars “proved
only that there were many economic interests during the period, not that
there were none.” Yet recent writings continue to avoid discussion of
economic interests within both the national and southern Republican party,
and the impact of profound changes in American economic enterprise—
including the completion of the national railroad network, the rapid expan-
sion of factory production, and the opening of the mining frontier—on the
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evolution of the party’s southern policy.*? The best recent work on the South,
however, reminds us that the shape of the southern economy and the future
role of blacks within it, were central points of political conflict during
Reconstruction. What Mark Summers calls the “gospel of prosperity” —the
idea of a New South developing along lines marked out by the urbanizing,
industrializing North—animated southern Republican politics, inspiring both
the extensive railroad schemes whose details have so often baffled historians,
and the vision of a society freed from the dominance of the plantation, in
which social advancement would be open to all on the basis of individual
merit, not inherited caste distinctions.*?

Here, of course, was a vision which was not to be. Yet it arose from a soci-
ety in which all forms of social relations were in turmoil, in which the founda-
tions of the social and political order were, for a time, open for discussion, in
which seemingly trivial encounters between black and white became tests of
racial and class power. Petty incidents —the failure of a freedman to yield the
sidewalk or to address a former employer with the proper deference—
sparked seemingly irrational acts of violence. Indeed, the very pervasiveness
of violence in the post-Civil War South may be considered an indication of
how high were the stakes being fought over.* Reconstruction’s promise cer-
tainly exceeded its accomplishments. Yet so long as Reconstruction survived,
so too did the possibility of further change, a prospect only foreclosed with
Redemption and, later, the final implementation of segregation and disfran-
chisement. If, in retrospect, the outcome of the postemancipation struggle
appears all but inevitable, it is equally certain that Reconstruction trans-
formed the lives of southern blacks in ways unmeasurable by statistics and in
areas unreachable by law. It raised blacks’ expectations and aspirations, rede-
fined 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. Its legacy deserves to survive as an inspiration to those Americans,
black and white alike, who insist that the nation live up to the professed
ideals of its political culture.
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