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The World the War Made



The Coming of Emancipation

On January 1, 1863, after a winter storm swept up the east coast of the United States, the sun rose in a cloudless sky over Washington, D.C. At the White House, Abraham Lincoln spent most of the day welcoming guests to the traditional New Year’s reception. Finally, in the late afternoon, the President retired to his office to sign the Emancipation Proclamation. Excluded from its purview were the 450,000 slaves in the loyal border states of Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri, 275,000 in Union-occupied Tennessee, and tens of thousands more in portions of Louisiana and Virginia under the control of federal armies. But, the Proclamation decreed, the remainder of the nation’s slave population, well over 3 million men, women, and children, “are and henceforth shall be free.”

Nearly two and a half centuries had passed since twenty black men and women were landed in Virginia from a Dutch ship. From this tiny seed had grown the poisoned fruit of plantation slavery, which, in profound and contradictory ways, shaped the course of American development. Even as slavery mocked the ideals of a nation supposedly dedicated to liberty and equality, slave labor played an indispensable part in its rapid growth, expanding westward with the young republic, producing the cotton that fueled the early industrial revolution. The slavery question divided the nation’s churches, sundered political ties between the sections, and finally shattered the bonds of the Union. On the principle of opposing the further expansion of slavery, a new political party rose to power in the 1850s, placing in the White House a son of the slave state Kentucky who had grown to manhood on the free Illinois prairies and believed the United States could not endure forever half slave and half free. In the crisis that followed Lincoln’s election, eleven slave states seceded from the Union, precipitating in 1861 the bloodiest war the Western Hemisphere has ever seen.

The Emancipation Proclamation not only culminated decades of struggle, but evoked Christian visions of an era of unbounded progress for a nation purged at last of the sin of slavery. Even the staid editors of the New York Times believed it marked a watershed in American life, “an era in the history . . . of this country and the world.” For emancipation meant more than the end of a labor system, more even than the uncompensated liquidation of the nation’s largest concentration of private property. Begun to preserve the Union, the Civil War now portended a far-reaching transformation in Southern life and a redefinition of the place of blacks in American society and of the very meaning of freedom in the American republic.

In one sense, however, the Proclamation only confirmed what was already happening on farms and plantations throughout the South. War, it has been said, is the midwife of revolution, and well before 1863 the disintegration of slavery had begun. As the Union Army occupied territory on the periphery of the Confederacy, first in Virginia, then in Tennessee, Louisiana, and elsewhere, slaves by the thousands headed for the Union lines. Even in the heart of the Confederacy, the conflict undermined the South’s “peculiar institution.” The drain of white men into military service left plantations under the control of planters’ wives and elderly and infirm men, whose authority slaves increasingly felt able to challenge. Reports of “demoralized” and “insubordinate” behavior multiplied throughout the South.

But generally it was the arrival of federal soldiers that spelled havoc for the slave regime, for blacks quickly grasped that the presence of occupying troops destroyed the coercive power of both the individual master and the slaveholding community. On the Magnolia plantation in Louisiana, the arrival of the Union Army in 1862 sparked a work stoppage and worse: “We have a terrible state of affairs here negroes refusing to work. . . . The negroes have erected a gallows in the quarters and give as an excuse for it that they are told they must drive their master . . . off the plantation hang their master etc. and that then they will be free.” Slavery in southern Louisiana, wrote a Northern reporter in November 1862, “is forever destroyed and worthless, no matter what Mr. Lincoln or anyone else may say on the subject.”

“Meanwhile,” in the words of W. E. B. Du Bois, “with perplexed and laggard steps, the United States government followed in the footsteps of the black slave.” The slaves determination to seize the opportunity presented by the war initially proved an embarrassment to the Lincoln administration and a burden to the army. Lincoln fully appreciated, as he would observe in his second inaugural address, that slavery was “somehow” the cause of the war. But he also understood the vital importance of keeping the border slave states in the Union, generating support among the broadest constituency in the North, and weakening the Confederacy by holding out to irresolute Southerners the possibility that they could return to the Union with their property, including slaves, intact. In 1861, the restoration of the Union, not emancipation, was the cause that generated the widest support for the war effort.

Yet as the Confederacy set slaves to work as military laborers, and the presence of Union soldiers precipitateted large-scale desertion of the plantations, the early policy quickly unraveled. Increasingly, military authorities adopted the plan, inaugurated in Virginia by Gen. Benjamin F. Butler, of designating fugitive slaves “contraband of war” who would be employed as laborers for the Union armies. Then, too. Northern abolitionists and Badical Republicans recognized that secession offered a golden opportunity to strike a fatal blow at slavery. Their agitation kept at the forefront of Northern politics the question of the struggle’s ultimate purpose.

The steps by which Congress and the President moved toward abolition have often been chronicled. In March 1862, Congress enacted an article of war expressly prohibiting the army from returning fugitives to their masters. Then came abolition in the District of Columbia (with compensation for loyal owners) and the territories, followed by the Second Confiscation Act, liberating slaves who resided in Union-occupied territory or escaped to Union lines, if their masters were disloyal. Finally, in September, came the Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, and on January 1, 1863, the final edict, a turning point in national policy as well as in the character of the war. In effect, it transformed a war of armies into a conflict of societies. In December 1861, Lincoln had admonished Congress that the Civil War must not degenerate into “a violent and remorseless revolutionary struggle.” The Emancipation Proclamation announced that this was precisely what it must become.

Of the Proclamation’s provisions, few were more essential to breathing life into the promise of emancipation than the massive enrollment of blacks into military service. By the war’s end, some 180,000 blacks had served in the Union Army. The highest percentage originated in the border states, where enlistment was, for most of the war, the only route to freedom.

Although obliged to serve in segregated units under white officers and initially paid less than white troops, black soldiers played a crucial role not only in winning the Civil War, but also in defining the war’s consequences. The “logical result” of their military service, one Senator observed in 1864, was that “the black man is henceforth to assume a new status among us.” For the first time in American history, large numbers of blacks were treated as equals before the law—if only military law. It was in the army that numerous former slaves first learned to read and write, either from teachers employed by Northern aid societies or in classrooms and literary clubs established and funded by the soldiers themselves. For men of talent and ambition, the army flung open a door to advancement and respectability. From the army would come many of the black political leaders of Reconstruction, including at least forty-one delegates to state constitutional conventions, sixty legislators, three lieutenant governors, and four Congressmen. In time, the black contribution to the Union war effort would fade from the nation’s collective memory, but it remained a vital part of the black community’s sense of its own history. “They say,” an Alabama planter reported in 1867, “the Yankees never could have whipped the South without the aid of the negroes.” Here was a crucial justification for blacks self-confident claim to equal citizenship during Reconstruction.

For upholders of the South’s “peculiar institution,” the Civil War was a terrible moment of truth. The most perceptive among them realized they had never really known their slaves. “I believed that these people were content, happy, and attached to their masters,” South Carolina rice planter A. L. Taveau confessed two months after the war’s close. But if this were the case, why did the slaves desert their masters “in [their] moment of need and flock to an enemy, whom they did not know?” Blacks, Taveau now understood, had, for generations, been “looking for the Man of Universal Freedom.”



The Inner Civil War

Like a massive earthquake, the Civil War and the destruction of slavery permanently altered the landscape of Southern life, exposing and widening fault lines that had lain barely visible just beneath the surface. White society was transformed no less fully than black, as traditional animosities grew more acute, longstanding conflicts acquired altered meanings, and new groups emerged into political consciousness.

From the earliest days of settlement, there had never been a single white South, and in the nineteenth century the region as a whole, and each state within it, was divided into areas with sharply differing political economies. The plantation belt, which encompassed the South’s most fertile lands, supported a flourishing agriculture integrated into the world market for cotton, rice, sugar, and tobacco. It contained the majority of slaves, as well as the planters who dominated Southern society and politics and commanded most of the region’s wealth and economic resources. A larger number of white Southerners lived in the upcountry, an area of small farmers and herdsmen who owned few or no slaves and engaged largely in mixed and subsistence agriculture. The upcountry itself encompassed the Piedmont, where slavery was a significant presence, and the mountains and hill country, where small communities of white families lived in frontier conditions, isolated from the rest of the South. Self-sufficiency remained the primary goal of upcountry farm families, a large majority of whom owned their land and worked it with their own labor, without slaves or hired hands.

Within the South, state borders did not coincide with lines of economic specialization. The Appalachian South, a vast mountain region of extraordinary beauty, stretched from western Virginia through parts of Kentucky, Tennessee, North Carolina, Georgia, and Alabama. The cotton kingdom, dominated by slave plantations, reached from the Carolinas southwest into Louisiana and eastern Texas. Tennessee had a western region with numerous cotton plantations, a middle section with prosperous medium-sized farms growing corn and livestock for the market, and a large mountainous area to the east, with small subsistence-oriented farms and few slaves.

Many small farmers (nearly half in both Mississippi and South Carolina) owned a slave or two, and even in the mountains slavery was “firmly entrenched” among a small but influential local elite: the few large-scale farmers, professional men, merchants, and small-town entrepreneurs. Outside the plantation belt, however, the majority of yeomen had little economic stake in the institution. Yet slavery affected society everywhere in the South, and even mountaineers shared many attitudes with the planters, beginning with a commitment to white supremacy. So long as slavery and planter rule did not interfere with the yeomanry’s self-sufficient agriculture and local independence, the latent class conflict among whites failed to find coherent expression.

It was in the secession crisis and Civil War that large numbers of upcountry yeomen discovered themselves as a political class. The elections for delegates to secession conventions in the winter of 1860–61 produced massive repudiations of disunion in yeoman areas. Once the war had begun, most of the upcountry rallied to the Confederate cause. But from the outset, disloyalty was rife in the Southern mountains. Its western counties seceded from Virginia in 1861 and two years later reentered the Union as a separate state. From East Tennessee, long conscious of its remoteness from the rest of the state, thousands of men made their way through the mountains to enlist in the Union Army. Secret Union societies flourished in the Ozark mountains of northern Arkansas, from which 8,000 men eventually joined the federal army.

Discontent developed more slowly outside the mountains. It was not simply devotion to the Union but the impact of the war and the consequences of Confederate policies that awakened peace sentiment and social conflict. In any society, war demands sacrifice, and public support often rests on the conviction that sacrifice is equitably shared. But the Confederate government increasingly molded its policies in the interest of the planter class. Slavery’s disintegration compelled the Confederate government to take steps to preserve the institution, and these policies, in turn, sundered white society.

The impression that planters were not bearing their fair share of the war’s burdens spread quickly among Southern yeomen. The upcountry became convinced that it bore an unfair share of taxation; it particularly resented the tax-in-kind and the policy of impressment that authorized military officers to appropriate farm goods to feed the army. During the war, poverty descended upon thousands of upcountry families, especially those with men in the army. Food riots broke out in Virginia and North Carolina, and in Randolph County, Alabama, crowds of women seized government stores of corn “to prevent starvation of themselves and families.” But, above all, conscription convinced many yeomen that the struggle for Southern independence had become “a rich man’s war and a poor man’s fight.” Beginning in 1862, the Confederacy enacted the first conscription laws in American history, including provisions that a draftee could avoid service by producing a substitute, and that one able-bodied white male would be exempted for every twenty slaves. This “class legislation” was deeply resented in the upcountry, for the cost of a substitute quickly rose far beyond the means of most white families, while the “twenty Negro” provision, a response to the decline of discipline on the plantations, allowed many overseers and planters sons to escape military service.

In large areas of the Southern upcountry, initial enthusiasm for the war was succeeded by disillusionment, draft evasion, and eventually outright resistance to Confederate authority—a civil war within the Civil War. By war’s end, more than 100,000 men had deserted, almost entirely, one officer observed, from among “the poorest class of non slaveholders whose labor is indispensable to the daily support of their families.” In western and central North Carolina, whose white inhabitants supported the Confederacy at the outset, the Heroes of America, numbering perhaps 10,000 men, established an “underground railroad” to enable Unionists to escape to federal lines.

More than ever before, the Southern upcountry was divided against itself between 1861 and 1865. Yeomen supplied both the bulk of Confederate soldiers and the majority of deserters and draft resistors. Lying at the war’s strategic crossroads, portions of upcountry Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi were laid waste by the march of opposing armies. In other areas, marauding bands of deserters plundered the farms and workshops of Confederate sympathizers, driving off livestock and destroying crops, while Confederate troops and vigilantes routed Union families from their homes. In this internal civil war, atrocities were committed on both sides, but since the bulk of the upcountry remained within Confederate lines for most of the war, Unionists suffered more intensely. In East Tennessee, hundreds were imprisoned by military tribunals and their property seized “to the total impoverishment of the sufferers.”

Thus the war permanently redrew the economic and political map of the white South. Military devastation and the Confederacy’s economic policies plunged much of the upcountry into poverty, thereby threatening the yeomanry’s economic independence and opening the door to the postwar spread of cotton cultivation and tenancy. The war ended the upcountry’s isolation, weakened its localism, and awakened its political sell-consciousness. Out of the Union opposition would come many of the most prominent white Republican leaders of Reconstruction. The party’s Southern governors would include Edmund J. Davis, who during the war raised the First Texas Cavalry for the Union army; William W. Holden, whose unsuccessful 1864 peace campaign for governor of North Carolina became the backbone of white Republicanism in the state; and William G. Brownlow, a circuit-riding Methodist preacher and Knoxville editor who gave violent speeches in the North against the Confederacy. Regions like East Tennessee and western North Carolina and individual counties in the hill country of other states would embrace the Republican party after the Civil War and remain strongholds well into the twentieth century. Their loyalty first to the Union and then to Republicanism did not, however, imply abolitionist sentiment during the war (although they were perfectly willing to see slavery sacrificed to preserve the Union) or a commitment to the rights of blacks thereafter. Upcountry Unionism, Northern reporter Sidney Andrews explained in the fall of 1865, rested above all on “hatred of those who went into the Rebellion” and of “a certain ruling class” that had brought upon the region the devastating impact of the Civil War.



The North’s Transformation

For the Union too, the Civil War was a time of change. The Northern states did not experience a revolution as far-reaching as emancipation, but few aspects of life emerged untouched from the ongoing conflict. The policies of a national government whose powers were magnified each year the war continued offered unparalleled economic opportunities to some Northerners while spurring determined opposition among others. As in the South, how Northerners reacted to the war and its consequences reflected prior divisions of class, race, and politics, even as these were themselves reshaped by the conflict.

If economic devastation stalked the South, for the North the Civil War was a time of unprecedented prosperity. Railroads thrived on carrying troops and supplies, and profited from the closing of the Mississippi River. On a tide of demand from the army, the meat-packing industry boomed; Chicago, the city of railroad and slaughterhouse, experienced unprecedented growth in population, construction, banking, and manufacturing. By 1865 it stood unchallenged as the Midwest’s preeminent commercial center. The woolen mills of New England and the mid-Atlantic states worked day and night to meet the military’s demand for blankets and uniforms, reaping enormous profits. Agriculture also flourished, for even as farm boys by the thousands were drawn into the army, the frontier of cultivation pushed westward, with machinery and immigration replacing lost labor.

Deep structural changes accompanied the North’s wartime boom. Accelerating the emergence of an American industrial bourgeoisie, the war tied the fortunes of this class to the Republican party and the national state. More was involved than profits wrung from government contracts, for faced with the war’s unprecedented financial demands, Congress adopted economic policies that promoted further industrial expansion and permanently altered the conditions of capital accumulation. To mobilize the financial resources of the Union, the government created a national paper currency, an enormous national debt, and a national banking system. To raise funds it increased the tariff and imposed new taxes on nearly every branch of production and consumption. To help compensate for the drain of men into the army, a federal bureau was established to encourage immigration under labor contracts. To promote agricultural development, the Homestead Act offered free land to settlers on the public domain, and the Land Grant College Act assisted the states in establishing “agricultural and mechanical colleges.” And to further consolidate the Union, Congress lavished grants of public land and government bonds upon internal improvements, most notably the transcontinental railroad, which, when completed in 1869, expanded the national market, facilitated the penetration of capital into the West, and heralded the final doom of the Plains Indians. The policies of the Union embodied a spirit of national economic activism unprecedented in the prewar years.

In their expansion of federal power and their effort to organize a decentralized economy and fragmented polity, these measures reflected the birth of the modern American state. On the eve of the Civil War, the federal government was “in a state of impotence.” Most functions of government were handled at the state and local level; one could live out one’s life without ever encountering an official representative of national authority. But the exigencies of war created, as Sen. George S. Boutwell later put it, a “new government,” with a greatly expanded income, bureaucracy, and set of responsibilities. A government whose regular army in 1860 numbered only 16,000 found itself mobilizing, training, equipping, and coordinating the activities of millions of men. The federal budget, amounting to $63 million in 1860, rose to well over $1 billion by 1865. At war’s end the federal government, with 53,000 employees including new Custom House officials, internal revenue agents, clerks, and inspectors, was the largest employer in the nation.

Especially after the Emancipation Proclamation clothed national authority with an indisputably moral purpose, Republicans exalted the state’s continuing maturation as one of the most salutary of the war’s consequences. “The policy of this country,” declared Sen. John Sherman, “ought to be to make everything national as far as possible; to nationalize our country so that we shall love our country.” Within Congress, Sherman’s broad nationalism was embraced, above all, by the Radical Republicans. For Radicals, the nation had become the “custodian of freedom,” and some questioned whether the states deserved continued existence at all. The war vindicated their conviction that freedom stood in greater danger of abridgment from local than national authority. In the full flush of nationalist exuberance, a magazine founded in 1865 by antislavery crusaders, and entitled, significantly, The Nation, announced in its second issue;


The issue of the war marks an epoch by the consolidation of nationality under democratic forms. . . . This territorial, political, and historical oneness of the nation is now ratified by the blood of thousands of her sons. . . . The prime issue of the war was between nationality one and indivisible, and the loose and changeable federation of independent States.



As never before, the war mobilized the energies of Northern reformers. Especially among women, it inspired an outpouring of voluntary undertakings. Much of their activity centered on the United States Sanitary Commission, which organized medical relief and other services for soldiers, and the freedmen’s aid movement, an attempt to help the government cope with the daunting problem of the destitute blacks liberated from slavery. Although men controlled these organizations at the highest levels, the war years inculcated among these women a heightened interest in public events and a sense of independence and accomplishment, while also offering training in organization. Even though the prewar agitation for the suffrage came to a virtual standstill, the war enlarged the ranks of women who resented their legal and political subordination to men and believed themselves entitled to the vote in recognition of their contribution to Union victory and the destruction of slavery.

If the war opened doors of opportunity for women, it held out hope for an even more radical transformation in the condition of the tiny, despised black population of the free states. Numbering fewer than a quarter million in 1860, blacks comprised less than two percent of the North’s population, yet they found themselves subjected to pervasive discrimination. Barred in most states from the suffrage, schools, and public accommodations, confined to menial occupations, living in the poorest, unhealthiest quarters of cities like New York, Philadelphia, and Cincinnati, many Northern blacks had by the 1850s all but despaired of ever finding a secure and equal place within American life.

The Civil War produced an abrupt shift from the pessimism of the 1850s to a renewed spirit of patriotism and a restored faith in the larger society. Even before the Emancipation Proclamation, a black Californian foresaw the dawning of a new day for his people:


Everything among us indicates a change in our condition, and [we must] prepare to act in a different sphere from that in which we have heretofore acted. . . . Our relation to this government is changing daily. . . . Old things are passing away, and eventually old prejudices must follow. The revolution has begun, and time alone must decide where it is to end.



Emancipation further transformed the black response to American nationality. Throughout his life, Frederick Douglass had been the most insistent advocate of what one historian calls the Great Tradition of black protest—the idea that blacks formed an integral part of the nation and were entitled to the same rights and opportunities white citizens enjoyed. Now Douglass emerged as black America’s premier spokesman, welcomed at the White House, his speeches widely reprinted in the Northern press. Throughout the war Douglass insisted that from emancipation should flow the end of all color discrimination, the establishment of equality before the law, and the enfranchisement of the black population—the “full and complete adoption” of blacks “into the great national family of America.”

The war galvanized a black assault upon the Northern color line which, in the conflict’s final months, won some modest but impressive victories. In February 1865, John S. Rock of Boston became the first black lawyer admitted to the bar of the Supreme Court. Slowly, the North’s racial barriers began to fall. In 1863, California for the first time permitted blacks to testify in criminal cases; early in 1865 Illinois repealed its laws barring blacks from entering the state, serving on juries, or testifying in court, while Ohio eliminated the last of its discriminatory “black laws.” In May 1865, Massachusetts passed the first comprehensive public accommodations law in American history. New York City, San Francisco, Cincinnati, and Cleveland all desegregated their streetcars during the war. For reformers, this initial progress was an augury of the reborn republic they believed was emerging from the war. Essential to this transformation would be some as yet undefined measure of equality before the law for blacks, and the “regeneration” of the South, transplanting there, as Douglass put it, “the higher civilization of the North.

Republicans had brought into the war an ideology grounded in a conviction of the superiority of free to slave labor, which saw the distinctive quality of Northern society as the opportunity it offered the wage laborer to rise to the status of independent farmer or craftsman. In 1861, Lincoln placed the struggle firmly within the familiar context of the free labor ideology. Slavery, he insisted, embodied the idea that the condition of the worker should remain forever the same; in the North, by contrast, there was “no such . . . thing as a free man being fixed for life in the condition of a hired laborer. . . . Men, with their families . . . work for themselves on their farms, in their houses, and in their shops, taking the whole product to themselves, and asking no favors of capital on the one hand nor of hired laborers or slaves on the other.” Here was a social vision already being rendered obsolete by the industrial revolution and the appearance of a class of permanent wage laborers. Indeed, even as the war vindicated the free labor ideology, it strengthened tendencies that inexorably transformed the society of small producers from which that ideology had sprung. “The youngest of us,” abolitionist Wendell Phillips wrote in 1864, “are never again to see the republic in which we were born.”

Yet the world that spawned the free labor ideology remained close enough in time, and its assumptions authentic enough in the experience of men like Lincoln and the millions of small-town and rural men and women who still made up the majority of the North’s population, for the ideology to retain a broad plausibility. Sanctified by the North’s triumph, it would emerge from the war further strengthened as an underpinning of Republican party policy and as a starting point for discussions of the postwar South. Now the prospect opened of an affluent, democratic, free labor South, with small farms replacing the great plantations and Northern capital and migrants energizing the society. And presiding over the transformation would stand a benevolent and powerful national state. With “the whole continent opened to free labor and Northern enterprise,” an abolitionist journal exulted just two days after the Emancipation Proclamation, “the imagination can hardly exaggerate the glory and power of the American republic. Its greatness will overshadow the world.”

Thus the Civil War consolidated the national state while identifying that state, via emancipation, with the interests of all humanity and, more prosaically, with a coalition of diverse groups and classes. An emerging industrial bourgeoisie, adherents of the Republican party, men and women of the reform milieu, a Northern black community demanding a new status in American life—all these embraced the changes brought on by the war. But these developments also galvanized bitter wartime opposition. The enrichment of industrialists and bondholders appeared unfair to workers devastated by a regressive tax system and inflation. The process of national state formation clashed with cherished traditions of local autonomy and cultural diversity. And even small improvements in the status of Northern blacks, not to mention the vast changes implied by emancipation, stirred ugly counterattacks from advocates of white supremacy.

The Democratic party, the preeminent conservative institution of the era, reaped the political harvest of opposition to the changes wrought by the war. Tainted with disloyalty in Republican eyes, unable to develop a coherent alternative to the policies of the Lincoln administration, the Democracy’s survival testified to the resilience of the deeply rooted traditions the war threatened to undermine. Its greatest strength lay in areas like the “butternut” farming regions of the Ohio Valley, closely tied to the South and bypassed by wartime economic expansion, and among urban Catholic immigrants and other voters hostile to the perfectionist reform tradition, with its impulse toward cultural homogeneity.

To unite these groups, the Democracy built upon an ideological appeal developed in the 1850s, which identified the Republican party as an agent of economic privilege and political centralization, and a threat to individual liberty and the tradition of limited government. During the war, Democrats perfected economic appeals based on the inequity of protective tariffs, high railroad freight rates, and state and federal aid to private corporations that would provide the staples of agrarian protest in years to come. White supremacy provided the final ideological glue in the Democratic coalition. “Slavery is dead, the Cincinnati Enquirer announced at war’s end, “the negro is not, there is the misfortune.”

All the elements of opposition to the war and its consequences came together for a few terrifying days in July 1863. The New York City draft riot, the largest civil insurrection in American history apart from the South’s rebellion itself, originated in opposition to conscription. But it reflected as well resentment of the emerging industrial bourgeoisie and the Republican party that appeared as its handmaiden, and violent hostility to emancipation, abolitionists, and blacks.

Beginning with an attack on a conscription office, the riot quickly developed into a wholesale assault on all the symbols of the new order being created by the Republican party and the Civil War. Its targets included government officials, factories and docks (some the scene of recent strikes), the opulent homes of the city’s Republican elite, and such symbols of the reform spirit as the Colored Orphan Asylum, which was burned to the ground. Above all, the riot degenerated into a virtual racial pogrom, with uncounted numbers of blacks murdered on the streets or driven to take refuge in Central Park or across the river in New Jersey. Only the arrival of troops fresh from the Union victory at Gettysburg restored order to the city.

Like the inner civil war within the Confederacy, the draft riot underscored the fact that for North and South alike, the war’s legacy was fraught with ambiguity. Could a society in which racial hatred ran so deep secure justice for the emancipated slaves? What would it mean to remake Southern society in the Northern image when the North was itself so bitterly divided by the changes brought on by the Civil War? The war’s most conspicuous legacies—the preservation of the Union and the abolition of slavery—posed a host of unanswered questions. And their wartime corollaries—a more powerful national state and a growing sense among Republicans that blacks were entitled to some measure of civil equality—produced countervailing tendencies, as localism, laissez-faire, and racism, persistent forces in nineteenth-century American life, reasserted themselves.

Thus, two societies, each divided internally, entered the Reconstruction years to confront the myriad consequences of the Civil War. As Sidney Breese, an Illinois jurist and politician, observed, all Americans “must live in the world the War made.”
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The Reconstruction of the North


Like the South, the victorious North experienced a social transformation after the Civil War. And if the North’s reconstruction proved less revolutionary than the South's, the process of change catalyzed by the war continued to accelerate in peacetime. Evidence abounded of the consolidation of the capitalist economy: a manufacturing boom, the spread of new forms of industrial organization, the completion of the railroad network, and the opening of the Trans-Mississippi West to mining, lumbering, ranching, and commercial farming. The North’s social structure, like the South s, was altered in these years. An increasingly powerful class of industrialists and railroad entrepreneurs took its place alongside the older commercial elite; the number of professionals and white-collar workers grew dramatically; and the wage-earner irrevocably supplanted the independent craftsman as the typical worker. Returning from England in 1868, Charles Francis Adams and his family were stunned by the triumph of the new industrial economy over one centered on agriculture and artisanship: “Had they been Tyrian traders of the year B.C. 1000, landing from a galley fresh from Gibraltar, they could hardly have been stranger on the shore of a world, so changed from what it had been ten years before. As in the South, moreover, economic and social change produced new demands on the state and altered the terms of political debate and modes of party organization. From labor relations to party politics to attitudes toward the postwar South, no aspect of life remained unaffected by the reconstruction of the North.


The North and the Age of Capital

The war-inspired economic boom slackened only momentarily with the coming of peace, and manufacturing output quickly resumed its relentless upward course. By 1873, the nation’s industrial production stood seventy-five percent above its 1865 level, a figure all the more remarkable in view of the South’s economic stagnation. In the same eight years, three million immigrants entered the country, nearly all destined for the North and West, their labor fueling the rapid growth of metropolitan centers like New York and smaller industrial cities from Paterson to Milwaukee. By 1873, with the United States second only to Britain in manufacturing production and the number of farmers outstripped by nonagricultural workers, the North had irrevocably entered the industrial age.

If the cotton mill symbolized the early industrial revolution, the railroad epitomized the maturing capitalist order. Between 1865 and 1873, 35,000 miles of track were laid, a figure that exceeded the entire rail network of 1860. Railroads opened vast new areas to commercial farming and helped cities like Chicago and Kansas City extend their economic sway over agricultural hinterlands. Their voracious appetite for funds absorbed much of the nation’s investment capital, contributed to the development of banking, and facilitated the further concentration of the nation’s capital market in Wall Street. As significant as the completion of the railroad system, however, was its coordination and consolidation, as large trunk lines, controlled by Eastern capitalists, increasingly absorbed smaller companies. Under the aggressive leadership of Thomas A. Scott, the Pennsylvania Railroad, the nation’s largest corporation, forged an economic empire that stretched across the continent and included coal mines and oceangoing steamships. Only two nations in the world, Britain and France, possessed more track than the Pennsylvania’s 6,000 miles. For such freewheeling entrepreneurs as Collis P. Huntington, James J. Hill, and Jay Gould, railroads created opportunities for unheard-of wealth. For other Americans, the railroad acted as a nationalizing force, sharply reducing transportation costs and establishing a vast national market that, within a quarter century, helped make the United States the world’s preeminent industrial nation.

Nowhere did capitalism penetrate more rapidly or dramatically than in the Trans-Mississippi West. At the close of the Civil War, the frontier of settlement was just across the Mississippi River. Beyond lay millions of acres of fertile and mineral-rich land roamed by immense buffalo herds that provided food, clothing, and shelter for a population of perhaps a quarter of a million Indians. By the time Grant left office, railroads traversed the Great Plains, farmers and cattlemen had replaced the buffalo, most Indians had been concentrated on reservations, and, although warfare did not end until the massacre of the Sioux at Wounded Knee in 1890, the world of the Plains Indians had come to an end. Even as the South struggled with the problems of recovery, a new agricultural empire arose in Minnesota, the Dakotas, Nebraska, and Kansas, whose population grew from 300,000 in 1860 to well over 2 million twenty years later.

The West, however, was more than an agrarian empire. Around the Great Lakes and in the Ohio Valley arose new mining and industrial complexes geared to processing the farmer’s expanding output and meeting the railroad’s enormous demand for machinery, coal, and iron products. The most startling growth occurred in Chicago, which dominated the region’s grain, meat, and lumber trades and emerged as a major rail and industrial center, the home of iron and steel mills, farm machinery factories, and meat-packing plants. Throughout the West, highly capitalized corporate enterprises appeared with remarkable rapidity. The Wisconsin and Michigan lumber industry, dominated by small-scale producers in 1860, came under the control of Eastern-financed corporations that engrossed immense tracts of forest, constructed sawmills whose output far exceeded anything known before the war, and employed armies of loggers. Western mining increasingly fell under the sway of corporations that mobilized Eastern and European capital to introduce the most advanced technology and replace the independent prospector with wage-earning deep-shaft miners.

As in the South, the North’s political structure was ill-equipped to deal with the enormous demands on the resources of the state and the new opportunities for corruption created by the soaring capitalist economy. “The galleries and lobbies of every Legislature . . .,” observed an Illinois Republican leader, “are thronged with men seeking to procure an advantage” for one corporation or another. But it was in the West that a “politics of development” akin to that of the Reconstruction South emerged most dramatically, with railroad, lumber, and mining companies exerting inordinate influence on government policy. Under Gov. Samuel J. Crawford, a lawyer associated with the Union Pacific, the Kansas legislature consigned hundreds of thousands of acres of public land to the state’s railroads. In Wisconsin, many legislators held stock or directorships in state-aided lumber companies and railroads. Lobbyists thronged the statehouse; “the worst traits of the human character are brought out by them,” observed Gov. Cadwallader C. Washburn, “and to see the majority of our legislators struggling for the grab . . . is humiliating.”

The growing connection of Republican leaders with business corporations seemed even more apparent in Washington. Even officials of unimpeachable integrity felt comfortable with arrangements that today seem egregious conflicts of interest. Sen. Lyman Trumbull, for example, accepted an annual retainer from the Illinois Central Railroad. Less scrupulous lawmakers enriched themselves by serving companies allied with their party. The Central Pacific rewarded Sen. William M. Stewart of Nevada with 50,000 acres of land for his services on the Committee on the Pacific Railroad. Banker Jay Cooke, the “financier of the Civil War” and leading individual contributor to Grant’s presidential campaigns, took a mortgage on Speaker of the House James G. Blaine’s Washington home, sold a valuable piece of Duluth land to Ohio Gov. Rutherford B. Hayes at “a great bargain,” and employed as lobbyists such out-of-office políticos as Benjamin Wade and Ignatius Donnelly.

Like the states, the federal government proved remarkably solicitous of the interests of the railroads and other corporations. The National Mineral Act of 1866 dispensed millions of acres of mineral-rich public land to mining companies free of charge. Between 1862 and 1872, the government awarded over 100 million acres of land and millions of dollars to support railroad construction, mostly to finance the transcontinental lines chartered during and after the Civil War. Blacks could not but note the contrast between such largesse and the failure to provide the freedmen with land. Why, asked freedman Anthony Wayne, “whilst Congress appropriated land by the million acres to pet railroad schemes . . . did they not aid poor Anthony and his people starving and in rags?” No one offered an answer.

As in the Reconstruction South, much of the Grant era’s corruption stemmed from government promotion of railroad development. The most notorious example involved Crédit Mobilier, a dummy Corporation formed by an inner ring of Union Pacific stockholders to build the government-assisted line at an exorbitant profit, an arrangement protected by distributing Crédit Mobilier shares to influential Congressmen. After a newspaper broke the story, a Congressional investigation resulted in the expulsion of two members and damaged the reputations of numerous other public officials, including House Speaker Blaine and Grant’s Vice Presidents Schuyler Colfax and Henry Wilson.

It would be wrong, however, to accuse every lawmaker of malfeasance or to assume that corporate lobbying and political corruption fully explained the remarkable governmental generosity of what Mark Twain called America’s Gilded Age. More significant was the widespread belief in the social benefits and political advantages of capitalist development. Despite their growing power, moreover, the new corporations joined many other groups struggling to use the state to advance their own interests. As in the South, social change profoundly affected Northern politics and government. The state became a battleground not only for entrepreneurs seeking economic advantage, but also for Radicals, blacks, and women hoping to extend northward government-promoted social and racial reconstruction, for farmers and workers bent on redressing inequities caused by capitalism’s rapid expansion, and for a newly self-conscious intelligentsia determined to redefine the meaning of “reform.



The Transformation of Politics

In some respects, changes in Northern public authority paralleled those in the South. State governments assumed greater responsibility for public health, welfare, and education, and cities invested heavily in park construction and improved water and gas services. Government activism flourished where Republicans enjoyed secure majorities or Radicals dominated the party. Massachusetts, where a tight-knit cadre of Radicals controlled Republican politics throughout the 1860s, established state boards of public charities and public health and a state constabulary. Michigan Republicans expanded state facilities for homeless children and the insane, deaf, and blind; they established a board of health, made school attendance compulsory for the first time, outlawed cruelty to animals, and created a metropolitan police board for Democratic Detroit.

Under Radical Gov. Reuben Fenton, New York enacted the North’s most ambitious reform program. Between 1865 and 1867, the legislature established eight new teacher-training colleges, created the state’s first Board of Charities, eliminated fees for common schooling, and set minimum housing standards for New York City. A professional fire department replaced the city’s notoriously inefficient volunteer companies, and the legislature created a new Board of Health, one of the few administrative agencies of the period with the power to enforce its regulations. Coupled with aid to corporations, such initiatives produced a rapid increase in state and city budgets, debts, and tax rates. But unlike the South, the North’s ability to pay taxes—its aggregate wealth and per capita income—was also rising.

Republicans also took steps to improve the lot of Northern blacks. The party drew few benefits from efforts to combat racial discrimination, for white voters alienated by such a policy were likely to outnumber the tiny black population. Rather, the drive for civil and political equality arose from Radical ideology, the course of Reconstruction politics, and the agitation of black churches, newspapers, and state conventions that demanded the repeal of discriminatory laws, access to schools and streetcars, and an extension of Reconstruction’s democratic revolution to the North.

A combination of Congressional measures and actions at the state and local level produced astonishing advances in the rights of Northern blacks. The Civil Rights Act of 1866 and postwar amendments voided laws barring blacks from entering Northern states, testifying in court, and voting, and were employed by individuals pressing damage claims against railroads and streetcars that denied them equal access. Pennsylvania’s legislature prohibited streetcar segregation in 1867, and New York Republicans six years later enacted a pioneering civil rights law that outlawed discrimination in public accommodations. Blacks also gained access to public schools in states that had previously made no provision for their education. In a few states, integrated education now became the norm. Michigan’s legislature outlawed school segregation in 1867, and the state university admitted its first black students in 1868. And Iowa’s Supreme Court ruled separate schooling a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment.

Despite the toppling of these barriers, racial Reconstruction proved less far-reaching than in the South. Most Northern blacks remained trapped in inferior housing and menial and unskilled jobs (and even here their foothold, challenged by the continuing influx of European immigrants and discrimination by employers and unions alike, became increasingly precarious). An 1871 survey of New York City’s black community identified some 400 waiters and 500 longshoremen, but only two physicians and a handful of skilled craftsmen. Black politicians in the North lacked a viable strategy for addressing their community’s economic plight. Perhaps this was inevitable for a group representing barely two percent of the North’s population. Nonetheless, blacks now found public life open to them in ways inconceivable before the war. Their claim to political rights had become so much a part of what it meant to be a Republican that ninety percent of the party’s voters in New York State supported equal suffrage in an unsuccessful 1869 referendum.

With blacks’ enfranchisement, women remained “the only class of citizens wholly unrepresented in the government.” And despite the disintegration of the abolitionist-feminist alliance in disputes over the postwar amendments, a broadly based movement pressed for an end to restrictions on women’s social and legal rights. The vote remained central to feminist thinking, for it promised to give women equal standing in public life, overturn the ideology that defined the home as women’s sphere, and empower them to address politically their other grievances.

“If I were to give free vent to all my pent-up wrath concerning the subordination of women,” Lydia Maria Child wrote Charles Sumner in 1872, “I might frighten you. . . . Suffice it, therefore, to say, either the theory of our government is false, or women have a right to vote.” Child’s bitterness was not uncommon among nineteenth-century women, and her logic was irrefutable. But even in Radical Massachusetts, the issue split the party. Although Gov. William Claflin supported suffrage, the 1871 party convention sidestepped the question—noting only that it “deserves the most careful and respectful attention”—and a constitutional amendment failed in the legislature. The same fate befell proposals in Iowa and Maine, and when staunchly Republican Michigan held a referendum in 1874, women’s suffrage suffered a decisive defeat.

If the women’s suffrage agitation exposed Republicans’ reluctance to carry equal rights to its logical conclusion, the political demands of economically aggrieved Northerners confronted the party with different problems. Especially in the West, railroad expansion provoked growing protest. Commercial farmers complained of exorbitant freight rates, favoritism for large shippers, and the high price of manufactured goods. River and lake ports resented being bypassed, and even Chicago merchants contended that they suffered discriminatory freight charges and high fees in railroad-controlled warehouses. To all these groups, the railroad increasingly seemed an alien, intrusive force that disrupted traditional economic arrangements and channels of commerce and threatened the independence of individuals and local communities. One response was the rapid spread in the upper Mississippi Valley of the Patrons of Husbandry, or Grange, which moved to establish cooperatives to circumvent exploitative middlemen and “compel the carriers to take our produce at a fair price.” Although officially nonpartisan, Grange members quickly turned to politics, demanding that the activist state that had lavished aid upon corporations now redress the imbalances caused by the capitalist economy’s rapid growth. The best-known and most controversial response, the Illinois Board of Railroad and Warehouse Commissioners, embodied a broad definition of state regulatory powers, for the legislature empowered it to eliminate rate discrimination, establish maximum charges, and enforce its decisions. A legal challenge by railroads and warehouse operators produced the landmark 1877 Supreme Court ruling in Munn v. Illinois, upholding the state’s power to regulate businesses of a quasi-public character.

Even more thorny political and ideological questions arose from the North’s revived labor movement. Although workers divided along lines of craft, skill, ethnicity, and religion, a sense of unity arose from aspects of economic life that nearly all laborers (and many other Americans) found alarming. Despite widespread prosperity, the unprecedented fortunes accumulated by the captains of commerce and industry helped produce unheard-of inequalities of income. The inexorable tendency toward the mechanization of industry and a larger scale of production transformed skilled craftsmen into “tenders of machinery and threatened to entrench within American life what The Nation called “the great curse of the Old World—the division of society into classes.” Massachusetts industry, Edward Atkinson had noted during the Civil War, stood “in a transition state, changing from transient help, farmer’s daughters, etc. working for a few years and living in boarding houses, to a permanent factory population. By 1870, the same tendency was evident in the West. In Cincinnati, for example, a few large factories employed as many workers as the city’s thousands of small shops. All this raised troubling questions about the continued validity of free labor axioms: that liberty rested on ownership of productive property, and that working for wages was merely a temporary resting place on the road to economic autonomy.

When the labor question entered the political arena, it produced alignments quite unlike those of Reconstruction. In Congress, George W. Julian’s bill to establish an eight-hour day for federal employees brought together an unusual coalition of Northern Democrats, many representing urban working-class constituencies, and Radical Republicans accustomed to using the democratic state for reform purposes. The bill became law in 1868, after Radicals and Democrats defeated John Sherman’s proposal for wage reductions to balance the cut in hours.

One Republican newspaper considered Radical support for the eight-hour bill perfectly natural, since labor and the Radicals shared a commitment to “the essential dignity of man and “universal equality.” At the state level, however, the issue proved more complicated, for while the federal law applied only to government-employed workers, state legislation would affect employees in private industry. The divisive potential of the labor question was strikingly illustrated in Massachusetts, the nation’s most thoroughly industrialized state. Here, the labor movement and Radical Republicans shared common ground, for many union leaders had been influenced by abolitionism, and the Boston Daily Evening Voice, a labor journal, supported Congressional Reconstruction and urged unions to stop excluding blacks. For their part, many Massachusetts Radicals, including House Speaker James M. Stone, endorsed legislation to limit the working day, prohibit child labor, and ensure factory safety. Others, however, including Radical kingpin Francis W. Bird, insisted labor’s demands violated the law of supply and demand and contradicted the very principle of free contract Republicans were attempting to introduce in the South. Dominated by Radicals, a succession of government commissions investigated the need for labor legislation, but all opposed state regulation of working hours as “subverting the right of individual property.

By questioning the equity of Northern labor relations, the labor movement raised fundamental questions for the free labor ideology. Like freedmen seeking land and Western farmers advocating regulation of the railroads, labor reformers pressured the Republican party to consider the realities of unequal economic power and widespread economic dependence and the state’s responsibility for combating them. By itself, class conflict was not “the submerged shoal on which Radical dreams foundered”; Radical Republicanism, as we have seen, ran aground on the all too visible politics of race and Reconstruction. Yet what The Nation called the emerging “politics of class feeling” did weaken Radicalism by fostering a new kind of political leadership: nonideological power brokers in a contentious, pluralistic society.

The diversity of the claims upon postwar Northern state governments facilitated a shift within the Republican party from an ideological to an organizational politics. Especially after Grant’s assumption of the Presidency defused the ideological crisis of the Johnson years and weakened Radical influence in Washington, state parties fell under the control of powerful Senators who saw government less as an instrument of reform than as a path to office and a vehicle for mediating the rival claims of the diverse economic and ethnic groups within Northern society. Although many of these Stalwarts had been active in the antislavery crusade, most had grown impatient with the ideological politics that had dominated the party. The organization, rather than the issues that had created it, commanded their highest loyalty.

Slowly, the political agenda shifted from Reconstruction to economic questions defined by shifting alliances along East-West, urban-rural, and occupational lines rather than Radical-moderate or even Democrat-Republican divisions. Nevertheless, the fact that Republicans divided on virtually every other question heightened the importance of the Civil War and Reconstruction as touchstones that served as a continuing definition of the party’s identity. For some politicians, this meant cynically “waving the bloody shirt” at election time; for others, a genuine concern for the fate of Southern blacks endured. Thus, if the Southern question waned as an inspiration for far-reaching reform or a source of new policy initiatives, a commitment to Reconstruction remained a powerful rallying point for party leaders. Ironically, the rise of the Stalwarts did less to undermine Republican Southern policy than the emergence of an influential group of party reformers whose revolt against the new politics of the Grant era came to include the demand for an end to Reconstruction.



The Rise of Liberalism

By the end of Grant’s first term, one disgruntled party leader complained, the “grand Republican organization had “degenerated into thirty-seven Senatorial Cabals or “Rings’, each monopolizing its state’s share of federal patronage, and each unquestionably corrupt. And the new politics of the Gilded Age produced a growing call for reform. At reform’s cutting edge stood a small but influential group of intellectuals, publicists, and professionals. Among their leading members were editors E. L. Godkin, Horace White, and Samuel Bowles, academic economists Francis Amasa Walker and David A. Wells, intellectually inclined businessmen Edward Atkinson and Isaac Sherman, and reform-minded politicians Carl Schurz and James A. Garfield. Mostly college graduates who resided in the urban Northeast or Western cities like Cincinnati and Chicago, these self-styled “best men” articulated a shared ideology and developed a sense of collective identity through organizations like the American Social Science Association and a network of influential journals, among them The Nation, North American Review, Springfield Republican, and Chicago Tribune. Their growing prominence reflected the coming of age of an American intelligentsia determined to make its mark on the politics of the Gilded Age.

Classical liberalism supplied the axioms of reformers’ “financial science”—free trade, the law of supply and demand, and the gold standard. Limited government formed another pillar of reform faith, for state intervention in economic affairs fostered all the distasteful aspects of Gilded Age politics: bribery, high taxes, and public extravagance. “The Government,” declared Godkin, “must get out of the protective business and the subsidy’ business and the ‘improvement’ and development’ business. . . . It cannot touch them without breeding corruption.”

In their own eyes, liberal reformers were disinterested spokesmen for the common good. Yet at the same time, the ideology of reform helped to crystallize a distinctive and increasingly conservative middle-class consciousness. “An ignorant proletariat and a half-taught plutocracy,” wrote historian Francis Parkman, had “risen like spirits of darkness on our social and political horizon.” Yet while the reformers railed against the railroad men and “iron and coal rings” whose actions distorted both marketplace and government, they seemed far more alarmed by a growing political danger from below. The “best men” responded to railroad regulation laws, strikes, and demands for eight-hour legislation with a violent counterattack. These “schemes for interference with property” violated the “eternal laws of political economy” by undermining the principle of supply and demand and employing government’s coercive power in the interests of a single class of citizens.

Much of the degradation of Gilded Age politics, reformers believed, arose from the success of demagogues and spoilsmen who rose to power by playing upon the prejudices of working-class voters. New York’s liberal reformers joined with a far larger number of businessmen, lawyers, financiers, and opposition politicians to overturn the Democratic machine of “Boss” William M. Tweed, which had plundered the city of tens of millions of dollars (the scale of its depredations dwarfed anything in the Reconstruction South). To the “best men,” the Tweed Ring symbolized the symbiotic relationship among corruption, organizational politics, the political power of both railroad men and the urban working class, and the misuses of the state. For the Boss controlled city patronage, forged an alliance with railroad magnates Jim Fisk and Jay Goidd, established close ties with labor unions, and fashioned an unofficial welfare system that used municipal funds to aid Catholic schools and provide food and fuel for the poor. To the reformers’ annoyance, the exposure of Tweed’s corruption failed to diminish his popularity among lower-class voters. Even more outrageous than Tweed, because he was a Republican, was Massachusetts Congressman Benjamin F. Butler, who flamboyantly supported causes that appalled reformers: the eight-hour day, inflation, and payment of the national debt in greenbacks. He further horrified respectable opinion by embracing women’s suffrage, Irish nationalism, and the Paris Commune. “Butlerism” became a shorthand for a new kind of mass politics that had infused American public life with “the spirit of the European mob.”

Clearly, liberal reform combined a moral creed, an emerging science of society, and the outcry of a middle-class intelligentsia alarmed by class conflict, the ascendancy of machine politics, and its own exclusion from power. Its emergence reflected a splintering of the Radical impulse that had flourished during the Civil War and early Reconstruction. Nearly all the reformers had been early advocates of emancipation and black suffrage. Yet if all Radicals agreed the state should embrace the principle of civil and political equality, liberals increasingly insisted it should do little else. As labor, farmers, and other groups of Northerners demanded new government-sponsored social and economic changes, the same liberal reformers who had once exalted the power of the activist state attacked “the fallacy of attempts to benefit humanity by legislation” and insisted that public authority was “by nature wasteful, corrupt, and dangerous.” Many reformers abandoned democratic principles altogether, advocating educational and property qualifications for voting, especially in the nation’s large cities, and an increase in the number of officials appointed rather than elected.

Civil service reform was the liberals’ favored means of breaking the power of party machines and opening positions of responsibility to men like themselves. Beginning in 1865, Rhode Island Congressman Thomas Jenckes introduced proposals, modeled on British precedent, for a system of competitive examinations and permanent tenure in office for federal employees. Predictably, party leaders viewed the proposal as a threat to the lifeblood of their organizations. For their own reasons, they pointed out the antidemocratic implications of the plan. Life tenure, critics charged, would “establish an aristocracy of office-holders” insulated from the will of the people. The examination system, at a time when only a tiny percentage of Americans enjoyed access to a college education, would limit office to wealthy “dunce[s]” who had “crammed up to a diploma at Yale” but knew nothing of practical affairs.

Although they had supported, indeed helped to formulate, the Reconstruction Acts and postwar amendments, reformers became increasingly disenchanted with Reconstruction. Many saw the Southern question as an annoying distraction that enabled party spoilsmen to retain the allegiance of voters by waving the bloody shirt, while preventing tariff reduction, civil service reform, and good government from dominating political debate. Increasingly, Democratic criticisms of Southern government found a receptive audience among liberal reformers of the North. Like the Tweed Ring and Butlerism, Reconstruction underscored the dangers of unbridled democracy and the political incapacity of the lower orders. “Universal suffrage,” wrote Charles Francis Adams, Jr., in 1869, “can only mean in plain English the government of ignorance and vice:—it means a European, and especially Celtic, proletariat on the Atlantic coast, an African proletariat on the shores of the Gulf, and a Chinese proletariat on the Pacific.” To reformers like Adams, egalitarian ideas seemed an anachronism, a throwback to the unscientific sentimentalism of an earlier era. Class and racial prejudices reinforced each other, as the reformers’ concern with distancing themselves from the lower orders at home went hand in hand with a growing insensitivity to the egalitarian aspirations of the former slaves.

In addition to obvious parallels between Southern and Northern corruption, the economic and social policies of Reconstruction governments struck reformers as unbridled “class legislation.” The complaints of taxpayers’ conventions about extravagant expenditures by propertyless lawmakers won “the hearty sympathy of the best Northerners,” partly because of increasing taxes and swollen public budgets in the North. More insistently than other Republicans, reformers argued that the nation had done all it could for blacks; it was now up to the freedmen to make their own way in the world. “The removal of white prejudice against the negro,” declared The Nation in 1867, “depends almost entirely on the negro himself.” Legislation could never counteract the “great burden” weighing upon the race: its “want of all the ordinary claims to social respectability.” Many now viewed the goal of protecting blacks’ equal rights as quixotic. “There are many social disorders,” declared Schurz in the Senate, “which it is very difficult to cure by laws. And if local authorities proved unwilling or unable to put down violence? Blacks, said Godkin, should move to states where their rights were respected.

Nor, men like Godkin realized, were blacks likely to offer much support to “reform.” To the freedmen, retrenchment and lower taxes meant fewer government services, and behind reformers’ clamor against “class legislation” and admonitions to the freedmen to “work out their own destiny” they discerned a cruel indifference to their fate. “Does individual or national duty end,” asked the New National Era, “where ceasing to do evil begins?” Blacks recognized, moreover, that civil service reform would effectively bar “the whole colored population” from office. As a Mississippi freedman eloquently explained after taking a federal examination for lighthouse keeper:


It was not my good fortune to receive an education. I was in bondage from youth to manhood. . . . But I learned all that was practicable for one in my situation. . . . I can navigate a vessel on our sound. Yet I cannot stand an examination in geometry, in scientific engineering, in mathematics, or even in artistic penmanship. . . . I think, without vanity, that I am qualified to keep a Light House. . . . If this test be the rule, you will exclude every colored man on this seaboard from position. You tell us that all the honors of the nation are open to us, yet you exclude us by ordeals that none of us can pass.



Fundamentally, reformers believed, Southern violence arose from the same cause as political corruption: the exclusion from office of men of “intelligence and culture. If in the North civil service reform offered a solution, in the South, reformers advocated the removal of political disabilities that barred prominent Confederates—the region’s “natural leaders”—from office. Thus a remarkable reversal of sympathies took place, with Southern whites increasingly portrayed as the victims of injustice, blacks deemed unfit to exercise the suffrage, and carpetbaggers denounced as unprincipled thieves. Originating as a critique of social and political changes in the North, liberal reform had come to view Reconstruction as an expression of all the real and imagined evils of the Gilded Age. “Reconstruction,” declared The Nation, “seems to be morally a more disastrous process than rebellion.” As an experiment in government, it had “totally failed.”



The Election of 1872

As Grant’s first term drew to a close, the categories “moderate” and “Radical” no longer adequately described Republican factions. With the decline of Radicalism, the ascendancy of organizational politics, and the emergence of liberal reform, party alignments now focused on Grant himself and the new politics of the Gilded Age.

Conscious of their weakness within Republican ranks, reformers increasingly contemplated a new party. And nothing revealed more dramatically how the Republican organization had changed than the large number of party founders who rallied to the liberal cause. The list included numerous former Democrats, like Lyman Trumbull, who believed “old Whiggery dominated the [Republican] party.” There were also antislavery pioneers such as George W. Julian, convinced that politics had degenerated into little more than “a struggle between the ins and outs for the loaves and fishes.” But what united nearly all these disaffected politicians was the experience of having been pushed aside by the party’s new leadership. Among them were three Civil War governors: New York’s Reuben Fenton, his influence now eclipsed by Sen. Roscoe Conkling; Pennsylvania’s Andrew Curtin, whose supporters had been ousted from power by Simon Cameron’s ring; and Austin Blair, his ambition for a Michigan Senate seat frustrated by the Zachariah Chandler machine.

A heterogeneous collection of men alienated from the Grant regime assembled in Cincinnati in May 1872 for the Liberal Republican convention: reformers, free traders, antislavery veterans, and a considerable body of men who “had been turned out of office or expected to get in.” In the end, to the astonishment of nearly everybody, New York Tribune editor Horace Greeley emerged as the nominee. The inability of reformers to unite on a single candidate, and Greeley’s personal popularity among Republicans, explained this unexpected outcome. Yet the nominee was hostile to free trade and indifferent to civil service reform and other benchmarks of liberalism. As a result, the Greeley campaign came to focus on the one issue shared by the heterogeneous Liberal coalition: a new policy for the South.

On this question, Greeley possessed impeccable reform credentials. From the moment the war ended, he had opposed confiscation and treason trials and had called upon “gentlemen” of both sections to support a magnanimous Reconstruction based on “Universal Amnesty and Impartial Suffrage.” In 1867 he had provided part of the bond that freed Jefferson Davis from prison. And while denouncing the Klan and supporting federal enforcement efforts, Greeley identified high taxes and the exclusion of the “best men” from office as barriers to regional development and national reconciliation. Meanwhile, this long-time defender of black rights increasingly echoed Democratic complaints about the freedmen. Blacks, Greeley insisted, must fend for themselves; his harsh injunction was “Root, Hog, or Die!” Having won the Cincinnati nomination in part because of strong support among Southern delegates, Greeley penned a letter of acceptance that stressed the issue of “local self-government” and called on Americans to “clasp hands across the bloody chasm” by putting the war and Reconstruction behind them.

Faced with this unexpected challenge, Republicans moved to steal their opponents’ thunder. Within a month of Greeley’s nomination, Congress cut tariff duties by ten percent and enacted an amnesty law restoring the right to hold office to nearly all former Confederates still excluded under the Fourteenth Amendment. As for the Democrats, the Liberal movement was a godsend to those who wished to demonstrate that their party had come to terms with the results of the Civil War. But the choice of Greeley fell on them “like a wet blanket.” Could Democrats adopt as their candidate a man who had devoted his career to lambasting the party and everything it stood for? The party had no alternative if it hoped to defeat Grant. In July, the Democratic national convention endorsed the Liberal candidate and platform as its own. Whether Greeley won or lost, declared the World, was irrelevant; his nomination had “cut the party loose from the dead issues of an effete past.”

Except for Georgia, whose Democratic administration did nothing to deter violence, 1872 witnessed the most peaceful election of the entire Reconstruction period. Greeley won only three ex-Confederate states, Georgia, Tennessee, and Texas, plus Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri. Republicans made remarkable comebacks in states lost in 1869 and 1870, carrying West Virginia, electing a majority of the Congressmen in Tennessee and Virginia, and electing governors in North Carolina and
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