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Editors’ Introduction

PROBABLY no other chapter of American history has been the subject, one might say the victim, of such varied and conflicting interpretations as what attempts to give unity and coherence to the era we call Reconstruction. Even the chronology is chaotic. Did the process begin with the bizarre creation of West Virginia in 1861—or should that be dated 1863? Did it conclude with the Compromise of 1877 or was its true conclusion Brown v. Topeka in 1954? Was its central theme political—the reconstruction of the old Union, or was it legal and constitutional—the revolutionary Fourteenth Amendment that still functions as an instrument of revolution? Was its central theme social and moral—the end of slavery, or did the realities of slavery persist for another half century or more? Was its significance fundamentally in what has been called the Emergence of Modern America—into the Triumphant Democracy that Andrew Carnegie celebrated, or was it rather the emergence of America to world power—or certainly to Pacific power? Or might it all be interpreted in philosophical terms—the Age of Darwin and Spencer, of Lester Ward and William James, who contributed so much to reconstructing American thought?

“Reconstruction” embraced, of course, all these chapters of our history—a conclusion illustrated by successive generations of historians from James Ford Rhodes, Ellis Oberholtzer, John W. Burgess, and Vernon Parrington to the schools of William Dunning, W.E.B. Du Bois, Walter Fleming, and Allan Nevins.

It is to this distinguished lineage of Reconstruction scholars that Professor Foner belongs, and in nothing is he more distinguished than in his independence and originality. The most striking feature of that independence is his insistence that the Negro was the central figure and the most effective in Reconstruction: in this he was, to be sure, anticipated by the great Negro leader, Du Bois. To the support of his thesis, Mr. Foner has brought a prodigious body of evidence, organized it not only skillfully but also, we may almost say, with stylistic genius, and produced what is a scholarly convincing reconstruction of what is indubitably the most controversial chapter in our history.

HENRY STEELE
COMMAGER RICHARD B. MORRIS





Preface

REVISING interpretations of the past is intrinsic to the study of history. But no part of the American experience has, in the last twenty-five years, seen a broadly accepted point of view so completely overturned as Reconstruction—the violent, dramatic, and still controversial era that followed the Civil War. Since the early 1960s, a profound alteration of the place of blacks within American society, newly uncovered evidence, and changing definitions of history itself have combined to transform our understanding of race relations, politics, and economic change during Reconstruction. Yet despite this change in consciousness, so to speak, historians have yet to produce a coherent new portrait of the era.

The scholarly study of Reconstruction began early in this century with the work of William Dunning, John W. Burgess, and their students. The interpretation elaborated by the Dunning School may be briefly summarized as follows. When the Civil War ended, the white South genuinely accepted the reality of military defeat, stood ready to do justice to the emancipated slaves, and desired above all a quick reintegration into the fabric of national life. Before his death, Abraham Lincoln had embarked on a course of sectional reconciliation, and during Presidential Reconstruction (1865–67) his successor, Andrew Johnson, attempted to carry out Lincoln’s magnanimous policies. Johnson’s efforts were opposed and eventually thwarted by the Radical Republicans in Congress. Motivated by an irrational hatred of Southern “rebels” and the desire to consolidate their party’s national ascendancy, the Radicals in 1867 swept aside the Southern governments Johnson had established and fastened black suffrage upon the defeated South. There followed the sordid period of Congressional or Radical Reconstruction (1867–77), an era of corruption presided over by unscrupulous “carpetbaggers” from the North, unprincipled Southern white “scalawags,” and ignorant freedmen. After much needless suffering, the South’s white community banded together to overthrow these governments and restore “home rule” (a euphemism for white supremacy). All told, Reconstruction was the darkest page in the saga of American history.1

The fundamental underpinning of this interpretation was the conviction, to quote one member of the Dunning School, of “negro incapacity.” The childlike blacks, these scholars insisted, were unprepared for freedom and incapable of properly exercising the political rights Northerners had thrust upon them. The fact that blacks took part in government, wrote E. Merton Coulter in the last full-scale history of Reconstruction written entirely within the Dunning tradition, was a “diabolical” development, “to be remembered, shuddered at, and execrated.” Yet while these works abounded in horrified references to “negro rule” and “negro government,” blacks in fact played little role in the narratives. Their aspirations, if mentioned at all, were ridiculed, and their role in shaping the course of events during Reconstruction ignored. When these writers spoke of “the South” or “the people,” they meant whites. Blacks appeared either as passive victims of white manipulation or as an unthinking people whose “animal natures” threatened the stability of civilized society.2

During the 1920s and 1930s, new studies of Johnson’s career and new investigations of the economic wellsprings of Republican policy reinforced the prevailing disdain for Reconstruction. Despite their critique of Republican rule in the South, Dunning and Burgess had placed much of the blame for the postwar political impasse on Johnson, who, they charged, had failed to recognize that Congress had a perfect right to insist on legal and constitutional changes that would “reap the just fruits of their triumph over secession and slavery.” Johnson’s new biographers, however, portrayed him as a courageous defender of constitutional liberty, whose actions stood above reproach. Simultaneously, historians of the Progressive School, who viewed political ideologies as little more than masks for crass economic ends, further undermined the Radicals’ reputation by portraying them as agents of Northern capitalism, who cynically used the issue of black rights to fasten economic subordination upon the defeated South.3

From the first appearance of the Dunning School, dissenting voices had been raised, initially by a handful of survivors of the Reconstruction era and the small fraternity of black historians. In 1935, the black activist and scholar, W. E. B. Du Bois, published Black Reconstruction in America, a monumental study that portrayed Reconstruction as an idealistic effort to construct a democratic, interracial political order from the ashes of slavery, as well as a phase in a prolonged struggle between capital and labor for control of the South’s economic resources. His book closed with an indictment of a profession whose writings had ignored the testimony of the principal actor in the drama of Reconstruction—the emancipated slave—and sacrificed scholarly objectivity on the altar of racial bias. “One fact and one alone,” Du Bois wrote, “explains the attitude of most recent writers toward Reconstruction; they cannot conceive of Negroes as men.” In many ways, Black Reconstruction anticipated the findings of modern scholarship. At the time, however, it was largely ignored.4

Despite its remarkable longevity and powerful hold on the popular imagination, the demise of the traditional interpretation was inevitable. Once objective scholarship and modern experience rendered its racist assumptions untenable, familiar evidence read very differently, new questions suddenly came into prominence, and the entire edifice of the Dunning School had to fall. Indeed, only a few years after the publication of Black Reconstruction, Howard K. Beale, who had earlier helped to discredit Radical Republicans’ motives, called for a sweeping reassessment of Southern Reconstruction. Historians, he insisted, must rethink the prevailing idea that the South owed “a debt of gratitude” to the restorers of white supremacy; even more profoundly, they must free themselves from the conviction that “their race must bar Negroes from social and economic equality.” During the 1940s and 1950s, a growing number of historians, taking up the revisionist challenge announced by Du Bois and Beale, offered sympathetic accounts of the once-despised freedmen, Southern white Republicans, and Northern policymakers.5

It required, however, not simply the evolution of scholarship but a profound change in the nation’s politics and racial attitudes to deal the final blow to the Dunning School. If the traditional interpretation reflected, and helped to legitimize, the racial order of a society in which blacks were disenfranchised and subjected to discrimination in every aspect of their lives, Reconstruction revisionism bore the mark of the modern civil rights movement. In the 1960s the revisionist wave broke over the field, destroying, in rapid succession, every assumption of the traditional viewpoint. First, scholars presented a drastically revised account of national politics. New works portrayed Andrew Johnson as a stubborn, racist politician incapable of responding to the unprecedented situation that confronted him as President, and acquitted the Radicals—reborn as idealistic reformers genuinely committed to black rights—of vindictive motives and the charge of being the stalking-horses of Northern capitalism. Moreover, Reconstruction legislation was shown to be not simply the product of a Radical cabal, but a program that enjoyed broad support both in Congress and the North at large.6

Even more startling was the revised portrait of Republican rule in the South. So ingrained was the old racist version of Reconstruction that it took an entire decade of scholarship to prove the essentially negative contentions that “Negro rule” was a myth and that Reconstruction represented more than “the blackout of honest government.” The establishment of public school systems, the granting of equal citizenship to blacks, the effort to revitalize the devastated Southern economy—these were commendable achievements, which refuted the traditional description of the period as a “tragic era” of rampant misgovernment. Revisionists pointed out as well that corruption in the Reconstruction South paled before that of the Tweed Ring, Crédit Mobilier scandal, and Whiskey Rings in the post-Civil War North. By the end of the 1960s, the old interpretation had been completely reversed. Radical Republicans and Southern freedmen were now the heroes, white supremacist Redeemers the villains, and Reconstruction was a time of extraordinary social and political progress for blacks. If the era was “tragic,” revisionists insisted, it was because change did not go far enough, especially in the area of Southern land reform.7

Even when revisionism was at its height, however, its more optimistic findings were challenged. Shocked by the resistance to racial progress in the 1960s and the deep-seated economic problems the Second Reconstruction failed to solve, influential historians portrayed change in the post-Civil War years as fundamentally “superficial.” Persistent racism, these postrevisionist scholars argued, had negated efforts to extend justice to blacks, and the failure to distribute land prevented the freedmen from achieving true autonomy and made their civil and political rights all but meaningless. In the 1970s and 1980s, a new generation of scholars, black and white, extended this skeptical view to virtually every aspect of the period. Recent studies of Reconstruction politics and ideology have stressed the “conservatism” of Republican policymakers, even at the height of Radical influence, and the continued hold of racism and federalism despite the extension of citizenship rights to blacks and the enhanced scope of national authority. Studies of federal policy in the South portrayed the army and Freedmen’s Bureau as working hand in glove with former slaveowners to thwart the freedmen’s aspirations and force them to return to plantation labor. At the same time, studies of Southern social history emphasized the survival of the old planter class and the continuities between the Old South and the New. The postrevisionist interpretation represented a striking departure from nearly all previous accounts of the period, for whatever their differences, traditional and revisionist historians at least agreed that Reconstruction was a time of radical change. Recent work, on the other hand, questioned whether anything of enduring importance occurred at all. Summing up a decade of writing, C. Vann Woodward observed in 1979 that historians now understood “how essentially nonrevolutionary and conservative Reconstruction really was.”8

In emphasizing that Reconstruction was part of the ongoing evolution of Southern society rather than a passing phenomenon, the postrevisionists made a salutary contribution to the study of the period. The description of Reconstruction as “conservative,” however, did not seem altogether persuasive when one reflected that it took the nation fully a century to implement its most basic demands, while others are yet to be fulfilled. Nor did the theme of continuity yield a fully convincing portrait of an era that contemporaries all agreed was both turbulent and wrenching in its social and political change. Over a half-century ago, Charles and Mary Beard coined the term “The Second American Revolution” to describe a transfer in power, wrought by the Civil War, from the South’s “planting aristocracy” to “Northern capitalists and free farmers.” And in the latest shift in interpretive premises, attention to changes in the relative power of social classes has again become a central concern of historical writing. Indeed, the term “revolution” has reappeared in the most recent literature as a way of describing the Civil War and Reconstruction. Unlike the Beards, however, who all but ignored the black experience, modern scholars tend to view emancipation itself as among the most revolutionary aspects of the period.9

If anything is clear from this brief account, it is that despite the remarkable burst of creativity that discredited the Dunning School interpretation, historians have yet to produce a coherent account of Reconstruction to take its place. In part, this “failure” arises from the very vitality of the field, for the abundance, and continuing publication, of new literature vastly complicates the task of synthesis. But it also reflects a problem that has marked the recent study of American history as a whole. The past generation has witnessed an unprecedented expansion and redefinition of historical study, as an older preoccupation with institutions, politics, and ideas has given way to a host of new “social” concerns. One result of the new attention to the experience of blacks, women, and labor, and to subjects like family structure, social mobility, and popular culture, has been to enrich immeasurably our understanding of the nation’s history. Another, however, has been a fragmentation of historical scholarship and a retreat from the idea that a coherent vision of the past is even possible. As with other periods, the literature on Reconstruction seems divided between broad studies of national politics that all but ignore the social ferment within the South, and detailed accounts of individual communities or states, or of a single aspect of Southern life, isolated from the era’s political history and from a broader national or regional context. For all their faults, it is ironic that the best Dunning studies did, at least, attempt to synthesize the social, political, and economic aspects of the period.

In a sense, this book aims to combine the Dunning School’s aspiration to a broad interpretive framework with the findings and concerns of recent scholarship—to provide, that is, a coherent, comprehensive modern account of Reconstruction. This effort necessarily touches on a multitude of issues, but certain broad themes unify the narrative. The first is the centrality of the black experience. Rather than passive victims of the actions of others or simply a “problem” confronting white society, blacks were active agents in the making of Reconstruction. During the Civil War, their actions helped force the nation down the road to emancipation, and in the aftermath of that conflict, their quest for individual and community autonomy did much to establish Reconstruction’s political and economic agenda. Although thwarted in their bid for land, blacks seized the opportunity created by the end of slavery to establish as much independence as possible in their working lives, consolidate their families and communities, and stake a claim to equal citizenship. Black participation in Southern public life after 1867 was the most radical development of the Reconstruction years, a massive experiment in interracial democracy without precedent in the history of this or any other country that abolished slavery in the nineteenth century. And the pages that follow pay special attention both to the political mobilization of the black community and to the emergence and changing composition of a black political leadership that seized upon America’s republican values as a weapon for attacking the nation’s racial caste system.

The transformation of slaves into free laborers and equal citizens was the most dramatic example of the social and political changes unleashed by the Civil War and emancipation. A second purpose of this study is to trace the ways in which Southern society as a whole was remodeled, and to do so without neglecting the local variations in different parts of the South. Indeed, the black experience cannot be understood without considering how the status of white planters, merchants, and yeomen, and their relations with one another, changed over time. By the end of Reconstruction, a new Southern class structure and several new systems of organizing labor were well on their way to being consolidated. I have tried to show, however, that instead of proceeding in a linear, predetermined fashion, these developments arose from a complex series of interactions among blacks and whites, Northerners and Southerners, in which victories were often tentative and outcomes subject to challenge and revision. The ongoing process of social and economic change, moreover, was intimately related to the politics of Reconstruction, for various groups of blacks and whites sought to use state and local government to promote their own interests and define their place in the region’s new social order.

The evolution of racial attitudes and patterns of race relations, and the complex interconnection of race and class in the postwar South, form a third theme of this book. Racism was pervasive in mid-nineteenth-century America and at both the regional and national levels constituted a powerful barrier to change. Yet despite racism, a significant number of Southern whites were willing to link their political fortunes with those of blacks, and Northern Republicans came, for a time, to associate the fate of the former slaves with their party’s raison d'être and the meaning of Union victory in the Civil War. Moreover, in the critical, interrelated issues of land and labor and the persistent conflict between planters’ desire to reexert control over their labor force and blacks’ quest for economic independence, race and class were inextricably linked. As a Washington newspaper noted in 1868, “It is impossible to separate the question of color from the question of labor, for the reason that the majority of the laborers … throughout the Southern States are colored people, and nearly all the colored people are at present laborers.”10 Thus, instead of viewing racism as a deus ex machina that independently explains the course of events and Reconstruction’s demise, I view it as an intrinsic part of the process of historical development, which affected and was affected by changes in the social and political order.

The chapters that follow also seek to place the Southern story within a national context. The book’s fourth theme is the emergence during the Civil War and Reconstruction of a national state possessing vastly expanded authority and a new set of purposes, including an unprecedented commitment to the ideal of a national citizenship whose equal rights belonged to all Americans regardless of race. Originating in wartime exigencies, the activist state (paralleled at the local level both North and South) came to embody the reforming impulse deeply rooted in postwar politics. And Reconstruction produced enduring changes in the laws and Constitution that fundamentally altered federal-state relations and redefined the meaning of American citizenship. Yet because it threatened traditions of local autonomy, produced political corruption and rising taxes, and was so closely associated with the new rights of blacks, the rise of the state inspired powerful opposition, which, in turn, weakened support for Reconstruction.

Finally, this study examines how changes in the North’s economy and class structure affected Reconstruction. Many of the processes and issues central to Southern Reconstruction—the consolidation of a new class structure, changes in the position of blacks, conflicts over access to the region’s economic resources—were also present, in different forms, in the North. These developments brought new political issues to the fore and undermined the free labor ideology that had inspired efforts to remake Southern society. That the Reconstruction of the North receives less attention than its Southern counterpart reflects, in part, the absence of a detailed historical literature on either the region’s social and political structure in these years, or the relationship between changes there and events in the South. It also recognizes that events in the South remain the heart of the Reconstruction drama. Nonetheless, Reconstruction cannot be fully understood without attention to its distinctively Northern and national dimensions.

Beyond the desire to provide a new account of Reconstruction, this study has an additional purpose—to demonstrate the possibility, and value, of transcending the present compartmentalization of historical study into “social” and “political” components, and of historical writing into “narrative” and “analytical” modes. Some practitioners of the “new” history have expressed fear that the very notion of “synthesis” suggests a return to the excessively broad generalizations and narrow political focus of an earlier era.11 This is not my intention. Rather, my aim is to view the period as a whole, integrating the social, political, and economic aspects of Reconstruction into a coherent, analytical narrative.

Like nearly every aspect of the period, the chronological definition of Reconstruction remains open to dispute. I have chosen the conventional date of 1877 to close this account (with a brief look at the New South that followed), because although the process of social change did not abruptly end in that year, the fall of the South’s last Republican governments and the removal of federal troops from a role in regional politics marked a definitive turning point in American history. My opening is more unusual, for the book begins not in 1865 (or, as others would insist, in 1861), but with the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863. I do this to emphasize the Proclamation’s importance in uniting two major themes of this study—grass-roots black activity and the newly empowered national state—and to indicate that Reconstruction was not merely a specific time period, but the beginning of an extended historical process: the adjustment of American society to the end of slavery. The destruction of the central institution of antebellum Southern life permanently transformed the war’s character, and produced far-reaching conflicts and debates over the role former slaves and their descendants would play in American life and the meaning of the freedom they had acquired. These were the questions on which Reconstruction persistently turned.

Over a century ago, prodded by the demands of four million men and women just emerging from slavery, Americans made their first attempt to live up to the noble professions of their political creed—something few societies have ever done. The effort produced a sweeping redefinition of the nation’s public life and a violent reaction that ultimately destroyed much, but by no means all, of what had been accomplished. From the enforcement of the rights of citizens to the stubborn problems of economic and racial justice, the issues central to Reconstruction are as old as the American republic, and as contemporary as the inequalities that still afflict our society.





Introduction to the 2014 Anniversary Edition

Historians, by and large, tend not to be very self-reflective. Autobiography, in vogue nowadays among anthropologists and English professors, seems to have little appeal in history departments. But the reissue of Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution to mark the 150th anniversary of the volatile era that followed the American Civil War offers the occasion for some brief reflections on how the book was originally written, how historical scholarship on Reconstruction has evolved in the last quarter century, and why an understanding of the period remains essential today.

It was the late Richard Morris, a distinguished scholar of early American history, who asked me to write the volume on Reconstruction for the New American Nation Series, for which he and Henry Steele Commager served as editors. The year was 1975 and the invitation totally unexpected. To be sure, my first book dealt with the pre–Civil War Republican party, many of whose leaders went on to play pivotal roles in Reconstruction. But when Morris’s letter arrived, I was nearing completion of a book on Tom Paine and was planning to embark on a history of American radicalism. I had written nothing on Reconstruction except for an essay on Thaddeus Stevens, the leader of the era’s Radical Republicans. 

Years before, it is true, I had made an initial foray into Reconstruction history in my American history class at Long Beach High School, in the suburb of New York City where I grew up. Our teacher was Mrs. Bertha Berryman, affectionately known among the students as Big Bertha (after a piece of World War I artillery). Following the then-dominant view of the era, Mrs. Berryman described the Reconstruction Act of 1867, which gave the right to vote to black men in the South, as the worst law in all of American history. I raised my hand and disagreed, suggesting that “the Alien and Sedition Acts were worse.” Mrs. Berryman replied, “If you don’t like the way I’m teaching, why don’t you come in tomorrow and give your own lesson on Reconstruction?” This I proceeded to do, admittedly with the help of my father, himself a historian. My presentation was based largely on W. E. B. Du Bois’s monumental work, Black Reconstruction in America, which insisted that Reconstruction was a pivotal moment in the long struggle for political and economic democracy in the United States and, indeed, the entire world.1 At the end of the class, Mrs. Berryman, herself a believer in democratic decision-making, announced: “Class, you have heard me, and you have heard Eric. Now let us vote to see who is right.” I wish I could report that my presentation carried the day. In fact, only one student voted for my interpretation, my intrepid friend Neil Kleinman.

It therefore seemed almost preordained when Morris offered me the chance to get even with Mrs. Berryman. I accepted, and soon discovered that I had agreed to take on a project with a checkered past. In 1948, Howard K. Beale had signed on to do the book; he died eleven years later without having written a word. Beale was succeeded by another great scholar of nineteenth-century America, David Donald. In 1969, Donald published an article reporting on a “personal problem”—in attempting to conceptualize the book, he had reached an impasse.2 He found it impossible, he wrote, to synthesize in a single account the political, economic, social, and intellectual developments of the Reconstruction era, and the course of national, northern, and southern events. Six years later he abandoned the project entirely to devote himself to a more manageable one, a biography of the writer Thomas Wolfe.

Most books in the New American Nation Series summarize, often very ably, the current state of historical scholarship, rather than rely on new research. I assumed I could do two or three years of reading and complete the book soon afterward. In fact, it took more than ten years to research and write. The turning point in the project came in 1978, when I taught for a semester at the University of South Carolina, in Columbia. There, in the State Archives, I encountered 121 thickly packed boxes of correspondence received by the state’s Reconstruction governors. The letters contained an incredibly rich record, almost entirely untapped by scholars, of the grievances and aspirations of black and white Carolinians attempting to rebuild their lives after the Civil War. I read of utopian hopes and shattered dreams, struggles for human dignity and terrorist violence, racism and black-white cooperation, and how everyday life had become politicized in ways barely hinted at in the Reconstruction literature. I realized that to tell the story of Reconstruction I could not rely on existing scholarship—even though important works on one or another aspect of the period were appearing every year while I pursued the project—but would have to delve further into archival sources to discover the rich texture of everyday life. Like Du Bois half a century earlier, I became convinced that the freedpeople were the central actors in the drama of Reconstruction. Rather than simply victims of manipulation or passive recipients of the actions of others, as they had long been portrayed, the freedpeople were agents of change, whose struggle to breathe substantive meaning into the freedom they had acquired helped to establish the agenda of Reconstruction politics and to change the definition of freedom for all Americans.

Another unexpected development affected the project’s development. For the 1980–81 academic year, I was invited to teach as the Pitt Professor of American History and Institutions at Cambridge University. Prompted by some of my colleagues there, I began to read about the aftermath of emancipation in the British Empire. I soon discovered that this literature, much of it untapped by scholars of American history (in contrast to the then-flourishing comparative study of slavery), approached social conflict in the post-slavery world in rather different ways than our own historical writing. Instead of defining the problem primarily as one of race relations, the predominant view in this country, scholars in Britain, Africa, and the Caribbean focused attention on the interrelated questions of access to land and control of labor. Former slaves everywhere struggled to secure economic autonomy while former planters, often aided by the British government, sought to encourage them to return to work on the plantations and, when unsuccessful, imported indentured laborers from China and India to take their place. The same issues of land and labor, I became convinced, were central to the aftermath of slavery in the Reconstruction South. In 1982, while working on this book, I published a brief volume, Nothing But Freedom, which focused on the labor question after the Civil War, and whose first chapter examined the transition from slavery to freedom outside the United States.3

My reading also underscored the uniqueness of Reconstruction, for unlike in most countries that abolished slavery, former slaves in the United States enjoyed a significant body of white allies, who brought into being the experiment of Radical Reconstruction. This enabled the freedpeople, within a few years of emancipation, to exercise a significant degree of local political power. Historians at that time were prone to describe Reconstruction as essentially conservative, since it adhered to constitutional forms and failed to distribute land to the former slaves. I became convinced that enfranchising the freedmen constituted, both in a comparative perspective and in the context of the racism of antebellum America, a radical experiment in interracial democracy.  

Soon afterward, I returned to Columbia University, where I had received my doctorate, to teach, and there over the next few years the book was written. Anyone familiar with the historiography of Reconstruction will appreciate the irony in the fact that my research expenses were partly covered by the Department of History’s Dunning Fund and that much of my reading took place in Burgess Library. For it was at Columbia at the turn of the century that William A. Dunning and John W. Burgess established the traditional school of Reconstruction scholarship. Dunning, Burgess, and their students were among the first generation of university-trained historians in the United States and they developed insights still valuable to current historians—for example, that slavery was the fundamental cause of the Civil War, and that regional and class differences within white society helped to shape Reconstruction politics. Anticipating recent scholarship, Dunning and Burgess insisted that Reconstruction must be understood in a national context, as part of the nineteenth century’s nation-building process. The Dunning scholars also pioneered in the use of primary sources (at least those emanating from white Southerners) to tell the story of Reconstruction. Nonetheless, ingrained racism undermined the value of their works. Most of these scholars taught that blacks were “children” incapable of appreciating the freedom that had been thrust upon them, and that the North did a “monstrous thing” in granting them the right to vote.4 The views of the Dunning School helped to freeze the white South for generations in unalterable opposition to any change in race relations, and justified decades of Northern indifference to Southern nullification of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. By the time my book appeared numerous scholars had exposed one or another weakness of the Dunning interpretation. Reconstruction was to drive the final nail into the coffin of the Dunning School and to offer an alternative account of the era.

With the publication of Reconstruction, I assumed I would turn my scholarly attention to other areas. But things did not turn out that way. In the course of my research, I had gathered an immense body of biographical information about black political leaders in the postwar South—justices of the peace, school board officials, sheriffs, and state legislators, as well as members of Congress—most of them unknown even to scholars. In 1993, I brought this information together in Freedom’s Lawmakers, a directory containing capsule biographies of some 1,500 individuals. Generations of historians had ignored or denigrated these black officeholders, citing their alleged incompetence to justify the violent overthrow of Reconstruction and the South’s long history of disenfranchising black voters. Claude Bowers’ sensationalist bestseller of the 1920s, The Tragic Era, described Louisiana’s Reconstruction legislature as a “zoo”; E. Merton Coulter wrote in 1947 that black officeholding was “the most exotic development in government in the history of white civilization . . . [and the] longest to be remembered, shuddered at, and execrated.” My hope was to put these men, as it were, on the map of history, to make available the basic data concerning their lives, and to bury such misconceptions as that Reconstruction’s leaders were illiterate, propertyless, and incompetent.5 

In addition, with Olivia Mahoney of the Chicago History Museum, I served as cocurator of an exhibition, “America’s Reconstruction”—the first ever to be devoted exclusively to the period—that opened in 1995 at the Virginia Historical Society in Richmond and subsequently traveled to venues in New York City, Columbia, Raleigh, Tallahassee, and Chicago. It has recently been digitalized and can be viewed on the Internet.6 In 2004, I served as an adviser for the first PBS television series on Reconstruction. The following year I published a history of emancipation and Reconstruction aimed at an audience outside the academic world, meant to accompany a film project on the era (which, unfortunately never came to fruition). And in The Story of American Freedom, I attempted to trace the contested meanings of freedom, a key theme of Reconstruction, over the entire course of American history from the Revolution to the close of the twentieth century.7

Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution seeks to weave into a coherent narrative the political struggle over Reconstruction, the transition from slave to free labor in the South, the evolution of a new system of race relations, and the rise of a newly empowered national state, and to delineate how these processes interacted with one another. It deals with Reconstruction at all levels of society, from debates in Congress to struggles on individual plantations. And while the focus of Reconstruction lay in the South, it also addresses the dramatic changes that took place in the North and West in these years. It places the former slaves at the center of the story, but deals as well with numerous classes of white Americans—politicians, industrialists, laborers, and small farmers, among others.

In the quarter century since the book was published, new writing has continued to appear on virtually every aspect of the Reconstruction era. What impresses me about recent scholarship is how it reflects a series of expansions of historians’ approaches that continue to improve our understanding of emancipation, Reconstruction, and the problem of freedom.8

One can begin with the expansion of the source base available to scholars brought about by the digital revolution. When I began work on Reconstruction, the World Wide Web did not exist (nor did email, so that scholars wasted a lot less of their time than nowadays). High tech meant consulting documents on microfilm or microfiche. When I wrote Freedom’s Lawmakers in the early 1990s, I searched the manuscript census for weeks for black officials. Today, that research could be done at home on a computer in a few days. Numerous other sources for the Reconstruction era are also now available and searchable online, including congressional debates and documents (among them the indispensable Ku Klux Klan hearings), plantation records, and nineteenth-century pamphlets and newspapers. 

Of course, historical sources are only as useful as the questions historians ask of them. And like our source base, historians’ approaches have expanded significantly in recent years. First, there is the expansion of Reconstruction’s cast of characters itself. Some of the best recent work has examined changes in gender roles and gender relations resulting from the Civil War and emancipation among both white and black families. These works see the family and kinship ties as central to the early emergence and long persistence of black political activism. They also emphasize that a gendered division of social space was widely assumed to be part of the legacy of emancipation. My book touched on gender issues, discussing, for example, how women were affected by changes in family structure that came with the end of slavery, and bringing the movement for women’s rights into the Reconstruction story (it may be the only history of the era in which Victoria Woodhull makes an appearance). But when I wrote, the study of how women were affected by the transition from slavery to freedom was still in its infancy. Since then numerous books have appeared that place far more emphasis on the intersections of gender, race, labor, and politics, and make it clear that in significant ways women experienced emancipation differently from men.9 

One of the most interesting such books is Thavolia Glymph’s Out of the House of Bondage, which examines the difficult, sometimes violent transformation in relations between black and white women, how freedwomen struggled to create new gender roles while many white women strove to re-create antebellum lives of privilege in very difficult circumstances. Another important work is Martha Jones’s All Bound Up Together, which examines the debate within black organizations over the role and rights of women. Jones demonstrates how the abolitionist discourse of equal rights, written into the laws and Constitution during Reconstruction, affected discussions of the “woman question” in black churches and societies.10 This scholarship asks us to expand our definition of politics beyond the electoral arena—a male preserve—to the many locations where struggles for power occur, thus opening the door to the inclusion of women in Reconstruction’s political history. 

My book defines Reconstruction as both a specific time period (1863–1877) and a historical process—the nation’s adjustment to the destruction of slavery and the preservation of national unity, the twin results of the Civil War. Recent work reflects an expansion of the geography of emancipation. A number of important books have explored the aftermath of slavery elsewhere in the western hemisphere, sometimes offering explicit comparisons with American Reconstruction.11 Studies of the development of new labor systems in the tobacco and sugar districts of the South have complemented previous studies of the rise of sharecropping in the cotton belt.12 

The chronological boundaries of Reconstruction have also expanded. Steven Hahn’s A Nation Under Our Feet, probably the most influential volume on nineteenth-century black politics to appear in the last quarter century, begins with black political ideas under slavery as the seedbed of Reconstruction politics, and takes the story of black political organization down to the twentieth century.13 The implications of this chronological redefinition are significant. Studies that center on Reconstruction now continue into the 1880s and 1890s to encompass Readjusters, the Knights of Labor, Populists, and struggles over the imposition of the Jim Crow system.14 More attention, too, has been paid to the contested twentieth-century “memory” of Reconstruction, a subject recently examined by Bruce Baker in What Reconstruction Meant, which shows how in South Carolina politicians used a particular understanding of Reconstruction as a weapon in the construction of the Jim Crow South. In this white supremacist narrative, the Redeemers and Red Shirts took on heroic status. However, Baker shows, a counter narrative survived in black communities, to be rediscovered in the 1930s by Southern radicals who found in Reconstruction a model for the interracial cooperation they hoped to bring to the twentieth-century South.15 Overall, we now have what might be called a Long Reconstruction, like historians’ long civil rights movement (which begins in the 1930s or 1940s) or their long nineteenth century (dated from 1789 to 1914).

Expanding the chronological definition of Reconstruction allows for a fuller comparison of Southern events with developments in other parts of the country. Economic transformation was not confined to the South in these years, and historians have looked to changes in Northern society and politics—especially the acceleration of industrial capitalism and accompanying labor conflict, to understand the Northern retreat from Reconstruction. The right to vote, moreover, was a point of contention throughout the country, not only in the South. The persistence of racialized labor systems—peonage among Hispanics in the Southwest, long-term indentures of Chinese immigrants on the West Coast—as well  as the dispossession of the lands of Native Americans raise important questions about the limits to the triumph of free labor during the Civil War. These subjects were touched on in Reconstruction but they have received more detailed treatment since.16

Like any work of history, Reconstruction is a product of the moment in which it was written. My book appeared at the end of an incredibly creative thirty-year period of scholarship on emancipation and Reconstruction. By the time it was published, the foundations had been laid in dozens of monographs for a new overall account of the era. As I was researching and writing, the Freedmen and Southern Society project was uncovering thousands of remarkable primary sources in National Archives on the transition from slavery to freedom.17 Debates flourished on the rise of sharecropping, the nature of black political leadership, the American state itself. More than most works of history, my book rests on the shoulders of others.

Whether scholars emphasized the accomplishments or limits of Reconstruction, the scholarship of the 1970s and 1980s was written in the afterglow of the modern civil rights revolution. Inevitably, the preoccupations of recent scholars have reflected our own tumultuous times. In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, it is perhaps not surprising that historians turned renewed attention to home-grown American terrorism. Recent books on Reconstruction, including a number aimed at an audience outside the academy, have infused their subjects with drama by focusing on violent confrontations (rather than, for example, the operations and accomplishments of biracial governments). One thinks of works like Nicholas Lemann’s Redemption on the violent overthrow of Reconstruction in Mississippi, Stephen Budiansky’s Bloody Shirt, a survey of violence during the entire period, and two recent works on the Colfax Massacre, the single bloodiest incident in an era steeped in terrorism by the Klan and kindred white supremacist groups.18 

In addition, as the language of “empire” reentered American political discourse with the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, scholars looked to the enhancement of the power of the national state in Reconstruction and the “moral capital,” to borrow a phrase from my colleague Christopher Brown, accumulated via the end of slavery, to locate ideological origins of America’s imperial expansion in the 1890s. My book devoted little attention to foreign policy, but it did point out that during Reconstruction the reborn Union began to project its power abroad. Even as the struggle between President Andrew Johnson and Congress reached its climax, the United States acquired Alaska, one part of an imperial agenda long advocated by Secretary of State William H. Seward. Under President Grant, the government attempted to annex the Dominican Republic. 

The emancipation of the slaves greatly strengthened the idea of an expansionist America as an “empire of liberty” (as Jefferson had put it). At the same time, scholars showed, the alleged failure of Reconstruction became part of the ideology of the white man’s burden, cited all over the world to demonstrate the incapacity of nonwhite peoples for self-government. Drawing the Global Color Line, an important recent book by two Australian scholars, points out that the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were a time of a global sense of fraternity among “Anglo-Saxon” nations, including Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the United States, and South Africa. Political leaders in these countries studied and copied each others’ racial policies. Their “bible,” Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds write, was James Bryce’s American Commonwealth, published in 1888, and especially his account of Reconstruction as a time of corruption and misgovernment caused by the enfranchisement of the former slaves. Bryce’s book “proved” that blacks, coolies, aborigines, etc. were unfit to be citizens. It was frequently invoked by the founders of Australia’s federal nation in support of their vision of a White Australia, and by white South Africans. Around the world, the “key history lesson” (as Lake and Reynolds put it) of Reconstruction was taken to be the impossibility of multiracial democracy. Thus, as Du Bois pointed out long ago, consequences of the overthrow of Reconstruction in the United States reverberated across the globe.19 

Despite the undeniable setbacks that followed, my book sees the destruction of slavery as a transcendent accomplishment and debates over the definition of freedom as a central feature of Reconstruction. Many works since 1988 have built upon this theme, seeking to parse out the meanings of freedom in education, labor, religious life, politics, and the family.20 But today’s historians of Reconstruction tend to give as much emphasis to the disappointments of freedom as the accomplishment of emancipation. Or, they emphasis goals other than freedom—equality, justice, fraternity—and emphasize how far Reconstruction remained from accomplishing them. Where once the abolition of slavery was seen as the great watershed of African-American life—a point of view epitomized in the title of John Hope Franklin’s highly influential black history textbook, From Slavery to Freedom—historians of late have taken to emphasizing the inadequacy, of the freedom brought about by the Civil War. Racism and black subordination persisted despite emancipation. Steven Kantrowitz entitles his recent study of Boston’s nineteenth-century black activists More than Freedom and the section on the post–Civil War years, “The Disappointments of Citizenship.”21 

Important work exploring Reconstruction politics in various Southern states has continued to appear since 1988, most of it generally sympathetic to the era’s Republican governments.22 But, perhaps reflecting an understandable cynicism about today’s political world, what the historian Michael Fitzgerald calls an “ethical recalibration” of Reconstruction studies has begun to take place, one that downplays the era’s idealism and emphasizes how corruption and factionalism undermined the effectiveness of the Reconstruction governments.23 These themes sit uneasily with the continued emphasis on the creativity and persistence of black political organization and community-building after the Civil War. Thus, many recent works add important new dimensions to the Reconstruction story. Some offer criticisms and corrections to my own book. But I think it is fair to say that no one has yet produced a comprehensive account of Reconstruction that brings new perspectives together in a coherent narrative synthesis.24 For a history of the era, readers must still turn to Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution.

Reconstruction historiography has always spoken directly to current concerns—another way of saying that the era remains remarkably relevant. Even if we remain unaware of it, Reconstruction is part of our lives even today. Issues that agitate American politics—who is an American citizen and what rights come along with citizenship, the relative powers of the national government and the states, affirmative action, the relationship between political and economic democracy, the proper response to terrorism—are Reconstruction questions. Reconstruction is embedded in our judicial processes. Every session of the Supreme Court adjudicates issues arising from the Fourteenth Amendment and the civil rights legislation of Reconstruction. Assumptions about Reconstruction dating back to the Dunning School long influenced the Court’s understanding of the Fourteenth Amendment with regard to race, and even today remain embedded in established jurisprudence, leading to a cramped understanding of this key constitutional provisions when it comes to governmental efforts to promote racial justice.25 At the same time, the definition of the “liberty” guaranteed to all American citizens in the Amendment has continued to expand. In the past decade the Fourteenth Amendment has provided the basis for the Court to overturn state and local laws making illegal homosexual acts between consenting adults, and barring the possession of handguns. 

Citizenship, rights, freedom, democracy—as long as these questions remain central to our society, so too will the necessity of an accurate understanding of Reconstruction. These are not only historical and political questions, but moral ones. Reconstruction history has always been morally inflected, because writing about the period forces the historian to think about where he or she stands in relation to key problems of our own time. The Dunning School, with its emphasis on the alleged horrors of Republican Reconstruction, provided scholarly legitimation for Jim Crow, black disenfranchisement, and the now long-departed solid Democratic South. Reconstruction revisionism arose in tandem with and provided a usable past for the civil rights movement. More than most historical subjects, Reconstruction history matters. Whatever the ebb and flow of historical interpretations, I hope we never lose sight of the fact that something very important for the future of our society was taking place during Reconstruction. 





CHAPTER 1
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, as he had pledged to do 100 days before, the President retired to his office to sign the Emancipation Proclamation. Excluded from its purview were the 450,000 slaves in Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri (border slave states that remained within the Union), 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.”1

Throughout the North and the Union-occupied South, January I was a day of celebration. An immense gathering, including black and white abolitionist leaders, stood vigil at Boston’s Tremont Temple, awaiting word that the Proclamation had been signed. It was nearly midnight when the news arrived; wild cheering followed, and a black preacher led the throng in singing “Sound the loud timbrel o’er Egypt’s dark sea, Jehovah hath triumphed, his people are free.” At a camp for fugitive slaves in the nation’s capital, a black man “testified” about the sale, years before, of his daughter, exclaiming, “Now, no more dat! … Dey can’t sell my wife and child any more, bless de Lord!” Farther south, at Beaufort, an enclave of federal control off the South Carolina coast, there were prayers and speeches and the freedmen sang “My Country ‘Tis of Thee.” To Charlotte Forten, a young black woman who had journeyed from her native Philadelphia to teach the former slaves, “it all seemed … like a brilliant dream.” Even in areas exempted from the Proclamation, blacks celebrated, realizing that if slavery perished in Mississippi and South Carolina, it could hardly survive in Kentucky, Tennessee, and a few parishes of Louisiana.2

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. In the South, slavery spawned a distinctive regional ruling class (an “aristocracy without nobility” one Southern-born writer called it) and powerfully shaped the economy, race relations, politics, religion, and the law. Its influence was pervasive: “Nothing escaped, nothing and no one.”3 In the North, where slavery had been abolished during and after the American Revolution, emerged abolition, the greatest protest movement of the age. The slavery question divided the nation’s churches, sundered political ties between the sections, and finally shattered the bonds of 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 known.

To those who had led the movement for abolition, and to slaves throughout the South, the Emancipation Proclamation not only culminated decades of struggle but evoked Christian visions of resurrection and redemption, 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 (“the most stupendous act of sequestration in the history of Anglo-Saxon jurisprudence,” as Charles and Mary Beard described it).4 The demise of slavery inevitably threw open the most basic questions of the polity, economy, and society. 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. Whatever politicians and military commanders might decree, slaves saw the war as heralding the long-awaited end of bondage. Three years into the conflict, Gen. William T. Sherman encountered a black Georgian who summed up the slaves’ understanding of the war from its outset: “He said … he had been looking for the ‘angel of the Lord’ ever since he was knee-high, and, though we professed to be fighting for the Union, he supposed that slavery was the cause, and that our success was to be his freedom.”5 Based on this conviction, the slaves took actions that propelled a reluctant white America down the road to abolition.

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. Union enclaves like Fortress Monroe, Beaufort, and New Orleans became havens for runaway slaves and bases for expeditions into the interior that further disrupted the plantation regime. Even in the heart of the Confederacy, far from Union lines, the conflict undermined the South’s “peculiar institution.” Their “grapevine telegraph” kept many slaves remarkably well informed about the war’s progress. In one part of Mississippi, slaves even organized Lincoln’s Legal Loyal League to spread word of the Emancipation Proclamation. Southern armies impressed tens of thousands of slaves into service as laborers, taking them far from their home plantations, offering opportunities for escape, and widening the horizons of those who returned home. 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. Six months after the war began, slaves in one Kentucky town marched through the streets at night, shouting hurrahs for Lincoln.6

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. A Virginia coachman, informed by soldiers in 1862 that he was free, “went straight to his master’s chamber, dressed himself in his best clothes, put on his best watch and chain … and insolently informed him that he might for the future drive his own coach.” On 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.” Here in the sugar country, where large gangs of slaves labored in some of the South’s most wretched conditions, blacks sacked planters’ homes and, months before the Emancipation Proclamation, refused to work unless paid wages. Slavery, 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.”7

“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.8 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.

Thus, in the early days of the war, the administration insisted that slavery had little to do with the conflict. When Congress assembled in special session in July 1861, one of its first acts was to pass, nearly unanimously, the Crittenden Resolution, affirming that the “established institutions” of the seceding states were not to be a military target. Throughout 1861, army commanders ordered their camps closed to fugitive slaves and some actually returned them to their owners, a policy that caused Gov. John A. Andrew to protest: “Massachusetts does not send her citizens forth to become the hunters of men.” Yet as the Confederacy set slaves to work as military laborers, and the presence of Union soldiers precipitated 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 as “contraband of war.” Instead of being either emancipated or returned to their owners, they would be employed as laborers for the Union armies.9

Then, too, an influential segment of the Northern public—abolitionists and Radical Republicans—recognized that secession offered a golden opportunity to strike a fatal blow at slavery. “We have entered upon a struggle,” wrote a Massachusetts abolitionist four days after the firing on Fort Sumter, “which ought not to be allowed to end until the Slave Power is completely subjugated, and emancipation made certain.“ Black abolitionist Frederick Douglass repeatedly called for the liberation and arming of the slaves, insisting from the outset, “The Negro is the key of the situation—the pivot upon which the whole rebellion turns.” Carl Schurz, who had fled his native Germany after the abortive revolution of 1848 and emerged as a leading antislavery lecturer in the 1850s, later remarked that emancipation would have come “even if there had not been a single abolitionist in America before the war.” But the pressure of antislavery men and women had its impact. With traditional policies unable to produce victory, abolitionists and Radicals offered a coherent analysis of the conflict and a plausible means of weakening the rebellion. Most of all, they kept at the forefront of Northern politics the question of the struggle’s ultimate purpose.10

The steps by which Congress and the President moved toward abolition have often been chronicled. As the danger of secession by the border states receded, the collapse of slavery accelerated, and the manpower needs of the Union armies increased, pressure mounted for emancipation. 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.

Seeking to hold the political middle ground, even as that ground shifted to the left, Lincoln searched for a formula that would initiate the emancipation process but not alienate conservatives and Southern Unionists. First, he urged the border states to adopt measures for gradual, compensated emancipation, promising generous financial aid from the federal government. But he found no takers, even in tiny Delaware with fewer than 2,000 slaves. In a widely publicized conference, Lincoln urged Northern black leaders to support the colonization of freedmen in Central America or the Caribbean, insisting “there is an unwillingness on the part of our people, harsh as it may be for you colored people to remain with us.” Whether his embrace of colonization stemmed from genuine conviction, uncharacteristic naïveté, or political calculation (an attempt to neutralize fears that emancipation would produce an influx of blacks into the free states), Lincoln’s plans came to naught. But to the very end of 1862, he held out the possibility of compensation and colonization, raising both ideas in his December message to Congress, and adding a thinly veiled suggestion that Northern states possessed the authority to exclude freedmen from their territory. As late as December, the President signed an agreement with an entrepreneur of dubious character for the settlement of 5,000 blacks on an island off Haiti. (Four hundred hapless souls did in fact reach île à Vache; those fortunate enough to survive returned to the United States in 1864.)11

It is tempting to interpret the evolution of Lincoln’s policy as the vacillation of a man desperate to avoid the role history had thrust upon him. This, however, would be unfair, for Lincoln genuinely abhorred slavery. He shared, it is true, many of the racial prejudices of his time and accepted without dissent the racial discriminations so widespread in both sections. But Frederick Douglass, who had encountered racism even within abolitionist ranks, considered Lincoln a fundamentally decent individual. “He treated me as a man,” Douglass remarked in 1864, “he did not let me feel for a moment that there was any difference in the color of our skins.” It is probably most accurate to say that Lincoln, neither an egalitarian in a modern sense nor a man paralyzed, like so many of his contemporaries, by racial fears and prejudices, did not approach any policy, even emancipation, primarily in terms of its impact upon blacks; for him, winning the war always remained paramount. The Emancipation Proclamation itself, with its exemption of Union-held areas, reflected not only Lincoln’s effort to make emancipation legally unassailable, but also his determination to retain the backing of the millions of Northerners who cared little about abolition but might support an act essential to military victory.12

Most important of all, however, Lincoln understood that the war had created a fluid situation that placed a premium upon flexibility and made far-reaching change inevitable. As Wisconsin Sen. Timothy O. Howe explained in December 1861, change had become the order of the day: “Don’t anchor yourself to any policy. Don’t tie up to any platform. The very foundations of the Government are cracking…. No mere policy or platform can outlast this storm.” The Proclamation represented a turning point in national policy as well as in the character of the war. For the first time tying Union success to abolition—a commitment from which Lincoln never retreated—it ignored entirely both compensation and colonization, and
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