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historians of the South

		

		
			Preface

		

		
			Historians and other scholars often use first-hand accounts, including oral interviews and written contemporary observations, as sources for their studies of the past. While such sources have their limitations because of the fallibility of memory and the intrusion of exaggerations and embellishments into personal recollections, they remain valuable, especially when used in conjunction with other documents, in helping us to approximate the past. This study uses these types of sources to attain glimpses of African American life in the post-emancipation South.

			This study is conducted longitudinally from the 1860s through the New Deal. A broad cross section of foreign travelers as well as northern visitors are used. We have sought to have racial and gender balances. But the outsiders are largely European and Euro-American and almost entirely middle and upper class. The work is constructed in the context of contemporary anthropology, ethnography, psychology and sociology. It is based largely on travel books and articles and essays in periodicals and scholarly journals. In the endnotes, I provide a brief biographical sketch of the authors following their first mention in the text.

			The contents allow a reconstruction of African American life and labor in the major aspects of black culture—religion, education, politics, criminal justice, employment and entrepreneurship, social life and status—of the times. Interspersed with the narrative are historical analyses of the events and assessments of the outsiders’ views as compared with scholarly treatments of the subjects. The study ends with an epilogue which synthesizes the outsiders’ observations and assesses their overall validity for increasing our understandings of the lives of blacks in the post-emancipation South.
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			Introduction

		

		
			It has been generally assumed, often without adequate verification, that the typical southern white in the post-emancipation era looked upon the African American as a distinct creature, lying somewhere between beast and man, as a creature to be hated and pitied or, most often, to be feared. Assigned general characteristics have included immorality and piousness; laziness and unindustrious; excessive joviality and constant despair; treachery and loyalty; and ignorance and avidity for education.1

			Many commentators on American race relations have contended that southern whites and southern blacks have seen each other so closely and for so long that their mutual view has been dimmed, leading to the misconceptions and misunderstandings which have darkened, and often bloodied, southern history. Conversely, many have claimed that “outsiders” have a different, less biased picture of the situation. What validity these assertions have, if any, will be more evident after an examination of the impressions which “outsiders” or non-southerners have attained through visiting the South.2

			Though outsiders can be expected to possess a certain amount of detachment, they too are inevitably open to various influences, from the contemporary historical setting, from prevailing scientific or pseudo-scientific opinions about race, from their own social, economic, and political positions at home, and to the representative or unrepresentative character of the particular persons, places, and reading matter encountered on their travels. The mere fact they are “outsiders,” sometimes guests, may limit the candor of the remarks made to them, or render them reluctant to pursue some lines of questioning.3

			In its greater aspect the present study seeks to enlarge the understanding of the life of southern African Americans by describing and interpreting eyewitness accounts thereof. The endeavor will be to determine whether or not, according to “outsiders’” observations, the material progress of blacks from period to period was as rapid and significant as is sometimes claimed or as retarded as others contend. The findings may also be expected to add to the perception of the African American’s role in American culture. The beginning date is 1877, at the formal end of military Reconstruction in the South, and the examination extends to the eve of the Great Depression and The New Deal. The South is construed to include all of the states that were slaveholding in 1860 plus Washington D.C. Non-southerners will generally be taken to mean persons who lived outside the South until they were adults or persons native to the South who became northern residents prior to adulthood and prior to 1877.4

			The observers who figure in these pages are almost equally divided between natives of the United States and of foreign countries, a great majority of the foreigners being Western Europeans. Attention has been focused on what the outsiders saw and upon what they heard from African Americans. Though, perforce, their views on race relations have been noticed, the primary interest here has been on their general impressions of the group and their accounts of the everyday life of blacks--their labor, education, religion, political affairs, and social activities and attitudes.

			In order to make an intelligent evaluation of outside impressions of southern blacks, it is important to bear in mind not only the more significant forces and events which influenced African American life at the time but also the contemporary opinion in the world at large, especially as represented by scientific or pseudo-scientific learning, with respect to the African American’s physical and social character.

			The lives of southern blacks, as Americans, were affected by national and international events and movements, but, because they were black the effects upon them were quite distinct from the effects upon the general populace. In the period 1877–1900 the newly reunited United States was reaping fully the fruits of an industrial and technical revolution and setting its feet upon the world stage. For African Americans, however, this period was what Professor Rayford Logan and others have called “The Nadir.” The Republican Party had abandoned them to the “benevolent” hands of former enslavers and their descendants. Segregation, discrimination, anti-black violence, and economic exploitation were increasing. It is true that Booker T. Washington, in his “Atlanta Compromise” address at the Cotton States International Exposition in 1895 pointed to significant signs of economic and social progress. But others like Henry McNeal Turner and John Hope could see only more lynchings, more exploitation, and discrimination.5

			Between 1870 and 1900, the black population in the United States almost doubled, while the white population more than doubled. In 1870 nearly four and one-half million of the 4,880,009 African Americans were residents of the late slave states and of Washington, D.C.; in 1900, 7,823,786 of 8,833,994 lived in those places. To observe the southern African American during these decades was tantamount to seeing the African American. In the South the black population was about half the size of the white.6

			From the time of his famous address at Atlanta in 1895, Booker T. Washington was the most widely hailed African American in the United States. By the early 1900s presidents had called at his door, and by the time he died in 1915 he had dined with presidents and princes. He and his so-called ‘Tuskegee Machine” largely determined the African American’s response to the issues of the day. In many respects, it was “the Age of Booker T Washington.”

			The Washington era in black history coincided with the reformist Progressive era in the nation at large. To Washington and his adherents it seemed that the African American shared the social and economic improvements wrought by Progressive reformers and politicians. Several scholars give some credence to this view, while others assert that Progressivism completely ignored the African American. W. E. B. Du Bois and other blacks of his school of thought, probably influenced by the Statesboro, Georgia lynchings, the Atlanta, Georgia and Brownsville, Texas riots, were convinced that the “age of recovery” was not at hand. Booker T. Washington might be at his zenith, but the mass of blacks were still at their nadir.7

			The “Atlanta Compromise” address, universally hailed by Washington’s proponents, and even many critics, as a gem of public oratory, set the stage for the long, often bitter, conflict between the “Tuskegee Machine,” or Washington school, and the Du Bois School over black goals and policies in economics, political power, and educational development. The best type of training to implement Washington’s policy would be the agricultural and industrial education emphasized at Hampton and Tuskegee Institutes.

			W.E.B. Du Bois, who dubbed Washington’s address a “Compromise,” and the cliques of black intellectuals spread from Harlem to Washington, Nashville, and Atlanta clamored for racial equality in all aspects of American life, and for power at the highest political levels. Because they would need more than farmers and blacksmiths to accomplish their goals, they steadfastly demanded academic-classical training.8

			The outcome of the debate between these two schools, and the progress, if any, made by African Americans in this period, were to be seen at the South; in 1910, eighty-nine percent of all African Americans remained there, and by 1920, when the effects of the first great wave of black migration to the North were being felt, 85.2 percent of all blacks were still in the region.

			The American participation in World War I sets the stage for the last period of this study. More than 200,000 blacks, many of whom were southerners, served in Europe during the First World War. Most were in labor battalions that unloaded ships and sent supplies to the front, but more than 10,000 were in the Ninety-third Infantry Division, largely black, which saw combat duty. The war produced its share of black heroes, recipients of the Croix de guerre and Distinguished Service Medals and Crosses, and its share of black wounded and dead.9

			The spilling of black blood in the pursuit of democracy did not, however, have the favorable results many had anticipated. Even during the war, white soldiers, particularly in France, circulated rumors among Europeans to the effect that blacks were sexual maniacs who endangered the safety of all Caucasian women. At home, African American soldiers from Camp Logan, Texas, were harassed by the Houston police. A full-fledged race riot resulted, seventeen whites were killed, thirteen blacks were hanged, and forty-one blacks sentenced to life imprisonment. At Spartanburg, South Carolina, a probable similar outbreak was prevented only by sending the black troops stationed there to Europe.

			Once the war was over, hopes for racial reconciliation based upon military service were severely disappointed. During the first post-war year newspapers North and South reported rumors of plots, revolts, and insurrections by “French-woman ruined” African American veterans. The first great wave of African American migration to the North, which had accompanied the war, helped also to inflame northern white public opinion. The result was “the greatest period of interracial strife the nation had ever witnessed.” Most of the violence took place during the summer of 1919, beginning with a racial incident at Longview, Texas, in July. By October, twenty-five cities and towns, North and South, had seen bloodshed, mostly black blood, in what James Weldon Johnson called “The Red Summer.”

			As the Springfield, Brownsville, and Atlanta riots a decade earlier had led to the formation of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the “Red Summer” sparked the establishment of the South’s first successful interracial civil-rights group—the Commission on Interracial Cooperation, organized by prominent southerners at Atlanta in 1919. It set out to still the “deadly menace” of race antagonism, and to assist blacks to improve their economic, political, social, and physical conditions. But whatever progress this and similar groups might make was handicapped by the recession of 1919–1920, and practically wiped out by the Great Depression which began in 1929. The disposition of many blacks to turn, in despair, to Marcus Garvey-type black nationalism and pseudo-religious cults strongly suggests that even the roaring twenties did not roar for them.10

			The presumptions about blacks which outsiders brought with them to the South were unlikely, as far as they were based upon learned studies of the African American’s physical and mental traits prior to World War I, to have advanced much beyond the views of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Anthropologists, ethnologists, and psychologists, writing between 1890 and 1914, generally concluded that physically and mentally the African American was more animal than man.11

			Among the better known works current in the nineties was Races and Peoples (1890) by Daniel G. Brinton, a noted University of Pennsylvania ethnologist. Brinton believed there were distinct racial traits, including different jaws, teeth, skin color, and “special senses.” His studies showed the “projection of the maxillaries, or upper and lower jaws, beyond the line of the face” to be “much more observable in the black than in the white race” and “more pronounced in the old than in the young.” Such a condition was “considered to correspond to a stronger development of the merely animal instincts.” The African’s skin color was largely the product of “a congenital disproportion of lungs to liver” which caused the retention of carbonic oxide in the lungs, and hence “an increased tendency to pigmentary deposit of the skin.” In a musical sense the “native African” excelled the “native American,” though the difference was not greater than that between European nations.12 Brinton’s general conclusion respecting African American and Euro-American was that:

			the adult who retains the more numerous fetal, infantile or simian traits, is unquestionably inferior to him whose development has progressed beyond them, nearer to the ideal form of the species, as revealed by a study of the symmetry of the parts of the body, and their relation to the erect stature. Measured by these criteria, the European or white race stands at the head of the list, the African or Negro at its foot.13

			Francis Galton, sometimes called the founder of the science of eugenics, “studied the relative capacity of the black and the white races by dividing each race into sixteen defined grades of ability, eight above and eight below its racial average, and considered that the intervals separating the grades were equal throughout. He surveyed eminent men of each race, and concluded that the ablest black ranked two grades below the ablest white”. Then, “by an application of the ‘Law of deviation from an average’ he held that blacks as a race have two degrees of ability less than Europeans.” Even though the number of “half-wits” among blacks was very large, the African race was “by no means wholly deficient in men capable of becoming good factors, thriving merchants, and otherwise considerably raised above the average of whites.” The social disabilities placed upon blacks in America, Galton admitted, made any comparison of their achievements and those of whites difficult.14

			In discussing “human faculty as determined by race,” anthropologist Franz Boas concluded that there were physical differences between races making it probable that there might be differences in faculty. The face of the African he found larger in proportion to the skull than that of the American Indian or the Caucasian. There was, Boas said, “no denying that this feature - - - represents a type slightly nearer the animal than the European type.” Despite this, Boas conceded that there was no evidence that the African and other “lower” races could not attain the level of civilization represented by the bulk of the whites.15

			Gustave LeBon, another of the early modern psychologists, classified blacks as one of “the primitive and inferior peoples.” From measurements of the volume of several thousand skulls, he found differences in the relative size of the brains of races. Though the differences were not very considerable, the “primitive and inferior” races, such as the African, “had a relative incapacity to reason or associate, to compare and draw conclusions. . . . to observe and reflect, to exercise foresight, to persist in a given line of activity, to hold to a distant rather that a present end.” Unfortunately these traits “are practically ineradicable and they determine the achievement of races.”16

			Anthropologist N. B. Taylor, basing his conclusions on the testimony of “European teachers,” noted that at the age of twelve, children of the “lower races,” mainly African, fell behind those of the “ruling race,” Caucasian. This confirmed what “anatomy teaches of the less developed brain in the . . . African than in the European.”17

			The famed psychologist, G. Stanley Hall, writing in 1905, asserted that no two races in history differed so much in both physical and psychic traits as the Caucasian and the African. “The color of the skin and the crookedness of the hair” were only the outward signs of many far deeper differences, including cranial and thoracic capacity, glands and secretions, “vita sexualis,” food, temperament, character, emotional traits, and disease. In addition, because the black child ceased development at about age twelve, the “virtues and defects of the Negro through life remain largely those of puberty.”18

			One of the few scholars in the early twentieth century to deny significant differences in African and Caucasian brain weights and ape-like qualities to the African was F. P. Hall. In 1909 he stated that the brain weight of ”eminent men” was

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	

cover.jpeg
AFRICAN
AMERICANS IN THE
POST-EMANCIPATION
SOuTH






