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ment,,made pointed reference to the prosperity brought by
turpentine business as a factor in the liberality of individU’D]} -
tributions. At the same time he painted a moving intumd f’v;”:
destruction of the roajestic longleaf pine forests, }z'»’}itirdcof o
Clinton, North Carolina, in the heart of the turpén tine re,gjf‘m:”
o]

Gl

_ the eastern part of the state, to the editor of the Raleigh Bibii,

Recorder, he said: |

Ilaam D?Vf ogeratixl)g in ngnpson -+ .. Clinton the county seqt ;. .
Povﬂsa;l: ooking village with an air of neatness and comfort aboy -
el 55 - P il ” .

3 com see. It is taking “the Spirit of the Age” and is rapid

about i
10 in tnportance.— There is a large female school located at tIJJ) S
nmnbenn_g a hund»red‘ and ten students and is in successful o :srféicc
The Baptists will soon build them a home of worship here Lné)e;ed %
ahtefzay unde'r ‘contract. The Brethren here generaHx" .seem tr)ltbi-)
§p1r{_ted a1nd liberal. But-how they do bleed the pocr pines to il
it. They show their white faces around vou on every slide a crez?iv:;"~
up, and at night as you ride along the)’r look for all the wo?ld hl\a
great army’ of spectres ready to pounce upon vou at every sten qu&
bear you away, Some of them from appearance have vielded their Ia:t
supply_zmd now stand like old martyrs awaiting the exe of the wor(j-
marn. Unfeeling masters thus to exhaust the Iiboeral tree until she cJ:m
give n}:) more, anld then repay her by a bumiﬂg. No wonder that Lh?
gmcfsor et}r]e iz.gh tfirough aHlt.hmrLleaves to everv breeze that whispers
Y, ¢ time is not far distant when these statelv monarchs of 4
fqrest, that have so long watched and adorned the soil that gave thsArr;
birth, changing not amid summer’s heat nor winter's cold, will hav
beep bomne down by the unwearied worker at their feet and not ¢«
vestige of their former alory will remain. Aye well may you w-
melancholy tree fcr your days are numbered. 5! o '

Although the forests were rapidlv and wanton!v used, the:
Iez‘xst provided some return before they were consimed by lun!
mills or d'esh'oye'd by farmers seeking land for cultivation; and
merease in capital derived from their exploitation contributed
to the gieveloprnen't of North Cazrolina in countless ways., That
turpentine as a major “stuple” passed rapidly from the state is
the postwar period was of no great importance, for a more valu-
able and permanent sijs":'tutf: was soon found, The region whose
economy once was bay—v" on ‘he golden flow of resin from the
longleaf pines is now t' = center for the culture of bright-lezf
tobacco.
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The Abolitionists and Reconstruction:

A Critical Appraisal

By Ricuarp O. Curry

ALONG wITH FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER, CHARLES A. BEARD,
J. Franklin Jameson, Perry Miller, and a few others, Gilbert H.

Barnes is among the select group of modern historians whose

work has influenced a whole generation of scholars. In his seminal

study The Antislavery Impulse, 1830-1844 (New York, 1933)

Barnes challenged what he termed “the authority of an orthodox
tradition,” which viewed the struggle for emancipation as a con-

test between the forces of freedom and despotism, portrayed Wil-
liam Lloyd Garrison as the personification of the movement, and
depicted New England as its center.* While Barnes’s work fully
deserves the attention it has received, it needs to be emphasized
that Albert Bushnell Hart first raised some of the issues later ex-
plored in greater depth by Barnes. For example, Hart, like
Barnes, erhphasized that Western evangelical revivalism was “one
of the main taproots of abolition” and argued that William Lloyd
Garrison was not entitled to his reputation as the “typical or chief
abolitionist.”® Nevertheless, it must be admitted that it was
Barnes’s work, not Hart’s, that played a decisive role in shaping
major areas of debate in modern antislavery scholarship. Ques-
tions and ideas advanced or developed by Barnes involving the
origins of abolitionism, Garrison’s leadership, Anglo-American co-
operation in humanitarian affairs, the doctrine of immediatism,
the schism of 1840, and the effects of abolitionism on the sectional
crises of the 1840’s and 1850s continue to stimulate scholarly

controversy, and rightly so.*

! Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, vii-viii.

2 Hart, Slavery and Abolition, 1831-1841 (New York, 1906), 15, 181, 320,
and passim. )

8 For example, see Russell B. Nye, Williem Lloyd Garrison and the Humani-
tarian Reformers (Boston, 1955); Louis Filler, The Crusade Against Sluvery,
1830-1860 (New York, 1960); Walter M. Merrill, Against Wind and Tice: A
Biography of Wm. Lloyd Garrison (Cambridge, Mass., 1963); David Donald,
“Toward a Reconsideration of Abolitionists,” in Donald, Lincoln Reconsidered *
Roman J. Zorn, “The New England Anti-Slavery So-

)

(New York, 1956), 19-34;

————
MR, Curny is associate professor of history at the University of

Connecticut.



528 THE JOURNAL OF SOUTHERN HISTORY

In recent years, however, new avenues of research have broag.
ened the frontiers of abolitionist historiography to include deve).
opments during the Civil War and Reconstruction. Partially as 4
result of current racial tensions, riots, and insurrections, a nup,.
ber of historians, including John L. Thomas, C. Vann Wood.
wiard, James M. McPherson, Willie Lee Rose, George M. Fredrick-
son, Patrick W. Riddleberger, and John G. Sproat, have attempted
to discover p;’ecisely why .emancipation failed to produce the
social planning necessary for creating a racial democracy.*

None of the. historians approach the sociopolitical crisis caused
by emancipation in quite the same way, but nearly all agree that
“The Radicals Abandonment of the Negro During Reconstruc-
tion™ was caused partly by political expediency and partly be-
cause theories of racial inferiority were so widely accepted in both
the North and South that the equalitarian vision of men like Gar-
rison, Wendell Phillips, and Charles Sumner could not be re-

ciety: Pioneer Abolition Organizativa,” Journal of Negro History, XLII (]July
1957), 157-76; David Brion Davis, “The Emergence of Immediatism in British
and American Antislavery Thought,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XLIX
(September 1962), 209-30; Thomas I'. Harwood, “British Evangelical Aboli-
tionism and American Churches in the 1830’s,” Journal of Southern History,
XXVIL (August 1962), 287-306; and Anne C. Loveland, “Evangelicalism and
‘Immediate Emancipation” in American Antislavery Thought,” ibid., XXXII (May
1968), 172-88.

+ Thomas, The Liberator, Williom Lloyd Garrison: A Biography (Boston,

+1963); Thomas, “Romantic Reform in America, 1815-1865,” American Quarterly,

XVII (Winter 1965), 656-81; Thomas, “Antislavery and Utopia,” in Martin
Duberman (ed.), The Antislavery Vanguard: New Essays on the Abolitionists
(Princeton, 1965), 240-69; Woodward, “Equality: The Deferred Commitment,”
in Woodward, The Burden of Southern History (New York, 1961), 69-88; Wood-
ward, “Seeds of Failure in Radical Race Policy,” in Harold M. Hyman (ed.),
New Frontiers of the American Reconstruction (Urbana, 1966), 125-47: Mc
Pherson, The Struggle for Equality: Abolitionists and the Negro in the Civil War
and Reconstruction (Princeton, 1964); McPherson, “A Brief for Equality: The
Abolitionist Reply to the Racist Myth, 1350-1865,” in Duberman (ed.), Anti-
slavery Vanguard, 156-77; McPherson, “Abolitionists and the Civil Rights Act
of 1875,” Journal of American History, LII (December 1965), 493-510; MC;
Pherscn, “Grant or Greeley? The Abolitionist Dilemma in the Election of 1872,
American Historical Review, LXXI (October 1965), 43-61; Rose, Rchearsal for
Reconstruction: The Port Royal Experiment. (Indianapolis, New York, Kansas
City, 1964); Rose, “‘Iconoclasm Has Had Its.Day’: Abolitionists and Freedmen
in South Carolina,” in Duberman (ed.), “Antitlavery Vanguard, 178-205; Frt}d‘
rickson, The Inner Civil War: Northern Intellectuals and- the.Crisis of the Union
(New York, 1965); Riddleberger, “The Radicals’ Abandonment of the Negro
During Reconstruction,” Journal of Negro History, XLV (April 1960), 88-102;
and Sproat, “Blueprint for Radical Reconstruction,” Journal of Southern iistory,
XXIIT (February 1957), 25-44. , .

® The phrasealogy is Riddleberger’s, “The Radicals” Absndonment of the Ne-

gro,” 88.

A
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alized. A, lobert F. Durden phrases it, “neither North nor South
of a cernirv ago had exclusive title to tragically narrow vision
and deficic it morality,”
If a broud wrea of agreement exists among recent historians as i

to the nature of social defects in American society during the Civil
War and Reconstriction era, no such consensus exists in analyzing
the ideological positions taken by abolitionists themselves in ap-
proaching the political, social, and economic plight of freedmen. _
It is the purposc of this paper to analyze, and to suggest ways to >L"‘"‘A -
resolve, interprciive contradictions in recent treatments of aboli-
tionist ideology—contradictions that must be eliminated if we are %u
to gain increased insight as to why “white America” failed to pro-
vide an economic basis for Negro freedom during Reconstruction 7L—C(wu_
and to guarantce enforcement of the Negroes’ political and legal -
rights.& he debate centers around three interrelated questions:
the racial attitudes of white abolitionists, the meaning of equali-
tarianism as perceived by abolitionists themselves, and the
strength of anti-institutional thought patterns in antislavery cir-
cles during the postwar era. e

e first question that needs to be analyzed is whether or not
abolitionists were as dedicated to the ideal of equality as McPher-

son, Woodward, Louis Ruchames, and Merton L. Dillon con-

- tend.” There is much evidence to support the equalitarian view.

White abolitionists were instrumental in bringing about integra-
tion in public education and transportation, especially in New
England, both before and after the Civil War. They- also™
established or tried to establish private schools for free Negroes
in New England, New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and elsewhere.?
Moreover, Ruchames shows that abolitionists led a successful
fight in Massachusetts against a law banning’ interracial mar-

¢ Durden, “Ambiguities in the Antislavery Crusade of the-Republican- Party,”
in Duberman (ed.), Antislavery Vanguard, 394. ' -

" McPherson, Struggle for Equality, 134-77; McPherson, “A Brief for Equal-
ity”; Woodward, “Equality: The Deferred Commitment”; Woodward, “Seeds of
Failure in Radical Race Policy”; Ruchames, “Jim Crow Railroads in Massachu-
setts,” American Quarterly, VIIL (Spring 1956), 61-75; Ruchames, “Race, Mar- - .
riage, and Abolition in Massachusetts,” Journal of Negro™ History, XL’ (July- -
1955), 250-73; Dillon, “The Failure of the American Abolitionists,” Jourral of
Southern History, XXV (May 1959), 159-77. - 7 oo 5

8 For example, see Leon F. Litwack, North of Slavery:*Tké Negro in the Free
States, 1790-1860 (Chicago, 1961), 214-46; Ira V. Brown, “Pennsilvania and

" )861), 45-57; Nye, William Lloyd Garrison; and Rughnmes, “Jim Crow Ra

the Rights of the. 'Negro, 1865-1877,” Pennsylvania - History,’ XXVI:TL(]anua;rly - e ~:_ '
. toads in Massachusetts.” ; s } R
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riages,” and McPherson’s research reveals that maay abolition-
ists acquainted themselves with the principles of anthropo]ogv
in order to combat the theories of such members of the “American
School” of anthropology as Louis Agassiz. This school not only
“taught that the various races of mankind constituted separate
and distinct species,” but placed “the Negro at the bottom of the
scale.” Abolitionists, by quoting European scientists who dis.
agreed with the findings of the American school, were able to
argue “forcefully (and accurately) that science had failed to
prove the innate inferiority of the Negro.”°

Illustrations.attesting to the dedication of abolitionists to equal-
itarian ideals can be enumerated at great length, but Leon F. Lit-
wack demonstrates in his North of Slavery and elsewhere that
many white abolitionists were far more ambiguous i their racial
thinking than McPherson, Woodward, Dillon, and Ruchames
indicate. According to Litwack, whose findings have been rein.
forced by those of William H. and Jane H. Pease,!* equalitarians
not only had to contend with Northern prejudice in general but
with dissension and prejudice within the ranks of organized
abolitionism itself. The women’s antislavery society of New York,
for example, refused to admit Negroes to membership; and a
Philadelphia antislavery society, while granting membership to
Negroes by a majority of only two votes, passed a resolution stat-
ing that “it was neither ‘our object, or duty, to encourage social
intercourse between colored and white families.” 12

Litwack concedes that contradictory racial attitudes in anti-
slavery circles can be attributed in part to strategic considera-
tions. On various occasions, some abolitionists, notably James G.
Birney, Theodore Dwight Weld, and Arthur Tappan, cautiont?d
against overt social intercourse with Negroes in order to avoid
antagonizing public opinion. But Litwack shows that this was by
no means the whole story. At times, abolitionist literature re-
flected popular misconceptions by characterizing Negroes as
“meek, servile, comical” individuals with “minstrel-like qualities.
More to the point, Negro leaders resented the fact that many
white abolitionists concluded that Negroes did not meet white
standards. For example, the editors of the New York Colored

® Ruchames, “Race, Marriage, and Abolition in Massachusctts.”

10 McPherson, “A Brief for Equality,” 159-60. : .

11 Pease and Pease, “Anti:}uvery Ambivalence: Immediatism, Expediency:
Race,” American Quarterly, XVI1 (Winter 1965), 682-95. 918

12 Litwack, North of S?auery, 217-19, 221-22; the quotation is from page 4%

{
|

— TR
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American, while investigating the hardships endured by Negroes
during the Panic of 1837, discoverec that in New York City not
even one “local abolitionist had plac=d a Negro in any conspicu-
ous position in his business establishment . . . .” Nor could they
find a Negro working in the offices of the American Anti-Slavery
Society itself. Some Negroes did find employment in Arthur Tap-

an’s department store, but only in menial tasks as the “lowest
drudges.” Before the Civil War little was done “in the way of
economic assistance, except to call upon Negroes to improve
themselves.” Litwack argues that “Perhaps this simply reflected
the dominant middle-class ideology of self-help which-affected
abolitionists, like other whites . . ..” But many Negro leaders in- -
sisted that the struggle for equality could not be won on “the bare
ground of abstract principles” and called upon white abolitionists
to take steps to end “economic dependence and pauperism.” Feel-
ings such as these, Litwack states, led to the emergence of black
nationalism in the 1850's. A vocal minority of Negro leaders
‘rejected the democratic pretensions of white Americans, ques-
tioned the motives and effectiveness of white abolitionists,” and
began to urge “the establishment of an independent Negro state.”
Henceforth, white reformers would “have to contend with its im-
plications.”?

LitwacK’s points are well taken, but his analysis stops short of

. the mark. He clearly shows that other historians’ analyses of the

racial attitudes of white abolitionists cannot be accepted without
qualification,{but he_con arcuing that reformers did not ™
allow inconsistencies and contradictisns in their racial thinking
“to Interfere materfally” with their attempts “to demonstrate to a
hostile public that environmental factors, rather than any peculiar
racial traits, largely accounted for the degradation of the north-
ern Negro.”** Unfortunately, such a view does not come to terms
\\'iﬂT—c[?\'elopments during Reconstruction. What Litwack terms
the “middle-class ideology of self-help which affected abolition-
ists, like other whites” must be analyzed in depth, since the eco-
nomic ideas of abolitionists are closely related to their conceptions
of equality. And these conceptions must be weighed carefully if

“1bid., 216-21, 224 (quotation on this page); and Litwack, “The Emancipa-
tion of the Negro Abolitionist,” in Duberman (ed.), Antislavery Vanguard, 140-
42, 152, 154 (quotations on pages 141, 142, 152, 154). See’ also Howard H.
Bell, “Expressions of Negro Militancy in the North, 1840-1860,” Journal of
Negro History, XLV (January 1960), 11-20; and Bell, “Negro Nationalism: A
Factor in Emigration Projects, 1858-1861,” ibid., XLVII (January 1962), 42-53.

14 Litwack, North of Slavery, 230.
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we are to answer, as one writer phrases it, why for American re.
formers “of a hundred years ago the cause of the freedman never
equalled the cause of the slave . .. .”® As yet no historian has syc.
ceeded in answering this question in a totally convincing or com.
prehensive way. But the investigations of six—George M. Fred.
rickson, John L. Thomas, Willie Lee Rose, James M. McPherson
John G. Sproat, and Harold Schwartz—provide grounds for 4
highly suggestive and controversial debate.'®

Fredrickson, who concerns himself with the cffects of the Ciyi]
War in changing or modifying the ideological commitments of
Northern intellectuals, argues that the war was a major turning
point in American intellectual history, a turning point wherein the
war itself was basically responsible for thwarting “the drive for
‘humanitarian democracy.”” “The fact was,” he asserts, “that the
nation had turned a corner; the triumph of Unionism and na-
tionalism had led to assumptions which obviated the anti-insti-
tutional philosophy that had been the basis of abolitionism.” The
“genuine radicalism” of the ante-bellum period had been turned
into “an obvious anachronism.” Fredrickson fails to develop these
ideas, however, and shifts his focus away from what he considers
the implications of emerging nationalism to a discussion of Social
Darwinism."

In the late 1860’s, Fredrickson argues, there was also a “scien-
tific” reason why intellectuals refused to consider the merits of
national planning. Social Darwinism, which “warned against a pa-
ternalistic approach to the Negro problem,” was beginning to ex-
ert a profound influence on American social thought. At that time
Darwin’s ideas were known only “to an intellectual elite,” ?nd
William Graham Sumner “had not yet begun to write.” But “So-
cial Darwinism, if not fully formulated or accepted as a popular
creed, was nevertheless in the air, and some applied it explicitly to
Reconstruction and the Negro.” Georges Clemenceau, for ex-
ample, described the Negro’s plight in Darwinist te%'n‘ns.“"

Fearing that he has claimed too much for Darwinist influences,
however, Fredrickson qualifies his position. “If the set of atti-

11: II};;ZE?: RI()LSZ?OIC%Z}SII:;S{:I& gﬁdgj?’i};}uczgr% Fredrickson, Inner Civil War,
Thomas :l"he Liberator; Thomas, “Antislavery and-Utepia”;. Thomas, “Romanti¢
Reform ’in America, 1815-1865"; McPherson, Struggle for Equality; McPherson,

“Abolitionists and the Civil Rights Act of 1875”; Sproat, “Blueprint for Radwl‘

Reconstruction”; and Schwartz, Semuel Gridley Howe:-Social Reformer, 180

1876 (Cambridge, Mass., 1956 ). :
17 Fredrickson, Inner Civil War, 195, 188.
18 Ibid., 192.

ol TR

s

%4

tudes s nmed up in the phrase ‘Social Darwinism’ did not really
rule the thonghts of the architects of Reconstruction,” he con-
tends, ©  can hardly be denied that it contributed to the later
Norther - decision to permit the fall of the Southern radical gov-
emmmeni. ... ." “By 1883, Fredrickson argues, “white rule was
firmly rc-established” in the South, and Sumner “spoke for the ‘en-
lightenc:I" opinion of ‘the North when he asserted that freedom
meant g cater personal hardship for the Negro than slavery . .. .”
From a Darwinist perspective, “Outside interference with the
Negro’s struggle for existence was incompatible with the ‘modern
free system of industry,”” “The failure of the nation to plan for
Negro freedom,” Fredrickson concludes, thereby “suggests that
the idea’ of a strong central government encouraged by the war
had a linmited application.” It was legitimate to suppress a rebel-
lion and encourage economic growth, “but the line was drawn
when government was called upon to act in the field of social wel-
fare and humanitarian reform.”®

Fredrickson shows beyond doubt that some Northern intellec-
tuals, including Ralph Waldo Emerson, Herman Melville, James
Russell Lowell, and Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., developed
greater regard for nationalistic and imperialistic ideals during the
war, admiring the order and stability inherent in the idea of a
positive state. But his assumption that the emergence of nation-
alistic attitudes in the minds of a few Northern intellectuals, few
of whom can be described as humanitarian reformers, accurately

reflects the decline of the anti-institutional ideological tenets on -

which humanitarianism was based is open to serious question.
Fredrickson has not analyzed the thought and activities of an

appreciable number of abolitionists themselves, and his attempt

to buttress his conclusions by drawing extensively on contempo--
rary analyses by conservative nationalists like Orestes A. Brownson
and Francis Lieber, who opposed humanitarianism, appears to
reveal niore about their state of mind at the end of the war than
ill’Ollflt the process of intellectual change inaugurated by the war
itself,o . , LT . R
Finally. Fredrickson’s conclusion that the emergence of Dar-
Winist attitudes in the postwar period helped to prevent a mar-
riage between nationalistic and humanitarian ideas during Re-
construction creates interpretive difficulties in his thesis that. he

fails to resolve. If, as Fredrickson argues, the war gave rise to

. 1Ibid, 193.94,

20 Ibid., 184-92.
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nationalistic attitudes which undermined the anti-institutiong)
ideology on which abolitionism was based, it appears that the
concept of nationalism as it emerged from the war was a limite(
one—one that did not include demands for social and humzm‘i.
tarian»reform in its train. If this is true, it does not follow tlt
Social Darwinism was primarily, or even secondarily, responsihle
for preventing national planning “to ensure Negro freedom” in
the late 1860’s since it did not become a clearly formulated sociy|
philosophy until the 1880’s. What then was responsible? Logicul
consistency, c'onside'ring,.F redrickson’s emphasis on the decliy.
of anti-institutional thought, would seem to require him to an.
swer: widespread acceptance of the ideological tenets of consery-
ative nationalism. In any case, it will not do to conclude that “If
the set of attitudes summed up in the phrase ‘Social Darwinism’
did not really rule the thoughts of the architects of Reconstruc-
tion,” Darwinism “nevertheless was in the air,

Logical fallacies, limited evidence, and questionable assump-
tions aside, how can the issues raised by Fredrickson be resolved?
A beginning in this direction is provided by the work of John L.
Thomas. It must be noted, however, that Thomas’ most recent
essay, “Romantic Reform in America, 1815-1865.” lends support
to the Fredrickson thesis. In this essay Thomas views the Civil
War as an “intellectual counterrevolution” marked by “a revival
of institutions and a rerewal of an organic theory of society.™:
“The extreme individualism of ante-bellum reformers,” Thomas
concludes, “was swallowed up in a Northern war effort that made
private conscience less important than saving the Union.” A his-
torian is entitled to change his mind, but in this essay Thomas
abandons much of the ground he occupied in his previous work.
In his biography of William Lloyd Garrison and in the essay
“Antislavery and Utopia” Thomas maintains that anti-institution-
alism retained its vitality during the postwar era. Individualistic
and abstract approaches of abolitionists to socioeconomic prob-
lems resulting from emancipation, Thomas argues, constituted a
fundamental reason why Reconstruction failed to produce the
social planning necessary to create a racial democracy.

21 Ibid., 192-93. These criticisms also apply to Harold M. Hyman’s conclusion
that Darwinism helped undermine “tie white man’s concern for the Negro

. during Reconstruction. Hyman (ed.), The Radical Republicans -and Reconstruc:

tion, 1861-1870 (Indianapolis and New York, 1967 ), xxvi-xxix.
22 Thomas, “Romantic Reform in America, 1815-1865,” 679, '
28 Ibid., 680.
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One of the purposes of this paper is to show that the two po- -
sitions Thomas occupies cannot he reconciled anid that his original |
thesis, which emphasized the persistence of anti-institutionalism
after the war, like Banquo’s ghost will not down. This original
position not only helps to resolve contradictions inherent in the
Fredrickson thesis, but challenges interpretations which view
abolitionists as prototypes of twentieth-century social planners.
Up to a point Thornas agrees with Woodward, Dillon, Ruchames,
McPherson, and others who argue that abolitionists were dedi-=
cated equalitarians vhose moral vision was too far advanced for
its time. But his work also raises a fundamental question, as does
that of Litwack and Willie Lee Rose, that nearly all other his-
torians of abolitionism overlook or ignore: Exactly what did most
abolitionists mean by the concept racial equality, and what plans
and methods did they propose for achieving it?

According to Thomas abolitionism was a logical extension of a
marriage between evangelical methods and Arminian ideas which
provided the ideological underpinnings for numerous moral and
humanitarian reform movements that emerged in American so-
ciety during the 1820’ and 1830’s. Thus, abolitionists condemned
slavery as a sin—not as a social, political, or economic evil. In their
view moral reform and social change were not matters “of laws to
be passed or steps to be taken, but of error to be rooted,out and
repentance to be exacted.” All social evils, including slaveholding,
“were reduced in the evangelical equation to elements of personal
morality.” Nowhere, Thomas argues, are the inadequacies of this
kind of thinking better exemplified than by Garrison’s career, For
example, Garrison found Robert Owen’s ideas on social reform
“absurd and demoralizing” because Garrison failed to appreciate
the importance of environmental factors in causing economic and
social ills. He agreed with Owen that a “drastic reorganization of
society was needed”; but it was “an inner rather than an outward
reordering” that was called for, “ a change of heart, not socialism.”
This type of mentality, Thomas argues, which appealed to “in-
dividual anxieties” and not to “community interest” was ill-pre-
pared- to deal with the long-range social, educational; and eco-
nomic needs of freedmen.** .

Once emancipation became a reality, Garrison hailed Negro
freedom as the culmination of his life’s work-and stepped down
as president of the American Anti-Slavery Society. A number of -
leading abolitionists, including Edmund Quincy, Heury C.

24 Thormas, The Liberator, 326-27, 64, 298, 232, 263-64.
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Wright, Samuel J. May, Jr., and Oliver Johnson retired with Gar.
rison; but when Wendell Phillips refused and became the SOC-
ety’s new president, Garrison roundly denounced him “as an op.
portunist who sought to make political capital out of the black
man.” Outbursts like this, Thomas maintains, clear]v testify that
Garrison’s “ideas on rehabih'tating the Negro were hazv and con-
fused.” He believed that emancipation “would open the way for
ultimate social, civil and political equality; but this through i
dustrial and educational development, and not by anyv arbitrary
mandate.” “Our danger” as a nation, Garrison dec]aréd, “lies in
sensual indulgence, in a licentious perversion of liberty, in the
prevalence of intemperance, and in whatever tends to the de-
moralization of the people.” Thus, Garrison emerged from the war
prescribing the same type of remedy for curing the ails of man.
kind that he advocated before the war began. Nevertheless, he
remained a dedicated racial equalitarian. Belief in human broth-
erhood had been “the central ‘heme in his long career.” But in
Garrison’s mind racial equality, like all other questions, was a
moral not a political issue.?

Broadening his approach in the essay entitled “Antislavery and
Utopia,” Thomas argues that some abolitionists, especially
John A. Collins, George Benson, and Adin Ballou, by establishixfg
perfectionist communities in New England or New York during
the 1840, began to grope their way, albeit unsuccessfully, to-
ward concepts of social planning and controlled change.” Like
most Americans, these abolitionist communitarians “could not ac-
cept the environmentalist assumptions of secular utopians like
Albert Brisbane and Parke Godwin”; they “held to the belief in
the possibility of creating a perfect self-regulating society in
which the moral priority of the individual would mysteriously
harmonize with the needs and dermands of the community.” Yet,
these communities, “however ill-constructed and short-lived,”
were pointing “in the right direction.” “The future of the Negro in
America would depend upon a renewed belief in perfectibility,
social planning, and education,” and these were ‘he goals,
Thomas argues, “toward which the perfectionists had groped
their way.”

By 1860, Lowever, “Even the abolitionist communitarians no
longer believed in their pover o chance the countr by exam-
9 B e ~ i * 4 .
ple.” Not onlv was their own vision of utopia destroyed; but in-
28 Ibid., 437, 417 434, 44050

28 Thom=<, "Art:lavery and Uiapiz.” 249, 264-65.
3 I y

s

o

directly their failure affected “the political abolitionists who had
never scriously considered the perfectionist program.” During
Reconstruction, “when the time came to consider the merits of
planning, the perfectionists . . . seemingly had proved what the
antislavery politicians had suspected all along—that plans, con-
trols, and models were of no use.” Thus, “The failure of the
utopian nerve narrowed the abolitionist vision by constricting
social choices.” As a result, Reconstruction turned out to be “an
uncompleted social revolution,” a “limited engagagement fought
for partial ends” based on “a philosophy of adjustment.”

In this essay Thomas draws a number of questionable conclu-
sions. For example, in what sense were abolitionist communitari-
ans actually “groping” their way before the war toward concepts
of social planning and controlled change? With the exception of
John A. Collins, did any of these abolitionists comprehend the

1
1
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environmentalist assumptions of secular utopians? Thomas says

that they did not. If this is true, how then were they pointing “in
the righ’t direction”? To argue that abolitionist communitarians,
like secular utopians, recognized “the importance of experimental
models in achieving a general social reformation”® appears to
endow these people with a higher degree of critical realism than
Thomas himself admits they possessed. Further, to what extent
can the failure of abolitionist communitarian experiments per se
be held responsible for “constricting social choices” during Re-

construction? As Willie Lee Rose observes, the merits of social

planning were thoroughly tested during the war by the Gide-
onites (a group consisting of abolitionists and others) at Pprt
Royal, South Carolina.?® “By all the reasonab“le standards which
might h..ve been applied,” Mrs. Rose argues, “the Port Royal Ex-
periment accomplished its purposes . . . . the freedmen demon-
strated 1 yond question their willing and able response to free-
dom.” It “vas not the fault of the Gideonites that their experiment
in social »nlanning was neither understood nor “followed by the
governm« at or by the people of the North, ﬁey’ertheless, thg
similaritic s between the views expressed by Rose and Thomas are
greater in some ways than existing differences. .Bose, w}.ule em-
phasizing that abolitionists were instrumental in planning and
conducting the Port Royal experiment, also stresses.t.l{e fact that
the freedmen’s aid movement encountered bitter hostility and op-

21 Ibid., 966-68. :
28 Ibid., 267. o - %
~ 20 Rose, “ ‘Iconoclasm Has Had Its Day,”” 178-205.
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sitic in antislavery ranks. And she, like Thomas, attributes the
~agic failure to perceive the value of social planning to a “per.
sistent streak” of “anti-institutionalism . . . in the intellectual’s at.
titude toward entrenched social evil.”*°
No one can doubt, Rose argues, Wendell Phillips’ unyielding
devotion to the ideal of racial equality. Yet he was able to say iy
all candor: “I ask nothing more for the negro than I ask for the
Irishman or German who comes to our shores. I thank the benev.
olent men who are laboring at Port Royal—all right!—but the
blacks do not need them. They are not objects of charity. They
only ask this nation—Take your yokes off our necks’ . . . they will
accomplish books, and education, and work.”" For reformers
such as Phillips, Mrs. Rose writes, “the light of the moral issue was
so blinding that the social problem was scarcely discernible.” Fur-
thermore, - “the acknowledgment that the slave required assist-
ance” posed a problem that many antislavery veterans were un-
willing or unable to face: the fact that “striking off the fetters” did
not automatically “make of a slave a truly free man.” Such an ad-
mission ran counter to the demands made by doctrinaire anti-
institutionalists for total solutions.®*
ames M. McPhersont provides additional evidence in The
Struggle for Equality, showing that such an outlook was not
atypical. For example, Samuel Gridley Howe declared: “The
white man has tried taking care of the negro, by slavery, by ap-
prenticeship, by colonization, and has failed disastrously in all;
now let the negro try to take care of himself.”*® When writing a
Massachusetts congressman about the establishment of a freed-
man’s bureau in 1864, Howe expressed his views even more can-
didly: “. .. whatever plan is adopted should be founded upon the
principle that the negro, once emancipated, is as free as a white
man; free to go or to come; free to accept or reject employment:
free to work or to starve.” What was desirable was “some general
system for putting the negroes upon their own legs, and defend-
ing them against those who will strive to push them down, and
keep them down.”®* Even I'sederick Douglass, in replying to the
question of what should be done with the Negroes, stated: “Cur

20 Jhid., 203-204, 189.

31 Rose, Rehearsal for Reconstruction, 155, 162-63.
a2 Rose, “ ‘Iconoclasm Has Had Its Day,” " 188-89. .

83 From Samuel G. Howe, The Refugec. from Slavery in Canada West (Bos

3¢ Howe to Thomas D. Eliot, in Bost: n Commonwealth, January 8, 1864,
quoted, ibid. ‘
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answer is, to do nothing with them; mind your business, and let
them mind theirs. . . . They have Leen undone by your doings,
and all they now ask and really have 1iced of at your hands, is just
to let them alone.”®

On other occasions, both Douglass and Phillips referred to
freedmen’s aid as an “old clothes movement.”*® “Alms giving to
the Negro is very well,” Phillips declared, “highly honorable to
the newly-converted givers, very useful to the Negro, and may be
necessary for a little while. . . . But I protest against its continu-
ance for any length of time. I am still an Abolitionist, still a be-
liever in the ‘Negro’s ability to take care of himself,” and do not
intend to insult him by holding him up before the country as a
chronic pauper. Let us . . . stand claiming for the Negro JUS-
TICE, not privileges; RIGHTS, not alms.”" Thus, sufficient evi-
dence exists to conclude, in sharp contrast to Fredrickson, that
anti-institutional attitudes did not decline but retained their vigor
during Reconstruction. This is not to say, however, that no chal-
lenges to doctrinal rigidity arose in antislavery circles or that no
modifications in abolitionist ideology occurred. For example,
neither Thomas nor Rose makes it sufficiently clear that many ab-
olitionists; before emancipation and after, rejected one cardinal
tenet of doctrinaire anti-institutionalism by becoming active in
politics. )

McPherson, following C. Vann Woodward’s lead, clearly shows
that abolitionists played a conspicuous if not decisive role in the
political battles that incorporated “the Negro’s civil and political
equality into the law of the land.” This is an important point, as
it requires one to ask whether or not political activism signifi-
cantly altered traditional abolitionist attitudes toward the nature
of social change. Unfortunately, McPherson, who tends to disre-
gard or underplay complexities inherent in abolitionist ideology,
does not address himself to this issue. Instead he concludes by
arguing that “Abolitionists had done their best to rally the con-
science of the nation,” but the nation tragically “refused to follow
their leadership.”® This point, while perfectly valid, takes into
consideration only the failure of moral suasion as an instrument
for persuading the nation to enforce its laws. Nevertheless, Mrs.
Rose’s analysis as well as some documentation in McPherson’s

3 Douglass’ speech’ at the annual meeting of the Massa.é-hvu‘setts Anti-Sluvery“

Society, January 25, 1865, quoted, ibid.
3 Ibid., 397.
31 From the National Antislavery Standard, April 22, 1865, quoted, ibid., 302.

# 1bid., 430-31.
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boak itself shows bevond reasonable doubt that the wewenzion

most abolitionists whose careers have been investic. venained
highly individualistic, their conversion to politica! «cvism o
withstanding, :

‘One may suggest, therefore, that the failure of the 1m0t to e,
gage in social _:)hmning ,during FReconstructior: ca: e iuL‘:_\
comprehended without understanding the elemier . tuct tha
twentieth-century theories of social change vere (o0 1o most
mid«nineteenth-éentury Americans, including i+« izionist,

One may also'suggest, without challenging the id=c i most ab.

Jolitionists were dedicated equalitarians, that tiei - - Dtion, i,

practice if mot in theory, was that of equalitr ver e e la\\-'f
nothing mare. And even-this modest institutionaliz. 101 91 equis-
itarian principles, as -evidenced by abolitionts: subnost of the
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, necessitae: o o modifics-
tion of ideological commitments by many Cazrionias who found
it difficult to embrace political activism aiter vear: of dedicatio:
to the idea that moral reform and social cl:unge were not matters
“of laws to be passed or steps to be taken, but of error to be
rooted out and repentance to be exacted.”™ 1t was preciselv this
issue, political activism versus moﬁral sua§xan,1tbat serve:} 42_15 a
prime motivating force behind the abolitionist schisra of 1865.*
Such conclusions cannot be toc strongly stressed, however, be-
fore coming to terms with the views of historians who argue‘th;;
many aboiitionists did indeed appreciate the need for natiezz,
planning during Reconstruction and waged an unsuccessiv
campaign to achieve it. Mrs. Rose, while emphasizing that gnti-
institutionalism remained a potent force during Reconstruction,
hesitates, in the final analysis, to attach overriding importance t
its strength and influence. »
Historians, she argues. “who have identified aad helped to e
plain the anti-institutional bent in American reform movement
have served scholarship well” hy bringing “insight to bear upon
important personalities who have been.gltematgly ‘bllamed anf
praised, but little understood.” But anti-institutionalism i
overemphasized, she writes, not only because of the u“ropen:_l':.-:t
modern scholars to stress the activities of the move “stucens I

“ . . o d‘.

formiers ” but also froni the “tendenoy oo recent subc arsiy 10 ¢
1 —— < e it

fine the abolition movement nam owiv oo Atee g T Lee it
v R el ' n e VLG
is especiully true of Deoacid Drons vhe exclude:r cdherents Wi

8¢ Thomay, " .
40 Nt ePhicrne:, Stoo 2o T it
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joined the movement after the 1830%s, and Stanley Elkins, who
concentrates on “the New England branch of the move-
ment ... .”** By 1860, Rose continues, abolitionism “had become a
much broader stream . . . than could be contained in the old chan-
nel cut by those earliest pioneers in the cause of the slave.”
Among the “younger recruits to the freedmen’s aid movement
the anti-institutional attitudes of the veterans of the 1830’s are
hardly discernible.”?

That such a view is justified when applied specifically to the
Port Royal experiment is clear. That such radical departures from
traditional anti-institutional methods and ideas were typical of
the Reconstruction period remains to be demonstrated. Rose
raises more questions than she resolves when she contends that
freedmen’s aid work was “safely institutionalized” after the war
by the American Missionary Association and other church-related
groups. Her conclusion that these organizations founded numer-
ous colleges and normal schools which made important contribu-
tions “to the steady increase in able leadership for Southern Ne-
groes” does not come to terms with the fact that widespread
Northern interest in freedmen’s aid “flared spectacularly for a
few short years” after the war. As Rose admits, “secular interest
was nearly extinet” within a decade.*® And, as McPherson points
out, agents of the A.M.A. emphasized the “purification of the
soul” as much as, if not more than, the “enlightenment of the
mind.”**

If Christian benevolence, as dispensed by the AM.A., was
based primarily upon evangelical assumptions that social change
begins with the moral reform of individuals, one must ask
whether or not church-related freedmen’s aid societies had de-
veloped clearly formulated ideas and programs for “rehabili-
tating the Negro.” If they did not take into consideration long-
range socioeconomic needs of freedmen, the issue raised by their
philanthropic activities thus becomes one of perception—aims,
motives, objectives—and not merely the existence of some type of
voluntary association concerned primarily with ifiproving or pre-

serving the moral standards of freedmen. Thus, Mrs. Rose’s con-.

cluions along these lines are problematical at best. The same

"' ~l¢ cites Donald, “Toward a Reconsideration of Abolitiohiéts,” 19-36: and

Elkiss Slavery: A Problem in American Institutional and Intellectual Life  Chi-..

Cago, 1959), 164-75. a2 .
:" Rlose, “‘Iconoclasm Has Had Its Day,’ ” 190-92.
S 1bid., 203-204. . N

*¢ McPherson, Struggle for Equality, 401.
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holds trne for the wiews of thistorians ‘who argue that s5-.-
olitionists «wlearly recognized the need for nationa! 7/ic:- - -
callingforaprogram of econamicrecanstruction. \ ~
According to John (3. Sproat, the findings o0 e <o
Freedmen’s ITnquiry Commission served as ¢ Z1.- o oo T
ical Reconstruction.” “In planning the eco: o

of the South,” Sproat writes,” the [AF 1T oo e Tk
ert Dale Owen, James McKave, an: Sar ue o dies How-f'
showed real dnsight . .. .. Owen anc w20l - woue imew that -

B 70 LIiain econon: -

freedmen must receive land i© e voe
independence.” Sproat point: out
the commissioners cidrted the o
Jong-term polict an:. in ;
sity of . . . devising soms mie wherebv they Tthe Negroes
eventualiv couis nuvine.- the and.” But Sproat asserts thet “is
their private vo1 o7z 0 Z.ocdical leaders they attacked the quesi:=
more dirsotiv” wovncaung Torcible seizure” of Rebe! estates
Sproa: suowr nevomna question tnat McKaye held sucr views
bur tue = + o suck a conclusior as applied to Howe aul
Cweer mus: e challenged. Not only does it conflict with: evidencs
cited previousiv in regard 1o Howe,* but it stands in oppositios *
the findings of Howe's biographer Harold Schwartz, According -
Senwartz, bo'h Tiowe and Cwen. “but not Mekave ware agr#
upon recommending laissez-faire, except in those recious whe
Negroes wourd need proteczion.” “ Treat poor blacie '
poor whites,” Howe wrote t¢ Charles Sumuer. >

“ir -uerr official repar:
T sus orf confiscation as
:zed repeatedlv ths nece:.

!

that Howe would “Give to Negroes the anvion: smrviieps Of ST

- -
4

ing if they preferred no* to work .. ..

Similar criticism must also he made 51 M oTherson’s analysis of
+he confiscation issus. MoPhersor pomits out tuat in November
1866 Phillips called for the “midefmiic terwitorialization of toe
Soush.” and demanded thius “the fedeval government . . . enact
measures to provids e fresamen witlh education, land, anc
economic indépendeu:e "+ Fie amits that Phillips” version of the
“conquered province TLeoTv vies too radical for most antislavery
men: but he suows e o1 various oceasions Elizur Wright, Ed
mund Quincy  Thomias W entworth Higginson, William GO@?L
Samuel J. Mo . tue cditors of the Bostont Gommonwealth, Giae

- for Radical Beconstruction” 41-42.
1ggic jor Equality, 104.
wel Gridley Howe, 263.

are

srruggle for Equality, 372, 370.

4t Sproat. “Bruer
46 McPnorson
47 Schwartz,
a2 NicPherson

b TS

4
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snites at Port Royal, and others called for the confiscation of
Rebel property and its distribution among the freedmen.*® Mec-
Pherson concludes his argument, however, by observing that “ab-

“olitionists were fighting a losing battle on the confiscation front”
“because of limited support in Congress.”” Thus McPherson fails

once again to evaluate contradictory evidence, cited in his own
study and elsewhere, which not only shows that many abolition-
ists never seriously considered national planning in any form but
reveals that Phillips, Higginson, Quincy, and May never occu-
pied a consistent position as to the merits of national planning in
general or confiscation in particular, either in thought or action.**
In so far as available evidence can be brought to bear, so many
fluctuations occurred in Phillips’ thinking between 1865 and 1870
that one cannot judge with any degree of assurance precisely
what his aims and objectives were.” Phillips is pictured before
1866 by both Rose and McPherson as a dedicated equalitarian
whose thought retained a highly individualistic, laissez-faire cast
—as a political activist who dismissed freedmen’s aid as an “old
clothes movement.”® But Phillips, according to McPherson, al-
tered his views by November 1866 to the point where he de-
manded federal legislation “to provide the freedmen with educa-
tion, land, and economic independence.”* Yet McPherson’s study
also reveals that in 1869 Phillips no longer was advocating eco-
nomic measures and took the position that the “ratification of the
Fifteenth Amendment would take the Negro question out of
politics.” “Most abolitionists,” McPherson argues, “seemed to
agree with this view, for the American Anti-Slavery Society re-
solved at its annual convention in May 1869, that the Fifteenth
Amendment was the ‘capstone and completion of our movement;
the fulfillment of our pledge to the Negro race; since it secures to-
them equal political rights with the white race, or, if any single

 Ibid,, 179, 243, 247-50, 252-53, 255-58, 270, 292-93, 372, 407, 409-12, 4186.

v Ibid., 411-12. '

81 1bid., 168, 179, 243, 252, 302, 370, 372, 407, 411-12, 416, 427-30.

b2 Such a conclusion is also diametrically opposed to the views of both Phillips’
biographer Irving H. Bartlett and Richard Hofstadter. Both argue that Plillips
recognized the necessity for the passage of economic measures to aid free.lmen,
especially confiscation. Bartlett, Wendell Phillips, Brahmin Radical (Boston,
1961), £93-317; and Hofstadter, “Wendell Phillips: The Patrician as Agitator,”
in Hofstadter, The American Political Tradition and the Men Who Made It (New
York, 1948), 135-61. )

® McPherson, Struggle for Equality, 168, 302, 370, 397; Rose, “ Tconoclasm
Has Had Its Day,” 187; and Rose, Rehearsal for Reconstruction, 158, 162-63.

8+ McPherson, Struggle for Equality, 370-72.
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right be still doubtful, placed them in such circumstances ;.
they can easily achieve it.” ”53 o

McPherson also points out that in 1870 some “abolition ;..
urged that the Society rernain in existence to combat race r‘(f“. X
dice, help the freedmen obtain land of their own, and agitalt)c‘f
strict enforcement of equal rights in the South.” But the ma]‘om(\‘»'
including Phillips and Frederick Douglass, “maintained t},;,.'
these activities were outside the formal sphere of the Socicty :
The work of the American Anti-Slavery Society per se was done
A new organization, the National Reform Le’ague, intended 1,
its founders to be the successor of the A.A.S., was organized b".
Aaron Powell, editor of the Anti-Slavery Standard, and others
But this organization was never very strong and “faded out of
existence by 1872. For all practical purposes . . .. the militant ant;.
slavery crusade reached its climax and consummation in 1870, the
year the Fifteenth Amendment was adopted.”® o

In conclusion, therefore, one must emphasize that historians
have not successfully demonstrated that the Civil War and Re.
construction was a transitional period during which new meth-
ods, ideas, and approaches to problems of social change weak-
ened the taste for “old wine” in humanitarian circles.’” As stated
previously, this criticism applies both to the Fredrickson thesis,
for which no supporting evidence exists, as well as to interpreta-
tions which attempt to show that modern concepts of social
planning were pioncered by mid-nineteenth-century humanitari-

55 Ibid., 427.

56 Ibid., 429-30.

“7 Analogous to this is Patrick W. Riddleberger’s conclusion that the motives
of Liberal Republicans—Carl Schurz, George W. Julian, Horace Greeley, Lyman
Trumbull—who “abandoned” the Negro in 1872 must be explained in’ terms of
their ideological commitments. “One of the tenets of the carlicr reform move-
ment [antislavery crusade] in which many of the Liberals had participated,” Rid-
dleberger writes, “was that the removal of Institutional restraints would permit
the ultimate freedom of the individual. Undoubtedly the Liberals still embraced
this idea in their exag%rerated confidence that the Negro, now that the formal
institutional restraints of slavery hud been lifted, could make his own way in the
world.” According to Riddleberger mo-t Liberal leaders believed “that the great

mission of the Republican party lud heen fully accomplished by the adoptien
of the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fitte.nth amendments. Apparently no further
implementation was nceded, wnd other relorms could now De dealt with. It fel-
lowed that there wus no longer a reason for the existence of the regular Repub-
lican party which Lad clrea lv atrophicd under the lcadership of base men.”

Riddleberger, “The Dadicals’ Abundoniient of the Negro,” 93-94; and passim-
(A typographical errr is corcted in the quotation.) W, R, Brock develops the
Riddleberger thesis at greater length in An American Crisis: Congress and
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ané. It must be admitted, however, that the abolitionist response
to emancipation has not received comprehensive historical in-
vestigation. Studies are needed which analyze in greater depth
the ideological commitments which determined the positions ab-
olitionists took on such issues as political activism, civil rights,

frcedmen’s aid, confiscation, education, and race. This requires
estended treatment both of leaders and as many members of
rank and file as can be identified and of organizations—especially
the American Anti-Slavery Society, the American Missionary As-
sociation, the American Freedmen’s Union Commission, and the
National Reform League. Once this is done, and it is no small task,
perhaps it will be possible to judge with greater precision the
combination of forces—social, political, ideological, and interper-
sonal—which conspired to prevent the realization of abolitionist
dreams of racial equality. ,
Concomitant with and beyond this lie still other “voyages. of
discovery” which hopefully will reveal even more about the na-
ture of social, economic, and psychological imperatives which
both produced and inhibited intellectual change in late nine-
teenth-century America. Admittedly, the tragedy habitually
called Radical Reconstruction is only one link among many in this
“chain of being,” but a vital one nonetheless if the disparities that
separate Emerson’s generation from a world inhabited by William
James, John Dewey, Thorstein Veblen, Edward Bellamy, and
Walter Rauschenbusch are to be clarified. Such comments are not
intended to denigrate the value of the studies analyzed here.
Some of thie interpretations treated in these pages plainly have
more validity than others, but nearly all, like those of Hart,
Barnes, and others before them, have raised questions and ad-
vanced ideas which future historians must try to illuminate. Con-
sidering the elusive nature of the Muse, this is no mean accom-

plishment in itself. S A
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