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Emancipation studies alrcady stands at the cutting edge of scholarly ex-
plorations into Afro-American lite and history. This preemimence will
continue at least through the remainder of this decade and retlects the
critical role that the death of slavery plaved in the overall history of Afro-
Americans. In fact, the experience with emancipaton, spanning the two
generations from 1860 to 1920, occupied the crincal moment of transinion
between the dominant modes of black life in American sociery: the slavery
period and twentieth-century urbanization. During the sixty-vear interval
that links slavery to urbanization, American sociery attempted to cope
with the consequences of black treedom. Only by beng tree faborers could
blacks have participated so readily in the twenueth-century population
movements that dramartically transformed the geouraphic Tocus and the
cconomic focus of Afro-American lite, Thus, the tasks of deseribimg and
analvzing the social forces that contributed to these revolutonary trans-
formations constitute the rarson d°étre for the study ot cmancipanon,

At the heart of the challenge posed by the death of shvery Lav the neces-
sity of mcorporanng four mullion tormer chariel siaves o Ameriean
socicty and cconomy. Prior to the Civil War, the Peculiar Institution estab-
lished the boundaries of blacks™ parnicipation m Amencan Iite. The Taws
governing chateel slavery accomplished this by mvoluntarily appropriating
the fruies of black labor at the same tme that they restramed black tree-

dom of movement. So successtully did this system work that, tor a quarrer



§2 / EMANCIPATION STUDIES

of a millennium, the Peculiar Institution served as the bedrock upon which
the entire structure of antebellum southern society and economy rested.’
Not only did slavery define the broad outlines of social class relationships
within southern society, but this system of production also played a criti-
cal role in fashioning the pattern of interdependent regional economic spe-
cialization that undergirded antebellum American economic development,
a pattern that also linked this developing economy to the expansion of
international capitalism.* Preciselv because emancipation precipitously de-
stroved a status quo that predared the American republic, this social revo-
lution brought with it the urgent necessity of developing mechanisms for
incorporating the newly freed into the national economy.

Under almost anv conceivable set of aircumstances, the adjustment to
emancipation would have imposed a major crisis upon post—Civil War
American political economy, even without the disruprive impact of the
industrial revolution. However, the onset of full-scale industrializaton
served to further complicate what could not have been other than a most
trying ordeal. Economists now date the “take-oft™ of the American indus-
trial revolution to the vears between 1860 and 1914, preascely the same
era during which the results of the Civil War compelled this sociery to un-
dertake a new accommodation with Afro-Americans.” The simultaneous
advent of emancipation and industrializanion made it virtually inevitable
that southern society would experience a powerful combination of internal
and external pressures. Indeed, this combination would prove sutficiently
powerful to stimulate revolutionary changes both in the patterns of rela-
tionships within that region's social structure and in the relationships
between the southern economy and the rapidly changing cconomy of the
nation as a whole.

Within the South, this contluence ot torces compelled all of the region’s
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social classes and racial groups to grapple for new moorings, a process
that could have no other outcome than the complete destruction of the
antebellum social order.” Former masters and former slaves could not
avoid engaging in bitter struggle, since, in general, societies experiencing
the demise of unfreedom have discovered that the former masters of the
unfree attempt to retain as much of their former dominance as possible.”
Furthermore, the peculiar pattern of antebellum southern agrarianism thar
saw slaves producing most of the cxportable surplus while the non-
slaveholding white majority remained on the periphery of the market
economy could not survive the rapid postwar expansion of commercial
farming, textiles, and excractive industries into the “backcountry™ hin-
terland.” By the turn of the century, emancipation and industrializanion
would produce profound changes in the labor requirements of the south-
ern economy. With white laborers mextricably entwined in the rentacles of
the market economy, the South grew much less dependent upon black
labor than it had been during antebellum times.” And, 1t was this tendency
toward the emergence of a pool of underemployed southern black laborers
that made for the World War | migranons.”

Being free did make a difference.™ For former slaves, trecdom openced
new horizons of personal autonomy and facilitated hitherro unreahzable

degrees of economic and geographic mobility. In fact. no other single
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event exerted more pervasive influence over the lives of nineteenth-century
Afro-Americans than did emancipation. On the eve of the Civil War,
fully 9o percent of this nation’s 4.2 million blacks lived as chattel slaves;
the balance of the black population existed at the margins of unfreedom
whether they lived north or south of the Mason-Dixon Line.'"" The three
Reconstruction-era constitutional amendments that followed inevitably
from wartime emancipation carried important advances in their wake."
These amendments eliminated chattel slavery as a racially exclusive legal
category at the same time that they conterred citizenship and voting rights
upon Afro-Americans whether “born™ or “shot™ free. Even though Ameri-
can society found it enormously ditficult to accord to treedmen the same
social and economic mobility that white Americans claimed as their birth-
right of freedom, it does seem clear that being free made a signihcant dif-
ference in the quality of lite for most Afro-Americans.

As perhaps nothing else can, the reflections of former slaves reveal the

dimensions of the task facing scholars studying the American experience

with emancipation. According analvuic importance to firsthand evidence
from the freed people is of special relevance because one ot the great pit-
falls confrontung those who would study emancipation s a marked
tendency toward a brand ot cconomism that reduces the process ot
postslavery social change to a mere retlex of cconomic forees.' Slavery
scholars have already demonstrated the crinical contribunion that careful
attention to the values and the 1deology of the slaves makes to a compre-
hensive analvsis of the culture of the Peculiar Institution. ™ So too must stu-

dents of emancipation realize that what tormer slaves and their descen-
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dants thought and did made an emormous difference in the outcome of
postslavery developments both inside and outside of the South. Precisely
because the years immediately following the Civil War afforded Atro-
Americans their first opportunity to realize dreams long deferred during
the nightmare of slavery, it is imperative that emancipation studies strive
for a balance between history viewed from the “top down™ and history
viewed from the “‘bottom up.”

I propose to outline some of the more significant lines of investigation
that await scholars interested in the study of emancipation. Although his-
toriographic questions remain important, my purpose is not to critique
the existing literature so much as it is to define the limits of current
research. Three interrelated sets of questions seem likely to dominate the
emancipation studies research agenda. The Civil War origins of the post-
war labor system constitute the first line of inquiry that demands atten- '
tion. Following this, it seems essential that scholars study the process of
social differentiation among the recently freed during the initial decades
after emancipation. Finally, significant attention must be focused on the
origins and the outcomes of postslavery black migrations to areas both in-
side and outside of the South. These suggestions are intended to stimulate
debate about the topics that demand attention, about the kinds of ques-
tions that ought to be posed, and about the types of sources thatare avail-
able to help supply creative hypotheses concerning the numerous unre-
solved issues confronting the field of emancipation studies. Out of this
dialogue should emerge the material from which scholars can finally con-

struct the long-overduce synthesis about American emancipaton.

Emancipation emerged as an official Civil War policy only after prolonged
examination of practically every other alternative for saving the Union."”
In fact, Lincoln's apprehensions about the peacenime atrershocks certam
to emanate from the emancipation temblor prompred him to move very

cautiously in the martter of declaring that the only path to defeating the
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Confederacy lay through laying waste the toundations of southern so-
ciety." Lincoln knew that his fellow northerners did not wish emancipa-
tion to provide a pretext for the massive resettlement of job-hungry former
slaves in the “Free States.™'” Recognizing these political realities, the presi-
dent promised that he would find some distant place beyond the foresee-
able territorial boundaries of the United States to which he would rrans-
port the tormer slaves once the Civil War had run its course.”™ Obviously,
Lincoln hoped that resettlement would resolve once and for all the ques-
tions posed by the troublesome presence of millions of freed persons of
African descent.* Ultimately, the tortunes of war forced his hand. Lincoln
moved to proclaim emancipation because ot three major developments:
the unexpected strengeh of the Confederacy, the danger that Grear Britain
and France might recognize the Confederacy, and the inability of his com-
manders in the field to cope with the black treedom struggle uninten-
tionally ignited by the contlict between North and South.

Although neither the Confederacy nor the Union intended to foment a
freedom struggle, nothing that either government could do scemed to avail
against slaves’ determination to exploit the North-South conflict to win
their own freedom.- For example, the city of Nashville surrendered to the
northern invaders in early February, 1862, almost a vear betore Lincoln
promulgated the final Emancipation Proclamartion. Yet in the immediate
aftermath of the city’s capitulation, slaves celebrated joyously throughout
the Nashville region, supremely confident that the onrushing columns of
blue-clad Yankees significd the final coming of the long-hoped-for “Day
of Jubilo.”™ An elderly slave caprured the mood of the moment when he

cried out:
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Oh Praise and Tanks

De Lord He Come

To Set de People Free

An' Massa Tink it Day ob Gloom
An’ We ob Jubilee

Oh Nebber You Fear

If Nebber You Hear

De Driver Blow His Horn.™

Long before “Massa™ Lincoln decided to proclaim emancipation, mil-
lions of southern blacks concluded that defeat tfor their masters meant
freedom for them. Scholars still know far too little about this inital
phase of the emancipation experience. In fact, analyzing the wartme ori-
gins of slavery's demise probably holds the key to understanding the
variety of strategies that freedpeople employed during the immediate post—
Civil War period.** Although no more than a quarter of the prewar slave
population gained freedom as a result of the Emancipation Proclamation,
it nonetheless remains clear that effective control over slaves disappeared
from almost all of even the most remote plantations long before the sur-
render at Appomattox.® The pervasiveness of this loss of mastery retlected
the impact of the revolution in atutudes unleashed by the onset of the war,
a revolution of rising slave expectations that helped impel Lincoln toward
proclaiming emancipation.”

Marerial for understanding the wartime demise of shavery s almost em-
barrassingly abundant. The published collection of WPA slave narranves
speaks eloquently and at great length about the variery of ways thar free-
dom came to wartime slaves. In fact, these narratves probably reveal

more about the emancipation experience than they do about the Peculiar
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Institution. Another important source lies in the records relating to eman-
cipation located in the National Archives. The recently inaugurated edi-
tion of these records offers a skillfully chosen sample of the voluminous
materials bearing upon the demise of slavery that were compiled by the
northern and southern armies as well as by various agencies of the federal
government.*” In addition, the diaries, journals, and home letters of north-
ern soldiers and missionaries serving in the South contain invaluable ac-
counts of the destruction and reconstruction of the southern labor system.

Additional evidence about the demise of wartime slavery abounds in the
records kept by embattled slaveholders, many of whom were women un-
familiar with the routines of slave management. The pleas these women
disparched rto their relatives and also to local, state, and national officials
vividly depict the rapid erosion of control over slaves made newly restive
by reports about war pitting their masters in combat against northern
“abolitionists.™ In turn, the inability to cope effectively with this erosion
played a crinical role in prompting the Confederate government to under-
take draft and raxation policies that alienated the nonslaveholding major-
ity trom the southern cause, an alienation which took the torms of draft
resistance, desertion, and tax evasion; most of this activity took place in
the southern “backcountry.™ ™ Since these wartime conflicts had their
roots in the political cconomy of the antebellum South and since much of
southern political history in the immediate postwar years revolved around
struggles between former slaveholders and “backcountry™ yeomen, it
would appear that careful analysis of wartime social developments may
help explain hitherto inexplicable trends. such as the hotly contested post-
war debt relicf movement and the involvement, during the initial years of
Congressional Reconstruction, of scores of thousands of southern ycomen
in biracial Republican parties. ™
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Of even greater significance for emancipation studies, however, is the
way that the assertion of blacks’ claim to control over their persons and
over the fruits of their labor power precipitated wartime struggles that pre-
figured postwar battles over the meaning of freedom. When the elderly
slave near Nashville proclaimed his belief that freedom meant that blacks
never again needed to fear the blowing of the driver’s horn, he was artic-
ulating an ideological viewpoint widely held among the freedpeople, a cul-
tural perspective that would confound pracrically every postwar attempt
to reimpose slavelike forms of involuntary labor.™ By examining carefully
how these struggles resolved themselves during the Civil War, scholars can
gain insight into the normative values that former slaves brought to their
postslavery confrontations with the coming of free labor. The particular
focus of these wartime struggles varied quite significantly, generally in
keeping with the type of labor systems in which particular groups of slaves
worked and the proximity of the slaves to the northern invaders. Thus,
dimensions of time and place remain critically important for analysis of
the wartime origins of the transition to a free labor economy.™ By concep-
tualizing the war years as the stage upon which a spectrum of types of
slavery gave way to a variety of types of free labor, students of emancipa-
tion will gain understanding of the social origins of labor readjustment in

the various subregions that constituted the postwar southern economy.

1

Once the Civil War actually came to an end, southerners of all social
classes and racial groups undertook the task of adjusting to the dawning
of a new cra. The three decades immediately following the war produced
rﬁajor changes in southern society, as defeat and emancipation forced a
massive reshuffling of the balances of politncal and social power. In the
same way that freedom from slavery raised the possibility of blacks™ realiz-
ing dreams of economic independence, so too did the entranchisement of

former slaves and the disenfranchisement of many former slaveholders
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open the door to a whole new stvle of southern politics that featured an
alliance between poorer blacks and poorer whites. Unfortunately, this
biracial lower-class politics could not long endure without the stable
social foundation that very broadly based black land ownership might
have provided; and further, the victorious national government revealed
little of the iron-fsted determination called for by this situation. As a re-
sult, biracial lower-class politics failed during Reconstruction, only to ex-
perience a revival when the corrosive effects of New South-style economic
development reignited fires of popular anger in the forms of the Farmers’
Alliance and the Populist Movement. Ultimately, this second coming of
biracial lower-class politics failed as well, vicumized by divisions within
and between various social classes and racial groups.' In its stead arose
the grim specter of Jim Crow, that cradle-to-grave system of racial segrega-
tion that symbolized the abnegation of the optimistic dream abourt the
meaning of freedom to which former slaves clung so hercely during the
initial enthusiasm for the “Day of Jubilo.™ ™

Perhaps no group telt more immediate optimism about what emancipa-
tion could mean than did the freedpeople. So much of the story of war and
emancipation conformed to the cherished biblical seenario of the Children
of Israel’s escape from bondage that most former slaves could not avoid
believing themselves headed for the Promised Land. ™ Land was whar the
freedpeople craved more than anvthing else, for they understood that
ownership of land constituted the essential prerequisite for independence
from coercive external influences.™ Indeed, if any single cultural theme
summarized freedmen’s visions ot the world that would ensue from slav-
ery’s demise, it was this dream of a lite in which an agrarian people could
make their own decisions about how to organize their hives, decisions that
would enable them to be “free™ in the tullest sense of the term.

This dream would die aborning, betraved in the frst instance by the

perfidy of Lincoln's successor, in the second by the reluctance of the Re-
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publican party to countenance the politizally motivated expropriation of
private property, and in the final analysis by the spread of capitalist agri-
culture that, through a process of consolidation that rendered semisubsis-
tence family farming an increasingly nonviable undertaking, used debr as
the primary mechanism to force small farmers from the land. Instead ot
finding their Promised Land in the independent proprietorship that blacks
thought would result from Yankee promises ot land atrer war's end, the
freedpeople struggled to make do as best they could, focusing on activities
in the economic sphere, in voluntary social orgamzatons, and in politics:
the kinds of activities that allowed them to construct a community suited
to their perceptions of their own needs.

Freedmen hungered for land. To a people long accustomed to working
involuntarily on someone else’s land, the ownership of even a modest plot
of ground symbolized irreversible independence from external control.
After the Civil War ended, keen disappointment awaited land-hungry
freedmen. Although there never was enough land available for even a
quarter of the freedmen who yearned for it, Congress did pass a bill in
February, 1865, that created the Burcau of Retugees, Freedmen, and Aban-
doned Lands to supervise the redistribution of land abandoned by former
Confederates. Unfortunately for even the small group of freedmen who
might have obtained land through the Freedmens Burcau, Lincoln's as-
sassination gave his southern-born successor, Andrew Johnson, the oppor-
tunity to grant thousands of presidential pardons to southern landowners
threatened with confiscation.”” Congress subsequently retused to enacr
legislation that could have ordered massive confiscation of southern lands,
in large measure because such seizures would establish the porenually
dangerous precedent of sanctioning the violation of private property rights
for the explicit purpose of giving working people ownership of the means

of production.™ Wirth land redistribution climinated from its functions,
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the Freedmen’s Bureau turned its attention toward the task of making
“good and faithful™ laborers out of freedpeople determined to gain inde-
pendence.

Freedmen refused to accept this betrayal passively. Of the many protests
that dot the records of the Freedmen's Bureau, none speaks more elo-
quently of the world view of the vast majority of freedpeople than one that
occurred early in 1866. Baylev Wyart, a freedman from Yorktown, Vir-
ginia, addressed a meeting called to protest an order directing local freed-
people to return to prewar owners land that the blacks had been led to
believe would soon be theirs. \Wvart spoke with herce anger and with great
conviction as he artculated the treedpeople’s grievances against their
emancipators:

We now as a people desires to be elevated, and we desires to do all we can
to be educated, and we hope our friends will aid us all dey can. . . .

I may state to all our friends. and to all our enemies, that we has a right to
the land where we are located. For whv? [ tell vou. Our wives, our chil-
dren, our husbands, has been sold over and over again to purchase the
lands we now locate upon; for that reason we have a divine right to the
land. . ..

And den didn't we clear the lands and raise de crops ob corn, ob cotton,
ob tobacco, ob rice, ob sugar. ob evervthing? And den didn't dem large
cities in de North grow up on de cotton and de sugars and de rice dat we
made? Yes! [ appeal to de South and to de North if | hasn’t spoken de

words of truth.

I'say dey have grown rich and my people is poor.™

Neither the elogquence of Bayley Wyartt’s oratory nor the accuracy of his
social analysis availed much in the struggle over the forms in which freed-
people’s labor power would be appropriated in the postwar South. It ap-
pears that inttally most landowners preferred to continue as much of the
antebellum pattern of centralized control as was possible; they did so by
promising to pay wages at the end of the crop vear while making few sub-
stantive alterations in the manner in which black labor was to be orga-
nized. However, these arrangements bore such a strong resemblance to

slavery times that most freedmen resisted signing contracts that made a

39. Magdol, A Rieht to the Land, 1=2: Janet Sharpe Herman, The Pursuat of a
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mockery of their new freedom. This response was particularly marked
among blacks who worked in capital- and labor-intensive crops such as
sugar, tobacco, and rice, although the Cotton Kingdom experienced its
share of conflict over the same set of issues.* As a result, a wide range of
experiments with “free” labor arrangements took place, with varying
combinations of wages, shares, and tenancy appearing throughout the
South."!

The diversity of contracrual arrangements did not obscure a startling
unity of cultural purpose among the freedmen: their determination to as-
sert their new status by removing black dependents from the labor force.
Freedmen insisted upon shielding young children, pregnant women, and
the sick and the elderly from the heavy field labor that had been their bru-
tal lot during slavery. In the Cotton Kingdom, for example, by 1870 al-
most 40 percent fewer blacks were involved in field labor than had been
the case in 1860, a result directly attributable ro the withdrawal of depen-
dent labor from the fields.* Although this minor reform could not prevent
landowners from driving most landless freedmen into the status of agrar-
ian proletarians, it nonetheless remains significant that the decentralized
share-cropping system that came to dominate postwar southern agricul-
ture afforded black families an approximation, however crude, of the inde-
pendent family proprietorship that had been their imtal goal.

Freedmen worked diligently to expand the realms of their lives in which
they exercised autonomy. Some of the most intriguing research now under
way concentrates on the processes through which freedpeople erected an
infrastructure of religious, educational, and social institutions that the
blacks themselves controlled.” Many of the invisible institutions of the

slavery period materialized in quite concrete forms during the initial post-
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war years. Black churches sprouted throughout the South.* Although
many of these structures owed their existence at least partially to the work
of northern missionaries, the bulk of ‘religious institution building oc-
curred beneath the aegis of denominations that catered more or less exclu-
sively to blacks. In the educational sphere, freedmen displayed what one

Mg

missionary described as ““a greedy fondness for books.”** Nothing better
illustrates the priorities that former slaves carried into freedom than the
virtually universal acknowledgment that most freedmen spared nothing to
educate first their children and then themselves.” This commitment to
community uplift, a commitment brilliantly articulated by Bayley Wyate,
manifested itself through the emergence ot a panoply of voluntary self-help
organizations, groups such as benevolent and mutual aid socienes, lodges,
literary associations, etc.’

Scholars interested in analvzing the freedpeople’s pursuit of autonomy
can turn to a number of enormously rich sources. The archives of the
Freedmen’s Burcau remain the indispensable starting point for serious
study of the immediate transition from slavery to treedom. Although there
were never enough bureau agents to provide the help freedpeople re-

quired, these agents did leave a thick latticework of weekly, monthly, quar-

terly, semiannual, and annual reports about topics ranging across every

aspect of the freedpeople’s hives. Another important but sull underualized
source appears in the records of the Freedmen's Savings and Trust Com-
pany, the so-called Freedmen's Bank. Before this mstitution went bankruprt
in 1872, 1t opened savings accounts for tens of thousands of blacks across
the South. The deposit ledgers kepr by the branches of the Freedmen's
Bank are a gold mine of information. Not only do many of these ledgers
record information abour the phvsical characteristics of depositors, who

generally lacked birth cernificates, but these bookkeepers also listed their
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depositors’ best estimate of the location of family members. Armed with
lists of names drawn from Freedmen’s Bureau and Freedmen'’s Bank files, it
is possible zo collate information about specific individuals from sources
as varied as the manuscript rerurns of the United States census, state tax
and prison records, and county and municipal sources such as birth,
death, and marriage records, property tax rolls and voter registration ros-
ters, police arrest blotters, and the fles of local relief agencies. This com-
bination of types of records opens the exciting possibility that researchers
can perform the kind of family reconstitution studies that have proved so
valuable in reconstructing the social milicu of nonliterate peoples. Bir by
bit, it will be possible to caprure larger and larger fragments of the varied
paths that former slaves traversed as they adjusted to Tife in freedom.

In the absence of general land reform, clectoral politics oftered freed-
men their best opportunity to redress the inequitable balance of forces
that confronted them. As was the case with newly gained educanonal
opportunitics, the record shows conclusively that treedmen voted with
avidity for as long as it remained physically sate to do so.™ The Union
Leagues served as one of the most important agencies for politicizing
newly enfranchised black voters. Scholars know far too hrtle about these
leagues, although they existed across the South and plaved a major role in
the initial stages of Republican politics in the Reconstruction governments
of a number of states.* Research into the development of the leagues may
provide information about the emergence of leadership cadres within the
freed community. Such information would complement the research al-
ready available on the activities of blacks clected to local, state, and na-
tional offices during Reconstruction. Out of this attention to the process
of politicization should emerge a much clearer picture of the development
of interest and factuonal rivalries among blacks, parocularly those who
lived in urban arcas.

The history of southern urbanization remains to be written, particularly
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insofar as postwar urban growth affected the first generation of freed-
people.”’ The black population of most southern urban centers grew very
rapidly after the war.” It would be enormously helpful to know who these
“pioneer urbanites™ actually were, where they came from, whether they
were seasonal migrants who came to the cities between farming seasons or
permanent urban dwellers, and how these different migratory streams
fared in the southern “urban crucible.” ' Still-scattered data from existing
studies suggests that exposure to the harsh challenges of urban life precipi-
rated a process of social class differentiation.™ Although some former
slaves fared extremely well, opening businesses and accumulating prop-
erty, most others experienced urban proletariamization; that s, they
existed at the margins of the cconomy as chronically underemployed day
laborers withour a permanent foothold. However, in several important in-
stances, former slave workers managed to create cffective alliances with
white wage workers, particularly in the mines and along the docks.™
These carly examples of the integration of freedmen into the emerging
southern working class warrant close atcention, as do the more prevalent
examples of bitter interracial strife.

The development of an urban-based black middle class merits careful
study. How these men and women managed to accumulate and hold prop-
erty is as intriguing as the uses to which they put the social and political
power that sprang from their affluence. For example, a former slave from
Memphis, Tennessee, Robert Reed Church, served as a cabin attendant on
a Mississippt River steamer prior to emancipation. With an mitial boost
from his wealthv white father, Robert Church managed to accumulate a
very substantial fortune in real estate and thereby propel himself into a
position of e¢nduring social prominence as well as enduring influence
within the local, state, and nanonal Republican party. In fact, his son,
Robert Reed Church, Jr., carried on the family tradition of “black and

st1. Blaine A. Brownwell (ed.), The City in Southern History: The Growth of Urban
Civilization m the Sowth (Port Washington, N.Y., 1977).

s2. Coulter, The South Durmg Reconstruction, 161,

53. Douglas H. Danels, Pioneer Urbanites: A Social and Crultural History of Black
San Francisco (Philadelphia, 1980): Gary D. Nash, The Urban Crucible: Social Change,
Political Consciousness, and the Qrigins of the American Revolution (Cambndge, 1979).

54. Robinson, “Plants Dat Comed from God.™”

55. Paul B. Worthman and fames R. Green, “Black Workers in the New South,
1865—1915," in Huggins, Kilson, and Fox (eds.), Key [ssies i the Afro-American Iix-
perience, Il (New York, 1972), 47-69.

THE DIFFERENCE FREEDOM MADE / 67

tan” political activity so assiduously that he functioned as “Boss Crump’s™
emissary to Memphis blacks throughout the life of the Crump machine.**

Research into the social origins of the black urban middle class should
spark interest in the parallel story of the emergence ot a class of rural black
landowners. For despite all of the hardships endured by the newly freed,
the fiftieth anniversary of emancipation found more than 200,000 black
landowners listed by the United States census. Although these statstics
require careful scrutiny, the roughly 15 million acres under black pro-
prietorship cannot be dismissed.” Both the numbers of landowners and
the amount of acreage they held suggest that a significant number of freed-
men managed to acquire and hold onto farms during an era when many
white family farmers were losing their land. This process of class differ-
entation would have major implications not only for postemancipation
social developments but also for southern and national politics.

Because the Republican party tended to draw its black leadership cadres
from the emerging strata of urban and rural middle-class blacks, an in-
triguing area of inquiry awaits scholars interested in the history of black
Republicanism. In the same way rhat “black and tan™ alliances played a
major role in electing a series of post--Civil War Republican presidents, so
too did alliances of convenience between southern black Republicans and
southern white Democrats play a significant part in southern state and local
politics.™ Furthermore, it would appear that there was a direct link be-
tween the social basis of black Republicanism and the onigins of Booker T.
Washington's “Tuskegee Machine.” Washington drew his supporters from
a broad cross section of the national black community, with surprising
strength coming from urban professionals both inside and outside of the
South.* Determining where relatively prosperous blacks thought their po-
litical interests lay holds major promise as a contnibution to the political
history of emancipation, particularly since “black and tan™ alhances pro-
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voked such heated controversy among both northern and southern blacks.
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The paradoxical fate of biracial lower-class alliances offers another
fruicful arena for research. Unlike the “black and ran™ alliances between
wealthy southern whites and affluent southern blacks that apparently
endured for decades, interracial lower-class political groupings proved
consistently unstable. It would appear that alliances of poorer blacks with
poorer whites ought to have had a real chance for success during the ini-
rial stages of Congressional Reconstruction; a similar situation would
seem to have obrained during the hevday of Populism. However, recent re-
search suggests that the Reconstruction alliances collapsed because they
could not cope with the complex interpenetration of class and racial ten-
sions berween and within varnious social groups. Although rabid prejudice
helped to scuttle biracial southern Republicanism, the primary factors ap-
parently were the hostility ot attluent southerners to lower-class polinics,
the incompatibility of the interests of land-poor veomen whites and land-
hungry freed blacks, and the conflicting prioritics of aftluent blacks as
opposed to their impoverished brethren.”!

A similar st of constraints contributed to the downtall of southern Pop-
ulism. However, in this area, unhke the Reconstruction period where
scholars know a great deal about the identrty of black Republicans, the
social basis of black Populism remains shrouded in mysterv. \Who were the
black Populists, why did they join the movement, and why did they lcave
it> These are questions for which there are at present no satisfactory an-
swers. It would be useful to know how the emerging class of rural black
landowners responded to the blandishments of the Colored Farmers™ Al-
liance and then to the appeals of the Populists. Since much of the rhetoric
of white Populist leaders scemed directed at black tenants, sharecroppers,
and wage laborers, it may well he that independent black landowners saw
little of interest in the Populist formula. It would also be useful to know
from whom these black landowners were acquiring their property. The
probability that some of this land came on the marker as a result of
post—Civil War debr and rax sales raises the possibility that white Popu-
lists resented associating with relanvely aftluent rural blacks who ap-

peared to be profiting from their dispossession. The question of how much
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influence these class-based tensions exerted during the Populist Movement
deserves carcful attention, both because these tensions are often misin-
terpreted as being essentially racial and also because an analysis of these
tensions may add depth to our appreciation of the centrifugal tendencies
that ripped the Populist alliance asunder.”

Although the identity of black Populists remains unclear, there is very
little doubt that calls for biracial lower-class political acuvity provoked a
major schism among black political and social leaders. Booker T. Wash-
ington took a not altogether unexpected stance opposing such alliances.™
However. T. Thomas Fortune, a former slave and cditor of the New York
Age, warmly supported the notion. Writing in 1884, Fortune argued stren-
uously for the identity of interests berween impoverished blacks and
poorer whites. After taking a hard look at the first two decades of free-
dom, Fortune concluded that the transformations undergone by the
former slaves closely resembled an abortive journcey that moved the freed-
people from “chattel slavery . . . to industrial slavery; a slavery morce ex-
cruciating in its exactions, more irresponsible in its machiations than the
other slavery, which [ once endured.™ Fortune could ind but one answer
for this dilemma: a permanent alliance of the black and white poor. At the
core of this strategy lay Fortune’s fervent conviction that “the condition ot
the black and white laborer is the sarne, and . . . consequently their cause
is common.” "

Exploring the social origins and the political consequences of class dit-
ferentiations among southern blacks may help claritv the origins of the Du
Bois— Washington controversy that loomed so large the mternal politics
of many late-nineteenth-century black communities. These explorations
will require renewed interestin biographical studies of persons who played
significant roles in black community politics both North and South. Care-
ful analysis will almost certainly reveal the important contributions made
by hitherto litte-known men and women to the acuve political debates
that blacks carried on within therr ranks, debates tocused on the task ot

developing strategies that could counteract the turn toward militant ra-
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cialism characteristic of the age of Jim Crow. Only by identifying the often
conflicting social bases of the interests to which different black commu-
nity leaders saw themselves responding can scholars make analytic sense
of the fierce debates that continued to erupt between partisans of Du Bois
and Washington.

11

Once scholars develop a more acute sense of the varied patterns of
postslavery social development among southern blacks, the most signifi-
cant challenge confronting students of emancipation will be the task ot
defining the social parameters of the linkages between these developmen-
tal patterns and the late-nineteenth-century origins of southern blacks’ re-
location to northern urban centers. These origins are crucial to the full
comprehension of the emancipation experience, since the massive migra-
tions characteristic of the World War [ era tended to follow paths already
laid out by these preexisting migration patterns rather than breaking en-
tirely new ground. It already seems clear that most of this interregional
movement involved city-to-city residential transters rather than direct
relocations from southern rural to northern urban settings.** Only by trac-
ing the cultural passageways that freedpeople and their descendants tra-
versed during the trek from southern rural to southern urban settings and
thence to the urban North can students of emancipation decipher the
double transformation that first made former slaves into a regional agrar-
ian proletariat and subsequently incorporated these children of emancipa-
tion into the American working class.

A fruitful point of departure lies in carcful attention to the different
streams of postslavery population movement among the former slaves, 1f
ever there was a people in motion, it most certainly was the freedpeople.
For one thing, the Civil War years greatly exacerbared the already massive
incidence of involuntary family separations caused by the Peculiar Institu-
tion. Furthermore, being free afforded an opportunity many freedpeople
used to seek to reknit scarrered threads of the fabric of extended kin
groups.” And fnally, the frustrations that generally accompanied the
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emancipation experience gave many blacks additional incentives «
out a better life somewhere other than where they found themse
At least ininally, these movements were localized and tended to

changes in the locations where laborers thought they could obia
best working conditions. In other cases, population shifts repre
responses to the impact of new opportunities created by the proc
urbanization in booming cities such as Birmingham and Atlinta—
growth spawned by New South industrialization. Another migra:io
tern saw black laborers moving so as to follow changes in thz geo
regions devoted to the production of specific staple crops, chinges s
the westward movement of the cotton belt as well as the relocation
center of American rice production from South Carolina to Arkans.
Louisiana.” Although most postwar black migrants tended to ¢
within the former slave states, a very significant segment of the frecd
lation chose to leave the South in order to move to other areas such
black communitarian settlernents on the Great Plains or even to

plans to return to Africa.”

Students of emancipation need to know much more about the ¢
that differentiated these streams of postslavery black migranon
answers to these questions probably lie in derailed studies of tae et
and of the movements with which they were associated. By car
studying the push/pull factors that both detached former slaves fron
particular social contexts and also differentated emigrants into the
rate streams of post-slavery migration, emancipation studies will be
establish the direct linkages between adjustments to the demise ot s
and the advent of waves of migravon that periodically swept the
Civil War Scouth.

The recollections of a tormer slave named Andrew Boone are gt
gestive in this regard. Born in North Carolina in 1847, Boone r2

vivid recollections not only of slavery but also of emancipaticn and
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termath. Having moved north from Raleigh after failing to find the kind of
life in freedom that he desired, he worked in New York City for a number
of years, mainly as a drummer for an urban circus: Boone proudly recalled
living the life of a self-described dandy. Although he married and had a
family in New York, he chose to return to North Carolina in order to
spend his final years at home in the South. A WPA interviewer asked him
at age ninety to assess his personal experience with emancipation. From a
perspective embittered by the federal government’s refusal to declare him
eligible for relief during the Great Depression, Boone critiqued his intro-
duction into freedom: “In slavery umes, thev kept vou down an’ you had
to wuk, now I can’t wuk, an” I'm stll down. Not allowed to wuk an’ sull
down. It’s all hard, slavery and freedom, both bad when you can'teat. The
old bee makes de honey comb, the young bee makes the honey, niggers
make de cotton an’ corn an’ de white folks gers de money. Dis wus de case
in Slavery times an’ it de case now an’ de white folks still git de money dar
de nigger’s labor makes.”™ ™

As the reminiscences of Andrew Boone make clear, some former slaves
managed to escape from the South. despite the strategy of regional racial
containment emploved by southern Bourbon Democrats. What remain
obscure, however, are the social factors that made escape possible for
some former slaves like Andrew Boone while keeping most others cffec-
tively bottled up. His being voung and also single obviously made rapid
long-distance movement much easier to contemplate and also to achieve
than it might have been for an older person or for a head of houschold,
particularly for someone burdened with responsibilities to a multgenera-
tional extended familv. It may turn out that black urbanization conformed
to patterns evident among other groups of nineteenth-century urban
migrants, patterns that saw single voung adults take the leading role in
making the break toward this new way of life.

It appears that gender will be a critical facror in the differentiation of
various migratory streams. A recent study comparing black urban migra-
tion to the movement of European immigrants outlines some of the meth-
ods that voung southern males used to gain employment in the urban

North. In heavy industry, most jobs could be taken seasonally: this en-

abled manv southern black heads of houschold to use the fall and winter
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to earn badly needed cash income, supplements of particular importance
either when crops failed or when commodity prices plummeted pre-
cipitously. Strike breaking also offered another source of extra income,
although such interludes were by their very nature both temporary and
dangerous. Work on railroads and steamship lines also provided tempo-
rary access to the urban North.™ Taken together, these strategies expanded
the numbers of southern blacks with sufficient exposure to the rhythms of
lite in the urban North to be able to take advantage of the opportunities
created by the sudden advent of World War 1.

Education was apparently of major importance in directing the mi-
gratory paths undertaken by younger southern black women. Parucularly
for the temale graduates of “*normal™ schools, there generally seemed 1o be
a healthy market in segregated schools, both North and South. Graduates
of southern “normal™ schools such as Mary McLeod Bethune and Nannie
Burroughs made carcers for themselves working in and building black-
controlled educational institutions in predominantly rural arcas ot the
Deep South. Other children of the freedpeople, such as Mary Church Ter-
rell and [da Wells Barnett, moved northward afrer concluding that the
Decp South was inhospitable to black female social activism. The work of

these social activists proved quite significant, since they plaved leading

roles in creating the black-controlled infrastructure of urban social and

benevolent institutions that helped case the transiton to northern urban
lite for succeeding groups of southern immigrants.™ In tact, the dispersion
of these young women inte a number of different urban arcas created a
network of urban pioneers, a network that provided succeeding waves of
black emigrants with introductions to the intricacies ot urban life that

often spelled the difference berween success and failure. ™
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If the historic task of emancipation involved the incorporation of freed
black laborers into the post—Civil War American industrial economy, then
scholars will create a viable synthesis only by connecting the study of
emancipation to the social processes that were simultaneously leading to
the making of an American working class. The same sets of push/pull fac-
tors that transformed the children of the freedpeople into a pool of surplus
labor also worked to detach native-born white Americans and European
immigrants trom their agrarian roots and then to direct them toward the
industrial economy. To discover that urban pioneers from every racial and
ethnic group emploved parallel strategies to cope with the challenges of
urbanization 1s to reveal the commonality of their experiences. And the
black encounter with urban racism bears comparison to the discrimina-
tion leveled at other immigrant groups, since only through such com-
parisons can scholars accurately assess the impact of discrimination.
These conceptual schemata represent a significant departure from the
general tendency to view emancipation as an experience separate and
apart from the main currents of American social development. Yet no com-
prehensive analvsis of processes of social change within postslavery Afro-
American communities can possibly emerge unless that analysis comes to
grips with the revolutionary transtormations that post—Civil War indus-
trialization brought to the whole of American society. Only by writing
with an cye toward this larger social dvnamic can students of emancipa-
tion give meaning to the varied contexts through which social dvnamics
within the black community mediated the evolution of the main lines of

social development in postslavery Afro-American life.

COMMENT

ERIC FONER

[ commend Armstead Robinson for an excellent examination of the issues
facing those now studying the crisis of emancipation and its impact upon
American socicty. Not only has he managed in a brief compass to summa-
rize a good deal of the most recent historical literature, but he has also
identificd some of the crucial areas in which more work needs to be done
before we can arrive at a tully sanstving understanding ot emancipation
and its legacy, a legacy in some ways stll unresolved in America today. My
comments, therefore, are more 1n the way of claboratons on some of
Robinson’s themes than criticisms ot his approach or conclusions. They
focus on the period that has for some time now engaged my own atren-
tion: Reconstruction,

I fully endorse Robinson’s contention that'the emancipation of the slaves
did make a ditference to blacks and whites alike i nincteenth-century
America. If this remark seems to belabor the obvious, itis merely because
so much of the historical literature of the past decade has tended to belicdle
the impact of the Civil War, Reconstruction, and emancipaton. Studies ot
national politics have insisted that the postwar consutunonal amendments
and civil rights laws in no way altered the tundamentally state-oriented
nature of the federal system. Investgations of southern social structure
have stressed how the planter class retained control of 1ts land and social
prestge; the social revolution envisioned by blacks and white radicals Tike

Thaddeus Stevens did not take place. Historians transhxed by theories of
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