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A decade ago a survey of ‘ons i 1stori
. 'y of Reconstruction historiograph -
gluded that while the interpretation of the Dunninggrscgo)(/)l C}(l);d
leaccr:i pgﬂlgylwetl}l] refuted, ]no new synthesis had emerged to take its
: arly this 1s no longer the case. In recent years studi
longer 1 . tud
Ei\;zgset%uugt_to a?}?ear \}lrlhxch éxgmfy the crystallizationyof a viewlg?
ion that will probably remain standard fo i
to come. Three new books by Thomas H. O’ o Robert
Cruden, and Allen W. Trelease gi i e of e vt
r , _ give evidence of this : '
?hléegget?l tqwarc}i]_t}}]]e ?wmdem and general reader, they corf%?r;hffsmff
attle in which the revisionists engaged so long is ’
also suggest, however, that a new orthgodoxy is %ofn?i\xlxegr'wgmhizﬁ
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itself is open to question. This new orthodoxy does not go so far
as to say, as a new Civil War revisionism would have it, that the
new birth of fréedom of which Lincoln spoke never occurred, that
the Civil War dead died in vain. No one who studies Reconstruc-
tion can quite come to that conclusion. Nevertheless, there is a
tendency in recent revisionism—and it can be seen in these
books—to conclude not only that Reconstruction failed, but that
it was fatally flawed from the very outset hecause it did not

revolutionize landholding in the South. As the conservative

southern view no longer finds serious expression, a new line of
conflict |, pears to be emerging between a liberal political
interpretation which argues that substantial though short-lived
gains were made by blacks during Reconstruction, and 2 morc
“adical economic interpretation which holds that very little of
sionificance was accomplished, or at least very little relative to
what was possible.

Revisionist conclusions arrived at over the past thirty years
provide the underpinning and interpretive framework of the three
books under consideration. Howard K. Beale established the
fundamental theme of revisionist inquiry in 1940 when he asked
whether it wasn't time to study the period without assuming that
carpetbaggers and Southern white Republicans were wicked, that
Negroes were mncompetent, and that white southerners owed a
debt of gratitude to the restorers of white supremacy. Beale also
urged an analysis of the motivating forces in Reconstruction. To
the early revisionists, concerned with the Radical governments,
issues of economic and political power stood out. As attention
turned to understanding f?ow Radical policies came to be adopted
anywaY, it began to appear that democratic idealism was involved
as_ well Racism, a force that was candidly acknowledged if
differently described in the conservative interpretation, has also
figured in recent studies. However they are related, these are seen
as the dynamic forces in Reconstruction.

Cruden, O’Connor, and Trelease all assign major responsibility
for bringing on Radical Reconstruction to Andrew Johnson, who
by refusing to compromise forced moderate Republicans to join
with Radicals in adopting the Reconstruction Act of 1867. Only
slightly less responsigility belongs to southerners themselves for
rejecting the Fourteenth Amendment and adopting the foolish
tactic of “masterly inactivity.”” This Is to say that the Republican
party at the very Kfast founglit expedient—there is disagreement as
to whether anything more was involved—to take an Increasingly
hard line in an attempt to protect southern freedmen and
Unionists. Within the Republican parry, moreover, moderates
rather than radicals occupied the most influential positions,
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ough the latter pointed the way. Accordingly the congressional
licy was harsher than it need have been. But when all ig said nai
ne, these books argue, it was not by any objective standaliim‘
rsh policy. Military rule did not fall hardly on the South, and n
establishing new governments only a smah propor;ion o’f ad 1ln
e males was disfranchised. Cruden, O’Connor, and Trele:: :
show that blacks were a majority in only one le’gii’xati\'e bodsfe
in no state did they hold oflfice In approximate roportion ;
numbers. Radical Reconstruction was not Blac Rgcénstru?
’ Nor was 1t alien rule which depended mainly on outsiderC
Irelease makes the simple but sensible point that what was i’
stake was n.orvhome rule, but who should rule at l{ome 'W‘i.t‘hsﬁﬁi
Igemg doctrinaire, the three authors interpret the policies of L-:l“e
k- fical governments as an enlightened response to problems tfll
the planter-professional-business class had ignored bgfore the waat
At of money was spent and taxes went sky high, but it was tr.
good purpose. Pointing to the establishment of a’public sch (;
system, the extension of social services, and the passa Oof
ljggéfézglon prlofjectmg poor people, Cruden O’Cognor ge.z\r?d
C 3 i
Recon;rigg;rs e that democracy made notabie advances during
alsz\/l(l::)lit;}ilssgisxri(;rg(ts{vibyl)}(;i;ﬁ?gggrxtze the revisionist outlook, they
‘ ints of interpretation. The motivation of
congressional Reconstruction is one of them. Cruden h tha
economic and pohtcal interests determined R o T)n' Ol s
toward the South., He doesn’t den ARSI
' _ y that the black codes m
ggggrzlé;ansnngr:henswe about the safery and well being of igg
e o, an agreenggezﬁ};z;;g;s:gefss mterels[s in the Republican
contends, however, that because eacr}]xa{'lona T ot
co , 4 interest had something to
were wiling 1o g slong with the Kadhea i o N gl
pere W _ Radical plan of Negro suffrage.
D 20 L g on, e st
ousine m offer of collaboration, on terms
COUlCrllr;%tt};?fg;gttecnon of private property, which the Radicals
i ot atic Dug turn down {p. 2’5)_ Cruden seems to have got
any better docurrxe(r)lltsc’:(ian(tjhlzsttnd(i)teSdnidt §€€I;19231r;y o e ot
, n )
adds that the purely political logic of stayin o ruden
the policy of 1867, the struct f hy G e b
inference. that ool b fure of the argument compels the
conoms, taat th g ose o kee}pmg power was to promote
hat oo Int l'li s. Trelease and O Connor, in contrast, contend
Revubioe O 1Te§ty'and equah‘t‘y motivated Republicans. “Most
weFfare " l; release asserts, “‘were sincerely interested in the
the N : ipati
egro” and recognized that emancipation alone was
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not enough. At the least blacks were entitled to civil and legal
equality. While acknowledging the motive of party rule, Trelease
identifies this with genuine commitment to “the heart and soul of
the entire Union war effort,...the successful crusade against slavery
and disunion’ (pp. 47, 49),

Although none of these books argucs the containment thesis—
that the pur%ose of giving blacks equal rights in the South was to
keep them from coming North—they devote much attention to
racism. Cruden’s fairness in handling southern white supremacy is
noteworthy. He explains it as & psychological necessity following
the destruction of an independent southern yecomanry and as a
response to the trauma of defeat and the cmérgence of blacks as
free men (pp. 42, 91). Trelease, in contrast, simply describes
southerners’ belief that Negroes were less than human and ought
to be treated kindly, like dumb animals (pp. 21-22). All three
authors see racism, northern as well as southern, as the basis of the
restoration of conservative control. Yet because racial prejudice
was pretty much a constant, though assuming different forms, it
does not by itself explain the failure of Reconstruction.

Blacks became free, but not equal: that is the major and
irrefutable fact which informs these works as it has most recent
considerations of Reconstruction. Still, these books add, not all
was for naught. For all the adversities they suffered blacks did not
lose citizenship, nor was public education denied them. The
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments were not upheld, but
neither were they repudiated; together with parts of civil rights
laws they provided 2 basis for the Second Reconstruction a
century later. Expediency forced the assertion of principle,
Cruden observes, but “the principle enunciated was equality’ (p.
160). Cruden argues further, however, that Reconstruction pro-
vided blacks with meaningful freedom at the time and must be
counted “‘a qualificd success” (p. 111). For black power was a
reality during Reconstruction. Blacks were not mere pawns in a
struggle between whites. The right to vote gave them bargaining
power which they used to win gains in education, civil rights, and
social reform. The dependence of white politicians on black votes
was further evidence of black power. Defending the tactics of

maneuver rather than confrontation that black leaders employed,
Cruden describes a system of interest group liberalism that enabled

blacks to feel that their problems were being dealt with. -

Yet as an attempt to integrate blacks into American society on
an equal basis, Reconstruction failed. And the reason 1t did,
Cruden and Trelease suggest in company with a number of other
historians in recent years, is that it did not give land to the
frecdmen. Cruden states that congressional policy was “radically
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defective” because it paid little attention to the economic
ments needed to make blacks truly free. “If freedom were to
:aningtul and equality assured,” he writes, “then the federal
iment must assume physical protection of the black man
e hl’S’ welfare, and underwrite his independence by land
ution” (p. 161). Trelease is equally certain that what}blacks
1 most to achieve real freedom, self-respect, and equality
1d. Accordingly, the greatest failure of Recor’wstructign {{/?s
uare to give ‘the freedmen land of their own. This weakened
Licy from the outset and contributed to its later overthrow
,37, 75, 138; ct. O'Connor, p. 204)
nd all this seems to be the idea that political equality by
pretty meaningless, that without economic power we are
h mere bourgeois liberty. That may be true, and then again
10t be. The point is that the truth of the ass’umption~f§r 1t
. conclusion but an often unexamined premise—is not so
beyond dispute and self-evident as to be made the basis of
11 Interpretation. Yet that is what we seem to be getting:
e and how things oUghE 6 have bechr antl we undeistomd how
. en, until v
Reconstruction could have worked. 1 like thelid:;; gp?:éisst?r?gu};?nw
property as much as the next person, but I think that to make igt
the ey to interpretations of Reconstruction is unhistorical
Historians have rediscovered Thaddeus Stevens’ pro osal to
confiscate southern property and give forty acres t}()) eve
freedman. The number of Republicans who supported this plan is
acknowledged to be small, but their existence is taken asp roof
that an alternative existed, that there was a decisive momenrz out
of which an entirely different and more satisfactory solution t
the problem of Reconstruction could have come. Thus historia .
refer to fateful decisions in which Congress voted down Steve i«
confiscation scheme (see O’Connor, p- 207). Yer Stevens’ t?jl
never came close to a vote. Freedmen’s Bureau legislation of
](::)ourse'dld, and it contained land allotment features which have
meend interpreted as a gold  opportunity if not an outright
andate to Iglve blacks economic security. William McFeely, fo
example, holds that General O. O. Howard had it in his ower [r
9ef1ne the nation’s commitment to the ex-slaves, but pthat th(e)
Yankee stepfather” failed to meet his respons’ibilit and let
Andrew Johnson give southerners back their land Thereyis not the
slightest attempt in this and other works which lament the lack of
economic revolution to examine the legal aspects of confiscation
the definition of abandoned property, the congressional intenti n
with respect to the title to aban(f)oned property, the effect u ono'
of executive pardon. All this—which is to say the way conté)mp(;f
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raries viewed the matter—is ignored. It has seemed necessary only
to point out that confiscation threatened private propérty and was
rejected, as though it were a real issue that hung in the balance.

In contrast to the certainty of historians whose invoking of the
land reform thesis assumes the proportions of a new orthodoxy 1s
the uncertainty of people at the time as to the best course to
follow. Still, those who cared most about making black freedom
meaningful invariably argued for the right to vote. Can we really
dismiss this evidence by saying, as Kenneth Stampp does in The Lra
of Reconstruction, that people then did not understand ‘‘the
sociology of freedom’’? Frederick Douglass is often cited for his
judgment of 1880 that Reconstruction failed because it didn’t give
{and to the freedmen. But in an 1866 analysis of Reconstruction
the only reference Douglass made to land was to say that universal
suffrage ought to be the law of the land. This was the way to
protect black liberty.' And in the crisis of 1866-67, when a real
turning poirt seemed to be reached concerning the liberty and
rights of Negroes, Stevens did not ask for confiscation. He asked
for military protection and Negro suffrage.” Like other
Republicans he %elieved in putting first things first.

But suppose land had been given to the freedmen. If historians
are going to speculate about land reform they ought to probe
further than they have, Charles and Mary Beard held that it was an
almost insuperagle task to give civil rights to persons who lacked
economic power. Yet they saw little reason to believe that if the
freedmen had been given land they would have had the capital or
the proprietary skill or knowledge to hold it against speculators
and sharpers in general. Howard K. Beale asked what would have
happened had the planters’ estates been divided among the former
slaves. The question was perhaps more rhetorical than historical,
but sympathetic though he was to the idea, Beale too seemed to
see difficulties. Did a dgescription of the freedmen as illiterate, with
no conception of the meaning of terms such as government,
suffrage, and free labor mean acceptance of the traditional
conservative view of the Negro, Beale asked? Nevertheless that
description seemed to him accurate. Since Beale’s day we have
been disabused of racial attitudes that perhaps affected his view of
the matter, but what does the evidence suggest? Historians have
not generally held that the Homestead Act of 1862 turned the
condition of poor white farmers around, and the meliorative
measures of Progressivism and the New Deal often have been
judged inadegnate if not failures. Why would land reform in
Reconstruction have worked any better?

It is easy to criticize Republican policy for not giving land to
the freedmen; after all, even in Russia, it 1s said, the emancipated
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re given land. Aside from the fact that Russian serfs did

| the land as private property but rather communally, so

y remained unfree in significant ways, one might ask

some economic gains were not made by blacks during

ucton. In Black Reconstruction in America, DuBois

i exczﬁstlonal and lucky” Negroes who got land “‘on a

ible scale.” ““The land holdings of Negroes increased all

South,” he wrote. Cruden too states that while the

of freedmen who bought land was small, it was significant

wed that blacks could survive in a competitive souciety (p

¢ revisionist scholar Francis B. Simkins believed that

uction was not truly radical because it did not give

land, their only effective weapon in battling for economic

1ce and social equality. Yet Simkins also held that the

+ bargained themselves into an agricultural situation

wery and from their lpoint of view advantageous. “‘The
a.banfi’onmem of the communal character of the Southern f)lanta—
ton, ’ht? wrote, “bestowed upon the Negroes the American
farmer’s ideal of independent existence.”?® This conclusion seems
starthing, for while the difference between slavery and share-
cropping may be acknowledged, the latter obviously didn’t give
blacks the secure status that Simkins’ statement implies. Yet %vas
the establishment of the principle of independent land holding, as
in the Southern Homestead Act of 1866, not important% It
defpends on one’s point of view. If historians who emphasize land
reform endorse this principle, as they seem to, then the change
described by Simkins assumes greater significancé. ;
Not all recent students of the period accept what I have called
the new orthodoxy. John and LaWanda Cox, W. R. Brock, Harold
M. Hyman, and Rembert W. Patrick, among others, hold that civil
rights was the main issue and that Reconstruction failed because
the guarantees of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, and
the Cwil Rights and Enforcement Acts, were but fitfull "and
irresolutely maintained. Finally, they were all but abandonedy And
why was that? Because liberal theories of government. and
prevailing constitutional ideas restricted what even the most
ardent Radicals thought should be done, and because the drive for
political and civil equality was in part a response to a crisis, and
the crisis had passed. When this happened it became clear—and the
trouble was—not that the grant of political liberty to the freedmen
lacked an economic basts, but that it did not rest on a firm
emotional and 1deological commitment. Underneath it all racial
prejudlce remained, leading southerners to aggress against blacks
and northerners to acquiesce in the aggression. But it is well to
recall the Beards’ observation on emancipation: “Nothing.like this
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had ever happened in history, at least on such a scale.”* Instead of
saying that Reconstruction failed, it might be more accurate to say
that it was, alas, only partially successful. In any event, the crux of
it was civil rights amf political freedom. These were the essential
elements ol the republicanism tor which the war was fought, and
to extend which was the purpose of Reconstruction. Integrating
the freedmen into the polity was a principal focus of this
undertaking, and it intensified and hastened the process by which
it was accomplished. But as the coming of the war involved not
only the dehumanizing effect of slavery upon blacks, but also and
perhaps more  portantly its debilitating and corrupting effect on
republicanism, so Reconstruction involved more than adjustment
to Negro emancipation. In the largest sense it aimed at improving
the system of republican liberty that had flourished in one section
of the federal republic, and must now prevail in all of it.
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