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ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: Professor of history Eric Foner asserts that m:soc.m: w.mnoﬁﬂ
struction did not achieve radical goals, it was a “splendid failure
because it offered African Americans in the South a temporary vision
of a free society.

NO: Thomas Holt, a professor of American and >Enm= American
history, contends that in South Carolina, where >md.nm5 Americans
wielded significant political clout, Reconstruction failed to anc.nm
critical economic reforms for working-class blacks because of social
and cultural divisions within the black community.

mwés the complex political, economic, and social issues that America’s wm.wa-
ers were forced to address in the post-Civil War years, it is not surprising
that the era of Reconstruction (1865-1877) is shrouded in monnoﬁa%. For the
better part of a century following the war, historians typically nuwnwnmmnﬁmg
Reconstruction as a total failuxe that had proved detrimental to all >Emznmu.ml
northerners and southerners, whites and blacks. According to nEm. nma:._on& in-
terpretation, a vengeful Congress, dominated by _.,m&nw_ Republicans, imposed
military rule upon the southern states. Carpetbaggers from ,.&m North, along
with traitorous white scalawags and their black accomplices in the .m..oEF es-
tablished coalition governments that rewrote state constitutions, nm.ama. taxes,
looted state treasuries, and disenfranchised former Confederates while extend-
ing the ballot to the freedmen. This era finally ended in 1877 @Hms no:n.wmmo:m
southern white Democrats successfully “redeemed” their region from “Negro
rule” by toppling the Republican state governments. . . "

This portrait of Reconstruction dominated the historical E.omomm_ou unti
the 1960s. One reason for this is that white historians (both nértherners and

southerners) who wrote about this period operated from:two basic assump-
tions: (1) the South was capable of solving its own uHoEm_Bm without federal
government interference; and (2) the former slaves were intellectually inferior
to whites and incapable of running a government (much less one in which
some whites would be their subordinates). African Americanh historians, such as
W. E. B. Du Bois, wrote several essays and baoks, that challenged this negative
portrayal of Reconstruction, but their works were seldom taken seriously in the
academic world and were rarely read by the general ﬁc_u:_n. Still, these black
historians foreshadowed the acceptance of revisionist interpretations. of Recon-
struction, which coincided with the successes of the civil Hmmsﬁ movement (or
“Second Reconstruction”) in the 1960s. : _

Without ignoring obvious problems and limitations connected with this
period, revisionist historians identified a number of accomplishments of the Re-
publican state governments in the South and their mcﬁvonmHm in Washington,
D.C. For example, revisionists argued that the state constitutions that were writ-
ten during Reconstruction were the most democratic documents that the South
had seen up to that time. Also, while taxes increased in theisouthern states, the
revenues generated by these levies financed the rebuilding and expansion of the
South's railroad network, the creation of a number of social service institutions
(including hospitals, orphanages, and mental institutions), and the establish-
ment of a public school system that benefited African >?mznwa as well as
whites, At the federal level, Reconstruction achieved the ratification of the Four-
teenth and Fifteenth Amendments, which extended significant privileges of
citizenship (including the right to vote) to African Americans, both North and
South. Revisionists also placed the charges of corruption Hm«mwma by traditional-
ists against the Republican regimes in the South in a more 'appropriate context
by insisting that political corruption was a national malady in the second half
of the nineteenth century. Finally, revisionist historians sharply attacked the
notion that African Americans dominated the Hmnosmzcnﬁma_ governments of the
South. They pointed out that there were no black governors, only 2 black sena-
tors, and 15 black congressmen during this period. Furthermore, in no southern
state did blacks control both houses of the legislature.

More recently, a third group of historians, the postrevisionists, have chal-
lenged the validity of the term radical as it has been applied to the Recon-

struction era by both traditionalists and revisionists. The hmo:oémsm selections

. Tepresent two variations of this postrevisionist approach, In the first selection,

Eric Foner concedes that Reconstruction was not very radical, much less revo-
lutionary. Nevertheless, he argues, it was a “splendid failure” (a phrase coined
by Du Bois) because it offered African Americans a vision of how a free society
could look. Thomas Holt, however, maintains that there Sm.mm nothing splendid
at all about the failure of the Reconstruction government in South Carolina
to provide necessary economic reforms for black laborers ahd that proposals to
benefit working-class blacks fell victim to the opposition of free-born, mulatto

meccznwsvomnnmmbm.érommmoam_muanc.::ma onmm:m.&&m:nmaﬁmamaoa
the black proletariat.
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Eric Foner

The New View of Reconstruction

Md the past twenty years, no period of American history has been 5.m sub-
ject of a more thoroughgoing reevaluation than Reconstruction—the violent,
dramatic, and still controversial era mo:osm:m the Civil War. Race relations,
politics, social life, and economic change during Reconstruction have all vmm:
reinterpreted in the light of changed attitudes toward the place of blacks S:E.n
American society. If historians have not yet forged a fully satisfying portrait
of Reconstruction as a whole, the traditional interpretation that dominated
historical writing for much of this century has irrevocably been laid to rest.

Anyone who attended high school before 1960 learned that Reconstruc-
tion was an era of unrelieved sordidness in American political and soclal life.
The martyred Lincoln, according to this view, had planned a quick and wmma.mmm
readmission of the Southern states as equal members of the national family.
President Andrew Johnson, his successor, attempted to carry out Lincoln’s poli-
cies but was foiled by the Radical Republicans (also known as Vindictives or
Jacobins). Motivated by an irrational hatred of Rebels or by ties with Zoﬁr.mn:
capitalists out to plunder the South, the Radicals swept aside Johnson's lenient
program and fastened black supremacy upon the defeated Confederacy. An orgy
of corruption followed, presided over by unscrupulous carpet-baggers (North-
erners who ventured south to reap the spoils of office), traitorous scalawags
(Southern whites who cooperated with the new governments for personal gain),
and the ignorant and childlike freedmen, who were incapable of properly exer-
cising the political power that had been thrust upon them. After much needless
suffering, the white community of the South banded together .8 oﬁ#rnmi
these “black” governments and restore home rule (their euphemism mop..s‘r:m
supremacy). All told, Reconstruction was just about the darkest page in the
American saga.

Originating in anti-Reconstruction propaganda of Southern Umw.d.oﬁwa
during the 1870s, this traditional interpretation achieved scholarly legitimacy
around the turn of the century through the work of William Dunning and
his students at Columbia University. It reached the larger public through films
like Birth of a Nation and Gone With the Wind and that best-selling work of
myth-making masquerading as history, The Tragic Era by Claude G. Bowers. In
language as exaggerated as it was colorful, Bowers told how Andrew Johnson

From Eric Foner, “The New View of Reconstruction,” American Heritage, <o~.. 34, no. 6 (October/
November 1983). Copyright © 1983 by American.Heritage. Reprinted by permission.
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“fought the bravest battle for constitutional liberty and for the preservation
of our institutions ever waged by an Executive” but was overwhelmed by the
“poisonous propaganda” of the Radicals. Southern whites, ias a result, “lifer-
ally were put to the torture” by “emissaries of hate” whq manipulated the
“simple-minded” freedmen, “Inflaming the negroes’ egotism” and even inspir-
ing “lustful assaults” by blacks upon white womanhood.

In a discipline that sometimes seems to pride itself obmﬂrm rapid rise and
fall of historical interpretations, this traditional portrait of wmno:ms:nmoz en-
joyed remarkable staying power. The long reign of the old interpretation is not
difficult to explain, It presented a set of easily identifiable heroes and villains. It
enjoyed the imprimatur of the nation’s leading scholars, >=ﬂ it accorded with
the political and social realities of the first half of this century. This image of
Reconstruction helped freeze the mind of the white South in‘unalterable oppo-
sition to any movement for breaching the ascendancy of the Democratic party;
eliminating segregation, or readmitting disfranchised blacks to the vote.

@

Nevertheless, the demise of the traditional interpretation Em“m inevitable, for it
ignored the testimony of the central participant in the drama of Reconstruc-
tion—the black freedman. Furthermore, it was grounded in &m conviction that
blacks were unfit to share in political power. As Dunning's Columbia colleague
John W. Burgess put it, “A black skin means membership jn a race of men
which has never of itself succeeded in subjecting passion to ”nmmwos. has never,
therefore, created any civilization of any kind.” Once objective scholarship and
modern experience rendered that assumption untenable, the _mnznm edifice was
bound to fall. “

The work of “revising” the history of Reconstruction began with the writ-
ings of a handful of survivors of the era, such as John R. Lynch, who had served
as a black congressman from Mississippi after the Civil War, In the 1930s white
scholars like Francis Simkins and Robert Woody carried the task forward. Then,
in 1935, the black historian and activist W. E. B. Du Bois produced Black Recon-
struction in America, a monumental reevaluation that closed with an irrefutable
indictment of a historical profession that had sacrificed scholarly objectivity
on the altar of racial bias. “One fact and one alone,” he SR:@ “explains the
attitude of most recent writers toward Reconstruction; they nJ.nson conceive of
Negroes as men.” Du Bois’s work, however, was ignored by most historians.

It was not until the 1960s that the full force of the revisionist wave broke
over the field. Then, in rapid succession, virtually every mmm:BH_uzob of the tradi-
tional viewpoint was systematically dismantled. A drastically wn_:.mmambﬁ portrait
emerged to take its place. President Lincoln did not have aj coherent “plan”
for Reconstruction, but at the time of his assassination he wm@ been cautiously
contemplating black suffrage. Andrew Johnson was a stubborn; racist politician
who lacked the ability to compromise. By isolating himself from the broad cur-
rents of public opinion that had nourished Lincoln’s career, Johnson created an
impasse with Congress that Lincoln would certainly have avoided, thus throw-
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ing away his political power and destroying his own plans for reconstructing
the South.

The Radicals in Congress were acquitted of both vindictive motives
and the charge of serving as the stalking-horses of Northern capitalism. They
emerged instead as idealists in the best nineteenth-century reform tradition.
Radical leaders like Charles Sumner and Thaddeus Stevens had worked for the
rights of blacks long before any conceivable political advantage flowed from
such a commitment. Stevens refused to sign the Pennsylvania Constitution of
1838 because it disfranchised the state’s black citizens; Sumner led a fight in the
1850s to integrate Boston’s public schools. Their Reconstruction policies were
based on principle, not. petty political advantage, for the central issue dividing
Johnson and these Radical Republicans was the civil rights of freedmen. Studies
of congressional policy-making such as Eric L. McKitrick’s Andrew Johnson and
Reconstruction, also revealed that Reconstruction legislation, ranging from the
Civil Rights Act of 1866 to the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, enjoyed
broad support from moderate and conservative Republicans. It was not simply
the work of a narrow radical faction.

[¥.0 ]

Even more startling was the revised portrait of Reconstruction in the South it-
self. Imbued with the spirit of the civil rights movement and rejecting entirely
the racial assumptions that had underpinned the traditional interpretation,
these historians evaluated Reconstruction from the black point of view. Works
like Joel Williamson's After Slavery portrayed the period as a time of extraordi-
nary political, social, and economic progress for blacks. The establishment of
public school systems, the granting of equal citizenship to blacks, the effort to
restore the devastated Southern economy, the attempt to’ construct an interra-
cial political democracy from the ashes of slavery, all these were commendable
achievements, not the elements of Bowers’s “tragic era.”

Unlike earlier writers, the revisionists stressed the active role of the freed-
men in shaping Reconstruction. Black initiative established as many schools as
did Northern religious societies and the Freedmen's Bureau. The right to vote
was not simply thrust upon them by meddling outsiders, since blacks began
agitating for the suffrage as soon as they were freed. In 1865 black conventions

"throughout the South issued eloquent, though unheeded, appeals for equal
civil and political rights.

With the advent of Radical Reconstruction in 1867, the freedmen did en-
joy a real measure of political power. But black supremacy never existed. In
most states blacks held only a small fraction of political offices, and €ven in
South Carolina, where they comprised a majority of the state legislature’s lower
house, effective power remained in white hands. As for corruption, moral stan-
dards in both government and private enterprise were at low ebb throughout the
nation in the postwar years—the era of Boss Tweed, the Credit Mobilier scandal,

and the Whiskey Ring. Southern corruption could hardly be blamed on former
slaves,
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Other actors in the Reconstruction drama also came in for reevaluation.
Most carpetbaggers were former Union soldiers seeking economic opportunity
in the postwar South, not unscrupulous adventurexs. Their motives, a typically
American amalgam of humanitarianism and the pursuit of profit, were no more
insidious than those of Western pioneers. Scalawags, previously seen as traitors
to the white race, now emerged as “Old Line” Whig Unionists who had opposed
secession in the first place or as poor whites who had long :“&m:nma planters’
domination of Southern life and who saw in Reconstruction a ichance to recast
Southern society along more democratic lines. Strongholds of Southern white
Republicanism like east Tennessee and western North Carolina had been the
scene of resistance to Confederate rule throughout the Civil %mﬁ now, as one
scalawag newspaper put it, the choice was “between salvation w._.n the hand of the
Negro or destruction at the hand of the rebels.”

At the same time, the Ku Klux Klan and kindred groups, whose campaign
of violence against black and white Republicans had been minimized or ex-
cused in older writings, were portrayed as they really were. Earlier scholars had
conveyed the impression that the Klan intimidated blacks mainly by dressing as
ghosts and playing on the freedmen’s superstitions. In fact, black fears were all
too real: the Klan was a terrorist organization that beat and kijlled its political
opponents to deprive blacks of their newly won rights. The complicity of the
Democratic party and the silence of prominent whites in the wmnm of such out-
rages stood as an indictment of the moral code the South had inherited from
the days of slavery. !

By the end of the 1960s, then, the old interpretation hadbeen completely

_reversed. Southern freedmen were the heroes, the “Redeemers” who overthrew

Reconstruction were the villains, and if the era was “tragic,” it was because
change did not go far enough. Reconstruction had been a Edmm of real progress
and its failure a lost opportunity for the South and the nation.!But the legacy of
Reconstruction—the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments—endured to inspire
future efforts for civil rights. As Kenneth Stampp wrote in The Era of Recon-
struction, a superb summary of revisionist findings published in 1965, “If it was
worth four years of civil war to save the Union, it was worth a: few years of rad-

wnm.Hmnozm.nncnmon.nom?m9m>5manm=2mmnoEmEEBmﬁmvBB:mommpcﬁ
civil and political rights.” :

As Stampp’s statement suggests, the reevaluation of thej first Reconstruc-
tion was inspired in large measure by the impact of the second—the modern
civil rights movement. And with the waning of that movement in recent years,
writing on Reconstruction has undergone still another transformation. Instead
of seeirig the Civil War and its aftermath as a second American Revolution
(as Charles Beard had), a regression into barbarism (as Bowers argued), or a
golden opportunity squandered (as the revisionists saw it), fecent writers ar-
gue that Radical Reconstruction was not really very radical. Since land was not
distributed to the former slaves, they HmBmSm@.mnonoanmzﬁ dependent upon
their former owners. The planter class survived both the war and Reconstruction
with its property (apart from slaves) and prestige more or less intact.

Not only changing times but also the changing concérns of historians
have contributed to this latest reassessment of Reconstruction) The hallmark of
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the past decade’s historical writing has been an emphasis upon “social history”
—the evocation of the past lives of ordinary Americans—and the downplaying of
strictly political events. When applied to Reconstruction, this concern with the
“social” suggested that black suffrage and officeholding, once seen as the most
radical departures of the Reconstruction era, were relatively insignificant.

O g

Recent historians have focused their investigations not upon the politics of Re-
construction but upon the social and economic aspects of the transition from
slavery to freedom. Herbert Gutman'’s influential study of the black family
during and after slavery found little change in family structure or relations
between men and women resulting from emancipation. Under slavery most
blacks had lived in nuclear family units, although they faced the constant threat
of separation from loved ones by sale. Reconstruction provided the opportunity
for blacks to solidify their preexisting family ties. Conflicts over whether black
women should work in the cotton fields (plantexs said yes, many black fami-
lies said'no) and over white attempts to “apprentice” black children revealed
that the autonomy of family life was a major preoccupation of the freedmen.
Indeed, whether manifested in their withdrawal from churches controlled by
whites, in the blossoming of black fraternal, benevolent, and self-improvement
organizations, or in the demise of the slave quarters and their replacement by
small tenant farms occupied by individual families, the quest for independence
from white authority and control over their own day-to-day lives shaped the
black response to emancipation.

In the post-Civil War South the surest guarantee of economic autonomy,
blacks believed, was land. To the freedmen the justice of a claim to land based
on their years of unrequited labor appeared self-evident. As an Alabama black
convention put it, “The property which they [the planters] hold was nearly
all earned by the 'sweat of our brows.” As Leon Litwack showed in Been in
the Storm So Long, a Pulitzer Prize-winning account of the black response to
emancipation, many freedmen in 1865 and 1866 refused to sign labor contracts,
expecting the federal government to give them land. In some localities, as one
Alabama overseer reported, they “set up claims to the plantation and all on it.”

In the end, of course, the vast majority of Southern blacks remained
propertyless and poor. But exactly why the South, and especially its black pop-
ulation, suffered from dire poverty and economic retardation in the decades
following the Civil War is a matter of much dispute. In One Kind of Freedom,
economists Roger Ransom and Richard Sutch indicted country merchants for
monopolizing credit and charging usurious interest rates, forcing black tenants
into debt and locking the South into a dependence on cotton production that
impoverished the entire region. But Jonathan Wiener, in his study of postwar
Alabama, argued that planters used their political power to compel blacks to
remain on the plantations. Planters succeeded in stabilizing the plantation sys-
tem, but only by blocking the growth of alternative enterprises, like factories,
that might draw off black laborers, thus locking the region into a pattern of
economic backwardness.
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If the thrust of recent writing has emphasized the social and _mno:onnn aspects
of Reconstruction, politics has not been entirely neglected. w% political studies
have also reflected the postrevisionist mood summarized by C. Vann Woodward
when he observed “how essentially nonrevolutionary and no_,nmmnﬁﬁ?m Recon-
struction really was.” Recent writers, unlike their revisionist predecessors, have
found little to praise in federal policy toward the mEmdem.ﬁmw blacks.

A new sensitivity to the strength of prejudice and laissez-faire ideas in the
nineteenth-century North has led many historians to doubt whether the Re-
publican party ever made a genuine commitment to racial justice in the South.
The granting of black suffrage was an alternative to a long-term federal re-
sponsibility for protecting the rights of the former slaves. Once enfranchised,
blacks could be left to fend for themselves. With the exception of a few Radi-
cals like Thaddeus Stevens, nearly all Northern policy-makersiand educators are
criticized today for assuming that, so long as the unfetteredjoperations of the
marketplace afforded blacks the opportunity to advance through diligent labor,
federal efforts to assist them in acquiring land were css_mnm&mg

Probably the most innovative recent writing on Reconstruction politics
has centered on a broad reassessment of black Republicanism, largely under-
taken by a new generation of black historlans. Scholars like Thomas Holt and
Nell Painter insist that Reconstruction was not simply a matter of black and
white. Conflicts within the black community, no less than divisions among
whites, shaped Reconstruction politics. Where revisionist scholars, both black
and white, had celebrated the accomplishments of black political leaders, Holt,
Painter, and others charge that they failed to address the economic plight of the
black masses. Painter criticized “representative colored men, as national black
leaders were called, for failing to provide ordinary freedmen with effective po-
litical leadership. Holt found that black officeholders in moch Carolina mostly
emerged from the old free mulatto class of Charleston, which shared many
assumptions with prominent whites. “Basically bourgeois irl their origins and
orientation,” he wrote, they “failed to act in the interest of black peasants.”

In emphasizing the persistence from slavery of divisions between free
blacks and slaves, these writers reflect the increasing concern with continuity
and conservatism in Reconstruction. Their work reflects a &BH:EW extension
of revisionist premises. If, as has been argued for the past twenty years, blacks
were active agents rather than mere victims of manipulation, then they could
not be absolved of blame for the ultimate failure of Reconstruction.

Despite the excellence of recent writing and the continual expansion of
our knowledge of the period, historians of Reconstruction today face a unique

dilemnma. An old interpretation has been overthrown, but a mormnmbw new syn-

_thesis has yet to take its place. The revisionists of the 1960s' effectively estab-

lished a series of negative points: the Reconstruction governiments were not as
bad as had been portrayed, black supremacy was a myth, the Radicals were
not cynical manipulators of the freedmen. Yet no convincing overall portrait
of the quality of political and social life emerged from theéir writings. More
recent historians have rightly pointed to elements of continuity that sparined
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the nineteenth-century Southern experience, especially the survival, in modi-
fied form, of the plantation system. Nevertheless, by denying the real changes
that did occur, they have failed to provide a convincing portrait of an era
characterized above all by drama, turmoil, and social change.

Building upon the findings of the past twenty years of scholarship, a new
portrait of Reconstruction ought to begin by viewing it not as a specific time
period, bounded by the years 1865 and 1877, but as an episode in a prolonged
historical process—American society’s adjustment to the consequences of the
Civil War and emancipation. The Civil War, of course, raised the decisive ques-
tions of America’s national existence: the relations between local and national
authority, the definition of citizenship, the balance between force and con-
sent in generating obedience to authority. The war and Reconstruction, as Allan
Nevins observed over fifty years ago, marked the “emergence of modern Amer-
ica.” This was the era of the completion of the national railroad network, the
creation of the modern steel industry, the conquest of the West and final subdu-
ing of the Indians, and the expansion of the mining frontier. Lincoln’s America
—the world of the small farm and artisan shop—gave way to a rapidly indus-
trializing economy. The issues that galvanized postwar Northern politics—from
the question of the greenback currency to the mode of paying holders of the
national debt—arose from the economic changes unleashed by the Civil War.

Above al], the war irrevocably abolished slavery. Since 1619, when “twenty
negars” disembarked from a Dutch ship in Virginia, racial injustice had
haunted American life, mocking its professed ideals even as tobacco and cotton,
the products of slave labor, helped finance the nation’s economic development.
Now the implications of the black presence could no longer be ignored. The
Civil War resolved the problem of slavery but, as the Philadelphia diarist Syd-
ney George Fisher observed in June 1865, it opened an even more intractable
problem: “What shall we do with the Negro?” Indeed, he went on, this was a
problem “incapable of any solution that will satisfy both North and South.”

As Fisher realized, the focal point of Reconstruction was the social revo-
lution known as emancipation. Plantation slavery was simultaneously a system
of labor, a form of racial domination, and the foundation upon which arose a
distinctive ruling class within the South. Its demise threw open the most fun-
damental questions of economy, society, and politics. A new system of labor,
social, racial, and political relations had to be created to replace slavery.

The United States was not the only nation to experience emancipation in
the nineteenth century. Neither plantation slavery nor abolition were unique to
the United States. But Reconstruction was. In a comparative perspective Radical
Reconstruction stands as a remarkable experiment, the only effort of a society
experiencing abolition to bring the former slaves within the umbrella of equal
citizenship. Because the Radicals did not achieve everything they wanted, his-
torians have Fﬁma\ tended to play down the stunning departure represented by
black suffrage and officeholding. Former slaves, most fewer than two years re-
moved from bondage, debated the fundamental questions of the polity: What is
a republican form of government? Should the state provide equal education for
all? How could political equality be reconciled with a society in which prop-
erty was so unequally distributed? There was something inspiring in the way
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such men met the challenge of Reconstruction. “I knew :onr:wm more than to
obey my master,” James K. Greene, an Alabama black politician later recalled.
“But the tacsin of freedom sounded and knocked at the door and we walked

out like free men and we met the exigencies as they grew Eu._m:a shouldered
the responsibilities.”

@

You never saw a people more excited on the subject of ﬁo_Enm than are the
negroes of the south,” one planter observed in 1867. And there'were more than
a few Southern whites as well who in these years shook off ».rm prejudices of
the past to embrace the vision of a new South dedicated to the principles of
equal citizenship and social justice. One ordinary South Omao:Em: expressed
the new sense of possibility in 1868 to the Republican governor of the state:
“I'am sorry that I cannot write an elegant stiled letter to your excellency. But
I rejoice to think that God almighty has given to the poor of S. C. a Gov. to
hear to feel to protect the humble poor without distinction to race or color....
I am a native borned S. C. a poor man never owned a Negro i in my life nor my
father before me.... Remember the true and loyal are the poor of the whites
and blacks, outside of these you can find none loyal.”

Few modern scholars believe the Reconstruction mo<m55m:a established
in the South in 1867 and 1868 fulfilled the aspirations of théir humble con-
stituents. While their achievements in such realms as education, civil rights,
and the economic rebuilding of the South are now widely wvwamn_mnma his-
torians today believe they failed to affect either the economic plight of the
emancipated slave or the ongoing transformation of independent.white farmers
into cotton tenants. Yet their opponents did perceive the Reconstruction gov-
ernments in precisely this way—as representatives of a revolution that had put
the bottom rail, both racial and economic, on top. This perception helps ex-
plain the ferocity of the attacks leveled against them and the wm?mwims&w of
violence in the postmancipation South.

The spectacle of black men voting and holding office <<mm anathema to
large numbers of Southern whites. Even more disturbing, at _mmmﬂ in the view
of those who still controlled the plantation regions of the mo:? was the emer-
gence of local officials, black and white, who sympathized with the plight of
the black laborer. Alabama’s vagrancy law was a “dead letter” 5 1870, “because
those who are charged with its enforcement are indebted to the vagrant vote for
their offices and emoluments.” Political debates over the level and incidence of
taxation, the control of crops, and the resolution of contract &&u:ﬁm revealed
that a primary issue of Reconstruction was the role of mo<m8€mbn in a planta-
tion society. During presidential Reconstruction, and after :mmamavro?: with
planters and their allies in control of politics, the law emerged as a means of sta-
bilizing and promoting the plantation system. If Radical wmnonnEnco: failed
to redistribute the land of the South, the ouster of the planter nF% from control
of politics at least ensured that the sanctions of the criminal _ms would not be
employed to discipline the black labor force.
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An understanding of this fundamental conflict over the relation between gov-
ernment and society helps explain the pervasive complaints concerning corrup-
tion and “extravagance” during Radical Reconstruction. Corruption there was
aplenty; tax rates did rise sharply. More significant than the rate of taxatlon,
however, was the change in its incidence. For the first time, planters and white
farmers had to pay a significant portion of their income to the government,
while propertyless blacks often escaped scot-free. Several states, moreover, en-
acted heavy taxes on uncultivated land to discourage land speculation and force
land onto the market, benefiting, it was hoped, the freedmen.

As time passed, complaints about the “extravagance” and corruption of
Southern governments found a sympathetic audience among influential North-
erners. The Democratic charge that universal suffrage in the South was respon-
sible for high taxes and governmental extravagance coincided with a rising
conviction among the urban middle classes of the North that city government
had to be taken out of the hands of the immigrant poor and returned to the
“best men”—the educated, professional, financially independent citizens un-
able to exert much political influence at a time of mass parties and machine
politics. Increasirigly the “respectable” middle classes began to retreat from the
very notion of universal suffrage. The poor were no longer perceived as honest
producers, the backbone of the social order; now they became the “dangerous
classes,” the “mob.” As the historian Francis Parkman put it, too much power
rested with “masses of imported ignorance and hereditary ineptitude.” To Park-
man the Jrish of the Northern cities and the blacks of the South were equally
incapable of utilizing the ballot: “Witness the municipal corruptions of New
York, and the monstrosities of negro rule in South Carolina.” Such attitudes
helped to justify Northern inaction as, one by one, the Reconstruction regimes
of the South were overthrown by political violence.

@

In the end, then, neither the abolition of slavery nor Reconstruction succeeded
in resolving the debate over the meaning of freedom in American life. Twenty
years before the American Civil War, writing about the prospect of abolition
in France’s colonies, Alexis de Tocqueville had written, “If the Negroes have
the right to become free, the [planters] have the incontestable right not to be
ruined by the Negroes’ freedom.” And in the United States, as in nearly every
plantation society that experienced the end of slavery, a rigid social and political
dichotomy between former master and former slave, an ideology of racism,
and a dependent labor force with limited economic opportunities all survived
abolition. Unless one means by freedom the simple fact of not being a slave,
emancipation thrust blacks into a kind of no-man'’s land, a partial freedom that
made a mockery of the American ideal of equal citizenship.

Yet by the same token the ultimate outcome underscores the uniqueness
of Reconstruction itself. Alone among the societies that abolished slavery in
the nineteenth century, the United States, for a moment, offered the freedmen
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a measure of political control over their own destinies. However brief its sway,
Reconstruction allowed scope for a remarkable political and sqclal mobilization
of the black community. It opened doors of opportunity that could never be
completely closed. Reconstruction transformed the lives of Southern blacks in
ways unmeasurable by statistics and unreachable by law. It rdised their expec-
tations and aspirations, redefined their status in relation to the larger society,
and allowed space for the creation of institutions that enahled them to sur-
vive the repression that followed. And it established nobmsﬁ:z.ozm_ principles of
civil and political equality that, while flagrantly violated mmﬁm... Reconstruction,
planted the seeds of future struggle. !

Certainly, in terms of the sense of possibility with E:_nr it opened, wm-
construction failed. But as Du Bois observed, it was a \.mw_mﬂaa failure.” For
its animating vision—a society in which social advancement would be open
to all on the basis of individual merit, not inherited caste &mcnn:ozml_m as
old as America itself and remains relevant to a nation still mEEV_Em with the
unresolved _mmmow. of emancipation.




Thomas Holt ~

Black Leaders and Black Labor:
An Unexpected Failure

%mnoﬁ:cﬂzo: in South Carolina was a political failure. Of course, there
were some notable successes: the establishment of a public education system,
and the general process of democratizing a state which had been infamous for
the lack of popular participation were significant achievements. Most signifi-
cant of all, perhaps, was the fact that Reconstruction postponed, if not entirely
forestalled, the development of an apartheld system of racial and economic
relationships of the dimensions prefigured in the Black Codes.

Nevertheless, Republican government ultimately failed in its two most im-
portant tasks—the task ofstaying in power, and the task of using that power to
solve the most critical problems of its constituents, After a fleeting moment of
experimentation, blacks were consigned to a special caste in America's class so-
ciety. Politically they were gradually reduced to a nonentity. Economically they
were bound by new and insidious devices, such as debts, poverty, and convict

Hmmm;omm:mﬁ:_mdo:umccﬁnmswnxmﬂwoﬂwzwHSmwcmanm>an_nwm
untouchables. .

Of course, black South Carolinians did not bear this oppression alone;
the bright promise of emancipation had soured in other reconstructed states as
well. But South.Carolina was unique, because if political Reconstruction should
have succeeded anywhere, ostensibly it should have succeeded in the Palmetto
State. South Carolina had a black majority from 1820 to 1930, and in the middle
of the Reconstruction period (1875) that majority rose to over 60 percent. This
state placed more black leaders in elective office than any other southern state.
Yet the legislative accomplishments of this brief intexregnum do not match the
actual or.potential power of that leadership. Various explanations are offered
to explain the political disaster in the election of 1876, but few have explained
the failure of the Republican leadership to use its full power for the social and

economic advancement of the black masses during the years preceding 1876. In- -

deed, if anything the party seemed to be retrogressing during the last two years
of mecc:nwd rule, Rather than advancing measures to further social change in

From Thomas Holt, Black Over White: Negro Political Leadership in South Carolina During Reconstruc-
tion (University of Illinois Press, 1977). Copyright © 1977 by The Board of Trustees of The University
of llinois. Reprinted by permission of University of Illinois Press. Notes omitted,
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South Carolina, Negro leaders found themselves struggling, sOmetimes unsuc-
cessfully, to defeat the soclally reactionary legislative E_Swﬂe.mw of their own
Governor Chamberlain.

But what did black leaders accomplish during the pre- o:m::dmzm_: years
of 1868 through 1874 to promote the welfare of their constitugnts? Their work
in establishing a modern, generally progressive and noﬂwﬁmn:\mq demaocratic
constitution has been highlighted and commended by most scholars, but con-
siderably less attention has been given to the legislative program after that
date, except for the railroads, bond issues, and related mn:S:mm. The fact is
that the major legislative conflicts among Republicans amaiommg around the
latter issues, and not around the social or economic _mm;_m:o: most relevant
to the poor blacks who were. their constituents. Even the few modest pro-
grams launched to assist those constituents either were unsuccessful, or were
so compromised as to become ineffective.:The land commissjon, for example,
was designed to purchase and subdivide ‘the surplus ?.owan of debt-ridden
planters for landless blacks and whites. But it was placed in n:m charge of an ar-
rogant, corrupt, and inept administrator who perpetrated several fraudulent and
costly transactions. The effort to replace this director involved the commission
in new frauds which left its resources further depleted and itsicapacity to make
significant land-reform initiatives severely limited. A public mn:oog system was
established, but again it was so badly administered that its Eﬁmnn on illiteracy
never reached its potential. Of course, there was success in the establishment
of a state normal school and a scholarship program which ovnsma up the state
university to impecunious blacks. There was also progress in opening public
accommodations to blacks, though the custom of segregatién in many other
aspects of social life remained largely unchanged and csnrw:gmma

On the whole, one is left with the impression that Emnw freedmen, armed
with an overwhelming electoral advantage, had a :nBouaocm opportunity but
failed to act to satisfy their most critical needs. Given this ivery uneven per-
formance of the Republican government, how does one characterize the Re-
publican leadership’s performance during Reconstruction? Indeed, how does
one characterize the Negroes who constituted the single Boun numerous group
within that leadership? The most persistent image of the latteris that of a Jargely
poor, working-class group, or representatives of the Sozczm class. In a sense,
the crystallization of this image is represented in the work of W. E. B. Du Bois,
who characterized the Reconstruction as “a vast labor §o<m3ms~= and mar-
velled that “poverty was so well represented,” seeing in this \.nmzmﬁ tendencies
toward a dictatorship of the proletariat.” Indeed, this wnmd%n to impose a not
entirely crystallized Marxian interpretation of Reconstruction politics brought
Du Bois a great deal of criticism; consequently, many of his oﬂrmn insights have
been ignored.

In one such insight he qualified his description of Em black leadership
class as representatives of the black proletariat; he owmmEmg that the group
was intelligent, but “not at all clear in its economic EocmE " He recognized
that “on the whole, it believed in the accumulation of Emm_E and exploitation
of labor as the normal method of economic development.” It failed to unite
black and white labor “because black leadership still ﬁmuamn toward the ideas
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of the petty bourgeois.” He believed, nevertheless, that their participation and
leadership in the inciplent national black labor movement was proof that this
orientation was undergoing a change as a result of pressure from the legislators’
poor working-class constituents. 4

And indeed, pressure there was from constituents—but the pressure
groups never effectively harnessed the political process to serve their ends.
_ At least twenty bills purporting to govern the relationship between planters
and laborers were introduced during the period of Republican rule, yet very few
of these.measures ever became law, and none seemed to have protected farm
laborers satisfactorily. Their legislative histories are tangled; often there were
no roll calls, and extant reports of the legislative progress of the proposals are
filled with unaccountable gaps at critical junctures. But a pattern is apparent
from the information that does survive, Black legislators introduced legislation
designed to surround the laborer with a variety of legal protections against
capricious eviction, fraud in the division of the crop, and the accustomed dic-
tation by planters of many non-economic aspects of his life. These legislative
initiatives were bottled up in hostile committees in many instances, compro-
mised through drastic amendments in others, and killed outright on not a few
occasions. Those few offered little protection to the laborers, and in some cases
merely legalized their oppression.

Within days of the inauguration of Republican rule in South Carolina
and the convening of the special session of the 1868 legislature, State Senator
Benjamin F. Randolph introduced a “Bill to enable laborers who work under
contract or otherwise to recover pay for their labor when said contract is not
complied with.” The judiciary committee, chaired by D. T. Corbin (who was
also U. S. district attorney for South Carolina), reported unfavorably on this bill
on July 22; this report was adopted, thereby defeating the bill, But a short time
later a second bill was introduced by William Beverly Nash under the title, “A
Bill to define the law of contract for hire.” Supporters of this measure sought
to bypass the hostile judiciary committee by referring it to a special three-
man committee, but were defeated. Senator Randolph then moved to force the
judiciary committee to report within a specified period. This effort was also un-
successful, and no bill reached the floor of the Senate during the special session.
Among this stalled legislation was a “Bill to protect laborers and persons work-
ing under contracts on shares of the crops” which had passed the House, but was
postponed in the Senate until the sesslon beginning the following November.

The latter bill, or at least one bearing its title, did pass during the reg-
ular session of the legislature and was approved by Governor Scott on March
19, 1869. That this new law intended no radical changes in the legal status of
farmworkers vis-a-vis the planters is clear, however, from the action taken on it
during the session. At the end of February Alonzo J. Ransier, chairman of the
special committee in the House to which it was referred, reported “A bill to
establish an agent to supervise contracts, and to provide for the protection of
laborers working on shares of the crop,” which had originally been introduced
by William H. Jones. In committee the bill had been drastically altered, and all
references to the appointment of contract agents were dropped in the revised
text. A new title was appended which read simply “A bill to protect laborers and
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persons working under contract on shares of crops.” When ﬂ?m revised bill was
taken up on March 3, Thaddeus K. Sasportas offered the following substitute
for the first two sections. ‘

Section 1. That any person or persons éntering into contracts as

laborers, consideration for which labor is a portion of the crop,

are hereby declared to be co-partners, with all rights, privileges

. and emoluments guaranteed to corporations by mx_mcsm law, in
said crop, and no further,

Section 2. That a'claim for labor, whenever ﬁmnmonama shall
constitute a lien having a priority over all other liens! All Acts
and parts of Acts inconsist [sic] with this Act be, and sa same
are hereby, repealed.

Claude Turner, a Democratic member, moved to postpene the whole mat-
ter indefinitely. Robert B, Elliott moved that the bill and the m:cmgcﬂm be tabled
in order to take up out of its regular order a “Bill to define contracts for labor-
ers, and for other purposes.” Elliott’s motion was approved 33 to 10, but action
on the second bill was postponed to take up the Port Royal Railroad Bill.

The bill to define contracts for laborers was evidently jthe same proposal
Senator Nash had introduced during the special session which had been contin-
ued to the regular session. However, Nash's bill had been altered in Whipper’s
judiciary committee with the following very critical m:cu:nEm for section five
of the original measure:

Section 5. Employees absenting themselves from labor without the consent
of their employers, except in case of sickness, or on public mmwa or the usual
holidays, shall forfeit his or her pay for the week or month, mm the case may
be, for which he or she was hired; Provided, however, That m:w pexsons at-

Ssﬁswvc,urngmmznmma.E:mo;m;o:ana._mEﬁmorrmEwmmmmo:_ﬁ
time lost. J

This substitute, by which a laborer could be docked for up to a month's wages
for one day’s unexcused absence, was adopted on March 11 when consideration
of the labor bill resumed. It was passed and sent to the Senate on March 16. Sub-
sequent actions on the bill are unclear, but it was postponed an the following
session and, apparently, allowed to die quietly.

Meanwhile, the bill written by Ransier’s special noBBEmm had passed the
House and Senate and had been approved by the governor in: Zmﬂn: 1869. Judg-
ing from the content of the new law, however, the :zmlﬁ.o protect laborers”
—was a misnomer, since in its practical application the Embﬁﬂ would receive
more “protection” than the farmworkers....

[T)he distinctive voting patterns on the two roll calls‘on the labor issue
suggest the legislators’ motives and, given other evidence, rmight permit some
inferences to be drawn from their performance on this issue.

The first roll call was ordered on February 5, when the;labor committee’s
substitute passed its second reading by a vote of 57 to 9. The second occurred
when George Lee's motion to kill the Henderson bill was approved, 43 to 20.
Therefore, 86 percent of those voting favored the substitute, with only five
Democrats, three white Republicans, and one Negro voting against it. On the
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Henderson bill, however, only 60 percent of the Negroes (as compared with
90 percent of the white Republicans) voted against the proposal—i.e., for Lee’s
motion to strike the resolving clause. However, the opposition included many
House leaders, such as Robert B. Elliott and Robert C. De Large, along with
more conservative Negroes like Henry W. Purvis, Philip Ezekiel, and Charles
M. Wilder. The voting patterns of the Negroes by prewar origin and color indi-
cate that those representatives closer to working-class blacks—that is, the black
ex-slaves—tended to favor Henderson’s bill, which promised direct assistance
to resolve labor problems, rather than the legalistic and complex procedures
favored by their freeborn and mulatto colleagues. With 50 and 60 percent of
those voting on the bill identified by color and origins, respectively, only 11 per-
cent of the freeborn compared to 48 percent of the slave-born, and 18 percent of
the mulattoes compared to 35 percent of the blacks voted for Henderson's bill.
When the categories of origins and color are combined, it is evident that black
ex-slaves gave the bill its heaviest support and freeborn mulattoes its stiffest op-
position. Thus, the voting behavior of the legislators on these two roll calls on
the labor issue follow the pattern discerned in other roll calls during the early
sessions of the legislature, when free mulattoes and black ex-slaves were found
at the opposite ends of a conservative-to-radical continuum. Such opposition
suggests that social class influenced political behavior.

Of course, a division along lines of prewar status and color does not prove
that open class antagonism was reflected in this vote. Indeed, one would not
expect such class conflict to be openly expressed, or possibly even honestly
perceived by the participants. After all, these legislators, whatever their origins,
color, or class, depended upon the poor black farmworkers to keep them in of-
fice. But the failure of the legislature to enact meaningful labor laws certainly
suggests an underlying failure of purposefulness, a failure of perception, a lack
of urgency in acting on the critical needs of those constituents. Legislation in-
volving other economic issues, such as banks, bond issues, and railroads, had
experienced much less frustration, being pushed along with more tenacity and
skill than those relating to the common laborers. One is forced to the con-
clusion that while it did not cause this failure to legislate successfully for the
working class, the considerable social and cultural distance between many of
these legislators and their constituents must have contributed to that failure.

The forty-seven Negro legislators who were either elected from or resided
in Charleston County are admittedly not a random sampling of the Negro lead-
ership cadre for this period, but Charleston County offers the distinct advantage
of extant and well-maintained tax records for the 1870’s, in which the property
holdings of two-thirds of these forty-seven men are recorded. In addition to
this convenience, it is also evident that the twenty votes of the Charleston del-
egation were critical to the success of any legislation in the General Assembly.
The median value of property of the legislators in this sample was $1,000: five
men were listed as owning neither personal nor real property; ten others paid
taxes on property valued at less than $1,000, and eleven on property valued
at between $1,000 and $5,000, four on property worth $5,001 to $10,000, and
one was taxed for property worth $14,000.
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Twenty-one of these men were paying taxes on real estate} and while some

‘of them were legitimate farmers, others appear to have been land speculators.

Some had properties in the country, a significant Eovo_..:oz of which was

arable soil and under cultivation. For example, William R. umﬂcmw s 136 acres

in the Stephens district included 30 acres under cultivation, housed six build-

ings and several farm animals. A similar situation could be moc:a with William
H, W. Gray's 25 acres in St. John's.

On the other hand, a fair number of them appear to have been real estate
speculators. This can be inferred from the fact that they held large sections,
often in scattered sites in country districts, which were wmamﬂw undeveloped,
having much of the land covered with woods and few or no buildings or farm
animals listed. This appears to have been the case with the:100 acres in the
possession of Aaron Logan in St. Thomas, Samuel E. Gaillard’s property at St.
James Goose Creek, and George Lee’s wooded lot in m:EBmHS:m

The practice of investing accumulated capital in land rma roots in the pre-
war period, when this was one of the few capital ventures open to the mulatto
bourgeolsie. The McKinlays, pére and fils, were the wealthiest Negro politicians;
much of their wealth, aggregating to $40,000 for the no:mnzﬁw_ family estate and
consisting primarily of investments in rental properties around Charleston’s
Fourth Ward, came from real estate purchased before the war. The McKinlays
also invested heavily in the stocks and bonds of their city and state and in the
new, largely black-owned Enterprise Railroad. Bosemon, hoﬁmw Ransier (wife
of Congressman Alonzo J. Ransier), George Lee, and Eo:m: Henry Frost also
invested substantially in these same issues, especially the m.:ﬂmgﬂmm Railroad.

Frost had a part interest in a sloop, the Martha ?:\m:. in mna:_od to his other
5485653.

One suspects then that these people were, or aspired toibecome, a part of
the emerging capitalist class of postwar Charleston. The mno:ousn temper was
optimistic, boomed by various schemes for an east-west rail link which would
usher that port city into a new era of prosperity. While En: capitalist allies
in the Republican party built railroads across the continent, some of the Ne-
gro leaders launched kindred ventures on a smaller scale in Charleston. A few
weeks after they failed to get a labor bill through the General Assembly, a group
of prominent Negro politicians succeeded in their effort to;launch the Enter-
prise Railroad, a horse-drawn freight streetcar line which Swm set up to move
goods in and out of Charleston harbor. All but one of the ommnma and direc-
tors were Negro. Richard H. Cain was president of the noBqu: William James
Whipper, vice-president; Alonzo J. Ransier, secretary; William R. Jervay, corre-
sponding secretary; and William McKinlay, treasurer. The twelve-man board of
directors included Joseph H. Rainey, Benjamin A. Bosemon, William ]. Brodie,
Charles Hayne, Thaddeus K. Sasportas, John B. Wright, Ems_a%u Maxwell, Lu-
cius Wimbush, Robert Smalls, William E. Johnston, and mmSEm Johnson. The
incorporators were to subscribe $13,000 of the capital MSnx of the company.
Some of the incorporators were publicly attacked because Em:. rail line would
throw the black draymen out of work. The road was mmnm_u:w_:ma\ however, and
paid a handsome profit to its investors; 1t was still in use in the 1880’s.
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Other ventures of a similar nature were not so entirely black-controlled
as the Enterprise Railroad. William J. McKinlay, Samuel E. Gaillard, William R.
Jervay, and others incorporated the Charleston and Sullivan'’s Island Railroad in
1874 to run from Christ Church Parish to Moultrieville and connect Charleston
with some of the outlying islands. And in the spring of 1870 William McKin-
lay and Charles M. Wilder were elected to the board of directors of the South
Carolina Bank and Trust Company.

Others factors—more suggestive than demonstrative—point to the class
consciousness of these men. Personal possessions are identified in the tax
ledgers, and they often hint at a lifestyle that is clearly more middle than
working-class. There appear in- these ledgers the carriages, pianos, organs, and
jewelry of people that have or seek a cultivated ease, charm, and elegance
suggestive of an emerging bourgeoisie, Of course, the nouveau (as distinct
from the traditional) bourgeoisie often reflected a certain lack of polish, the
gaucheness expected of those who were only recently ushered to a new social
level. The relish of ostentatious display evident in State Representative Sammy
Green as he sped through the sandy streets of Beaufort with his thousand-dollar
barouche and team exemplifies not only the cruder side of these aspirations,
but the growing distance between Green and his constituents as well. In this
case, as in many others, the social distance was not reflected in a concurrent
political distance, for Green was generally identified with the extreme radical
bloc in the legislature throughout his career. It merely points up the fact that
what one expects to find here is not an iron law for the prediction of political
behavior from social class, but something more subtle.

Certainly, the subtleties of the situation were not lost on some of the more
perceptive observers of South Carolina society and politics. In a lengthy article
in a Beaufort paper, a native white Southerner, obviously from the planter class,
surprisingly favored the Civil Rights Bill of 1875 which was then being debated
in Congress. The writer, who signed himself “W,” declared that whites need
not concern themselves with the Civil Rights Bill, for it would only benefit the
educated class among the blacks and would serve to ally them even closer to the
upper-class whites. He lectured his readers on emerging class and racial patterns
in the state which would operate to maintain that status quo.

Among them will be found two classes whose conditions will be so distinc-
tive that their own lines of demarkation will be as wide and as well defined
as that ‘which exists between the more cultivated and refined of the white
race and those less trained and cultured of either. The one will consist of
such as are as highly intelligent and educated as they are capable of; the
other of such as are untutored and degraded as the need of such advantages
makes them. In proportion to the advantages embraced by the first will their
pride and conservatism be increased.

“W” went on to conclude that the Civil Rights Bill could never reconcile these
two antagonistic classes among the Negroes, and thus the various constitu-
tional amendments and civil rights laws would never be pushed beyond the
“naturally constituted barriers of taste and prejudice.” The Negro bourgeoisie
would prevent such eventualities, because it would seek to maintain its own
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* social distance from the black masses. The writer felt that the’ experience of the
past few years in Beaufort had certainly established that point, for there “where
the colored element predominates there have been the fewest demonstrations
of a desire upon their parts to assume any unwarranted position....” Thus the
whites could expect to find allies among the Negro bourgeoisie.

From the educated and intelligent of the colored race whose home is to be
amongst us we confidently predict so much conservatism and so much ex-
clusivism among themselves that any effort to make use of thern to entertain
ill-blood among the races will prove futile, From the ignorant and vicious
of the same race there need be no fear of other than an enforced obedience
to the natural order which society is constituted according to organic law
which man neither made nar can alter,

The radical and economic prejudices of “W” are clear, and his interpreta-
tion of the postwar social scene was with respect to his class self-congratulatory,
if not self-serving. But his comments cannot be dismissed: as mere wishful
thinking, for they might have been based on observable phenomena. At least
one of his Beaufort neighbors was a perfect example of the nexus between
the solidification of class interests and an evolving political wamoyomw Thomas
Hamilton was a Republican, 'although he was often a maverick on partisan is-
sues, During the 1875-76 session Hamilton had a fairly radical voting record on
fiscal issues but was clearly conservative on those relative to political and social
reform that came to a roll call vote. His views are expressed; more clearly and
directly, though, in a speech to striking rice workers in 1876. ;

My friends, the longer I live and pursue my avocation as a planter the more
am [ impressed with the knowledge that our interests are identical with the
owners of these plantations. Surely, if they are not prosperous, ihow can they
pay you wages? You complain now that you don’t get enough mop. your labor,
but would you not have greater cause of complaint if you anmﬂo% entirely
their ability to pay you at all? I am a rice Emdnmﬂ and maw_ow a certain
number of hands. Now, if my work is not permitted to go on, how can [
gather my crops and pay my laborers, and how can my laborers support
thelr families? They are dependent upon their labor for support; they are
not calculated for anything else; they can’t get situations in stores as clerks;
they can’t all write, nor are they fitted for anything else. There is but one
course for you to pursue, and that is to labor industriously msa:?m honestly.

In the critical election of 1876, Hamilton, whose noESmsnm prefigured the
anti-labor, capitalistic, accommodationist philosophy of mooxmn T. Washington,
abandoned the Republicans for Wade Hampton to noaﬁmnm::m overthrow of
Republican government, the last hope of justice—though ﬁmnrwﬁm a misplaced
one—for those rice workers whom he addressed in the summer of 1876.

The rhetoric of some of Hamilton's colleagues was mere pro-labor, but
their accomplishments were no less pro-planter, That the 1869 labor law was

not operating satisfactorily for farmworkers can be surmised from the fact that
proposals were introduced in practically every subsequent session to remedy
its defects. Most of the new laws that were passed, however, actually aided the
planter much more than the worker. .
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Not that there were no legislative victories for the farmworker, but the
practical effect of these victories was often quite different from the apparent
intent. For instance, the cash-poor planters had instituted a system in some ar-
eas whereby they paid wage laborers in scrip or checks redeemable with certain
local merchants. Sometimes the planter was also the merchant; in effect, he
simply bartered high-priced merchandise for low-paid labor. In either case, the
mark-up on prices at the company store was astronomical, and the workers got
the short end of a line of credit that ultimately reached banking institutions
beyond the state.

In 1872 the Sauth Carolina legislature outlawed the issuance of checks
except where it was specifically provided for in the labor contract beforehand.
Of course, it is difficult to judge how much the loophole exempting cases where
scrip was a prior contractual arrangement vitiated the effects of the law, since
planters could make such arrangements a standard item in their contracts. But
it is clear that the practice was continued, because it was directly responsible
for the strike of rice workers in the summer of 1876, The law had been amended
in March, 1875, so that scrips or checks would be prohibited only in those cases
where they had to be redeemed “at some future time, or in the shops or stores
of the employers.” Thus the key features of the system were preserved—that
is, workers could be paid in scrip instead of currency, and this scrip was only
redeemable for goods available at the local store at exorbitant prices.

The workers in the lowland rice areas were mostly wage laborers, and
therefore the primary victims of the scrip system. They rebelled in July, 1876,
with a massive and violent strike. The workers abandoned the fields and gen-
erally coerced their less resolute colleagues to do likewise. The whites declared
that it was insurrection and called upon Governor Chamberlain to send in the
state militia. But, facing a gubernatorial election in the fall, Chamberlain also
sent “the King of Beaufort,” Congressman Robert Smalls, to investigate. Smalls,
who was also a commander in the state militia, reported that the militia was
no longer needed, that the ringleaders had been arrested, and that the workers
had just grievances against the checks system. His position (which Chamberlain
also adopted) was that the workers had a right to strike, but not to prevent oth-
ers from working. This principle of “the right to work” was respectable enough,
and certainly in keeping with the prevalent free enterprise philosophy of many
Republican contemporaries. Smalls reported that the workers also agreed with
his position, but evidently they were not so deluded as te believe they could
win the strike following such a policy. They continued successfully to use might
where right had failed to induce potential strikebreakers to adopt the better part
of valor. Convinced that the state government would not protect them from the

violent and illegal actions of the strikers, the planters decided to settle and to
abandon the checks system.

One rice planter who deplored the government's vacillating course was
State Representative Hamilton, who instructed the rice workers on the dangers
inherent in such action. “I consider it a great misfortune that an example was
not made of those persons who were tried a few days ago for whipping and
otherwise maltreating laborers who were disposed to work, for it emboldens
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others to repeat that which may be repeated too often, and cwE all patience
and sympathy Is exhausted.” ‘ !

While the legislators’ efforts to regulate the use'of checks failed to pre-
vent the strike or protect the workers, their accomplishments on another labor-
related issue were more successful, In 1872 a bill was passed which regulated
the leasing of convicts by merely providing that their labor could not be sold at
rates less than those current for comparable labor, and that thé proceeds must
go to the state. Two years later the leasing of convicts to private “vwnzmm was out-
lawed altogether, and such use of inmates was restricted to state projects. During
the 1875-76 session Governor Chamberlain’s attempt to revive the practice of
leasing to private concerns was defeated. Thus, although the system of convict
lease was instituted under Republican government, it was mwﬁw terminated by
that government. . :

Unfortunately, this was one of the few entirely pro-labor accomplishments
in nine years of Republican rule. On March 19, 1874, an “Act for the better
protection of landowners and persons renting land to others .for agricultural
purposes” was passed. This law established for planters a vnmmmnmsz& lien on
one-third of the crop against the rental of the land or advances to farmwork-
ers during the season. In December, 1876, after an election which brought an
end to Republican hegemony in South Carolina, two legislatutes convened in
Columbia, one Democratic and one Republican, both Q&Bm:m to be the legit-
imate representatives of the people. In the course of this heated dispute over
the political future of the state, the economic future of black laborers received
a fatal blow. Almost as an afterthought, the laws which had given laborers a
lien on the crop of the planter were quietly repealed. This was .“ao:m not by the

Democratic Wallace House, but by the Republican Mackey House, It was not, in
the end, such a splendid failure after all. "
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