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Chapter 9 

Slavery Without Sublllission, 

Emancipation Without 

Freedon1 

The United States government's support of slavery was based on an over­
powering practicality. In 1790, a thousand tons of cotton were being pro­
duced every year in the South. By 1860, it was a million tons. In the same 

period, 500,000 slaves grew to 4 million. A system harried by slave rebel­
lions and conspiracies (Gabriel Prosser, 1800; Denmark Vesey, 1822; Nat 
Turner, 1831) developed a network of controls in the southern states, 
backed by the laws, courts, armed forces, and race prejudice of the 
nation's political leaders. 

It would take either a full-scale slave rebellion or a full-scale war to 
end such a deeply entrenched system. If a rebellion, it might get out of 
hand, and turn its ferocity beyond slavery to the most successful system of 
capitalist enrichment in the world. If a war, those who made the war 
would organize its consequences. Hence, it was Abraham Lincoln who 
freed the slaves, not John Brown. In 1859, John Brown was hanged, with 
federal complicity, for attempting to do by small-scale violence what Lin­
coln would do by large-scale violence several years later-end slavery. 

With slavery abolished by order of the government-true, a govern­
ment pushed hard to do so, by blacks, free and slave, and by white aboli­
tionists-its end could be orchestrated so as to set limits to emancipation. 
Liberation from the top would go only so far as the interests of the domi­
nant groups permitted. If carried further by the momentum of war, the 
rhetoric of a crusade, it could be pulled back to a safer position. Thus, 
while the ending of slavery led to a reconstruction of national politics and 
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economics, it was not a radical reconstruction, but a safe one-in fact, a 
profitable one. 

The plantation system, based on tobacco growing in Virginia, North 
Carolina, and Kentucky, and rice in South Carolina, expanded into lush 
new cotton lands in Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi-and needed more 
slaves. But slave importation became illegal in 1808. Therefore, "from the 
beginning, the law went unenforced," says John Hope Franklin (From

Slavery to Freedom). "The long, unprotected coast, the certain markets, 
and the prospects of huge profits were too much for the American mer­
chants and they yielded to the temptation .... " He estimates that perhaps 
250,000 slaves were imported illegally before the Civil War. 

How can slavery be described? Perhaps not at all by those who have 
not experienced it. The 1932 edition of a best-selling textbook by two 
northern liberal historians saw slavery as perhaps the Negro's "necessary 
transition to civilization." Economists or cliometricians ( statistical histori­
ans) have tried to assess slavery by estimating how much money was spent 
on slaves for food and medical care. But can this describe the reality of 
slavery as it was to a human being who lived inside it? Are the conditions of 
slavery as important as the existence of slavery? 

John Little, a former slave, wrote: 

They say slaves are happy, because they laugh, and are merry. I myself 
and three or four others, have received two hundred lashes in the day, 
and had our feet in fetters; yet, at night, we would sing and dance, and 
make others laugh at the rattling of our chains. Happy men we must 
have been! We did it to keep down trouble, and to keep our hearts from 
being completely broken: that is as true as the gospel! Just look at it, 
-must not we have been very happy? Yet I have done it myself-I have
cut capers in chains.

A record of deaths kept in a plantation journal (now in the University 
of North Carolina Archives) lists the ages and cause of death of all those 
who died on the plantation between 1850 and 1855. Of the thirty-two who 
died in that period, only four reached the age of sixty, four reached the age 
of fifty, seven died in their forties, seven died in their twenties or thirties, 
and nine died before they were five years old. 

But can statistics record what it meant for families to be torn apart, 
when a master, for profit, sold a husband or a wife, a son or a daughter? In 
1858, a slave named Abream Scriven was sold by his master, and wrote to 
his wife: "Give my love to my father and mother and tell them good Bye 
for me, and if we Shall not meet in this world I hope to meet in heaven." 
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Slave revolts in the United States were not as frequent or as large-scale 
as those in the Caribbean islands or in South America. Probably the largest 
slave revolt in the United States took place near New Orleans in 18n. Four 
to five hundred slaves gathered after a rising at the plantation of a Major 
Andry. Armed with cane knives, axes, and clubs, they wounded Andry, 
killed his son, and began marching from plantation to plantation, their num­
bers growing. They were attacked by U.S. army and militia forces; sixty-six 

, were killed on the spot, and sixteen were tried and shot by a firing squad. 
The conspiracy of Denmark Vesey, himself a free Negro, was 

thwarted before it could be carried out in 1822. The plan was to burn 
Charleston, South Carolina, then the sixth-largest city in the nation, and 
to initiate a general revolt of slaves in the area. Several witnesses said 
thousands of blacks were implicated in one way or another. Blacks had 
made about 250 pike heads and bayonets and over three hundred daggers, 
according to Herbert Aptheker's account. But the plan was betrayed, and 
thirty-five blacks, including Vesey, were hanged. The trial record itself, 
published in Charleston, was ordered destroyed soon after publication, as 
too dangerous for slaves to see. 

In Southampton County, Virginia, in the summer of 1831, a slave 
named Nat Turner, claiming religious visions, gathered about seventy 
slaves, who went on a rampage from plantation to plantation, murdering 
at least fj.fty-five men, women, and children. They gathered supporters, 
but were captured as their ammunition ran out. Turner and perhaps eigh­
teen others were hanged. 

This threw the slaveholding South into a panic, and then into a deter­
mined effort to bolster the security of the slave system. After that, Virginia 
kept a militia force of 101,000, almost IO percent of its total population. 
Rebellion, though rare, was a constant fear among slave owners. 

Eugene Genovese, in his comprehensive study of slavery, Roll, Jor­
dan, Roll, sees a record of "simultaneous accommodation and resistance 
to slavery." The resistance included stealing property, sabotage and slow­
ness, killing overseers and masters, burning down plantation buildings, 
running away. Even the accommodation "breathed a critical spirit and dis­
guised subversive actions." 

Running away was much more realistic than armed insurrection. Dur­
ing the 1850s about a thousand slaves a year escaped into the North, Canada, 
and Mexico. Thousands ran away for short periods. And this despite the ter­
ror facing the runaway. The dogs used in tracking fugitives "bit, tore, muti­
lated, and if not pulled off in time, killed their prey, " Genovese says. 
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Harriet Tubman, born into slavery, her head injured by an overseer 
when she was fifteen, made her way to freedom alone as a young woman, 
then became the most famous conductor on the Underground Railroad. 
She made nineteen dangerous trips back and forth, often disguised, escort­
ing more than three hundred slaves to freedom, always carrying a pistol, 
telling the fugitives, "You'll be free or die." She expressed her philosophy: 
"There was one of two things I had a right to, liberty or death; if I could 
not have one, I would have the other; for no man should take me alive .... " 

One form of resistance was not to work so hard. W. E. B. Du Bois 
wrote, in The Gift of Black Folk: 

As a tropical product with a sensuous receptivity to the beauty of the 
world, he was not as easily reduced to be the mechanical draft-horse 
which the northern European laborer became .... [T]hus he was easily 
accused of laziness and driven as a slave when in truth he brought to 
modern manual labor a renewed valuation of life. 

The instances where poor whites helped slaves were not frequent, but 
sufficient to show the need for setting one group against the other. Gen­
ovese says: 

The slaveholders ... suspected that non-slaveholders would encourage 
slave disobedience and even rebellion, not so much out of sympathy for 
the blacks as out of hatred for the rich planters and resentment of their 
own poverty. White men sometimes were linked to slave insurrec­
tionary plots, and each such incident rekindled fears. 

This helps explain the stern police measures against whites who frat­
ernized with blacks. In return, blacks helped whites in need. One black 
runaway told of a slave woman who had received fifty lashes of the whip 
for giving food to a white neighbor who was poor and sick. 

When the Brunswick canal was built in Georgia, the black slaves and 
white Irish workers were segregated, the excuse being that they would do 
violence against one another. That may well have been true, but Fanny 
Kemble, the famous actress and wife of a planter, wrote in her journal: 

But the Irish are not only quarrelers, and rioters, and fighters, and 
drinkers, and despisers of niggers-they are a passionate, impulsive, 
warm-hearted, generous people .... [T]hey might actually take to sym­
pathy with the slaves, and I leave you to judge of the possible conse­
quences. You perceive, I am sure, that they can by no means be allowed 
to work together on the Brunswick Canal. 
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The need for slave control led to an ingenious device, paying poor 

whites-themselves so troublesome for two hundred years of southern 

history-to be overseers of black labor and therefore buffers for black 

hatred. 
Religion was used by plantation owners for control. 

As for black preachers, as Genovese puts it, "they had to speak a lan­

guage defiant enough to hold the high-spirited among their flock but nei­

ther so inflammatory as to rouse them to battles they could not win nor so 

ominous as to arouse the ire of ruling powers." Practicality decided: "The 

slave communities counseled a strategy of patience, of acceptance of what 

could not be helped, of a dogged effort to keep the black community alive 

and healthy .... " 
It was once thought that slavery had destroyed the black family. But 

interviews with ex-slaves, done in the 1930s by the Federal Writers Project 

of the New Deal for the Library of Congress, told a different story, which 

George Rawick summarizes (From Sundown to Sunup): "The slave com­

munity acted like a generalized extended kinship system in which all adults 

looked after all children and there was little division between 'my children 

for whom I'm responsible ' and 'your children for whom you're responsi­

ble.' ... It was part and parcel, as we shall see, of the social process out of 

which came black pride, black identity, black culture, the black commu-

nity, and black rebellion in America.'' 
Old letters and records dug out by historian Herbert Gutman (The

Black Family in Slavery and Freedom) show the stu�born resistance of the 

slave family to pressures of disintegration. A woman wrote to her son 

from whom she had been separated for twenty years: "I long to see you in 

my old age .... Now my dear son I pray you to come and see your dear old 

Mother .... I love you Cato you love your Mother-You are my only 

son .... " 
And a man wrote to his wife, sold away from him with their children: 

"Send me some of the children's hair in a separate paper with their names 

on the paper .... I had rather anything to had happened to me most than 

ever to have been parted from you and the children .... Laura I do love you 

the same ... .'' 
Also insisting on the strength of blacks even under slavery, Lawrence 

Levine (Black Culture and Black Consciousness) gives a picture of a rich 

culture among slaves, a complex mixture of adaptation and rebellion, 

through the creativity of stories and songs: 
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We raise de wheat, 
Dey gib us de corn; 
We bake de bread, 
Dey gib us de crust, 
We sif de meal, 
Dey gib us de huss; 
We peel de meat, 
Dey gib us de skin; 
And dat's de way 
Dey take us in .... 

Spirituals often had double meanings. The lyrics "O Canaan, sweet 
Canaan, I am bound for the land of Canaan" often meant that slaves meant 
to get to the North, their Canaan. During the Civil War, slaves began to 
make up new spirituals with bolder messages: "Before I'd be a slave, I'd be 
buried in my grave, and go home to my Lord and be saved." And the spiri­
tual "Many Thousand Go":

No more peck o' corn for me, no more, no more, 
No more driver's lash for me, no more, no more .... 

While southern slaves held on, free blacks in the North (there were 
about 130,000 in 1830, about 200,000 in 1850) agitated for the abolition of 
slavery. In 1829, David Walker, son of a slave, but born free in North Car­
olina, moved to Boston, where he sold old clothes. The pamphlet he wrote 
and printed, Walkers Appeal, became widely known. It infuriated south­
ern slaveholders; Georgia offered a reward of $10,000 to anyone who 
would deliver Walker alive, and $1,000 to anyone who would kill him. It is 
not hard to understand why when you read his Appeal. Blacks must fight 
for their freedom, he said: 

Let our enemies go on with their butcheries, and at once fill up their cup. 
Never make an attempt to gain our freedom or natural right ... until you 
see your way clear-when that hour arrives and you move, be not afraid 
or dismayed .... God has been pleased to give us two eyes, two hands, 
two feet, and some sense in our heads as well as they. They have no more 
right to hold us in slavery than we have to hold them .... "Every dog 
must have its day," the American's is coming to an end. 

One summer day in 1830, David Walker was found dead near the 
doorway of his shop in Boston. 

Some born in slavery acted out the unfulfilled desire of millions. 
Frederick Douglass, a slave, sent to Baltimore to work as a servant and as a 
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laborer in the shipyard, somehow learned to read and write, and at twenty­
one, in the year 1838, escaped to the North, where he became the most 
famous black man of his time, as a lecturer, newspaper editor, and writer. 
In his autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, he 
recalled his first childhood thoughts about his condition: 

Why am I a slave? Why are some people slaves, and others masters? 
\Vas there ever a time when this was not so? How did the relation com­
mence? 

Once, however, engaged in the inquiry, I was not very long in find­
ing out the true solution of the matter. It was not color, but crime, not 
God, but man, that afforded the true explanation of the existence of 
slavery; nor was I long in finding out another important truth, viz: what 
man can make, man can unmake .... 

I distinctly remember being, even then, most strongly impressed 
with the idea of being a free man some day. This cheering assurance 
was an inborn dream of my human nature-a constant menace to slav­
ery-and one which all the powers of slavery were unable to silence or 
extinguish. 

The Fugitive Slave Act passed in 1850 was a concession to the south­
ern states in return for the admission of the Mexican war territories ( Cali,.. 
fornia, especially) into the Union as nonslave states. The act made it easy 
for slave owners to recapture ex-slaves or simply to pick up blacks they 
claimed had run away. Northern blacks organized resistance to the Fugi­

tive Slave Act, denouncing President Fillmore, who signed it, and Sen. 
Daniel Webster, who supported it. One of these was J. W. Loguen, son of 
a slave mother and her white owner. He had escaped to freedom on his 
master's horse, gone to college, and was now a minister in Syracuse, New 
York. He spoke to a meeting in that city in 1850: 

The time has come to change the tones of submission into tones of defi­
ance-and to tell Mr. Fillmore and Mr. Webster, if they propose to exe­
cute this measure upon us, to send on their blood-hounds .... I received 
my freedom from Heaven, and with it came the command to defend my 
title to it .... I don't respect this law-I don't fear it-I won't obey it! It 
outlaws me, and I outlaw it .... 

The following year, in Syracuse, a runaway slave named Jerry was 
captured and put on trial. A crowd used crowbars and a battering ram to 
break into the courthouse, defying marshals with drawn guns, and set 
Jerry free. 

Loguen made his home in Syracuse a major station on the Under-
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ground Railroad. It was said that he helped fifteen hundred slaves on their 
way to Canada. His memoir of slavery came to the attention of his former 

owner, and she wrote to him, asking him either to return or to send her 

$1,000 in compensation. Loguen's reply to her was printed in the aboli­
tionist newspaper, The Liberator: 

Mrs. Sarah Logue .... You say you have offers to buy me, and that you 
shall sell me if I do not send you $1000, and in the same breath and almost 
in the same sentence, you say, "You know we raised you as we did our 
own children." Woman, did you raise your own children for the market? 
Did you raise them for the whipping post? Did you raise them to be dri­
ven off, bound to a coffle in chains? ... Shame on you! ... 

Have you got to learn that human rights are mutual and reciprocal, 
and if you take my liberty and life, you forfeit your own liberty and life? 
Before God and high heaven, is there a law for one man which is not a law 
for every other man? 

If you or any other speculator on my body and rights, wish to know 
how I regard my rights, they need but come here, and lay their hands on 
me to enslave me .... 

Yours, etc. J. W. Loguen 

Frederick Douglass knew that the shame of slavery was not just the 

South's, that the whole nation was complicit in it. On the Fourth of July, 
1852, he gave an Independence Day address: 

Fellow Citizens: What to the American slave is your Fourth of July? I 
answer, a day that reveals to him more than all other days of the year, the 
gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him 
your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty an unholy license; your 
national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty 
and heartless; your denunciation of tyrants, brass-fronted impudence; 
your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and 
hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade 
and solemnity, are to him mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and 
hypocrisy-a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation 
of savages. There is not a nation of the earth guilty of practices more 
shocking and bloody than are the people of these United States at this 
very hour. 

Ten years after Nat Turner's rebellion, there was no sign of black 
insurrection in the South. But that year, 1841, one incident took place 

which kept alive the idea of rebellion. Slaves being transported on a ship, 
the Creole, overpowered the crew, killed one of them, and sailed into the 

British West Indies (where slavery had been abolished in 1833). England 
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refused to return the slaves (there was much agitation in England against 

American slavery), and this led to angry talk in Congress of war with

England, encouraged by Secretary of State Daniel Webster. The Colored

People's Press denounced Webster's "bullying position," and, recalling the 

Revolutionary War and the War of 1812, wrote : "If war be declared ...

Will we fight in defense of a government which denies us the most pre-

cious right of citizenship? ... "

As the tension grew, North and South, blacks became in.ore militant.

Frederick Douglass spoke in 1853:

Let me give you a word of the philosophy of reforms. The whole his­

tory of the progress of human liberty shows that all concessions yet 

made to her august claims have been born of struggle .... If there is no

struggle there is no progress .... Power concedes nothing without a

demand. It never did and it never will ....

How ever-present was slavery in the minds of northern Negroes in 

the decades before the Civil War is shown by black children in a Cincinnati 

school, a private school financed by Negroes. The children were respond­

ing to the question "What do you think most about?" Only five answers 

remain in the records, and all refer to slavery. A seven-year-old child

wrote: "I am sorrow to hear that the boat. .. went down with 200 poor 

slaves from up the river. Oh how sorrow I am to hear that, it grieves my

heart so that I could faint in one minute."

White abolitionists did courageous and pioneering work, on the lec-

ture platform, in newspapers, in the Underground Railroad. Black aboli­

tionists, less publicized, were the backbone of the antislavery movement.

Before Garrison published his famous Liberator in Boston in 1 831 , the first 

national convention of Negroes had been held, David Walker had already

written his Appeal, and the black abolitionist magazine Freedom 's Jour­

nal had appeared. Of The Liberator's first twenty-five subscribers, most

were black. 

Blacks had to struggle constantly with the unconscious racism of

white abolitionists. They also had to insist on their own independent 

voice. Douglass wrote for The Liberator, but in 1847 started his own news­

paper in Rochester, the North Star, which led to a break with Garrison.

In 1854, a conference of Negroes declared:" .. .it is emphatically our bat­

tle; no one else can fight it for us .... Our relations to the Anti-Slavery

movement must be and are changed. Instead of depending upon it we 

must lead it." 

Certain black women faced the triple hurdle-of being abolitionists in 
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a slave society, of being black among white reformers, and of being 
women in a reform movement dominated by men. When Sojourner Truth 

rose to speak in 1853 in New York City at the Fourth National Woman's 

Rights Convention, it all came together. There was a hostile mob in the hall 

shouting, jeering, threatening. She said: "I know that it feels a kind o' 
hissin ' and ticklin ' like to see a colored woman get up and tell you about 

things, and Woman's Rights .... I am sittin' among you to watch; and every 
once and awhile I will come out and tell you what time of night it is .... " 

After Nat Turner's violent uprising and Virginia's bloody repression, 
the security system inside the South became tighter. Perhaps only an out­
sider could hope to launch a rebellion. It was such a person, a white man of 
ferocious courage and determination, John Brown, whose wild scheme it 

was to seize the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, and then set off 
a revolt of slaves through the South. 

Harriet Tubman, five feet tall, a veteran of countless secret missions 

piloting blacks out of slavery, was involved with John Brown and his 

plans. But sickness prevented her from joining him. Frederick Douglass 

too had met with Brown. He argued against the plan from the standpoint 

· of its chances of success, but he admired the ailing man of sixty, tall,
gaunt, white-haired.

Douglass was right; the plan would not work. The local militia, joined 
by a hundred marines under the command of Robert E. Lee, surrounded 
the insurgents. Although his men were dead or captured, John Brown 

refused to surrender: he barricaded himself in a small brick building near 
the gate of the armory. The troops battered down a door; a marine lieu­
tenant moved in and struck Brown with his sword. Wounded, sick, he was 

interrogated. W. E. B. Du Bois, in his bookjohn Brown, writes: 

Picture the situation: An old and blood-bespattered man, half-dead 
from the wounds inflicted but a few hours before; a man lying in the cold 
and dirt, without sleep for fifty-five nerve-wrecking hours, without food 
for nearly as long, with the dead bodies of his two sons almost before his 
eyes, the piled corpses of his seven slain comrades near and afar, a wife 
and a bereaved family listening in vain, and a Lost Cause, the dream of a 
lifetime, lying dead in his heart .... 

Lying there, interrogated by the governor of Virginia, Brown said: 
"You had better-all you people at the South-prepare yourselves for a 

settlement of this question .... You may dispose of me very easily-I am 
nearly disposed of now, but this question is still to be settled,-this Negro 

question, I mean; the end of that is not yet." 
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Ralph Waldo Emerson, not an activist himself, said of the execution 

of John Brown: "He will make the gallows holy as the cross." 
Of the twenty-two men in John Brown's striking force, five were 

black. Two of these were killed on the spot, one escaped, and two were 
hanged by the authorities. Before his execution, John Copeland wrote to 
his parents: "Remember that if I must die I die in try ing to liberate a few of 
my poor and oppressed people from my condition of servitude which God 
in his Holy Writ has hurled his most bitter denunciations against.  ... I am 
not terrified by the gallows." 

John Brown was executed by the state of Virginia with the approval of 
the national government. It was the national government that, while 

weakly enforcing the law ending the slave trade, sternly enforced the laws 

providing for the return of fugitives to slavery. It was the national govern­
ment that, in Andrew Jackson's administration, collaborated with the 
South to keep abolitionist literature out of the mails in the southern states. 
It was the Supreme Court of the United States that declared in 1857 that 

the slave Dred Scott could not sue for his freedom because he was not a 

person, but property. 
Such a government would never accept an end to slavery by rebellion. 

It would end slavery only under conditions controlled by whites, and only 
when required by the political and economic needs of the business elite of 
the North. It was Abraham Lincoln who combined perfectly the needs of 
business, the political ambition of the new Republican party, and the 
rhetoric of humanitarianism: He would keep the abolition of slavery not 

at the top of his list of priorities, but close enough to the top so it could be 
pushed there temporarily by abolitionist pressures and by practical politi­
cal advantage. 

L incoln could skillfully blend the interests of the very rich and the 
interests of the black at a moment in history when these interests met. And 
he could link these two with a growing section of Americans, the white, 
up-and-coming, economically ambitious, politically active middle class. 
As Richard Hofstadter puts it: 

Thoroughly middle class in his ideas, he spoke for those millions of 
Americans who had begun their lives as hired workers-as farm hands, 
clerks, teachers, mechanics, flatboat men, and rail-splitters-and had 
passed into the ranks of landed farmers, prosperous grocers, lawyers, 
merchants, physicians and politicians. 

L incoln could argue with lucidity and passion against slavery on 

moral grounds, while acting cautiously in practical politics. He believed 
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"that the institution of slavery is founded on injustice and bad policy, butthat the promulgation of abolition doctrines tends to increase rather than
abate its evils." 

Lincoln refused to denounce the Fugitive Slave Law publicly. Hewrote to a friend: "I confess I hate to see the poor creatures hunteddown ... but I bite my lips and keep quiet." And when he did propose, in
1849, as a congressman, a resolution to abolish slavery in the District ofColumbia, he accompanied this with a section requiring local authoritiesto arrest and return fugitive slaves coming into Washington. (This ledWendell Phillips, the Boston abolitionist, to refer to him years later as"that slavehound from Illinois.") He opposed slavery, but could not seeblacks as equals, so a constant theme in his approach was to free the slavesand to send them back to Africa.

In his 1858 campaign in Illinois for the Senate against Stephen Doug­
las, Lincoln spoke differently depending on the views of his listeners ( and
also perhaps depending on how close it was to the election). Speaking innorthern Illinois in July (in Chicago), he said:

Let us discard all this quibbling about this man and the other man, thisrace and that race and the other race being inferior, and therefore theymust be placed in an inferior position. Let us discard all these things, andunite as one people throughout this land, until we shall once more standup declaring that all men are created equal.

Two months later in Charleston, in southern Illinois, Lincoln told his
audience: 

I will say, then, that I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of bringingabout in any way the social and political equality of the white and blackraces [applause]; that I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of makingvoters or jurors of negroes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor tointermarry with white people .... 
And inasmuch as they cannot so live, while they do remain togetherthere must be the position of superior and inferior, and I as much as anyother man am in favor of having the superior position assigned to thewhite race. 

Behind the secession of the South from the Union, after Lincoln was 
elected president in the fall of 1860 as candidate of the new Republican 
party, was a long series of policy clashes between South and North. The 
northern elite wanted economic expansion-free land, free labor, a free 
market, a high protective tariff for manufacturers, a bank of the United 
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States. The slave interests opposed all that; they saw Lincoln and the 

Republicans as making continuation of their pleasant and prosperous way 
of life impossible in the future. 

So, when Lincoln was elected, seven southern states seceded from the 

Union. Lincoln initiated hostilities by trying to repossess the federal base 
at Fort Sumter, South Carolina, and four more states seceded. The Con­
federacy was formed; the Civil War was on. 

Lincoln's first inaugutal address, in March 1861, was conciliatory: "I 
have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of 
slavery in the States where it exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so, 
and I have no inclination to do so." And with the war four months on, 
when Gen. John C. Fremont in Missouri declared martial law and said 
slaves of owners resisting the United States were to be free, Lincoln coun­
termanded this order. He was anxious to hold in the Union the slave states 

of Maryland, Kentucky, Missouri, and Delaware. 
It was only as the war grew more bitter, the casualties mounted, des­

peration to win heightened, and the criticism of the abolitionists threat­
ened to unravel the tattered coalition behind Lincoln that he began to act 
against slavery. Hofstadter puts it this way: "Like a delicate barometer, he 
recorded the trend of pressures, and as the Radical pressure increased he 

moved toward the left." 
Racism in the North was as entrenched as slavery in the South, and it 

would take the war to shake both. New York blacks could not vote unless 

they owned $250 in property (a qualification not applied to whites). A pro­
posal to abolish this, put on the ballot in 1860, was defeated two to one. 

Wendell Phillips, with all his criticism of Lincoln, recognized the pos­
sibilities in his election. Speaking at the Tremont Temple in Boston the day 
after the election, Phillips said: 

If the telegraph speaks truth, for the first time in our history the slave has 
chosen a President of the United States .... Not an Abolitionist, hardly 
an antislavery man, Mr. Lincoln consents to represent an antislavery 
idea. A pawn on the political chessboard, his value is in his position; with 
fair effort, we may soon change him for knight, bishop or queen, and 
sweep the board. [Applause.] 

The spirit of Congress, even after the war began, was shown in a res­
olution it passed in the summer of 1861, with only a few dissenting votes: 
" ... this war is not waged ... for any purpose of ... over-throwing or inter­
fering with the rights of established institutions of those states, but. .. to 
preserve the Union." 
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The abolitionists stepped up their campaign. Emancipation petitionspoured into Congress in 1861 and 1862. In May of that year, WendellPhillips said: "Abraham Lincoln may not wish it; he cannot prevent it ....[T]he negro is the pebble in the cog-wheel, and the machine cannot go onuntil you get him out." 

In July of 1862 Congress passed a Confiscation Act, which enabledthe freeing of slaves of those fighting the Union. But this was not enforcedby the Union generals, and Lincoln ignored the nonenforcement. HoraceGreeley, editor of the New York Tribune, wrote an open letter to Lincolnwarning him that his supporters were "sorely disappointed and deeplypained .... We require of you, as the first servant of the Republic, chargedespecially and preeminently with this duty, that you EXECUTE THELA ws .... We think you are strangely and disastrously remiss ... withregard to the emancipating provisions of the new Confiscation Act. ... Wethink you are unduly influenced by the councils ... of certain politicianshailing from the Border Slave States."
Greeley appealed to the practical need of winning the war. "We musthave scouts, guides, spies, cooks, teamsters, diggers and choppers from theblacks of the South, whether we allow them to fight for us or not. ... Ientreat you to render a hearty and unequivocal obedience to the law ofthe land." 

Lincoln replied to Greeley:

Dear Sir: ... I have not meant to leave any one in doubt .... My para­mount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either tosave or destroy Slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing anyslave, I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves, I woulddo it. ... I have here stated my purpose according to my view of officialduty, and I intend no modification of my oft-expressed personal wishthat all men, everywhere, could be free.

When in September 1862 Lincoln issued his preliminary Emancipa­tion Proclamation, it was a military move, giving the South four monthsto stop rebelling, threatening to emancipate their slaves if they continued to fight, promising to leave slavery untouched in states that came over to the North. 
Thus, when the Emancipation Proclamation was issued January 1, 1863, it declared slaves free in those areas still fighting against the Union(which it listed very carefully), and said nothing about slaves behindUnion lines. 
Limited as it was, the Emancipation Proclamation spurred antislavery
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forces. By the summer of 1864, 400,000 signatures asking legislation to 

end slavery had been gathered and sent to Congress, something unprece­
dented in the history of the country. That April, the Senate had adopted 
the Thirteenth Amendment, declaring an end to slavery, and in January 
1865, the House of Representatives followed. 

With the proclamation, the Union army was open to blacks. And the 

more blacks entered the war, the more it appeared a war for their libera­
tion. The more whites had to sacrifice, the more resentment there was, 
particularly among poor whites in the North, who were drafted by a law 
that allowed the rich to buy their way out of the draft for $300. And so the 

draft riots of 1863 took place, uprisings of angry whites in northern cities, 
their targets not the rich, far away, but the blacks, near at hand. 

It was an orgy of death and violence. A black man in Detroit de­
scribed what he saw: a mob, with kegs of beer on wagons, armed with 
clubs and bricks, marching through the city, attacking black men, women, 
children. He heard one man say: "If we are got to be killed up for Negroes 

then we will kill every one in this town." 
The Civil War was one of the bloodiest in human history up to that 

time: 600,000 dead on both sides, in a population of 30 million-the 

equivalent, in the United States of 1990, with a population of 250 million, 
of 5 million dead. As the battles became more intense, as the bodies piled 
up, as war fatigue grew, and hundreds of thousands of slaves were desert­
ing the plantations, 4 million blacks in the South became a great potential 
force for whichever side would use them. 

Du Bois, in Black Reconstruction, pointed this out: "It was this plain 
alternative that brought Lee 's sudden surrender. Either the South must 

make terms with its slaves, free them, use them to fight the North ... or they 
could surrender to the North with the assumption that the North after 

the war must help them to defend slavery, as it had before. Black women 
played an important part in the war, especially toward the end. Sojour­
ner Truth became recruiter of black troops for the Union army, as

did Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin of Boston. Harriet Tubman raided planta­
tions, leading black and white troops, and in one expedition freed 
750 slaves. 

It has been said that black acceptance of slayery is proved by the fact 
that during the Civil War, when there were opportunities for escape, most 

slaves stayed on the plantation. In fact, half a million ran away-about 
one in five, a high proportion when one considers that there was great dif­
ficulty in knowing where to go and how to live. 
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In 1865, a South Carolina planter wrote to the New York Tribune: 

... the conduct of the Negro in the late crisis of our affairs has convinced 
me that we were all laboring under a delusion .... I believed that these 
people were content, happy, and attached to their masters. But events 
and reflection have caused me to change these positions .... If they were 
content, happy and attached to their masters, why did they desert him in 
the moment of his need and flock to an enemy, whom they did not know; 
and thus left their perhaps really good masters whom they did know 
from infancy? 

The war produced no general rising of slaves, but in parts of Missis­
sippi, Arkansas, and Kentucky, slaves destroyed rplantations or took them
over. Two hundred thousand blacks joined the army and navy, and thirty­
eight thousand were killed. Historian James McPherson says: "Without 
their help, the North could not have won the war as soon as it did, and per­
haps it could not have won at all." 

What happened to blacks in the Union army and in the northern cities 
during the war gave some hint of how limited the emancipation would 
be, ev�n with full victory over the Confederacy. Off-duty black soldiers 
were attacked in northern cities, as in Zanesville, Ohio, in February 
1864, where cries were heard to "kill the nigger." Black soldiers were 
used for the heaviest and dirtiest work, digging trenches, hauling logs and 
cannon, loading ammunition, digging wells for white regiments. White 
privates received $13 a month; Negro privates received $ro a month. 
Finally, in June of 1864, Congress passed a law granting equal pay to 
Negro soldiers. 

After a number of military defeats, the Confederate secretary of war, 
Judah Benjamin, wrote in late 1864 to a newspaper editor in Charleston: 
"It is well known that General Lee ... is strongly in favor of our using the 
negroes for defense, and emancipating them, if necessary, for that pur­
pose .... " One general, indignant, wrote: "If slaves will make good sol­
diers, our whole theory of slavery is wrong." 

By early 1865, the pressure had mounted, and in March, President 
Davis of the Confederacy signed a "Negro Soldier Law" authorizing the 
enlistment of slaves as soldiers, to be freed by consent of their owners and 
their state governments. But before it had any significant effect, the war 
was over. 

Former slaves, interviewed by the Federal Writers' Project in the thir­
ties, recalled the war's end. Susie Melton: 
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I was a young gal, about ten years old, and we done heard that Lincoln 
gonna turn the niggers free .... Was wintertime and mighty cold that 
night, but everybody commenced getting ready to leave. Didn't care 
nothin' about missus-was going to the Union lines. And all that night 
the niggers danced and sang right out in the cold. Next morning at day 
break we all started out with blankets and clothes and pots and pans and 
chickens piled on our backs .... And as the sun come up over the trees, 
the niggers started to singing: 

Sun, you be here and I'll be gone 
Sun, you be here and I'll be gone 
Sun, you be here and I'll be gone 

Anna Woods recalled: 

We wasn't there in Texas long when the soldiers marched in to tell us 
that we were free .... I remembers one woman. She jumped on a barrel 
and she shouted. She jumped off and she shouted. She jumped back on 
again and shouted some more. She kept that up for a long time, just 
jumping on a barrel and back off again. 

Annie Mae Weathers said: 

I remember hearing my pa say that when somebody came and hollered, 
"You niggers is free at last," say he just dropped his hoe and said in a 
queer voice, "Thank God for that." 

The Federal Writers' Project recorded an ex-slave named Fannie 

Berry: 

Niggers shoutin' and clappin' hands and singin'! Chillun runnin' all 
over the place beatin' time and yellin'! Everybody happy. Sho' did some 
celebratin'. Run to the kitchen and shout in the window: "Mammy, don't 
you cook no more. You's free! You's free!" 

Many Negroes understood that their status after the war, whatever 
their situation legally, would depend on whether they owned the land they 
worked on or would be forced to be semislaves for others. 

Abandoned plantations, however, were leased to former planters, and 
to white men of the North. As one colored newspaper said: "The slaves 
were made serfs and chained to the soil. ... Such wa·s the boasted freedom 
acquired by the colored man at the hands of the Yankee." 

Under congressional policy approved by Lincoln, the property confis­
cated during the war under the Confiscation Act of July 1862 would revert 
to the heirs of the Confederate owners. Dr. John Rock, a black physician in 
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Boston, spoke at a meeting: "It is the slave who ought to be compensated. 
The property of the South is by right the property of the slave .... " 

In the South Carolina Sea Islands, out of 16,000 acres up for sale in 
March of 1863, freedmen who pooled their money were able to buy 2,000 
acres, the rest being bought by northern investors and speculators. A 
freedman on the islands dictated a letter to a former teacher : "My Dear 
Young Missus: Do, my missus, tell Linkum dat we wants land-dis bery 
land dat is rich wid de sweat ob de face and de blood ob we back .... We 

could a bin buy all we want, but dey make de lots too big, and cut we out." 
Ex-slave Thomas Hall told the Federal Writers' Project: "Lincoln got 

the praise for freeing us, but did he do it? He gave us freedom without giv­
ing us any chance to live to ourselve and we still had to depend on the 

southern white man for work, food, and clothing, and he held us out of 
necessity and want in a state of servitude but little better than slavery." 

The American government had set out to fight the slave states in 1861, 
not to end slavery, but to retain the enormous national territory and mar­
ket and resources. Yet, victory required a crusade, and the momentum of 
that crusade brought new forces into national politics: more blacks deter­
mined to make their freedom mean something; more whites-whether 
Freedman's Bureau officials, or teachers in the Sea Islands, or " carpetbag­
gers" with various mixtures of humanitarianism and personal ambition-
concerned with racial equality. 

There was also the powerful interest of the Republican party in main­
taining control over the national government, with the prospect of south­
ern black votes to accomplish this. Northern businessmen, seeing 
Republican policies as beneficial to them, went along for a while. 

The result was that brief period after the Civil War in which southern 
Negroes voted, elected blacks to state legislatures and to Congress, intro­
duced free and racially mixed public education to the South. A legal 

framework was constructed. The Thirteenth Amendment outlawed slav­
ery: "Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment 

for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist 
within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction." The 

Fourteenth Amendment repudiated the prewar Dred Scott decision by 
declaring that "all persons born or naturalized in the United States " were 

citizens. It also seemed to make a powerful statement for racial equality, 
severely limiting "states' rights": 

No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privi­
leges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any State 
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deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of

law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection

of the laws. 

The Fifteenth Amendment said: "The right of citizens of the United

States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by

any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude."

Congress passed a number of laws in the late 1860s and early 1870s in

the same spirit-laws making it a crime to deprive Negroes of their rights,

requiring federal officials to enforce those rights, giving Negroes the right 

to enter contracts and buy property without discrimination. And the Civil 

Rights Act of 1875 outlawed the exclusion of Negroes from hotels, the-

aters, railroads, and other public accommodations.

With these laws, with the Union army in the South as protection, and

a civilian army of officials in the Freedman's Bureau to help them, south­

ern Negroes came forward, voted, formed political organizations, and

expressed themselves forcefully on issues important to them.

They were hampered in this for several years by Andrew Johnson, the 

vice president under Lincoln, who became president when Lincoln was

assassinated at the close of the war. Johnson vetoed bills to help Negroes;

he made it easy for Confederate states to come back into the union with­

out guaranteeing equal rights to blacks. During his presidency, these

returned southern states enacted "black codes, " which made the freed

slaves like serfs, still working the plantations.

Andrew Johnson clashed with senators and congressmen who, in

some cases for reasons of justice, in others out of political calculation,

supported equal rights and voting for the freedman. These members of

Congress succeeded in impeaching Johnson in 1868, using as an excuse 

that he had violated some minor statute, but the Senate fell one vote short 

of the two-thirds required to remove him from office. In the presidential 

election of that year, Republican Ulysses Grant was elected, winning by

300,000 votes, with 700,000 Negroes voting, and so Johnson was out as an

obstacle. Now the southern states could come back into the Union only by

approving the new constitutional amendments.

Whatever northern politicians were doing to help their cause, south-

ern blacks were determined to make the most of their freedom, in spite of

their lack of land and resources. They began immediately asserting their

independence of whites, forming their own churches, becoming politically

active, strengthening their family ties, trying to educate their children. 

Black voting in the period after 1869 resulted in two Negro members 
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of the U.S. Senate (Hiram Revels and Blanche Bruce, both from Missis­
sippi) and twenty congressmen. This list would dwindle rapidly after 
1876; the last black left Congress in 1901. 

Negroes were now elected to southern state legislatures, although in 
all these they were a minority except in the lower house of the South Car­
olina legislature. A great propaganda campaign was undertaken North 
and South ( one which lasted well into the twentieth century, in the history 
textbooks of American schools) to show that blacks were inept, lazy, cor­
rupt, and ruinous to the governments of the South when they were in 
office. Undoubtedly there was corruption, but one could hardly claim that 
blacks had invented political conniving, especially in the bizarre climate of 
financial finagling North and South after the Civil War. 

It was true that the public debt of South Carolina, $7 million in 1865, 
went up to $29 million in I 873, but the new legislature introduced free 
public schools into the state for the first time. Not only were seventy thou­
sand Negro children going to school by 1876 where none had gone before, 
but fifty thousand white children were going to school where only twenty 
thousand had attended in 1860. 

A Columbia University scholar of the twentieth century, John 
Burgess, referred to Black Reconstruction as follows: 

In place of government by the most intelligent and virtuous part of the 
people for the benefit of the governed, here was government by the most 
ignorant and vicious part of the population .... A black skin means mem­
bership in a race of men which has never of itself succeeded in subjecting 
passion to reason; has never, therefore, created civilization of any kind. 

One has to measure against those words the black leaders in the post­
war South. For instance, Henry MacN eal Turner, who had escaped from 
peonage on a South Carolina plantation at the age of fifteen, taught him­
self to read and write, read law books while a messenger in a lawyer's 
office in Baltimore, and medical books while a handyman in a Baltimore 
medical school, served as chaplain to a Negro regiment, and then was 
elected to the first postwar legislature of Georgia. 

In 1868, the Georgia legislature voted to expel all its Negro mem­
bers-two senators, twenty-five representatives-and Turner spoke to 
the Georgia House of Representatives ( a black woman graduate student 
at Atlanta University later brought his speech to light): 

Mr. Speaker: ... I am here to demand my rights, and to hurl thunderbolts 
at the men who would dare to cross the threshold of my manhood .... 
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The scene presented in this House, today, is one unparal­
leled .... Never, in the history of the world, has a man been arraigned 
before a body clothed with legislative, judicial or executive func­
tions, charged with the offense of being of a darker hue than his 
fellowmen .... 

The great question, sir is this: Am I a man? If I am such, I claim the 
rights of a man .... 

Why, sir, we have worked in your fields, and garnered your har­
vests, for two hundred and fifty years! And what do we ask of you in 
return? Do we ask you for compensation for the sweat our fathers bore 
for you-for the tears you have caused, and the hearts you have broken, 
and the lives you have curtailed, and the blood you have spilled? Do we 
ask retaliation? We ask it not. We are willing to let the dead past bury its 
dead; hut we ask you now for our RIGHTS .... 

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, born free in Baltimore, self-support­
ing from the age of thirteen, working as a nursemaid, later as an abolition­
ist lecturer, reader of her own poetry, spoke all through the southern states 
after the war. She was a feminist, participant in the 1866 Woman's Rights 
Convention, and founder of the National Association of Colored 
Women. In the 1890s she wrote the first novel published by a black 
woman: Iola Leroy, or Shadows Uplifted. 

Through all the struggles to gain equal rights for blacks; certain black 
women spoke out on their special situation. Sojourner Truth, at a meeting 
of the American Equal Rights Association, said: 

There is a great stir about colored men getting their rights, hut not a 
word about the colored women; and if colored men get their rights, and 
not colored women theirs, you see the colored men will he masters over 
the women, and it will hejust as bad as it was before. So I am for keeping 
the thing going while things are stirring; because if we wait till it is still, 
it will take a great while to get it going again .... 

I am above eighty years old; it is about time for me to be going. I 
have been forty years a slave and forty years free, and would be here 
forty years more to have equal rights for all ... 

The constitutional amendments were passed, the laws for racial 
equality were passed, and the black man began to vote and to hold office. 
But so long as the Negro remained dependent on privileged whites for 
work, for the necessities of life, his vote could be bought or taken away by 
threat of force. Thus, laws calling for equal treatment became meaning­
less. While Union troops-including colored troops-remained in the 
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South, this process was delayed. But the balance of military powers began 
to change. 

The southern white oligarchy used its economic power to organize 
the Ku Klux Klan and other terrorist groups. Northern politicians began 
to weigh the advantage of the political support of impoverished blacks­
maintained in voting and office only by force-against the more stable sit­
uation of a South returned to white supremacy, accepting Republican 
dominance and business legislation. It was only a matter of time before 
blacks would be reduced once again to conditions not far from slavery. 

Violence began almost immediately with the end of the war. In Mem­
phis, Tennessee, in May of 1866, whites on a rampage of murder killed 
forty-six Negroes, most of them veterans of the Union army, as well as two 
white sympathizers. Five Negro women were raped. Ninety homes, twelve 
schools, and four churches were burned. In New Orleans, in the summer of 
1866, another riot against blacks killed thirty-five Negroes and three whites. 

The violence mounted through the late 186os and early 1870s as the 
Ku Klux Klan organized raids, lynchings, beatings, burnings. For Ken­
tucky alone, between 1867 and 1871, the National Archives lists 116 acts of 
violence. A sampling: 

1. A mob visited Harrodsburg in Mercer County to take from jail a man
name Robertson Nov. 14, r 867 .... 
5. Sam Davis hung by a mob in Harrodsburg, May 28, r 868.
6. Wm. Pierce hung by a mob in Christian July 12, r 868.
7. Geo. Roger hung by a mob in Bradsfordville Martin County July u,
1868 .... 
rn. Silas Woodford age sixty badly beaten by disguised mob .... 
109. Negro killed by Ku Klux Klan in Hay county January 14, 1871.

As white violence rose in the 1870s, the national government, even 
under President Grant, became less enthusiastic about defending blacks, 
and certainly not prepared to arm them. The Supreme Court played its 
gyroscopic role of pulling the other branches of government back to more 
conservative directions when they went too far. It began interpreting the 
Fourteenth Amendment-passed presumably for racial equality-in a 
way that made it impotent for this purpose. 

In 1883, the Civil Rights Act of 1875, outlawing discrimination 
against Negroes using public facilities, was nullified by the Supreme 
Court, which said: "Individual invasion of individual rights is not the sub­
ject-matter of the amendment." The Fourteenth Amendment, it said, was 
aimed at state action only. "No state shall. .. " 
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A remarkable dissent was written by Supreme Court Justice John 
Harlan, himself a former slave owner in Kentucky, who said there was 
constitutional justification for banning private discrimination. He noted 

that the Thirteenth Amendment, which banned slavery, applied to indi­
vidual plantation owners, not just the state. He then argued that discrimi­

nation was a badge of slavery and similarly outlawable. He pointed also to 
the first clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, saying that anyone born in 

the United States was a citizen, and to the clause in Article 4, Section 2, 
saying "the citizens of each State shall be entitled to all privileges and 
immunities of citizens in the several States." 

Harlan was fighting a force greater than logic or justice; the mood of 
the Court reflected a new coalition of northern industrialists and southern 
businessmen-planters. The culmination of this mood came in the decision 
of 1896, Plessy v. Ferguson, when the Court ruled that a railroad could seg­
regate black and white if the segregated facilities were equal. Harlan again 
dissented: "Our Constitution is color-blind .... " 

It was the year 1877 that spelled out clearly and dramatically what was 
happening. When the year opened, the presidential election of the past 
November was in bitter dispute. The Democratic candidate, Samuel 
Tilden, had 184 electoral votes and needed one more to be elected: his pop­
ular vote was greater by 250,000. The Republican candidate, Rutherford 
Hayes, had 166 electoral votes. Three states not yet counted had a total of 
19 electoral votes; if Hayes could get all of those, he would have 18 5 and be 
president. This is what his managers proceeded to arrange. They made 
concessions to the Democratic party and the white South, including an 
agreement to remove Union troops from the South, the last military obsta­
cle to the reestablishment of white supremacy there. 

Northern political and economic interests needed powerful allies and 
stability in the face of national crisis. The country had been in economic 
depression since 1873, and by 1877 farmers and workers were beginning to 
rebel. As C. Vann Woodward puts it in his history of the 1877 Compro­
mise, Reunion and Reaction: 

It was a depression year, the worst year of the severest depression yet 
experienced. In the East labor and the unemployed were in a bitter and 
violent temper.... Out West a tide of agrarian radicalism was 
rising .... From both East and West came threats against the elaborate 
structure of protective tariffs, national banks, railroad subsidies and 
monetary arrangements upon which the new economic order was 
founded. 

151 



Slavery Without Submission, Emancipation WithoutFreedom 

It was a time for reconciliation between southern and northern elites. 
Woodward asks: "(C]ould the South be induced to combine with the 
Northern conservatives and become a prop instead of a menace to the new 
capitalist order?" 

With billions of dollars' worth of slaves gone, the wealth of the old 
South was wiped out. They now looked to the national government for 
help: credit, subsidies, flood control projects. Woodward says: "By means 
of appropriations, subsidies, grants, and bonds such as Congress had so 
lavishly showered upon capitalist enterprise in the North, the South might 
yet mend its fortunes-or at any rate the fortunes of a privileged elite." 

And so the deal was made. The proper committee was set up by both 
houses of Congress to decide where the electoral votes would go. The 
decision was: they belonged to Hayes, and he was now president. As 
Woodward sums it up: 

The Compromise of 1877 did not restore the old order in the 
South .... It did assure the dominant whites political autonomy and non­
intervention in matters of race policy and promised them a share in the 
blessings of the new economic order. In return, the South became, in 
effect, a satellite of the dominant region .... 

The importance of the new capitalism in overturning what black 
power existed in the postwar South is affirmed by Horace Mann Bond's 
study of Alabama Reconstruction. It was an age of coal and power, and 
northern Alabama had both. "The bankers in Philadelphia and New York, 
and even in London and Paris, had known this for almost two decades. 
The only thing lacking was transportation." And so, in the mid-1870s, 
Bond notes, northern bankers began appearing in the directories of south­
ern railroad lines. J. P. Morgan appears by 1875 as director for several lines 
in Alabama and Georgia. 

In the year 1886, Henry Grady, an editor of the Atlanta Constitution, 

spoke at a dinner in New York. In the audience were J.P. Morgan, H. M. 
Flagler (an associate of John D. Rockefeller), Russell Sage, and Charles 
Tiffany. His talk was called "The New South" and his theme was: Let 
bygones be bygones; let us have a new era of peace and prosperity. 

That same month, an article in the New York Daily Tribune told of 
"the leading coal and iron men of the South" visiting New York and leav­
ing "thoroughly satisfied." The reason: 

The time for which they have been waiting for nearly twenty years, 
when Northern capitalists would be convinced not only of the safety but 
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of the immense profits to be gained from the investment of their money 
in developing the fabulously rich coal and iron resources of Alabama, 
Tennessee, and Georgia, has come at last. 

The North, it must be recalled, did not have to undergo a revolution 
in its thinking to accept the subordination of the Negro. When the Civil 
War ended, nineteen of the twenty-four northern states did not allow 
blacks to vote. 

By 1900, all the southern states, in new constitutions and new statutes, 
had written into law the disfranchisement and segregation of Negroes, 
and a New York Times editorial said: "Northern men ... no longer 
denounce the suppression of the Negro vote .... The necessity of it under 
the supreme law of self-preservation is candidly recognized." 

Those Negro leaders most accepted in white society, like the educator 
Booker T. Washington, a one-time White House guest of Theodore Roo­
sevelt, urged Negro political passivity. Invited by the white organizers of 
the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta in 1895 to speak, 
Washington urged the southern Negro to "cast down your bucket where 
you are"-that is, to stay in the South, to be farmers, mechanics, domes­
tics, perhaps even to attain to the professions. 

He urged white employers to hire Negroes rather than immigrants of 
"strange tongue and habits." Negroes, "without strikes and labor wars," 
were the "most patient, faithful, law-abiding and unresentful people that 
the world has seen." He said: "The wisest among my race understand that 
the agitation of questions of social equality is the extremest folly." 

Perhaps Washington saw this as a necessary taGtic of survival in a time 
of hangings and burnings of Negroes throughout the South. It was a low 
point for black people in America. Thomas F�rtune, a young black editor 
of the New York Globe, testified before a Senate committee in 1883 about 
the situation of the Negro in the United States. He spoke of "widespread 
poverty," of government betrayal, of desperate Negro attempts to edu­
cate themselves. 

The average wage of Negro farm laborers in the South was about fifty 
cents a day, Fortune said. He was usually paid in "orders," not money, 
which he could use only at a store controlled by the planter, "a system 
of fraud." 

Fortune spoke of "the penitentiary system of the South, with its infa­
mous chain-gang ... the object being to terrorize the blacks and furnish 
victims for contractors, who purchase the labor of these wretches from the 
State for a song .... The white man who shoots a negro always goes free, 
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while the negro who steals a hog is sent to the chain-gang for ten years." 
Many Negroes fled. About six thousand black people left Texas, 

Louisiana, and Mississippi and migrated to Kansas to escape violence and 
poverty. "We have found no leader to trust but God overhead of us," one 
said. Those who remained in the South began to organize in self-defense 
all through the 1880s, in the face of over a hundred lynchings a year. 

There were black leaders who thought Booker T. Washington wrong 
in advocating caution and moderation. John Hope, a young black man in 
Georgia, who heard Washington's Cotton Exposition speech, told stu­
dents at a Negro college in Nash ville, Tennessee: "If we are not striving 
for equality, in heaven's name for what are we living? I regard it as cow­
ardly and dishonest for any of our colored men to tell white people or col­
ored people that we are not struggling for equality .... " 

Another black man, who came to teach at Atlanta University, W. E. B. 
Du Bois, saw the late-nineteenth-century betrayal of the Negro as part of a 
larger happening in the United States, something happening not only to 
poor blacks but to poor whites. In Black Reconstruction, he saw this new cap­
italism as part of a process of exploitation and bribery taking place in all the 
"civilized" countries of the world: "Home labor in cultured lands, appeased 
and misled by a ballot whose power the dictatorship of vast capital strictly 
curtailed, was bribed by high wage and political office to unite in an 
exploitation of white, yellow, brown and black labor, in lesser lands .... " 

Was Du Bois right-that in that growth of American capitalism, 
before and after the Civil War, whites as well as blacks were in some sense 
becoming slaves? 

Exercises 

1. On what basis did the U.S. government support slavery?

2. What actions did the U.S. government take to support slavery? Do these
actions support Zinn's assertion on p. 139 that " Such a government would
never accept an end to slavery by rebellion"? Why would the white elite
want to determine when and how slavery would end?

3. Page 130: "Are the conditions of slavery as important as the existence of
slavery?" Why does Zinn ask this question?

4. Why would someone dance and laugh the evening of the morning
he received two hundred lashes?

5. Was resistance to slavery more, as much, or less, effective than
rebellion? Explain.

6. How were the following used as methods of controlling not only
the slave population but poor whites as well?

* force

* segregation

* religion
What is the evidence that it was dangerous to slave masters to allow 
poor whites and blacks to fraternize? 

7. How did slaves manage to maintain a community? Why did they
work so hard to do so?

8. How can you account for Harriet Tubman's success?

a. She had no fear.

b. She was a fanatic.

c. She was lucky.

d. She had lots of help.

e. She wore a disguise.

f. She was smart enough to get out and not return.

g. She carried a revolver.

Does Zinn give you enough information to answer this question? If 
yes, what is the data he provides? If not, what information do you 
need ( what questions do you still need answers to) in order to 
answer this question with any degree of satisfaction? 

9. Why was there a price on David Walker's head?

10. Why might Frederick Douglass have been "the most famous black
mart of his time"?




