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RECONSTRUCTION AND THE NEW SOUTH
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RECONSTRUCTION

D EBATE OVER THE NATURE of Reconstruction—
not only among historians, but among the
public at large—has created so much controversy
over the decades that one scholar, writing in
1959, described the issue as a “dark and bloody
ground.” Among historians, the passions of the
debate have to some extent subsided since then;
but in the popular mind, Reconstruction contin-
ues to raise “dark and bloody” images.

For many years, a relatively uniform and
highly critical view of Reconstruction prevailed
among historians, a reflection of broad currents
in popular thought. By the late nineteenth cen-
tury, most white Americans in both the North
and the South had come to believe that few real
differences any longer divided the sections, that
the nation should strive for a genuine reconcili-
ation. And most white Americans believed as
well in the superiority of their race, in the in-
herent unfitness of blacks for political or social
equality. Out of this mentality was born the first
major historical interpretation of Reconstruction,
through the work of William A. Dunning. In Re-
construction, Political and Economic (1907), Dun-
ning portrayed Reconstruction as a corrupt out-
rage perpetrated on the prostrate South by a
vicious and vindictive cabal of Northern Repub-
lican Radicals. Reconstruction governments
were based on “bayonet rule.” Unscrupulous
and self-aggrandizing carpetbaggers flooded the
South to profit from the misery of the defeated
region. Ignorant, illiterate blacks were thrust into
positions of power for which they were entirely
unfit. The Reconstruction experiment, a moral
abomination from its first moments, survived
only because of the determination of the Repub-
lican Party to keep itself in power. (Some later
writers, notably Howard K. Beale, added an eco-
nomic motive—to protect Northern business in-
terests.) Dunning and his many students (who
together formed what became known as the
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“Dunning school”) compiled state-by-state evi-
dence to show that the legacy of Reconstruction
was corruption, ruinous taxation, and astronom-
ical increases in the public debt.

The Dunning school not only shaped the
views of several generations of historians. It also
reflected and helped to shape the views of much
of the public. Popular depictions of Reconstruc-
tion for years to come (as the book and movie
Gone with the Wind suggested) portrayed the era
as one of tragic exploitation of the South by the
North. Even today, many white southerners and
many others continue to accept the basic premises
of the Dunning interpretation. Among historians,
however, the old view of Reconstruction has
gradually lost all credibility.

The great black scholar W. E. B. Du Bois was
among the first to challenge the Dunning view
in a 1910 article and, later, in a 1935 book, Black
Reconstruction. To him, Reconstruction politics in
the Southern states had been an effort on the part
of the masses, black and white, to create a more
democratic society. The misdeeds of the Recon-
struction governments, he claimed, had been
greatly exaggerated, and their achievements
overlooked. The governments had been expen-
sive, he insisted, because they had tried to pro-
vide public education and other public services
on a scale never before attempted in the South.
But Du Bois’s use of Marxdst theory in his work
caused many historians who did not share his.
philosophy to dismiss his argument; and it re-
mained for a group of less radical, white histori-
ans to shatter the Dunning image of Reconstruc-
tion.

In the 1940s, historians such as C. Vann Wood-
ward, David Herbert Donald, Thomas B.
Alexander, and others began to reexamine the
record of the Reconstruction governments in the
South and to suggest that their record was not
nearly as bad as most historians had previously
assumed. They also looked at the Radical Re-
publicans in Congress and suggested that they
had not been motivated by vindictiveness and
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partisanship alone. By the early 1960s, a new
view of Reconstruction as emerging from these
efforts, a view whose appeal to historians grew
stronger with the emergence of the “Second Re-
construction,” the civil rights movement. The re-
visionist approach was summarized by John
Hope Franklin in Reconstruction After the Civil
War (1961) and Kenneth Stampp in The Era of Re-
construction (1965), which claimed that the post-
war Republicans had been engaged in a genuine,
if flawed, effort to solve the problem of race in
the South by providing much-needed protection
to the freedmen. The Réconstruction govern-
ments, for all their faults, had been bold experi-
ments in interracial politics. The congressional
Radicals were not saints, but they had displayed
a genuine concern for the rights of slaves. And
Andrew Johnson was not a martyred defender
of the Constitution, but an inept, racist politician
who resisted reasonable compromise and brought
the government to a crisis. There had been no
such thing as “bayonet rule” or “Negro rule” in
the South. Blacks had played only a small part
in Reconstruction governments and had gener-
ally acquitted themselves well. The Reconstruc-
tion regimes had, in fact, brought important
progress to the South, establishing the region’s
first public school system and other important
social changes. Corruption in the South had been
no worse than corruption in the North at that
time. What was tragic about Reconstruction, the
revisionist view claimed, was not what it did to
Southern whites but what it did not do for South-
ern blacks. By stopping short of the reforms nec-
essary to ensure blacks genuine equality, Recon-
struction had consigned them to more than a
century of injustice and discrimination.

By the 1970s, then, the Dunning view of Re-
construction had all but disappeared from seri-
ous scholarly discussion. Instead, historians
seemed to agree that Reconstruction had in fact
changed the South relatively little; and they be-
gan to debate why Reconstruction fell as far short
as it-did of guaranteeing racial justice. Some
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scholars have claimed that conservative obsta-
cles to change were so great that the Radicals,
despite their good intentions, simply could not
overcome them. Others have argued that the
Radicals themselves were not sufficiently com-
mitted to the principle of racial justice, that they
abandoned the cause quickly when it became
clear to them that the battle would not easily
be won.

In recent years scholars have begun to ques-
tion the revisionist view—not in an effort to re-
vive the old Dunning interpretation, but in an at-
tempt to draw attention to those things Recon-
struction in fact achieved. Leon Litwack’s Been in
the Storm So Long (1979) reveals that former
slaves used the relative latitude they enjoyed un-
der Reconstruction to build a certain indepen-
dence for themselves within Southern society.
They strengthened their churches; they reunited
their families; they refused to work in the “gang
labor” system of the plantations and forced the
creation of a new labor system in which they h:
more control over their own lives. Eric Foner,
Nothing but Freedom (1983) and Reconstruction:
America’s Unfinished Revolution (1988), compared
the aftermath of slavery in the United States with
similar experiences in the Caribbean and con-
cluded that what is striking about the American
experience in this context is not how little was
accomplished, but how far the former slaves
moved toward freedom and independence in a
short time, and how large a role African Ameri-
cans themselves played in shaping Reconstruc-
tion. During Reconstruction, blacks won a cer-
tain amount of legal and political power in the
South; and even though they held that power
only temporarily, they used it for a time to
strengthen their economic and social positions
and to win a position of limited but genuine in-
dependence. Through Reconstruction they won,
if not equality, a measure of individual and com-
munity autonomy, building blocks of the free-
dom that emancipation alone had not guaran-
teed.
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