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Foreword

It is a peculiarity of the historical profession that it displays remarkably little
interest in its own history. For this reason alone, a volume on the Dunning
School—the first generation of university-trained historians to study the
Reconstruction era—is extremely welcome. These essays offer fascinating
insights into not only their scholarly writings but also their intellectual for-
mation, social backgrounds, personal experiences, research methods, and
the overall trajectories of their careers. The book provides an introduction
to an important group of historians, as well as a sad reminder of the price
paid when racial prejudice shapes historical judgment.

The term Dunning School is a shorthand for the interpretation of
Reconstruction that dominated historical writing and public conscious-
ness for much of the twentieth century. It takes its name from William
A. Dunning, the Columbia University historian who early in the century
supervised a group of graduate students who produced dissertations, subse-
quently published as books, narrating the history of Reconstruction in the
various southern states. (As more than one essay notes, however, the label is
a bit of a misnomer, as both Dunning and his students were strongly influ-
enced by the outlook of John W. Burgess, another Columbia professor and
a founder of the modern discipline of political science.)

All these scholars viewed the granting of political rights to former slaves
asaserious mistake (a “monstrous thing,” in Burgess’s words), which brought
on the South an orgy of corruption and misgovernment. Reconstruction, as
John David Smith writes in his introductory essay, was to them a “twelve-
year-long nightmare of debauchery, exploitation, and plunder.” Nearly all
the books took as a given black inferiority. But, as the essays emphasize,
these historians differed among themselves in many ways, including their
accounts of class relations among white Southerners, the degree of corrup-
tion in Reconstruction governments, and the extent of violence in the post-
war South. James W. Garner, in his book on Mississippi, adopted a far more
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x Foreword

balanced approach to the era than did Walter L. Fleming, whose study of
Alabama offered a vigorous defense of the Ku Klux Klan. These historians
also differed in their personal backgrounds and outlooks. Most of Dun-
ning’s students were Southerners, many of them devotees of the Lost Cause.
But Paul Haworth was from Indiana, and the family of Mildred Thomp-
son did not move to Georgia until after the Civil War. Most were socially
and politically conservative, but Thompson, the only woman in the group,
became a New Deal liberal, a friend of Franklin D. Roosevelt and his fam-
ily, and an advocate of racial fairness in admission to Vassar, where she long
served as dean.

All these writers developed insights still valuable to current histo-
rians—for example, that slavery was the fundamental cause of the Civil
War, and that regional and class differences within white society helped
shape Reconstruction politics. Anticipating recent scholarship, Dunning
and Burgess insisted that Reconstruction must be understood in a national
context, as part of the nineteenth century’s nation-building process. The
Dunning scholars also pioneered in the use of primary sources to tell the
story of Reconstruction. J. G. de Roulhac Hamilton scoured the South for
documents, helping build the remarkable Southern Historical Collection of
the University of North Carolina. Mildred Thompson conducted in-depth
research in public documents, newspaper archives, and the personal papers
of Georgia leaders such as the Reconstruction governor Joseph E. Brown.
The Dunning School narratives included material that could be used for
very different purposes—for example, by W. E. B. Du Bois, whose account
of Reconstruction in individual states in Black Reconstruction relied heavily
for factual information on these studies. A century after they were written,
some of these works remain the only full-length accounts of Reconstruction
in individual southern states.

Of course, the fundamental flaw in the Dunning School was the
authors’ deep racism. (Haworth, not always included in accounts of the
group because he studied the election of 1876, not a southern state, was an
exception; he insisted that the South’s racial problems arose from white rac-
ism, not black incapacity.) As some of the essays make clear, the Dunning
School’s racism cannot simply be bracketed, leaving the rest of their vol-
umes intact, for racism shaped not only their interpretations of history but
their research methods and use of historical evidence. William W. Davis
pioneered in the use of oral history to study the Klan but interviewed only
white Floridians—the experience of Klan victims was not worth investi-
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gating. Fleming closely read testimony before congressional committees,
but he discounted statements by Republicans while accepting at face value
Democratic claims, such as one that the extent of violence had been grossly
exaggerated. A number of Dunning studies recycle overblown Democratic
charges, originating in the Reconstruction era, about political corruption
and the ignorance and poverty of black officeholders, without actually
investigating them. As Paul Ortiz notes of Davis—a comment applicable to
most of the Dunning studies—his historical imagination could not encom-
pass black Southerners. To these scholars the South meant the white South.
Thus, while they merit praise for raising the level of historical scholarship
by intensive research in the documentary record, their use of that research
was seriously flawed by ingrained racist assumptions.

As most of these essays note, the Dunning School’s views regarding
race reflected prevailing sentiments of the time. These scholars did not
invent the portrait of Reconstruction as a disastrous mistake—that orig-
inated in Democratic propaganda of the postwar years. Of course, past
actors should not be expected to live up to the standards and outlook of the
present. But alternative views of Reconstruction were, in fact, available in
the early twentieth century. In 1910 the American Historical Review pub-
lished Du Bois’s classic essay “Reconstruction and Its Benefits.” Three years
later the black veteran of Reconstruction politics John R. Lynch published
The Facts of Reconstruction, a devastating critique of Dunning School schol-
arship. But there is no evidence that most of these scholars ever rethought
their racism or how it had affected their account of history. The one excep-
tion is Mildred Thompson, who, William H. Bragg points out, suggested at
a session of the Southern Historical Association in 1940 that scholars ought
to investigate “the part of the Negroes themselves in securing and main-
taining their freedom” (perhaps a bow, without naming him, to Du Bois,
whose Black Reconstruction had made precisely this point five years eatlier).

In any event, the writings of the Dunning School did more than reflect
prevailing prejudices—they strengthened and helped perpetuate them.
They offered scholarly legitimacy to the disenfranchisement of southern
blacks and to the Jim Crow system that was becoming entrenched as they
were writing. Well into the twentieth century, as Francis B. Simkins pointed
out in a remarkable paper at a historical conference in 1937, the alleged hor-
rors of Reconstruction helped freeze the mind of the white South in bitter
opposition to any change in the region’s racial system.!

All the essays note that the Dunning School has fallen completely out
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of favor among historians (although it enjoys a remarkable staying power
among the public at large). Scholars now view Reconstruction as a praise-
worthy attempt to create an interracial democracy from the ashes of slav-
ery and emphasize its accomplishments as much as its failings. Most of
the writers in this volume attribute the eclipse of the Dunning School to
the declining legitimacy of racism and the effect on historians of the mod-
ern civil rights revolution (sometimes called the Second Reconstruction).
Bragg, however, explains the evolution of historical interpretation as hav-
ing been brought about not by the inadequacies of the Dunning School
but by the infiltration of the academy by “the campus student radicals of
the 1960s” and the triumph of the “politically correct”—as if the Dunning
School itself had not been deeply political.

Interpretations of Reconstruction always reflect, in part, contempo-
rary race relations. So long as racial equality remains a divisive question in
American society, the Dunning School will not be entirely forgotten.

Eric Foner

Note

1. Francis B. Simkins, “New Viewpoints of Southern Reconstruction,” Journal

of Southern History 5 (February 1939): 49-61.



Introduction

John David Smith

In 1916 the historian Arthur C. Cole of the University of Illinois noted
the emergence of what he termed the new “southern school of historians.”
The pupils, largely “historical students of southern birth and breeding” and
“representatives of the new south,” had “migrated northward to the class
room of a northern guide and philosopher to receive words of wisdom and
inspiration.” Their school was Columbia University in New York City, and
their teacher was Professor William Archibald Dunning (1857-1922), one
of the most important figures in developing and legitimizing southern his-
tory and the Reconstruction era as research fields. During the first half
of the twentieth century Dunning reigned as the foremost authority on
Reconstruction.

In 1922 the Independent reported, “No other American has ever so
exhaustively studied the period of reconstruction as professor Dunning did,
and no other writer, historian or publicist, has so deeply or so sanely influ-
enced later American thinking upon the rights and wrongs of that unhappy
time.” According to the historian John Higham, Dunning “maintained
such Olympian aloofness from the northern bias of previous scholars that
Southerners flocked to Columbia to study with him.”> More recently and
more critically, the historian David Levering Lewis dubbed Dunning “high
priest of the regnant dogma in Reconstruction writing—the Dunning
School, whose successive generations of historians deplored the decade of
federal intervention in the South as the ‘tragic era’ of Negro misrule.™

In 1930 the Vanderbilt University historian Frank Lawrence Owsley
singled out Dunning and the “Dunning School” of southern historians for
repelling what Owsley considered the arrogant, condescending, and smug
intellectual and spiritual victory that northern intellectuals had held over
Southerners since Appomattox. Complimenting his “tough-mindedness,”
Owsley applauded Dunning for how his disciples “scorned the injustice and
hypocrisy of the condemnation of the South” and credited them with pre-
figuring the 1930s “Southern renascence” and for challenging “the holiness
of the Northern legend,” especially its concomitant ideology of southern war

1



2 John David Smith

guilt.’ Eight years later Henry Steele Commager, no hardened “Southern
Agrarian” but, rather, one of the deans of the American historical profes-
sion, also heaped praise on Dunning: “To immense learning and admirable
impartiality he added versatility, originality, discrimination and balance,
independence of thought and a style lucid and pungent if rarely brilliant.”

Dunning and his students, according to the historian Glenda Gilm-
ore, “completely rewrote the history of the conflict.” He taught his students
“that the Civil War had been a tragic misunderstanding and that Recon-
struction had been a scurrilous punishment foisted upon helpless white
Southerners by arrogant Yankees who exploited African Americans by giv-
ing them citizenship rights.”” This interpretation, with its accompanying
stereotypes of corrupt and incompetent black rule facilitated by devilish,
mischievous carpetbaggers and scalawags, took on a life of its own. For
decades it dominated the popular understanding of Reconstruction thanks
to its dissemination in David W. Griffith’s film 7he Birth of the Nation
(1915), Claude G. Bowers’s The Tragic Era: The Revolution after Lincoln
(1929), George Fort Milton’s The Age of Hate: Andrew Johnson and the Radi-
cals (1930), and Margaret Mitchell’s novel Gone with the Wind (1936) and
the film of the same title that appeared three years later. In 1965 the histo-
rian Kenneth M. Stampp, a leading revisionist historian of Reconstruction,
framed the Dunningites” influential and powerful story as a tragedy involv-
ing “sordid motives and human depravity” in four acts.

First, following President Abraham Lincoln’s death and against his
plans for quickly and mildly restoring the Union, the Radical wing of his
Republican Party, for reasons of economic greed and political gain, grasped
control of Reconstruction, eager to prolong the process and to humiliate the
former southern insurgents. Second, after Southerners willingly accepted
emancipation and the war’s outcome, Lincoln’s successor, President Andrew
Johnson, expeditiously organized new state governments, supervised elec-
tions, and proclaimed the nation restored. The Radicals, however, accepted
none of this, repudiating the southern state governments, refusing to seat
the Southerners’ elected representatives to Congress, and launching a vitu-
perative campaign against Johnson that garnered an overwhelming victory
in the 1866 congressional elections.®

Congressional Radicals, in the third phase of the Dunning story of
Reconstruction, took control of Reconstruction by overriding Johnson’s
vetoes, placing the southern states under military rule, disfranchising
whites and enfranchising the freedmen. Under Radical and military rule
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they formed new southern state governments led by corrupt, despicable,
and vindictive whites and blacks and, in a brazen act of political malice,
impeached Johnson, coming within one vote of removing him from office.
Under President Ulysses S. Grant’s two administrations (1869-77), the
Dunningites maintained, the Radical Republicans committed all manner
of financial extravagance and personal venality in the state and federal gov-
ernments. Finally, during the 1870s, Democrats in one former Confederate
state after another, peacefully or by force, wrested control from the freed-
men and their carpetbag and scalawag allies. Once redeemed, the southern
states again had honest government under their natural leaders. After the
disputed presidential election of 1876, the Reconstruction tragedy finally
drew to a close. “But,” Stampp added when concluding his summation of
Reconstruction according to the Dunning School authors, “the legacy of
radical reconstruction remained in the form of a solidly Democratic South,
and embittered relations between the races.”

With the start of the 1950s civil rights movement, revisionist historians
began to dismiss, if not vilify, Dunning and his Columbia University stu-
dents as outright racists, branding their works as relics of an unfortunate
earlier era, a time when elite whites dominated southern historical scholar-
ship and Jim Crow defined the status of African Americans. According to
the historian Fletcher M. Green, after midcentury a new Revisionist School
of historians “conducted a veritable crusade for the cause” of repudiating
the Dunningites.”” In 1957, for example, William M. Brewer, editor of the
Journal of Negro History, blasted two of the leading Dunning historians,
Walter Lynwood Fleming and Ulrich B. Phillips, as having “trained under
[John W.] Burgess and Dunning in the nostalgic mecca which these histo-
rians developed at Columbia University for Southern historical students.”
Brewer charged the “unreconstructed” Dunning historians, “tarnished
by inheritance and bitterness from slavery,” with distorting the history of
Reconstruction by portraying “Negroes as the malefactors who were chiefly
responsible for Southern woes.™

As late as 1982 the historian Howard N. Rabinowitz held the Dun-
ning School responsible for what he termed “the negative image of Recon-
struction still shared by most Americans today.” In his widely popular 7%e
Tragic Era Claude G. Bowers embedded “the most condemnatory sections
of [the] Dunningite works, ignoring most of the qualifications present in
even the least balanced studies.”> George Fort Milton’s The Age of Hate sim-
ilarly propounded Dunning’s interpretation of Reconstruction as a direful
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moment in southern history. The Dunning studies directly influenced not
only journalistic accounts but also textbook treatments, thus shaping gen-
erations of students at all levels of education.

Like Rabinowitz, most mainstream late twentieth-century scholars
relegated the Dunning School to the dustbin of American historiography,
dismissing its historians’ partisan, reactionary, antiblack, prosouthern con-
demnation of Reconstruction. Many in fact marginalized this corpus of
early scholarship either by selective reading of the Dunning historians’
books or without even reading them. Indeed, the literary historian Brook
Thomas has recently noted that Dunning is “more often derisively cited
as an apologist for the southern stand on Reconstruction than actually
read.”? A close student of Dunning’s influence and work states correctly
that because critics have charged Dunning with being a racist so frequently,
the term racist “has become Dunning’s epigrammatic fate.”

Despite the almost universal revulsion of twenty-first-century histori-
cal sensibilities to their writings, the work of the Dunning School nonethe-
less is important. The Columbia dissertations on Reconstruction appeared
at a pivotal transitional moment in American graduate-level education and
the training of professional historians—what Dunning termed the emer-
gence of “the Germanified universities that took form out of the academic
void about 1880.”" Historians at Columbia, Johns Hopkins, and other pio-
neer graduate schools of the day found themselves bombarded by influ-
ential ideas—notions of “scientific” scholarship imported from Germany,
pseudoscientific racism and folklore from home and abroad, post—Civil
War sympathy for white Southerners, a romanticized view of the South and
the Lost Cause, and American imperialism and experiences with “subject”
peoples. These ideas shaped their view of Reconstruction generally and of
African Americans particularly. As Vernon L. Wharton, a revisionist his-
torian of Reconstruction in Mississippi, explained in 1965, the longevity of
the Dunningites’ interpretation “may be attributed to the fact that it was
compatible with the practices, principles, beliefs, and prejudices that justi-
fied domination of the world by people whose origins were in northern and
western Europe.”

Though historians remember the Dunningites for their racist descrip-
tions of Reconstruction, they accomplished much more than that, set-
ting forth basic facts mobilized by later scholars and investigating aspects
of Reconstruction ignored by previous polemicists and historians. These
included uncovering divisions within southern churches before, during,
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and after the Civil War, and identifying the suffering and hardships experi-
enced by Southerners during the entire era. Their research documented the
severe economic dislocation—railroads wrecked and farms left in shambles
by the tramping of soldiers, and whites left without labor following Appo-
mattox. In 1906, reviewing one of the Dunning dissertations, the historian
David Y. Thomas noted what he considered the insolence the typical freed-
man exhibited—*“testing his freedom by fishing, going to meeting[s], and
lounging about the towns and military camps only to become the victim of
disease and destitution while waiting for his forty acres and a mule.””

Like Thomas, white historians at the turn of the century almost uni-
formly believed in what they termed Anglo-Saxon superiority, a mythic
belief in Aryanism that they found confirmed through respected science
of their day and the social philosophy of Scientific Darwinism. Employing
a circular logic, most white Americans of the Jim Crow era believed that
the depressed economic condition of contemporary African Americans—a
product of their discrimination and proscription by whites—proved their
innate inferiority." For example, in 1895 a North Carolina newspaper doc-
umented what its editor considered to be the alarming mortality rate of
African Americans since emancipation and Reconstruction. Freedom, the
journalist explained, unleashed “a loose rein to their passions and indulg-
ing, without any consideration of prudence and moderation, in every sort
of debauchery open to them.” Freedom did not suddenly “create virtue and
self control.” He blamed the Civil War—era abolitionists and the Radical
Republicans of Reconstruction for believing naively that simply freeing the
blacks would civilize them.?

Not only did German-inspired American intellectuals focus on empiri-
cal, fact-driven “scientific” studies, but they worked at a time when even
nonracists employed Darwinian science to justify racial hierarchies and
classifications of people by ethnicity. After the 1880s American historians,
following what they considered the German model, compared the devel-
opment of institutions, casually employing biological analogies and meta-
phors to underscore the Wissenschaftlich quality of their analyses. Scholars
almost uniformly positioned persons of African descent at the bottom of
their racial classifications.”” Africans had been enslaved and brought to the
New World as chattel, and, scholars believed, they were retrogressing as
freedmen and freedwomen. “Scientific” historians of Dunning’s day prided
themselves on striving for objectivity, sorting the facts, and letting them
“speak for themselves.” As the historian Trent A. Watts has observed, Pro-
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gressive-era historians “perhaps felt that black inferiority was one of those
self-spoken facts.”

Not surprisingly, then, most fin de si¢cle historians of Reconstruction
voiced little objection to the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson decision and the ava-
lanche of state-level statutory and customary discrimination that followed
in its wake, proscribing and circumscribing the civil and political rights of
persons of African descent. It was a period, the historian Harold M. Hyman
has explained, when “‘Proofs’ of the Negro’s ineradicable inferiority quieted
the consciences of men of good will. American society lost its penchant for
reform—or reduced its awareness of distress—Iless out of a hardening of the
nation’s heart than from rigidity in the nation’s brains. Because white men
would no longer look at the Negro’s declining condition, Negroes by the
1890s were on their way to becoming America’s invisible men. The neglect
was in striking contrast to the century-long concern over their plight that
had culminated in the Reconstruction effort.”

The products of Dunning’s famous Columbia seminar largely shaped
historians’ understandings of Reconstruction for the first half of the twen-
tieth century. The Dunningites’ interpretation of Reconstruction squared
perfectly with turn-of-the-century white Americans’ emerging historical
memory of the Civil War, their belief in racial hierarchies, their fears of
integrating nonwhite minorities at home and abroad, and new social prob-
lems and questions posed by modernizing trends resulting from urbaniza-
tion and industrialization. As cultural and political battles raged among
businessmen, farmers, laborers, imperialists, and Progressives, among oth-
ers, Dunning and his students provided Americans an understanding of
the past to ease the uncertainties of the present.” In 1912 two of Dunning’s
former students, Walter Lynwood Fleming of Louisiana State University
and J. G. de Roulhac Hamilton of the University of North Carolina, cor-
responded about Reconstruction’s contemporary meaning. “I agree with
you,” Fleming wrote, “that reconstruction is not a delightful period for
study and work. If I were teaching in a Northern school it would not be so
unpleasant, but down South where we see so much of the remnants of the
thing the work is quite unpleasant.”

“The Dunning warning,” Hyman explains, “was that the real danger
to democracy was not in the loss of Negro rights but in the lessening of
states’ rights and in the sinister secret links of big business to corrupt and
demagogic public officials.” In his glowing review of Dunning’s Essays on
the Civil War and Reconstruction and Related Topics (1898), Henry James
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pinpointed what Dunning considered “the full front-face of the question
at issue—the fond old figment of the Sovereign State. This romantic idea,”
James wrote, “becomes for us a living, conscious figure, the protagonist of
the epic.” James shared Dunning’s regret over the demise of states’ rights
and the rise of African American civil rights during Reconstruction. He
found Dunning’s book “irresistible to read,” so intriguing that James found
himself “sometimes holding my breath.”

For decades Dunning-inspired historians did much to shape contem-
porary understandings of the South and its history inside and outside the
academy and above and below the Mason-Dixon Line. Dunning’s stu-
dents elevated southern and Civil War—era history “beyond earlier filiopi-
etistic treatments of the south’s past at the hands of Confederate veterans
and other guardians of the Lost Cause.”” Even Rabinowitz acknowledged
that the Dunning dissertations first “provided the scholarly apparatus that
seemed to raise Reconstruction history above the level of mere emotion
and partisanship.” Though the Dunning dissertations “shared an overall
condemnation of Reconstruction,” Rabinowitz admitted that “they vary
greatly in tone, emphasis, and objectivity.”* As the historian Adam Fair-
clough has argued recently, “Burgess, Dunning and Dunning’s Ph.D. stu-
dents believed that they were honest scholars. If one reads them with an
open mind, treating them as individuals rather than as a ‘school,’” he will
find that they often rose above their limitations.””

Dunning and his students in fact considered themselves revisionists.
Whereas previous writers had focused on Civil War military history, or
launched partisan sectional polemics championing or denouncing Recon-
struction, the Dunning School historians provided constitutional and polit-
ical histories of the southern states in the postwar years. But to a certain
degree Dunning and his followers deceived themselves. In most respects
the Dunning historians virtually adopted a prosouthern view, one that
exaggerated so-called Negro rule and the sufferings of white Southerners
under alleged Yankee misrule. “Loosely attributed to the Dunning school,”
C. Vann Woodward explained, “the prevailing and all but universally
received interpretation” actually “preceded Dunning and was more the
product of a regional white consensus than of a school or of a scholar.”™®
To a certain degree, then, Dunning and his students documented and then
propagated the myths and legends of a “tragic” Reconstruction rather than
creating them.

In 1898 Dunning remarked that most persons equated Reconstruction
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with “bad government,” when actually it involved “profound problems of
statecraft that had to be solved between 1865 and 1870.”' Writing to the
historian Frederic Bancroft in 1901, Dunning joked about how Colum-
bia’s historians of Reconstruction were establishing a new consensus inter-
pretation. “Lord,” Dunning exclaimed, “how the reconstructors have been
reconstructed! I'm going to . . . take the ground that the whole [Recon-
struction] business was ethically, socially, and politically right; that’s the
only way in which a man can attract any attention now.” In 1927 the Uni-
versity of Chicago political scientist Charles E. Merriam, one of Dunning’s
foremost protégés, remarked that his fellow Columbia students “presented
the period of the Reconstruction in a wholly different light from that in
which it had commonly been viewed.” He added, “No one did more than
Dunning to rewrite the history of the generation following the Civil War.”?

Dunning viewed Reconstruction broadly, from a northern and national
perspective. Unlike eatlier writers, he appreciated Reconstruction as “one of
the most remarkable achievements in the history of government.”* A close
student of political administration, he admired the Reconstruction era’s
political achievements. No mindless defender of former Confederates and
the Lost Cause, Dunning never considered himself a southern historian, a
defender of the region, or a student of race. An elite mugwump northern
intellectual, he concerned himself with national questions, including for-
eign policy and economic development.

Dunning even maintained that longer military occupation of the
defeated Confederacy, not shorter, would have been appropriate following
Appomattox. As for the alleged corruption of the southern Republican car-
petbag and scalawag governments, Dunning was careful to frame them
within the pattern of rampant national corruption of the era, most often
identified with New York’s Tweed Ring. He also noted that the South’s
Republican Reconstruction governments, by necessity, spent considerable
amounts of money to rebuild bridges, levees, and roads destroyed during
the war and to provide basic humanitarian relief to the destitute. Dun-
ning credited the southern state governments with establishing the region’s
first system of universal public education, singling out South Carolina’s
Reconstruction state constitution as especially commendable.” The histo-
rian David Donald observed the degree to which in his writings Dunning
foreshadowed C. Vann Woodward’s thesis that Reconstruction ended not
in 1877, but rather during the Populist revolt of the 1890s, when one south-
ern state after another disfranchised its African American male electorate.*
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In 1965 Donald reminded readers prone to dismiss Dunning as par-
tisan and racist that “only forty years ago W. A. Dunning was considered
a model of historical excellence.” His students based their dissertations on
primary sources, strove for factual accuracy, and considered themselves
objective and fair.”” Ironically, by identifying, collecting, editing, and pub-
lishing primary sources on Reconstruction and the history of the South
generally, the Dunning scholars paved the way for future historians to dis-
credit their pioneering interpretations. They and their admirers also unwit-
tingly helped sow the seeds of the Dunningites’ historiographical demise
through the creation of such institutions as the Walter Lynwood Fleming
lecture series at Louisiana State University, the Southern Historical Collec-
tion at the University of North Carolina, and the Dunning Fund for travel
and research at Columbia.

Donald reminds us that contemporaries judged the Dunning studies
“triumphs of the application of the scientific method to historiography, and
indeed they still provide our best knowledge of the political history of the
South during the postwar years.” Donald argued that, to a certain degree,
Dunning’s interpretation of Reconstruction foreshadowed later works,
viewing the era from the perspective of national growth, especially in terms
of constitutional, legislative, and political change. Though acknowledging
obvious defects in Dunning’s work, Donald insisted in 1965 that his Essays
on the Civil War and Reconstruction “remains the best account of the consti-
tutional and legislative history of the Reconstruction period.”

Wharton also underscored the importance of positioning the Dunning
volumes on Reconstruction between what preceded and followed their pub-
lication. He noted that in the years 1875-1910 most writers, influenced
by notions of laissez-faire capitalism and Anglo-Saxonism, commonly con-
demned Reconstruction as an evil. Though “this interpretation of Recon-
struction is commonly attributed to Professor William Archibald Dunning
... the Dunning School merely gave elaborate and expert documentation
to a story already generally accepted.” Not only did the Columbia Uni-
versity students offer “an interpretation that already was familiar and that
suited the spirit of the time,” but given “that spirit and of their own cultural
heritage, most of the historians of the Dunning School were remarkably
temperate and factual.” Beyond this, Wharton cautioned against treating
the products of Dunning’s seminar as a monolith. In his opinion, “in tem-
perament, emphasis, and quality they differed widely among themselves.”

More recently the historian Laura F. Edwards acknowledged that Dun-
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ning and his disciples were pioneers. “While drawing on Lost Cause narra-
tives,” they “also revised them in important ways. They tended to downplay
the conflicts that led to the Civil War and focused instead on Reconstruc-
tion as the pivotal moment of sectional discord. Rather than casting asper-
sion on the North generally, they blamed radical elements within the North
for the South’s woes. Specifically, northern radicals gave African Americans
too much power during Reconstruction. A race not ready for freedom, Afri-
can Americans supposedly abused their new privileges and threw the entire
region into political chaos, corruption, and economic despair.” According
to Edwards, “The South’s post—Civil War brand of white supremacy,” built
atop pseudoscientific racial theories that defined African Americans as bio-
logically inferior to Caucasians, “became the means of sectional reunion in
the narratives of Dunning School historians.™®

This book seeks to provide a fair-minded, rounded view of the Dun-
ning group of historians, contextualizing its contributions and framing
its strengths and weaknesses within the arc of past and current histori-
cal scholarship on the history of the South and Reconstruction. Describ-
ing a recent panel discussion on the 150th anniversary of the preliminary
Emancipation Proclamation, a reporter mentioned that the historians had
discussed the difficulties of engaging “with the existing historiography,
including the infamous ‘Dunning School.”” During the exchange Edward
L. Ayers stated a truism: “The only way to have command over it [history]
is to understand it.”!

The historians” work assessed in these pages revised previous writings
on Reconstruction and signified a generational and intellectual response to
Reconstruction’s aftermath, Bourbon ascendancy in the South during the
Gilded Age, and the rise of Jim Crow and Progressivism. Whereas most
historians dismiss the Dunning School historians as conservatives and rac-
ists, the authors included in this anthology consider them within the con-
text of early twentieth-century American historical practice, Progressivism,
and social theory. In doing so the authors have kept in mind Arthur M.
Schlesinger Jr.s advice that historians “judge men of the past with the same
forbearance and charity which we hope the future will apply toward us.”?

Following the history education researcher Sam Wineburg’s admoni-
tions about misreading the past, they resist the common tendency of decon-
textualizing history and, in this case, historians. “Judging past actors by
present standards,” Wineburg insists, “wrests them from their own context
and subjects them to ways of thinking that we, not they, have developed.
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Presentism, the act of viewing the past through the lens of the present, is
a psychological default state that must be overcome before one achieves
mature historical understanding.” Or, as the Lincoln scholar Harold Hol-
zer recently explained, viewing the past “from the vantage point of the
twenty-first century . . . encourages our looking at history from the com-
paratively enlightened future backward, not from the past forward. And
diagnoses from ever-widening distances unavoidably distort history.™*

To understand Dunning and his students, one must comprehend how
Americans generally, and historians in particular, interpreted Reconstruc-
tion in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century America. Before, dur-
ing, and after Reconstruction writers cast the entire period in unabashedly
partisan terms. “For many years,” explained the historian Howard Kennedy
Beale, “both Northerners and Southerners who wrote on Reconstruction
were dominated by sectional feelings still embittered by the Civil War.
Men of the postwar decades were more concerned with justifying their own
position than they were with painstaking search for truth.” Northerners
extolled the Republicans for saving the Union, condemned Southerners as
traitors, and dismissed President Johnson as an incompetent drunk.” The
first wave of post—Civil War scholarship, according to the historian Don
E. Fehrenbacher, was “a literary continuation of the hostilities. Bristling
with vindication, it fastened the blame for disaster upon individual villains
and treated the sectional conflict in narrow constitutional and moralistic
terms.”

In 1864, for example, the Massachusetts Radical Republican politi-
cian-turned-historian Henry Wilson, later Ulysses S. Grant’s vice president,
made clear his abolitionist sympathies. “I present this volume to the pub-
lic,” Wilson wrote in the preface to his History of the Antislavery Measures
of the Thirty-Seventh and Thirty-Eighth United-States Congresses, 1861—64
(1864), “in the hope that it will be of some little interest, especially to those
who, amid years of obloquy and reproach, have labored and hoped for the
dawning of that day, when, in all the wide circuit of our land, ‘the sun will
not rise upon a master, or set upon a slave. ™

Between 1872 and 1877 Wilson published his dense three-volume,
undocumented History of the Rise and Fall of the Slave Power in America,
totaling over two thousand pages, written unabashedly from the perspec-
tive of an abolitionist politician and with the method of a fact collector.
His fellow abolitionist James Freeman Clarke judged Wilson’s work fair-
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minded and definitive. “The defenders of slavery at the North and South
are regarded, not as bad men, but as the outcome of a bad system,” he
wrote.”® W. E. Church, reviewing Wilson’s volumes in the Galaxy, disagreed
strongly, describing the tedious volumes as “the dullest, most unthoughtful
and unsuggestive historical books ever written.™

Wilson devoted surprisingly little attention to Reconstruction. Vol-
ume 3 of History of the Rise and Fall of the Slave Power in America con-
tains seven chapters and fewer than two hundred pages devoted to postwar
Reconstruction. Reaffirming that the war had been an “irrepressible con-
flict,” Wilson criticized Democrats and clergymen, north and south, for
not caring for the needs of the freedpeople. White Southerners continued
to yearn for the Lost Cause and considered slavery the natural condition of
Negroes. “The demon of slavery has indeed been exorcised and cast out of
the body politic,” he concluded, “but other evil spirits remain to torment, if
not destroy.” Its stilted writing, thin and haphazard coverage, and awkward
structure garnered Wilson’s final volume little praise from or influence on
later historians.

So too for his fellow Republican politician James G. Blaine’s two-volume
Twenty Years of Congress: From Lincoln to Garfield, with a Review of the
Events Which Led to the Political Revolution of 1860, which appeared in
1884 and 1893. A founder of the Republican Party, Blaine was an influ-
ential member of the House of Representatives and the Senate, and he
later served as secretary of state. Generally a moderate on Reconstruction,
Blaine, as a student of contemporary history, sharply criticized slavery and
disunion and underscored the unwillingness of white Southerners to accept
the true freedom of African Americans and national sovereignty.

In Blaine’s opinion, the secessionists’ project betrayed “the spirit of
loyalty to the Republic, . . . carried with it a challenge to the progress of
civilization, and was a fight against the nineteenth century.” As for Recon-
struction, Blaine remarked, “History and the just judgment of mankind
will vindicate the wisdom and the righteousness of the Republican policy,
and that vindication will always carry with it the condemnation of Andrew
Johnson.” “The elevation of a race, the stamping out of the last vestige of
caste, the obliteration of cruel wrongs, were the objects aimed at by the
Republicans,” Blaine concluded. “If they remain unaccomplished, or only
partially accomplished, no discredit can attach to the great political organi-
zation which entertained lofty conceptions of human rights, and projected
complete measures for their realization.”™"
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Perhaps not surprisingly, others launched a counteroffensive to Wil-
son’s and Blaine’s partisanship. For example, in 1874 the northern jour-
nalist James Shepherd Pike condemned Reconstruction generally and in
South Carolina in particular, describing it as an orgy of corruption by for-
mer slaves who threatened to “Africanize” the state. South Carolina “lies
prostrate in the dust,” Pike wrote, “ruled over by this strange conglomerate,
gathered from the ranks of its own servile population. It is a spectacle of a
society turned bottom-side up. . . . It is the slave rioting in the halls of his
master, putting that master under his feet.”>

In 1890, in Why the Solid South? or, Reconstruction and Its Results, Ala-
bama Democratic congressman Hilary A. Herbert, a former Confeder-
ate officer and secretary of the navy under Grover Cleveland, edited and
contributed to a collection of essays on Reconstruction in each of the for-
mer Rebel states, in addition to Missouri, Washington, D.C., and West
Virginia. C. Vann Woodward credited Herbert with crafting “the lead-
ing apology for the ultraconservative Redeemer regime.” According to
Herbert’s biographer, Hugh B. Hammett, the hastily assembled Why #he
Solid South? was Democratic propaganda against the Lodge Election Bill of
1890. Like other Bourbon Democrats, Herbert likened the supervision of
southern elections by federal officials proposed by Massachusetts Republi-
can congressman Henry Cabot Lodge to the hated military rule of Radi-
cal Reconstruction. Four chapters from Why the Solid South? appeared in
the Congressional Record as testimony against the act’s passage. Hammett
considers Herbert’s book “the most comprehensive and articulate statement
of the southern point of view of Reconstruction that had yet appeared.”™*

Herbert considered “the days during which the reconstruction govern-
ments ruled in the several Southern states . . . the darkest that ever shrouded
any portion of our country.” Though mindful of the challenges posed by
writing about events that occurred only two and one-half decades ear-
lier, Herbert nonetheless assured readers that the authors in his anthology,
including a number of influential southern politicians, wrote unprejudiced
history. “This work has not been undertaken with any such impracticable
purpose as agitating for the repeal of the Fifteenth Amendment, or for the
deportation of the negro.”

Having vouched for the anthology’s authors’ open-mindedness, Her-
bert next explained that their goal was “to show to the public, and more
especially to those business men of the North, who have made investments
in the South . . . the consequences which once followed an interference in
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the domestic affairs of certain states by those, who either did not under-
stand the situation or were reckless of results.” In what Hammett termed
“the siren song of reconciliation,” Herbert dedicated his book to “The Busi-
ness Men of the North.” He considered his anthology a primer for Ameri-
cans “in deciding what ought not to be done by the Federal Government”
regarding the South. Reconstruction had proven true the adage “that sins
of commission are generally more fatal than sins of omission.” Herbert
believed that the excesses committed by the federal government during
Reconstruction underscored the importance of “home rule.” Local officials,
not distant federal officeholders, were best positioned to answer local ques-
tions. “It is sincerely to be hoped that the American people may not need to
take another lesson in the school of Reconstruction,” he added.*®

The authors in Herbert’s collection sketched a gloomy portrait of
Reconstruction in their states. Military rule in Virginia, according to Rob-
ert Stiles, was a system of “absolute despotism,” whereas Mississippians,
Ethelbert Barksdale complained, suffered under the thumb of “two objec-
tionable elements . . . the negro and the carpet-bagger.” Freedmen’s Bureau
agents in Texas, Charles Stewart charged, “were, for the most part, a set of
unmitigated rascals. Sent to protect the negro against the cruelty and rapac-
ity of his employer, they managed to pluck from him his hard-earned dol-
lars, and not unfrequently they were in the pay of the employer, who, from
necessity, submitted to be blackmailed, rather than be subjected to constant
and unnecessary annoyance.””’

North Carolina’s former governor Zebulon B. Vance condemned the
Republicans’ program of enfranchising the freedmen while disfranchising
North Carolina’s “leading citizens.” Federal policy following Appomattox
reminded Vance of Great Britain’s administration in India following the
Indian Rebellion of 1857. “As the Sepoy troops were commanded by Brit-
ish officers, so these ignorant negroes were officered by a trained corps of
expert thieves and scoundrels who showed them how to plunder the help-
less whites.” G. G. Vest complained that even Missouri, a state that never
seceded from the Union, experienced misrule during Reconstruction. Vest
hoped “that never again will be witnessed upon this continent the reign of
fraud and outrage to which the people of Missouri were subjected during
these years of Republican supremacy. They are to-day paying the fraudu-
lent debts then created and from which they cannot escape.”®

The partisan writings on Reconstruction of Wilson and Blaine on
the one hand, and of Herbert and his collaborators on the other, gave way
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in the 1890s and afterward to a sustained interest in Reconstruction as a
research field by serious historians. James Ford Rhodes, the industrialist—
turned—amateur historian, and Dunning and his students dominated this
new, largely revisionist historiography. According to Beale, “Rhodes and
the Dunning group drew a picture of a South that—but for outside inter-
ference—might have made a happy and practical readjustment suited to the
new social, economic, and political order.” Historians found Reconstruc-
tion attractive as a research field because it enabled them to understand the
constitutional, economic, political, and social implications of the war and
its aftermath in shaping federalism, the role of the states, and sovereignty in
the early twentieth-century nation-state. For them Reconstruction was the
past, but the not-too-distant past.

Turn-of-the century historians often remarked that understanding
the two complex decades following Appomattox posed serious interpretive
problems. “Indeed,” wrote the Alabama historian William Garrott Brown
in 1902,

there is probably no more difficult subject to be found anywhere in
modern history. To arrive at any fixed opinion of one’s own concern-
ing the main things that were done is hard enough. It is conceivable
that a really intelligent student possessed of all the important facts,
and not without the power of sympathetic comprehension, might
fail all together in this initial part of his work. He might never
achieve a view, a theory, a judgment, on which his own mind would
rest with any degree of satisfaction, which he could with reasonable
conscience and assurance commend to his readers.®

Six years later L. S. Rowe of the University of Pennsylvania wrote that
Reconstruction had “been so generally neglected, but [remained a topic]
which is fraught with lessons of the deepest import.” He added, “Although
we are but a quarter of a century removed from the reconstruction era, it
seems very much further from us, both in thought and feeling, than the
earlier decades of the nineteenth century.” Another scholar, Roy F. Nich-
ols, who earned his doctorate at Columbia after Dunning’s death, wrote
that historians did not seriously consider Reconstruction as a subject of
inquiry until the 1880s, “and no judgment was rendered in book form until
the early years of the twentieth century.” Historians of this era, including
Rhodes and Dunning, waited “until the elapse of quite an interval after
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their occurrence” to discuss what twenty-first century scholars would term
“contemporary history.”®

Rhodes launched the revisionist Reconstruction project through a
sweeping multivolume history, History of the United States from the Com-
promise of 1850 to the Final Restoration of Home Rule at the South in 1877
(1893-1920), and Dunning disseminated it through two books, Essays on
the Civil War and Reconstruction and Reconstruction, Political and Economic,
18651877 (1907), and then over two decades through the writings of his
Columbia graduate students. According to Beale, both scholars brought
“meticulous and thorough research” to the study of Reconstruction, essen-
tially concluding that Radical Reconstruction harmed the South and that
the former Confederate states could have reentered the Union smoothly
without federal interference.®

Rhodes’s and Dunning’s histories were only slightly less partisan than
Herbert’s in defending the South and indicting northern policies during
Reconstruction. “The primary difference,” explains Hammett, “was in tone
of presentation rather than in substance or interpretation; it was revisionism
all right—southern style.” Herbert’s imprint appeared not only in Rhodes’s
and Dunning’s works, but throughout those of the Dunning School.** To
an important degree, then, the Dunning School interpretation of Recon-
struction was neither new nor the brainchild of the Columbia historians.
The historian Anne M. Chapman writes: “Its members did, however, lend
academic credibility and expert documentation to an already familiar
story.”®

Though Rhodes was a self-taught amateur, his nine-volume History of
the United States from the Compromise of 1850 ranked as one of America’s
most influential historical works at the fin de siecle. His History remained
widely popular with lay readers and proved influential to scholars well into
the interwar years. Northerners welcomed Rhodes’s unequivocal condem-
nation of slavery as #be cause of the Civil War. He considered the “peculiar
institution” a national blight and disunion a detour to American great-
ness. But unlike Henry Wilson, Rhodes apportioned blame for the sec-
tional crisis equally among Northerners and Southerners and condemned
Reconstruction. Contemporaries credited him with writing with balance
and fairness. As a result, Rhodes won friends north and south.

White Southerners appreciated Rhodes’s work because he openly sym-
pathized with the plight of their forebears during Reconstruction, especially
their resistance to military rule and determination to attain local control.
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His treatment of Reconstruction appealed to the prejudices of southern
readers. For example, he denounced Reconstruction in Louisiana as “a sick-
ening tale of extravagance, waste, corruption and fraud,” and he consid-
ered Negroes “one of the most inferior races of mankind”—mentally and
morally backward—and hence unprepared for citizenship and the suffrage.
Rhodes blamed unprincipled native scalawags, lecherous carpetbag adven-
turers, and northern reformers for foisting black suffrage on Southerners,
unmindful of what Rhodes termed “the great fact of race, that between
none of the important races of mankind was there a difference so wide as
between the Caucasian and the Negro.”®

“The worst feature about the Reconstruction Acts,” Rhodes explained,
“was not the military government. Honest government by American sol-
diers would have been better than negro rule forced upon the South at the
point of the bayonet.” After researching conflicting accounts of violence
directed at blacks and Unionists, for instance, Rhodes concluded that “vio-
lence was indeed practiced at the South, but was sporadic and not univer-
sal.” He also charged southern state Republican governments with financial
waste and corruption. For example, Rhodes judged the Democrats’ 1870
electoral triumph in North Carolina as “a victory of righteousness.” In his
opinion, “Congressional reconstruction had built up a corrupt party which
deserved to be overthrown; any observer who had an opportunity to con-
trast the constituents of the two parties could not fail to see that the cause
of good government had won.”

Rhodes branded southern Republicans’ governments as mere “usur-
patory rule” and their “redemption” by Democrats “the re-establishment
of the control of intelligence and property.” Regarding the freedman, he
wrote:

At last, owing to a great moral movement, he gained the long-
wished-for boon of freedom; and then when in intellect still a
child, instead of being treated as a child, taught gradually the use
of his liberty and given rights in the order of his development, he,
without any demand of his own, was raised at once to the white
man’s political estate, partly for the partisan designs of those who
had freed him. His old masters, who understood him best and who,
chastened by defeat and by adversity, were really his best friends,
were alienated. He fell into the hands of rascals who through his
vote fattened on the spoils of office.®®
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Not surprisingly, unreconstructed Southerners welcomed Rhodes’s
“balanced” view. In 1906 the Mississippi historian and archivist Dunbar
Rowland wrote to Rhodes, informing him he hoped that his Hiszory “could
be placed in every Southern home for it would impress the truth that jus-
tice finally prevails. We have all along felt that the time would come when a
Northern historian, with the ability to ascertain the truth and the courage
to write it, would give a true picture of the Reconstruction in the South.”
A year later in a review essay, Dunning greeted Rhodes’s first seven vol-
umes enthusiastically. “The reader may readily sympathize with the histo-
rian in his aversion from the repulsive aftermath of the war,” he wrote.”” In
the preface to his Reconstruction, Political and Economic, 1865—1877, Dun-
ning acknowledged his intellectual debt to Rhodes. “The appearance of
Dr. James Ford Rhodes’s last two volumes, covering the years 1866-1877,
in time to be used in the final revision of my manuscript, is a mercy the
greatness of which in a preface cannot be adequately expressed.””" Years
before, Rhodes, when writing about Reconstruction, noted with gratitude
his dependence on Dunning’s Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction.”

Rhodes’s writings on Reconstruction proved helpful not only to Dun-
ning, but also to his Dokzorvater, the renowned Columbia University politi-
cal scientist and historian John W. Burgess (1844-1931). Burgess, one of
the founders of the field of political science in the United States, sought to
balance “a science of politics which history would continue to serve and a
history which could benefit from the methodological refinements which a
rigorous political science could produce.””? He shaped Columbia’s gradu-
ate curriculum and mentored Dunning (thirteen years his junior) and in
turn his generations of students and their disciples. The connectedness
of the sovereignty of the state, liberty, and government shaped Burgess’s
understanding of history and political science. According to his former
student William R. Shepherd, Burgess was sui generis: a “Southerner by
birth, Northerner by adoption, and American by devotion to a common
country.”’*

Burgess grew up in a Whig slaveholding family in war-torn Tennes-
see. Confederates persecuted his family for their loyalty to the Union.
After serving in the Union Army and attending college and reading law
in Massachusetts, Burgess studied history in Géttingen, Leipzig, and Ber-
lin, 1871-73, and, like Johns Hopkins University’s Herbert Baxter Adams,
he imported the German historical method, especially the quest for objec-
tivity and the use of primary sources to test hypotheses, to the American
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university. In 1876 Burgess joined Columbia’s law faculty and four years
later organized that university’s School of Political Science, structuring
the school into three departments—Public Law and Comparative Juris-
prudence, Economics and Social Science, and History and Political Phi-
losophy.”” In 1890 Burgess became the school’s first dean. At Columbia
Burgess, and later Dunning, assembled an outstanding social science fac-
ulty, including Frank Goodnow in administrative law, Munroe Smith in
jurisprudence, Richmond Mayo-Smith in statistics, E. R. A. Seligman in
public finance and economic history, Franklin H. Giddings in sociology,
John Bates Clark in economics, and Herbert L. Osgood and William M.
Sloane in history.

In addition to creating the institutional framework later embraced by
Dunning and his students, Burgess published an important work in political
theory, Political Science and Comparative Constitutional Law (two volumes,
1890-91), and three influential works in American history: The Middle
Period, 1817-1858 (1897), The Civil War and the Constitution, 1859—1865
(two volumes, 1901), and Reconstruction and the Constitution (1902).7°

Burgess approached the subject of the Civil War and Reconstruction
sympathetically toward both the victors and the vanquished. He inter-
preted the conflict as an unfortunate case study in disunion—one with
deeply painful personal memories—but as a necessary step in the ham-
mering out of a true American nationality. When the smoke of battle had
cleared, secession played a constructive part in what Burgess termed “the
hastening of emancipation and nationalization. The United States were lag-
ging in the march of modern civilization. Slavery and ‘State sovereignty’
were the fetters which held them back, and these fetters had to be screwed
down tight in order to provoke the Nation to strike them off at one fell
blow, and free itself, and assert its supremacy, forevermore.””” Much as he
considered the 1871 unification of the German states a progressive, divinely
inspired move, Burgess interpreted Radical Reconstruction as necessary to
restore civil governments in the formerly rebellious states.”® He believed
that constitutionally the seceded states became territories until Congress
readmitted them to the Union. That said, Burgess argued that congressio-
nal Radicals went too far, that Reconstruction in fact undid much of the
good that Union victory in the war had achieved. In the historian Harvey
Wish’s opinion, Burgess, much like Rhodes, “contributed to the new ‘revi-
sionist’ and racist interpretation of Reconstruction, which assumed that
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the biracial legislatures [of the southern states] failed because Negroes were
inherently inferior and incapable of understanding their true interests.””

In his Reconstruction and the Constitution Burgess wrote that in enfran-
chising blacks “Congress did a monstrous thing, and committed a great
political error, if not a sin.” He considered it “a great wrong to civilization
to put the white race of the South under the domination of the negro race.
The claim that there is nothing in the color of the skin from the point of
view of political ethics is a great sophism. A black skin means membership
in a race of men which has never of itself succeeded in subjecting passion to
reason, has never, therefore, created any civilization of any kind.” Burgess
regretted that the freedmen served in southern state governments—a policy
that constituted “a great wrong to the negroes themselves. It made the white
men among whom they must live their most bitter enemies, when they
most needed them for friends, and it made the negroes trifling and corrupt
politicians, when they should have been devoting themselves exclusively to
the acquirement of property and education.”

Burgess believed that Reconstruction “was a punishment so far in
excess of the crime that it extinguished every sense of culpability upon
the part of those whom it sought to convict and convert.”® Like Rhodes,
he faulted the Radical Republicans for enfranchising African Americans
generally and as a means to control southern state governments. Burgess
judged the granting of universal black suffrage “one of the ‘blunder-crimes’
of the century.” He maintained that “there is something natural in the
subordination of an inferior race to a superior race, even to the point of
the enslavement of the inferior race, but there is nothing natural in the
opposite. It is entirely unnatural, ruinous, and utterly demoralizing and
barbarizing to both races.” The entire Reconstruction experiment, Bur-
gess concluded, was a “terrible mistake of the North,” one that ushered in
the “terrible degradation of the South.” He added: “It was the most soul-
sickening spectacle that Americans have ever been called upon to behold.
Every principle of the American polity was here reversed. In place of gov-
ernment 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 for the benefit, the vulgar, materialistic,
brutal benefit of the governing set.” Burgess’s belief that Reconstruction
constituted “the dark night of domination by the negro and adventurer”
influenced Dunning’s understanding of the period and so too that of his
students.®
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The Dunning School generally refers to the corps of Dunning’s disciples
who wrote pioneering dissertations and later books on Reconstruction on
the state level, many appearing in Columbia University’s Studies in His-
tory, Economics and Public Law series, established in 1890.%* During his
long career at Columbia, then located on Forty-ninth and Fiftieth streets,
between Madison and Fourth avenues, Dunning served as a magnet for
students, especially Southerners, interested in studying the Civil War era
and history of the American South. David Y. Thomas, who came from
Arkansas in 1901 to study with Dunning, believed that “the history of re-
construction must be written by Southerners, who were the ultimate victors
in that life-and-death struggle. It is for that work, now one of the richest
fields for investigation in American history, that the younger generation is
being trained. The scientific spirit of the universities has largely divested
them of inherited passions and prejudices, and they are going at the task of
writing history with a simple desire to discover and tell the truth.”®

Dunning directed eight dissertations on Reconstruction in individual
states, ten theses on aspects of the Civil War or Reconstruction, several
others on other topics in southern history, and numerous dissertations in
political theory.*> Most of these theses were the first scholarly discussions of
their topics, especially on the state level. The most important members of
the Dunning School (and their state studies) assessed in this book are Wil-
liam W. Davis (Florida), Walter Lynwood Fleming (Alabama), James W.
Garner (Mississippi), J. G. de Roulhac Hamilton (North Carolina), Charles
W. Ramsdell (Texas), and C. Mildred Thompson (Georgia). Ulrich B. Phil-
lips, the historian most often identified with the Dunning School, stud-
ied with Dunning at Columbia but wrote his dissertation on pre—Civil
War Georgia politics. A number of other scholars, rarely identified with the
Dunning School per se, also studied Reconstruction-era topics under the
man whom his Columbia students dubbed their “Old Chief.”¢ Still others,
most notably E. Merton Coulter, who published general and state studies
on Reconstruction that historians consider “Dunningite” in tone, had no
direct association with Dunning or Columbia.?”

Paul L. Haworth, the least known and most politically and socially
progressive of Dunning’s protégés (and the member of the school most
commonly shunned by the Dunningites themselves), wrote his disserta-
tion at Columbia on the disputed 1876 presidential election and another
general work, Reconstruction and Union, 1865—1912 (1912). In 1904 Flem-
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ing advised Hamilton: “You needn’t find so much fault with Haworth’s
notions of negro equality. If he thinks Cuffy and himself are about equal I
guess he is about right. . . . To my mind, H. is the embodiment of most of
the things that a history man should not be. He will have to be born again
before he knows how to feel & act as a gentleman.” Dunning’s students
joked among themselves that Haworth, an Indiana native, was a “Black
Republican.”®

Henry Watterson, the fiery Democratic editor of the Lowuisville Cou-
rier-Journal, found nothing humorous in Haworth’s published dissertation,
The Hayes-Tilden Disputed Presidential Election of 1876 (1906). In an edi-
torial titled “A Partisan Dissertation,” Watterson subjected the young his-
torian’s doctoral thesis to a withering attack, charging him with naiveté,
pro-Republican leanings, and selective, sloppy scholarship that justified the
election of Rutherford B. Hayes over Samuel ]. Tilden. According to the
editor, Haworth was “one of those mousing and industrious literary persons
who have every aptitude for writing history except the breadth to under-
stand the truth and the will to tell it.” Watterson ended his review by tak-
ing a swipe at Columbia’s Department of History. If, the editor wrote, the
university could do no better than producing a scholar like Haworth, then
“it should shut up shop and turn to shoemaking.”®

No one could have accused the Alabamian Walter Lynwood Flem-
ing, who moved to New York City in 1900 to work with Dunning, of
Yankee sympathies. Upon enrolling at Columbia, Fleming explained to
George Petrie, his former mentor at Alabama Polytechnic Institute (later
Auburn University), that he was taking classes with Herbert Osgood and
Burgess in American political history, English constitutional history with
Osgood, Continental history (Middle Ages) with James Harvey Robinson,
and international law with John B. Moore. Fleming expected to write his
master’s thesis on American colonial history and hoped to write his doctoral
dissertation under Dunning on either southern or Alabama history. Flem-
ing informed Petrie that Columbia’s library holdings on the South were
weak, except for material on Virginia and the Carolinas. He complained
that retrieving books at Columbia’s library was cumbersome. “Sent in a list
of ten books this afternoon & got three of them that I didn’t want.” Despite
his complaints, Fleming informed Petrie that at Columbia he stumbled on
a series of public documents unavailable at Auburn.”

Fleming also commented on the social composition of his classes at
Columbia. “There is a Jap in one of my history classes & a big black nig-
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ger in the Int. Law class,” Fleming wrote Petrie. “There are several negroes
in the university,” he added. Fleming went on to comment on his female
classmates from Barnard and Columbia Teacher’s College. “They are the
driest looking lot the sun ever shone upon. It is a fact I haven’t seen a sin-
gle good looking one yet. I can now understand why the Northern col-
lege woman seldom marries. She is not asked.” Fleming continued: “The
women here in college (Columbia) are not as good as the girls that Auburn
has had. They can’t see a thing unless knocked down with it. They are so
ugly they ought to study well, too.” Fleming also remarked that quite a few
Southerners, “more than ever before,” had come to Columbia to study his-
tory. “[Ulrich B.] Phillips—a young man from U. of Ga.—is one of the
Fellows in History,” he added. Fleming commented on what he considered
the “queer habit the history men have here of criticizing the work of each
other. Prof. Robinson says that Prof. Burgess’s theories on some subjects are
all wrong, etc. & Profs. Osgood & Dunning pay left-handed compliments
to one another. Not in a spirit of fault finding but of fact stating. It is funny
sometimes.” Fleming found the Columbia graduate program satisfying, but
he nevertheless informed Petrie that “a person with any sense could do all
this work by himself.>!

As the historian Philip R. Muller has made clear, Dunning never
imposed a unitary view, most notably his own, on his graduate students.”
Still, Fleming and his fellow Columbia students shared a common set of
assumptions and crafted a more or less similar narrative.

They considered Reconstruction a conspiracy by vindictive and power-
hungry northern Republicans determined to have white Southerners, who
genuinely accepted military defeat and emancipation, “pay” for their apos-
tasy of disunion. In 1903 Fleming wrote to Hamilton: “The more I work
on reconstruction the more firmly I believe in h—1—for Thad. Stevens etc.
It will be hard for them to get their just deserts, no matter how hot it may
be.”” The Columbia students described Reconstruction as a twelve-year-
long nightmare of debauchery, exploitation, and plunder of native white
Southerners by dishonest and greedy outsiders, the northern carpetbaggers,
rogue and shiftless insiders, the scalawags, corrupt federal officials, despotic
U.S. Army personnel, and aggressive, brutal freedmen bent on revenge and
social and political equality. Eric Foner observes that according to the Dun-
ning School historians, “Reconstruction was the darkest page in the saga of
American history.”*

Dunning’s pupils argued that in their quest for power, Republicans
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overturned the provisional southern state governments Johnson had estab-
lished, instituted black suffrage, and placed the Reconstruction process
under military rule. This was Radical Reconstruction. The Dunningites
reasoned that unscrupulous whites, both on the ground in the South and
in Congress, manipulated ignorant and inferior Negroes for political con-
trol and economic gain. They ignored evidence that during Reconstruction
many prominent white Southerners had in fact collaborated with south-
ern Republicans. Not surprisingly, Dunning’s students justified the Black
Codes, denounced the Civil Rights Act of 1866, opposed the military gov-
ernments established in 1867, and condemned the Radical governments as
controlled by self-interested politicians who manipulated the South’s for-
mer slaves.

The Dunning historians objected most loudly to what they considered
the unnatural elevation of African American males to civil and political
equality. They charged that the Radical Republicans enfranchised blacks
to humiliate the defeated Confederates. This move proved futile, they
explained, first, because the freedmen were unqualified to hold office and
vote and, second, because white Southerners never would accept blacks
as their political and social equals. Dunning’s students underscored what
they considered the indignities of “Negro rule,” a concept that for them
signified a saturnalia of corruption and fiscal excess by black, carpetbag,
and scalawag state governments and the tyranny of U.S. Army occupation
forces.

Criticism of the freedpeople ran through the Dunning studies like a
leitmotif. The authors emphasized black inferiority generally, describing
the former slaves as barbarous, childlike, often criminal, deluded, igno-
rant, and controlled by their white friends. Members of the Dunning
School generally found little to praise in either the African Americans’
participation in the southern state constitutional conventions or their
service in the Reconstruction state governments. They viewed the over-
throw of the Republican regimes as a necessary reform, so too the con-
trol of black Southerners by relegating them to a permanent second-class
citizenship.

Dunning’s students sympathized with native white Southerners, char-
acterizing them as courageous, decent, and determined to be reintegrated
into the American body politic. They credited President Andrew Johnson,
a former Tennessee slaveholder, with attempting to implement Abraham
Lincoln’s mild restoration program and then bravely attempting to fore-
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stall Radical control. The president’s overthrow ushered in what Dunning’s
postgraduates described as a dangerous cyclic pattern in each former Con-
federate state. First, Radicals enfranchised blacks, who in turn established
corrupt black-led governments. Native white Southerners by necessity had
to overthrow these governments by whatever means necessary (the Dunnin-
gites even condoned white terrorist organizations such as the Ku Klux Klan)
to return their states to “normalcy” and “good government.” Dunning’s
students equated “normalcy” and “good government” with white suprem-
acy and, later, Jim Crow. As Don E. Fehrenbacher observed, the Dunning
School historians interpreted “the restoration of white supremacy as the
happy ending of Reconstruction.””

William A. Dunning was born in Plainfield, New Jersey, in 1857, and the
Civil War and its aftermath had less of an effect on his sense of nationalism
than it had on Burgess’s. Dunning moved quickly up the academic ladder at
Columbia, earning his bachelor’s degree in 1881, his master’s in 1884, and
his doctorate in 1885.”° Dunning’s dissertation, “The Constitution of the
United States in Civil War and Reconstruction” (1885), according to David
Donald, “made the post—Civil War period a respectable field for academic
historical investigation.” In this study Dunning explained how the unprec-
edented circumstances of the war finally settled the debate over national
versus state sovereignty, which had threatened to destroy the Union. Dun-
ning set the tone for his later writings, categorizing the Radicals’ project
of punishing the Confederates by elevating blacks as revolutionary—the
“passionate fancies of fanatics more extreme than the Southern fire-eaters
who had precipitated the Civil War.””’

Dunning joined Columbia’s political science faculty in 1885, and, aside
from studying briefly with Heinrich von Treitschke in Berlin, he spent his
entire academic career there. In 1904 the university named Dunning the
first Lieber Professor of History and Political Philosophy. The historian
Barry Karl suggests that as a Columbia mentor, Dunning was broader intel-
lectually and less committed to Hegelian process, Teutonicism, and the
hierarchical ordering of societies than Burgess. Dunning privileged the
social sciences over political science and proved more flexible and less dog-
matic regarding research topics and dissertation supervision than his men-
tor. His political theory was more descriptive than Burgess’s, involving the
collection and classification of information for historical analysis.”® Dun-
ning, one of the early twentieth century’s foremost social scientists, served
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as president of both the American Historical Association (AHA) (1913) and
the American Political Science Association (1922).

Dunning was a curious blend of deep intelligence, wide intellectual
curiosity, intense seriousness, effervescence, and youthful mischievous-
ness. He prided himself in his scholarly detachment, objectivity, maturity
of thought, nuance, and precision of argument and exposition. In 1900,
for example, he found absent in the historian James Schouler’s History of
the Civil War (1899) “the note of qualification that marks the unbiased
historical temper.”” Seven years later he quipped that the writings of Her-
mann von Holst constituted “a prose epic on the wrath of the slavocracy,
tempering a blend of Homer and William Lloyd Garrison by occasional
lapses into the method of German jurisprudence.”® About a year before
his death, Dunning informed a former student about his maladies, includ-
ing a thrombosis in his leg. “Thrombosis is a plug in the circulation,” he
explained, “and I'm told that if it had located in my head instead of my leg,
it would have made a noise like Woodrow Wilson.”"!

Dunning premised his philosophy of history on amassing an accurate
record of past events, shunning romanticism, and overcoming presentism.
In 1898 Dunning admonished his former Columbia classmate Frederic Ban-
croft, prone to cynicism and conspiracy theories, to move from Washington,
D.C., in order to gain some perspective on his work. “What kind of history
of reconstruction will you write,” Dunning asked, “if you are going to judge
things by the petty, selfish, mean motives that always play a part in a big
movement, instead of by the great continental heart throbs of a mighty peo-
ple.”*? In his 1913 AHA presidential address, “Truth in History,” Dunning
warned historians to judge the past on its own terms, not by current stan-
dards. “The crying need in the study of history to-day is humility. The reali-
ties of the past will never be scientifically apprehended so long as the student
of history stands contemplating in a stupor of admiration the reversals of
ancient beliefs effected in our own age. Contempt for those who lacked our
light is the worst of equipments for understanding their deeds.”'”

Recently the historian Christopher Waldrep remarked: “Although
Dunning is known today chiefly for his racial prejudice, his scholarship
included values some now still find appealing, contempt for idealism, ide-
alists, and higher-law principles as a source for governmental reform pro-
grams. [t was this skepticism that led him to look behind reformers for their
true motivations.” Unlike his mentor, Burgess, who believed in a Hege-
lian higher law and the Constitution, Dunning shared the sociologist Wil-
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liam Graham Sumner’s belief in fact over sentiment and in laissez-faire.
Dunning doubted that governments could control cultural practices, what
Waldrep terms “his theory of state helplessness.” Dunning’s writings on
Reconstruction, according to Waldrep, reflected Sumner’s belief that gov-
ernments proved incapable of changing culture. Thus, “Dunning silently
rejected Lincoln’s argument that the Civil War gave the nation an opportu-
nity for ‘a new birth of freedom’ rooted in its original founding ‘dedicated
to the proposition that all men are created equal.’ "%

Though the mere mention of Dunning’s name among late twentieth-
century and early twenty-first-century scholars elicits images of a villainous
racist, his contemporaries and students found him charming and gracious,
encouraging and generous. Dunning’s cadre of devoted former graduate
students considered their “Old Chief” a demanding but committed mentor
and friend. “Dunning’s wit and warm intelligence,” Karl writes, “attracted
students and kept his relationships with them alive. His criticisms were
sharp and incisive, but helpful always, and delivered with a light humor to
assuage the pain of the barb without dulling the point. Students stood in
awe of his reception of their work long after they had left the tutelage of
his classroom and long after their own reputations had been established.
And they were more often than not surprised by the way in which his mind
would open to welcome the companionship of their most revolutionary
doctrines.”"* According to one of his prize students, Dunning’s “humor
and his logic were likely to be disconcerting to the unwary, or the wary too,
for that matter.”'%¢

Dunning interpreted Reconstruction as a dangerous period in Ameri-
can history, a political and social revolution whereby African Americans,
radical northern whites, and their southern white sympathizers over-
threw orthodox white southern racial control and political power. Radical
Reconstruction, Dunning believed, pitted two rival philosophies regarding
reuniting the nation. The Radicals, influenced by abolitionists and other
reformers, sought to overhaul the South in the wake of emancipation. They
based their reconstruction of the South on the ideology of the common
rights of all men. The three Reconstruction amendments to the U.S. Con-
stitution signified their hope for the future equal rights of all Americans.
In contrast, conservatives who, following President Lincoln’s assassination,
claimed him as one of their own favored a restoration and the continuity of
the old Union after the Civil War. They sought stability and favored replac-
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ing slavery not with the equality of the races, but with a new racial order
incorporating paternalism and white supremacy.'””

Dunning considered slavery the “modus vivendi through which social
life was possible; . . . after its disappearance, its place must be taken by
some set of conditions which, if more humane and beneficent in accidents,
must in essence express the same fact of racial inequality.” By the mid-1870s
the conservatives undid what they considered the dangerous measures of
the congressional radicals. Dunning believed that late nineteenth-century
imperialism generally, and the United States’ experiences with indigenous
peoples in its own colonial forays, validated the conservatives’ belief in the
folly of racial equality. “The progress in the acceptance of this idea in the
North has measured the progress in the South of the undoing of recon-
struction. In view of the questions which have been raised by our lately
established relations with other races it seems most improbable that histori-
ans will soon, or ever, have to record a reversal of the conditions which this
process has established.”'%®

In Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction, Dunning dismissed
Reconstruction as the nadir of American history. He judged the two
decades following Appomattox a phase in the nation’s history that stood
“the social pyramid on its apex” and that positioned the freed people “on
the necks of their former masters.” Dunning complained that during Con-
gressional Reconstruction, blacks “exercised an influence in political affairs
out of all relation to their intelligence or property.” The blacks who came to
power, Dunning regretted, “were very frequently of a type which acquired
and practiced the tricks and knavery rather than the usual arts of politics,
and the vicious courses of these negroes strongly confirmed the prejudices
of the whites.”"

Southern whites who joined the Radicals in usurping control of the
reconstructed South, the so-called scalawags, according to Dunning, were
little better. As a group they were a disgraceful lot who “lacked the moral
authority to conduct government in the Southern states.” “The enfran-
chisement of the freedmen and their enthronement in political power,”
Dunning wrote, “was as reckless a species of statecraft as that which
marked ‘the blind hysterics of the Celt’ in 1789-95.” After native white
conservatives overthrew the Radicals’ state governments, politicians began
to “reform” their state constitutions by launching the disfranchisement
and proscription campaigns of the 1890s. Dunning termed the disfran-
chisement of black voters “the undoing of reconstruction.” He judged it
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a necessary reform, at once eliminating class conflict among whites and
controlling blacks."”

Dunning’s general synthesis, Reconstruction, Political and Economic,
1865-1877, appeared in the influential American Nation series, edited by
Harvard University’s Albert Bushnell Hart. This work, heavily influenced
by Rhodes’s History, as well as by his students’ research, has received the
brunt of the criticism directed at Dunning. Though scholars often credit
this book as the first scholarly overview of Reconstruction, they also con-
cur that Dunning wrote the book hastily and consider it “the quintessen-
tial ‘racist’ interpretation” of the period."" In 1962 a reviewer in the Nation
nevertheless described the book as “the standard conservative account [of
Reconstruction] after fifty-five years.”!?

Dunning’s Reconstruction, Political and Economic contextualizes the
postwar period nationally, whereas his students examined Reconstruction
in the individual southern states. Dunning viewed Lincoln’s and Johnson’s
restoration plans favorably and considered their redirection by the Radi-
cals, especially under Thaddeus Stevens (“truculent, vindictive, and cyn-
ical”) and Charles Sumner (“the perfect type of that narrow fanaticism
which erudition and egotism combine to produce”), deleterious. The Radi-
cals, aided by renegade white Southerners and predatory Northerners, con-
demned the South to a period that Dunning described as a carnival of
misrule and corruption led by ignorant, recently enfranchised freedmen
and the venal federal leadership of President Grant. Gradually Negro dom-
ination succumbed to a coalition of right-minded white Northerners and
oppressed white Southerners. The overthrow of Reconstruction ushered in
so-called home rule, a euphemism conservative white Southerners of Dun-
ning’s day used for white supremacy.'?

Like his students, Dunning indulged in numerous clichés, includ-
ing that of ignorant former slaves unsure of slavery’s meaning, freedmen
too lazy to work without compulsion, and exploitative black leaders who
manipulated their black constituencies and stole money entrusted to them
as state officeholders. Assessing what he considered the black American’s
behavior and abilities during Reconstruction, Dunning wrote:

The negro had no pride of race and no aspiration save to be like
the whites. With civil rights and political power, not won, but
almost forced upon him, he came gradually to understand and
crave those more elusive privileges that constitute social equality.
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A more intimate association with the other race than that which
business and politics involved was the end toward which the ambi-
tion of the blacks tended consciously or unconsciously to direct
itself. The manifestations of this ambition were infinite on their
diversity. It played a part in the demand for mixed schools, in
the legislative prohibition of discrimination between the races in
hotels and theaters, and even in the hideous crime against white
womanhood which . . . assumed new meaning in the annals of
outrage.

In Dunning’s opinion, violent clashes between the races that punctuated
the 1870s “displayed to the people of the North the reducio ad absurdum of

reconstruction through negro suffrage and a régime of carpet-baggers.”"

The Dunning School’s “chamber of horrors” or “tragic era” interpretation
of Reconstruction influenced Americans’ understandings of that age in
popular culture, in textbooks, and in professional scholarship until after
World War II. Writing two years before the United States declared war on
Germany and Japan, the southern revisionist historian Francis B. Simkins,
himself a former graduate student of Dunning’s, explained how “the suc-
cessful historian of Reconstruction, by revealing early phases of the still
burning race question, arouses more attention among the reading public
than is usually accorded historical works.” In Simkins’s opinion, “Conser-
vative scholars have described the follies and rascalities of Negro politicians
and their Carpetbagger friends so as to make the reader thankful that such
knavery cannot be repeated in his time.” Simkins explained that what he
considered the “extremely partisan,” “biased,” “one-sided and unhistorical”
interpretation of Reconstruction remained alive and “like Banquo’s ghost
it will not down.” He drew a direct relationship between white Southern-
ers’ interpretation of Reconstruction and the disfranchisement of African
Americans. “White Southerners will argue the issues of the Civil War and
even the merits of the Democratic party,” Simkins added, “but there is
scarcely one in a position of authority who will debate Negro suffrage and
the related issues of Reconstruction.”'”

Despite the Dunning School’s influence and longevity, its interpreta-
tion of Reconstruction did not go unchallenged. As early as 1909 James
R. L. Diggs, the African American president of the Virginia Theologi-
cal Seminary and College in Lynchburg, Virginia, and a founder of the
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Niagara Movement, proposed a multivolume series on Reconstruction in
all the former Confederate states as well as the District of Columbia.
“The educated Negro owes the world a history of reconstruction,” Diggs
wrote, and he assumed that leading African Americans, including John
W. Cromwell, John R. Lynch, Robert Smalls, and Theophilus G. Stew-
ard, would contribute volumes to such a project. “No subject has been
treated in a way more harmful to our race than this one subject,” he
added. “We must get our views of that period before the public. The series
of works by southern writers present our white brothers’ side of the ques-
tion but I do not find the proper credit given our people for what of good
they really did in those trying days. . . . Should we not have both sides of
reconstruction?”!

Four years later, in his Facts of Reconstruction (1913), John R. Lynch,
an African American from Mississippi who during Reconstruction had
served in the state’s legislature and in the U.S. House of Representatives,
confronted the Columbia students’ interpretation head-on, arguing that
contrary to their writings, the enfranchising of southern blacks was a posi-
tive step for American democracy, that the Republican state governments
established after the war were successes, not failures, and that the Fif-
teenth Amendment benefited all Americans. Specifically, Lynch defended
the administrations of Mississippi’s Republican governors, Adelbert Ames
and James L. Alcorn, as “among the best with which that State was ever
blessed.”""”

Lynch aimed his ire at Rhodes, but indirectly at the Dunning studies
as well, in an influential article in the Journal of Negro History in 1917. He
expressed his “hope that a fair, just and impartial historian will, someday,
write a history covering the Reconstruction period, in which an accurate
account based upon actual facts of what took place at the time will be given,
instead of a compilation and condensation of untrue, unreliable and grossly
exaggerated statements taken from political campaign literature.”""® The
white liberal historian John Spencer Bassett, who taught at Smith College,
found Lynch’s article encouraging, a positive step toward informing blacks
“that the period of reconstruction was less a failure than has been said in
the histories. If they can see in what respect the best representatives of the
race served well and unselfishly, it will be an incentive to [do] the best that
they can do in the future. It will also have a good effect on the whites.”"”
Norman P. Andrews, a Howard University student, made much the same
point in 1920 in the Journal of Negro History. Andrews argued that in his
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1914 study of Reconstruction in North Carolina, J. G. de Roulhac Hamil-
ton exaggerated the extent of Negro political control and attempts to “Afri-
canize” the state. Andrews also chided Burgess for faulting Republicans in
establishing blacks in positions of authority over whites. “Burgess sees jus-
tice in subjecting the inferior to the superior class but none in subjecting the
superior to the inferior.”'*

In 1924 Andrews’s Howard University mentor, the Harvard-trained
black scholar Carter G. Woodson, lamented the absence of “scientific stud-
ies of the nation-wide reconstruction in which the Negroes took a part.” He
denounced the works of Rhodes and several of the Dunning group, includ-
ing Burgess, Dunning himself, and Fleming, as “biased and inadequate.”
The extant state studies on Reconstruction, Woodson further charged,
“merely try to make a case for the white man’s side of the question as to
whether the reduction of the Negro to serfdom was just.”**!

Four years later Woodson, founding editor of the jJournal of Negro His-
tory, took aim at one of the Dunning authors, Walter Lynwood Fleming,
but cast his net broadly to malign what he termed “a good many writ-
ers on the reconstruction.” Fleming and the others, Woodson complained,
disparaged “the freedmen’s general roving,” an allegation that, following
emancipation, black Southerners failed to work and instead “undertook to
make a living by preying upon the public.” According to Woodson, such
arguments resulted from racist stereotypes based on limited observation
and a failure to question why the freedmen seemed to be transient dur-
ing Reconstruction. Woodson explained that Fleming failed to understand
“that many Negroes in order to make good their freedom had to refuse to
work for their former masters when the latter endeavored to handle them
roughly as they did before the Negroes were emancipated. It was natural for
the freedmen to feel that they could secure better treatment from someone
who had never known them as slaves.”**

No scholar, however, did more to refute the Dunning School than the
Harvard-trained African American activist, historian, and sociologist Wil-
liam Edward Burghardt Du Bois. As early as December 1909, at the AHA’s
annual meeting in New York City, Du Bois took up the gauntlet to chal-
lenge white historians’ interpretations of Reconstruction, appearing at a ses-
sion along with Dunning and attended by his former student Ulrich B.
Phillips.'? According to David Levering Lewis, Du Bois’s biographer, the
forty-one-year-old Atlanta University professor considered the invitation to
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speak before the leading white historians in the nation “a personal honor
and a racial challenge.”'*

In his oral presentation, “Some Actual Benefits of Reconstruction,” Du
Bois acknowledged corruption among some black politicians and admitted
that many ex-slaves were ignorant and easily deceived. But previous histo-
rians, Du Bois insisted, had missed the essential point. The former slaves
generally learned quickly, acted responsibly, and received pitifully little sup-
port from the U.S. government. Du Bois defended the freedpeople from
allegations of misrule and responsibility for Reconstruction’s failure. He
underscored three long-term contributions black voters and black legisla-
tors had made by enacting landmark legislation and reforming southern
state constitutions: “l. Democratic government. 2. Free public schools. 3.
New social legislation.” ¢
been accomplished under the laws which black men helped to frame thirty

years ago,” Du Bois averred. “I know of no greater compliment to negro
»125

‘Practically the whole new growth of the South has

suffrage.

Days after the AHA meeting, word reached Du Bois that “Professor
Dunning . . . had spoken of the paper in high terms.”*® In his autobiogra-
phy Du Bois recalled with seeming delight how thirty years earlier Phillips
had become “greatly exercised” upon listening to his revisionist talk at the
AHA meeting. Du Bois argued that white historians considered Recon-
struction a “tragic” era because it signified a movement “to make American
democracy and the tenets of the Declaration of Independence apply not
only to white men, but to black men.”'?” Alas, for all its brilliance and meth-
odological and interpretive prescience, Du Bois’s paper, later published in
the American Historical Review, Lewis writes, “virtually failed to have any
impact upon the mainstream historical scholarship of the day.”'?®

In 1935, twenty-five years after his appearance at the AHA, Du Bois put
into book form the substance of his paper. His monumental Black Recon-
struction: An Essay towards a History of the Part Which Black Folk Played in
the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860—1880 subjected the
work of Dunning and his pupils to withering criticism and established the
modern critique of their interpretation and place in American historiogra-
phy. Du Bois’s book signified both a head-on assault of the Dunningites
and a new departure in both Reconstruction and African American studies.
Unlike previous works, Du Bois informed his readers, his book would “tell
and interpret these twenty years of fateful history with especial reference to
the efforts and experiences of . . . Negroes themselves.” He charged previous
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historians with intellectual dishonesty and lamented that he worked “in a
field devastated by passion and belief.”’* Du Bois faulted the conclusions,
method, and tone of the Dunningites’ work on Reconstruction while plac-
ing the slaves and the freedpeople at the center of the emancipation process.
As the historian Clarence E. Walker has noted, Du Bois rendered “them
actors in the nation’s past rather than passive, malleable clowns.”’?

Du Bois positioned blacks as active participants in the Civil War and
Reconstruction, rather than as bystanders caught in the path of social and
political change. Unlike Rhodes, Burgess, and Dunning and his disciples,
Du Bois assumed “that the Negro in America and in general is an aver-
age and ordinary human being, who under given environment develops
like other human beings,” not an inferior, an outcast from evolution and
human development. In a chapter titled “The Propaganda of History,” Du
Bois wrote that partisan historians like the Dunningites characterized the
freedpeople as ignorant, lazy, dishonest, extravagant, and responsible for
Reconstruction-era “bad government.” To counter this Du Bois wrote cre-
atively, passionately, and powerfully that during the Civil War era African
Americans worked to tear down the edifice of slavery in order to build a
new structure built on the foundation of democracy. “The legislation of
this period was not bad,” Du Bois explained in response to those like the
Dunningites who debunked Reconstruction, “as is proven by the fact that
it was retained for long periods after 1876, and much of it still stands.”?!

Whereas the Dunning authors portrayed blacks during Reconstruction
as dupes of northern Republicans and industrialists, Du Bois emphasized
the constructive contributions blacks and their white allies made to social
legislation in state governments across the South. In his opinion, black leg-
islators “were not primarily responsible for the exceeding waste and cor-
ruption in the South any more than the laboring class was to blame for the
greater waste and dishonesty in the North. They were not proven incapable
of self-government. On the contrary, they took decisive and encouraging
steps toward the widening and strengthening of human democracy.” In
contrast to the Dunningites, who dismissed Freedmen’s Bureau officials
as interlopers and poachers, Du Bois praised them, describing their agency
as “the most extraordinary and far-reaching institution of social uplift that
America has ever attempted.”*?

Du Bois consigned the works of the Dunning School to the realm of
“propaganda,” an insidious force that had polluted popular understand-
ings and textbook treatments of Reconstruction by categorizing blacks
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as ignorant, lazy, corrupt, and culpable for the so-called bad government
during Reconstruction. After dismissing Rhodes, who, Du Bois charged,
approached his research “convinced, without admitting any necessity of
investigation, that Negroes are an inferior race” and then selected his
sources to prove this assumption, Du Bois described what he considered
“the real frontal attack on Reconstruction” as emanating “from the univer-
sities and particularly from Columbia and Johns Hopkins.” Du Bois singled
out Burgess and Dunning, whose antiblack bias led them to distort Afri-
can Americans’ “ability, work, honesty, patience, learning and efficiency

. . into cunning, brute toil, shrewd evasion, cowardice, and imitation—
a stupid effort to transcend nature’s law.” Du Bois remarked that “Burgess
was a slaveholder, Dunning a Copperhead and Rhodes an exploiter of wage
labor. Not one of them apparently ever met an educated Negro of force and
ability.”'#

Du Bois charged that the Dunning School authors, with the excep-
tion of Haworth, found it impossible to “conceive of Negroes as men” and
dismissed their books as “one-sided and partisan to the last degree.” Their
books fell into the category of “Standard—Anti-Negro” which, according
to Du Bois, meant that their “authors believe the Negro to be sub-human
and congenitally unfitted for citizenship and the suffrage.” The works fol-
lowed a similar template “based on the same thesis and all done according
to the same method: first, endless sympathy with the white South; sec-
ond, ridicule, contempt or silence for the Negro; third, a judicial attitude
towards the North, which concludes that the North under great misappre-
hension did a grievous wrong, but eventually saw its mistake and retreated.”
Du Bois singled out Fleming, whose works he considered “anti-Negro in
spirit, but, nevertheless, they have a certain fairness and sense of historic
honesty.” Du Bois judged Fleming’s Documentary History of Reconstruction
(two volumes, 1906—7) the product of “a man who has a thesis to support,
and his selection of documents supports the thesis,” and he described Flem-
ing’s Columbia dissertation, “Civil War and Reconstruction in Alabama”
(1905), as “pure propaganda.”’** According to the Howard University poet
and folklorist Sterling A. Brown, Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction pointed
out “the true tragedies of Reconstruction—and the real lost cause—which
wasn’t that of planters but of the people, poor people whether black or
white.”%

Despite Du Bois’s brilliant critique, the Dunning volumes on Recon-
struction continued to dominate the historiography of the post—Civil War
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era until the onset of the modern civil rights movement. In 1940 J. G. de
Roulhac Hamilton wrote, “Today it is difficult to find among intelligent
and informed people a defender of the congressional policy of Reconstruc-
tion.”3¢ Yet that same year the historian Howard Kennedy Beale, signaling
the rise of revisionists who challenged the Dunning interpretation, asked,
“Is it not time that we studied the history of Reconstruction without first
assuming, at least subconsciously, that carpetbaggers and Southern white
Republicans were wicked, that Negroes were illiterate incompetents, and
the whole white South owed a debt of gratitude to the restoration of ‘white
supremacy’?”'¥ Most historians in fact point to E. Merton Coulter’s reac-
tionary 7he South during Reconstruction (1947) as the last major Dunningite
study. John Hope Franklin charged that Coulter, like Dunning, interpreted
Radical Reconstruction as “a social and political system in which all the
forces that made for civilization were dominated by a mass of barbarous

freedmen.”'3®

The essays commissioned for this volume include assessments of the found-
ers of the Dunning School, Burgess and Dunning themselves, as well as
eight of Dunning’s foremost Columbia doctoral students. The editors
selected historians for inclusion who best represented the range and impor-
tance of Dunning’s disciples who (with the exception of Phillips) completed
dissertations on Reconstruction, not on the Civil War or other topics. The
essays follow the chapters on Burgess and Dunning, appearing in chrono-
logical order by the date when their subjects completed their Columbia
dissertations.

Close reading of these essays suggests that their differing attitudes
toward class, race, and the role of the state, more so than their sources
or methods, separate Dunning and his disciples from later revisionist his-
torians of Reconstruction. Whereas the Dunning dissertations underscore
black degeneracy and the heavy hand of the federal government in tram-
pling states’ rights, post—World War II revisionist historians emphasized
the positive contributions of the Radical Republicans and blacks during
the Civil War and from the long African American freedom struggle of the
First Reconstruction of the mid-1860s through the Second Reconstruc-
tion of the mid-1960s. According to Foner, the demise of the influence of
the Dunning School was inevitable. “It required, however, not simply the
evolution of scholarship but a profound change in the nation’s politics and

racial attitudes to deal the final blow to the Dunning School.”'*
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By the 1960s mainstream scholars identified serious weaknesses in the
contributions of the Dunning School. Generally they overemphasized the
deleterious effect of Reconstruction on the South and focused too narrowly
on the local or sectional and ignored the larger national picture. More spe-
cifically, the Dunning students magnified the tax burdens, the size of state
debts, and extravagant expenditures of the Reconstruction state govern-
ments, and they overstated the fraud and corruption allegedly perpetrated
by blacks and their white friends. The Dunningites exhibited bias against
blacks, carpetbaggers, scalawags, Republicans, and Freedmen’s Bureau offi-
cials, while glorifying former Confederates and Democrats. They exagger-
ated the nefarious motives of the Radicals and overemphasized the role
of blacks as voters and as elected officials in southern state governments.
Finally, Dunning’s protégés paid short shrift to the positive social and
economic reforms those governments accomplished. As Alan D. Harper
explained in 1964, in his zeal to revise pro-Republican writers, to set the
Reconstruction record straight, Dunning overstepped “and he turned his
hand to the work of Nemesis,” and thereby shaped Reconstruction histori-
ography for decades.'*

Though virtually all critics of the Dunning School identify racism
as the group’s foremost characteristic, they commonly ignore how the
Dunningites’ analyses mirrored Jim Crow—era perceptions of blacks domi-
nant in America until the 1960s. As Harper noted, “It would have been
a greater wonder if Dunning had 7oz been some sort of racist,” given the
racial climate of fin de siécle America.""" According to the legal scholar
Randall Kennedy, the Dunningites’ interpretation of Reconstruction tri-
umphed because “it fitted well with the racist presuppositions of white
scholars and their audiences. It served an important ideological function
by helping to rationalize the relegation of blacks to a separate and unequal
status in every aspect of social and political life.” Beyond this, the writings
of Dunning and his students “also rationalized the federal government’s
laissez-faire attitude towards local racial practices that betrayed the Recon-
struction Amendments.”'*?

Dunning’s students also noted internal class and social divisions among
whites generally and Democrats in particular—differences that tended to
evaporate once blacks became enfranchised. Their explication—rather
their denunciation—of Reconstruction helped Dunning’s students and
their readers understand and rationalize the world in which they lived—
the era of Jim Crow and the first New South. Reconstruction’s fall ush-



38 John David Smith

ered in a “Solid South”—a region, as Dunning’s foremost student, Ulrich
B. Phillips, explained in 1928, where no matter their differences on other
questions, white residents shared “a common resolve indomitably main-
tained—that it shall be and remain a white man’s country.”'*3

The Dunning historians’ writings on Reconstruction contributed to
a national consensus on the meaning of Reconstruction and, indirectly,
to a new American nationalism in the early twentieth century. The Dun-
ning School shaped not only historical scholarship, but popular culture too,
as the popularity of Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation attests. For decades,
Foner writes, “nearly all white Americans embraced the Dunning version of
[Reconstruction] history.”'** Dwelling on the evils of Radical Reconstruc-
tion, the benefits of Redemption for Northerners and Southerners, and the
inferiority of people of color implicitly endorsed the Jim Crow racial sta-
tus quo of their day. As Foner wrote recently, “The abandonment of the
nation’s commitment to equal rights for the former slaves was one basis on
which former white antagonists could reunite.”'® By the early twentieth
century, notes the historian Steven Hahn, most white Americans consid-
ered “Reconstruction’s democratic impulses as a violation of white decency.”
In their opinion, “black people did not belong in American political society
and had no business wielding power over white people.”'*

Like all historians of every age, the Dunning scholars engaged with
and explained history from the vantage point of their day, not ours. Conse-
quently they focused on national unity and expansion, constitutional and
racial reform, and reconciliation. Their “interests and interpretations” were
to a significant degree shaped “by the emotional and psychological needs of
the ‘New South,”” explains the historian Larry Kincaid, and they sought to
show how deleterious Reconstruction had been in devastating their native
states and their beloved region."” Disillusioned by the Civil War’s out-
come, Dunning and his followers interpreted Reconstruction as a struggle
to overthrow the subjugation of white Southerners by their former slaves
and oppressive federal controls. The Dunning students considered Radi-
cal Reconstruction an aberration, an interregnum, an extreme between the
normal Zeitgeist of the antebellum period, the destructive Civil War, and
the restoration of the Union following 1877. Not surprisingly, the Dunnin-
gites histories rejected the key elements of Reconstruction—centralization,
increased role of government, newfound citizenship rights for blacks, and
the rise of the Republican party.

The Dunningites’ repudiation of Radical Reconstruction and its
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reforms proved attractive to early twentieth-century white Americans who
welcomed racial restrictions, whether of Asians, southern and eastern Euro-
peans, Native Americans, or African Americans, including immigration
quotas for foreigners, tribal segregation for Indians, and Jim Crow laws
for blacks. Perhaps it is unsurprising that Dunning’s students dominated
historical scholarship on the Civil War and Reconstruction within this
political and social climate—during the age of brutal lynchings and racial
violence and the founding of the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People in 1909. Just as the revisionists of the 1960s and
the “postrevisionists” of the 1970s sought a “relevant” past, so too did the

Dunning historians seek to square the past with the present.'
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John W. Burgess, Godfather of
the Dunning School

Shepherd W. McKinley

One cannot fully understand the Dunning School without a working
knowledge of John W. Burgess’s life, career, and publications. Part of an
carlier generation, he taught William A. Dunning and helped build the
foundations on which the school stood. Burgess published “scientific”
scholarship that was in line with the highest international standards, and
his views on the Teutonic “race” not only supported but gave intellectual
credibility to a wide variety of racist views in Reconstruction histories.
Hardly obsessed with race, however, he was interested in topics as diverse as
international political science, national reunification, Hegelian philosophy,
Germany, and educational reform. His reputation was impressive. Burgess
was a founding father of graduate education in the United States and led
the transformation of Columbia University into a leading institution in
political science and history. Bolstered by a German pedigree, he set the
standard for academic rigor at Columbia, and his scholarship was at the
cutting edge in Western academia. His theories of political capability, gov-
ernmental responsibility and limits, social progress, the process of civiliza-
tion, and world history, and his validations of colonialism, scientific racism,
immigration limits, and restricted voting, had a wide following. More
specifically, Burgess contributed a number of works in political science and
history that profoundly influenced the Dunning School scholars, elevating
both their level of scholarship as well as their racist rhetoric.

Born in 1844 in middle Tennessee to a Presbyterian, Whig, and Unionist
slave owner originally from Rhode Island, Burgess remembered “intelli-
gent, proud, and courageous slave barons,” “ignorant, slovenly, poor white
trash,” and the “vast mass of African slaves.” His was an explicitly rosy view
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of slavery, dimmed only by the rare brutality of overseers and common
whites. Masters fed and clothed their property well, and slaves “worked
short hours and never knew what a strenuous effort meant.” Like his father,
Burgess grew to view slavery as an untenable institution and blacks as an
inferior race. The state’s “insane secessionists” brought on a violent “reign
of universal hate born of misunderstanding and jealousy” under which
the Burgess family suffered the Confederacy’s “tyranny over opinion” and
“reign of terror.” These searing experiences led Burgess to lose “faith in the
wisdom and goodness of the mass of men” and gain a fierce nationalism,
an appreciation of constitutional law, and a fear of the “democratizing of
society.” The desires to promote domestic peace, stave off mob rule, and
promote reconciliation would become driving forces in his career. After
a brief stay at nearby Cumberland University, Burgess joined the United
States Army in 1862. His harrowing military service inspired his “life’s
work”—“teaching men how to live by reason and compromise instead of
by bloodshed and destruction.” War’s footprint inspired Burgess to teach
nationalism over states’ rights, and order and constitutional law over chaos
and revolution. Burgess fled the South in the fall of 1864 and followed
friends to Amherst, Massachusetts.!

Ambherst College offered another formative experience. The Hegelian
L. Clark Seelye shaped Burgess’s appreciation for “universal reason as the
real substance of all things,” and his duty to promote rationality in “the
rules of thought and conduct, law and policy.” Edward P. Crowell related
ancient Rome’s politics and law to “the present,” and Burgess later declared,
“I laid the groundwork of my study of history in the reading of Tacitus
with him.” This reference to the Roman historian is especially significant
in light of Burgess’s subsequent worship of all things German, his belief in
the Teutonic germ theory, and his views on race in America. Burgess sub-
scribed to the nineteenth-century vogue of using Tacitus and his Germania
to create and justify racial and national hierarchies. In addition, he seems
to have reinforced the lessons of his Civil War experiences—as a southern
Unionist and federal soldier—with Tacitus’s references to the allegedly free
and orderly society within Teutonic tribes.

After graduating from Ambherst in 1867, Burgess passed the Massa-
chusetts bar in 1869. He believed legal knowledge to be a prerequisite to
mastering political science. Without such a foundation for America’s lead-
ers, he later wrote, society would tend toward “systems of absolutism in
government” and the “undervaluation of individual liberty.” Following a
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brief stint teaching at Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois, Burgess visited
Reconstruction Tennessee before leaving for an academic tour of Germany
in 1871. He found his family and friends in a state of “distress and pov-
erty,” suffering in an era in which “respectable and intelligent white peo-
ple” had lost status and the vote while blacks and carpetbaggers “ruled and
plundered the land.” Although Tennessee’s experience was hardly the most
severe for slaveholding whites, Burgess concluded that during Reconstruc-
tion “neither property nor life nor chastity was safe, and men and women of
the better sort longed to be laid at rest.” Burgess’s brush with Congressional
Reconstruction inspired rededication to “the work of substituting reason
for passion” in politics and diplomacy, but it also left him with a lasting
negative perspective of the era.’

The newly united Germany made a lasting positive impression on Bur-
gess. Drawn to German universities by their notions of Lehrfreibeit (the
freedom to pursue research) and Lernfreibeit (the freedom to attend multi-
ple universities), Burgess took classes for two years at the University of Got
tingen, the University of Leipzig, and Berlin University before returning to
join Amherst’s faculty in the summer of 1873. At Berlin, Burgess was taken
with the teaching style and the scientific method of the historian The-
odor Mommsen. The German model of political science, Staatswissenschaft,
encouraged skepticism and criticism and aspired to scientific accuracy; for
Burgess this was an inspiring contrast to the ethically and didactically
anchored version taught to American undergraduates. Soon to become one
of the leading American educators of the late nineteenth century, he made
study in Europe a recommended part of his students’ education. Burgess
also fell in love with German culture, geography, history, and government.
His visit coincided with an exceptionally exciting time in German history,
but also a time with an undercurrent of intense racial nationalism. His Ger-
man tour was a seminal experience, one to which he would often refer and
that shaped his intellectual development.

Unable to form a permanent graduate school at Amherst, Burgess reluc-
tantly allowed himself to be lured to Columbia College in 1876 to teach
political science, international law, and history. He soon began to transform
the “small old-fashioned college” into a true university and himself into an
educational reformer and a founding father of political science in America.
Borrowing from French and German models, he became the driving force
behind Columbia’s School of Political Science, the Political Science Quar-
terly (PSQ), the Academy of Political Science, and a monograph series. He
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was a crusader for the “scientific” method, what he described as “free and
untrammeled individual research and complete freedom of instruction” for
scholars who questioned “what was considered the established truth” in
order to foster the “progressive development of truth.” He also sought to
prepare men for public service in what he believed was the superior form of
government, the democratic nation.’

Burgess enjoyed an impressive academic career, but his reputation
began to decline with the creation of the American Political Science Asso-
ciation in late 1903. He had no role in its creation, and although he contin-
ued to publish in PSQ, he lost relevance in a discipline shifting away from
its European heritage and undergoing a thorough process of “American-
ization.” The new generation had multiple excuses to regard Burgess as a
relic, and he, in turn, had ample reasons to regard the younger scholars as
parochial. As his career faded, he maintained a strong bond with Germany
and sought to encourage good relations between the United States and
Germany throughout the rest of his life. As the Roosevelt Professor at the
University of Berlin during 1906-7, Burgess gave several lectures to, and
socialized with, the emperor and other influential officials. Teutonic unity
between the people of Germany and America was a consistent theme in
these lectures, and he was “disturbed and distressed” by the United States’
entrance into World War I against his adopted nation. With his reputation
already fading, but his scholarly significance well entrenched, Burgess died
in 1931.¢

Burgess’s scholarly career included a twenty-six-year span that produced
numerous books and articles. In his most important scholarly work, the
two-volume Political Science and Comparative Constitutional Law (1890,
1893), Burgess attempted a comprehensive and “scientific” analysis of sov-
ereignty, liberty, and government, and he emphasized the most “civilized”
nations—the United States, Germany, Great Britain, and France. Friends
later published a consolidated version titled 7he Foundations of Political Sci-
ence (1933). Though Burgess’s struggles to discover and define universal
truths about nations, states, governments, and their peoples were heroic if
ultimately futile, his biases for “Teutonic” nations and peoples are glaring to
the modern reader. Burgess assumed that only “Teutonic political genius”
could “solve the problem of political civilization” and that the “manifest
incapacity” of non-Teutonic peoples rendered them all but helpless in this
pursuit. Teutonic nations, Burgess argued, needed to restrict non-Teutonic
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immigration and have active colonial policies for the good of “civilization.”
When analyzing the Fourteenth Amendment and the Slaughterhouse Cas-
es, Burgess largely ignored the latter’s negative effect on African American
civil rights. The nationalist Burgess concluded the first volume with the
judgment that the United States was “far ahead of Europe in the domain
of civil liberty.”

Burgess’s most important historical endeavor was a four-volume con-
stitutional analysis of America between 1817 and 1876. Born and raised
in the South during slavery and war, and a political science and con-
stitutional law professor at a northern university, Burgess believed that
the time was right for “a more complete reconciliation” and a “juster
appreciation of the views on both sides.” He took up the task of writing
the “correct scientific point of view” as “a sacred duty to my country.”
In The Middle Period, 1817-1858 (1897), he avoided secondary sources,
indulged his own “Northern point of view,” and declared that the South
needed to admit its “error” in order to restore “national cordiality.” In this
“truthful record, connection, and interpretation,” he analyzed the period
chronologically by political subject. Chapters on various topics such as
nullification reveal Burgess’s political approach, and chapters on slavery,
abolition, the Fugitive Slave Law, and Dred Scott offer examples of his
opinions on race. Burgess’s next book, the two-volume Civil War and the
Constitution, 1859—1865 (1901), begins with profiles of Jefferson Davis,
Stephen Douglas, and Abraham Lincoln, ends with the last battles and
“international complications,” and focuses on analysis of the Constitu-
tion. Admiring Lincoln’s “real conservatism,” Burgess believed the presi-
dent to be “the master both of Davis and of Douglas upon the ground
of positive law and constitutional history, as well as upon the ground of
public morality.” Like his antebellum work, the war books reveal Bur-
gess’s views on racial hierarchies. Concluding a chapter on southern feel-
ings about slave revolts and Harper’s Ferry, Burgess declared that though
a “sound philosophy will undoubtedly hold that there is a plan of world
civilization,” the ends of John Brown’s raid did not justify the means.
Burgess’s Reconstruction and the Constitution, 1866—1876 (1902) com-
pleted the trilogy by blazing the trail of “scientific” history on Recon-
struction. Seeking to balance his analysis of this still-controversial era,
Burgess argued that, just as he had in 7he Middle Period called on the
South to admit its “error” and “failure” in seceding, so too should the
North acknowledge the same for Reconstruction. Giving freedpeople
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political power was a colossal mistake, which the Rutherford B. Hayes
administration rightfully, according to Burgess, began to reverse.® As will
be discussed later, Burgess’s Reconstruction had a significant effect on the
development of the Dunning School.

After his retirement in 1912 and despite a declining reputation,
Burgess continued to publish. In 1915 he produced The Reconciliation
of Government with Liberty, an effort to analyze the development of all
known governments in the world, focusing on “Germania,” the “Anglo
Saxon State” in England, the United States up to 1898, and then the
“New” United States—a response to recent political developments.
Clearly an admirer of Rutherford B. Hayes, Burgess extended his anal-
ysis begun in Reconstruction in The Administration of President Hayes
(1916). He more fully developed his concerns about the state of Ameri-
can government in his final book, Recent Changes in American Constitu-
tional Theory (1923).°

Burgess also published numerous articles, book reviews, and
speeches, most of which were devoted to the latest political skirmishes.
His interests were wide-ranging, from the United States’ ongoing rela-
tions with Germany to the popular election of U.S. senators, and he
saw himself as an authority on contemporary world issues such as colo-
nialism and Germany’s intentions. Burgess occasionally veered into the
realm of history, but he always emphasized the philosophic, compara-
tive, and political aspects. In the pages of PSQ and other journals he
pushed for a more interdisciplinary, and therefore a more “scientific,”
approach to scholarship. In an article entitled “Political Science and
History,” published in the American Historical Review (AHR), Burgess
attempted to compare and clarify his views on both disciplines, but he
drew tortured distinctions. Notably, he compared history and especially
political science to mathematics, chemistry, physics, and other “scien-
tific” disciplines, indicating his plans to bring similar “clearness and
exactness” to his disciplines. He also displayed an unflagging belief in
“human progress” toward “ultimate perfection.” He concluded with the
article’s least-muddled distinction between history and political science:
“while there are parts of history which are not political science, and
while there is an element in political science which is not strictly his-
tory, yet the two spheres so lap over one another and interpenetrate each
other that they cannot be distinctly separated. Political science must be
studied historically, and history must be studied politically, in order to
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[form] a correct comprehension of either. Separate them, and the one
becomes a cripple, if not a corpse, the other a will-o’-the-wisp.”°

Analyzing Burgess’s academic career requires an understanding of his
motivations, methods, and assumptions. His education in Civil War—era
America, at Ambherst, and in Germany strongly informed his approach
to scholarly method, philosophy, and race. Burgess came to believe that
one could study society objectively using the methods already employed in
the natural sciences." The contemporary debate about “scientific” history
played a key role in shaping Burgess’s scholarship and his legacy for the
Dunning School. He sought to advance the writing of political science and
history with scientific accuracy, rationality, and comprehensiveness. Thus,
when Burgess deemed Teutons superior to people of color, he did so from a
self-proclaimed position of scientific exactness, and this gave additional heft
to his writings; it was a scientifically derived truth and therefore correct.

Georg W. F. Hegel’s influence is central to understanding Burgess’s
approach to history. He borrowed from Hegel a belief in the existence of a
single truth, absolute and ultimate, that became evident through the evolu-
tion of ideas and that could help mankind find alternatives to fundamental
contradictions like war. From his Amherst professor L. Clark Seelye, Bur-
gess realized his duty, through “objective” scientific method, to advance the
human understanding of society and to make reason paramount in law and
government. Bert James Loewenberg explained that though both Hegel
and Burgess believed that one had to subordinate thought to fact, “ultimate
categories of thought, demonstrable by reason, existed.” They felt that his-
tory generated “general laws and principles, deductible from the facts, but,
unless prompted by thought, laws or principles” could not be created. His-
tory revealed to Burgess, for example, that democracy was not far removed
from mob rule, and he feared the power of public opinion and special inter-
ests in the United States. This led Burgess to assess the extent to which dif-
ferent ethnic groups had evolved toward “civilization” and to classify each
group, or race, in terms of desirability. Burgess did not invent late nine-
teenth-century scientific racism, but his Hegelian belief system reinforced
what was developing in academia and elsewhere.'

Burgess’s approach was simultaneously unique and trendy. Loewenberg
argued that Burgess’s Hegelianism led to biased assumptions and often
convoluted definitions that left him out of the mainstream of historians
professing scientific accuracy; his “scientific” hypotheses so resembled pre-



56  Shepherd W. McKinley

conceived notions that even those in the noticeably unscientific “scientific”
school cringed. But Burgess’s efforts to define and promote “scientific” his-
tory were part of the discipline’s professionalization. Other historians who
studied in Germany anointed Leopold von Ranke “the father” of a scien-
tific method that did not actually exist. Burgess and the others embraced
Ranke’s critical use of sources, but Burgess differed from Americans of the
scientific school and the “new historians” emerging in the 1890s. Hegel
and Ranke disagreed on numerous points, and it is likely that Burgess con-
curred with Hegel’s judgment of Ranke as “just an ordinary historian.”"
Professing to write scientific history but straying from the unreachable
ideal, Burgess had a better understanding of the German system than did
the Americans, but he stayed on the Hegelian path.

Despite his idiosyncratic scientific method, Burgess had clout as a sci-
entific scholar during a U.S. “crisis of intellectual authority” in which sci-
ence became a virtual cult. Historians proclaimed themselves dispassionate
experts and pursued professionalism through “the authority of science.”
“Under the guise of science,” Loewenberg argued, Burgess “propagated a
body of social and political ideas which have lastingly conditioned Ameri-
can attitudes.” One such idea was a notion of Teutonic racial supremacy that
explained the beginnings and evolution of civilized society in which Anglo-
Saxons, and especially Germans, played a starring role. Scholars includ-
ing Burgess joined developing ideas about racial supremacy in Europe and
America to this Teutonic germ theory to form the scientific racism that
would soon dominate histories of the U.S. South. Burgess’s Hegelian elit-
ism, fear of mob rule, approval of colonialism, and low estimation of cer-
tain ethnic groups complemented the Teutonic hypothesis and made for a
comprehensive worldview.'

Burgess’s exposure while at Amherst to Tacitus’s Germania compounded
his German experience to form an important influence on his views of race,
nationality, and civilization. In Germania, Tacitus praised Germanic tribes
in an effort to reform Rome, but nineteenth-century German nationalists
embraced and exaggerated Tacitus’s comments on the superiority of racially
pure peoples and applied selected excerpts from Germania to German peas-
ants. Even before 1871, Germans seeking a national identity equated Teu-
tons of antiquity with Aryans, the mythic race that allegedly colonized and
civilized the earth. For Burgess the lessons learned in the newly unified
Germany were all too clear for Americans still seeking national reunifi-
cation. Peter Novick argues that the nation’s first professional historians
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viewed reconciliation as “the great task” for their generation, and that the
key was racism. Burgess agreed with the scholarly consensus that blacks
were inferior, a view that conveniently matched the increasing racial repres-
sion of American blacks in Jim Crow America and U.S. expansionism in
the 1890s. Sharing similar backgrounds, patriotic beliefs, and “ideological
homogeneity,” the era’s historians believed that U.S. history “represented
unity, stability, and continuity.” In their quest to nationalize what had pre-
viously been a collection of more regional histories, scientific racism formed
a common assumption in their scholarship.”” But the “fact” of racial hier-
archies was not Burgess’s obsession; it was a core belief that provided Dun-
ning and his students the “scientific” backing to proclaim race as the key to
understanding Reconstruction.

Beyond his racism, Burgess was one of several during the late nine-
teenth century who lifted American higher education above the realm of
the amateur and toward standards of the modern and professional. He was
a political scientist, but he also wrote history, and in joining in the debate
about the boundaries, methods, and meanings of both disciplines, Burgess
helped define them for all who would follow. He advocated scientism in
order to discover basic laws governing political behavior, and he promoted
German methods of inquiry, including historical comparative analysis of
the most original documents. For Burgess, scientific method included all
related academic disciplines, so faculty from five other departments taught
in Columbia’s School of Political Science. And he believed that history and
political science were intimately linked because the former was the latter’s
“foundation.”® With his interdisciplinary approach, Burgess pulled Colum-
bia and both his disciplines into the twentieth century.

Probably his most influential book among political scientists and his-
torians, Political Science and Comparative Constitutional Law demonstrated
Burgess’s faith in interdisciplinary and comparative analysis. Translated
into five languages, the work nonetheless, according to its author, “aroused
a great deal of criticism.” In it he emphasized the political, geographic, and
cultural over the racial in unifying a nation, but some critics accused him of
advocating imperialism. This criticism understandably stemmed from his
assertions, repeated in his memoirs, that the “Teutonic nations” were the
“bearers of modern political civilization” and that their various “colonial
systems” (in areas where “savages or semi-savages or races politically incom-
petent” dwelled) aided the “development and perfection of the national
State,” helped these areas become part of “the civilized world,” and pre-



58 Shepherd W. McKinley

pared them for “self-government.” Other critics accused Burgess of advo-
cating tyranny with his often-incomprehensible definitions of the State,
with unlimited power, and the government, with constitutionally limited
power."”

Burgess included several references to U.S. race relations in Political
Science and Comparative Constitutional Law, as well as in its condensed ver-
sion, Foundations of Political Science. Within North America, he argued,
English Teutons were most important, and the white races, both pure and
mixed (with other white “elements”), did not “amalgamate” with “the negro
race,” a group “destined to maintain a separate race existence.” He believed
that Teutons should seize and hold power and should restrict political par-
ticipation by inferior races. Burgess declared that “under certain circum-
stances, some of which will readily suggest themselves to the mind of any
observing American, the participation of other ethnical elements in the
exercise of political power has resulted . . . in corruption and confusion
most deleterious and dangerous to the rights of all, and to the civiliza-
tion of society.” He concluded that “the Teutonic nations can never regard
the exercise of political power as a right of man.” His references to Afri-
can Americans’ widespread voting during Reconstruction and the advent
of Jim Crow in the 1890s were unmistakable. Obsessed with the Teuton
“duty” to civilize, Burgess was focused not just on southern race relations."
His goal was no less than the scientific analysis and advancement of world
civilization.

Despite the confusion and criticism it generated, Political Science and
Comparative Constitutional Law grew in scholarly stature, becoming a clas-
sic over the ensuing decades. It received generally favorable reviews, but
with reservations. Summarizing its reception within the discipline of polit-
ical science, one reviewer compared it favorably to the works of such lumi-
naries as Francis Lieber, Theodore Woolsey, and Woodrow Wilson, and he
declared, “This is one of the works over whose appearance the student of
political science may well rejoice, however one may disagree with positions
and tendencies.” The qualified praise probably alluded to Burgess’s extreme
positions on immigration and colonialism. The often dogmatic Wilson
was more critical, praising the work for “excellences both of method and
of thought,” but finding fault with “a mechanical and incorrect style, a
dogmatic spirit, and a lack of insight into institutions.” Another historian
lauded the book for its “novel and startling statements,” voiced concern
over its racial theories and confusing terminology, but pronounced the
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entire work a “great value.” Scholars reviewing Foundations of Political Sci-
ence declared Burgess’s analysis applicable to political developments in the
1920s and 1930s. More recent reviewers agree that Political Science and
Comparative Constitutional Law was a classic, finding it still relevant as
late as the 1950s and 1960s. Bernard Edward Brown argued that the work
made Burgess widely recognized as a founding father of political science
and one of the nation’s foremost “political thinkers” before World War I.
His efforts to perfect scientific method and professional rigor for politi-
cal science and history led to the pursuit of higher standards as the dis-
ciplines developed. Albert Somit and Joseph Tanenhaus argued that the
book made Burgess the “most outstanding advocate of scientism” because
it established the “historical-comparative method” as cutting-edge politi-
cal science.”

Published between 1897 and 1902, Burgess’s historical trilogy of the
antebellum, Civil War, and Reconstruction eras was a strong but not unique
statement for national reconciliation. The books, especially the Reconstruc-
tion volume, also put into practice Burgess’s theories of political science,
philosophy, scientific method, and race. Written at the birth of the Jim
Crow era, the books were products of a racially biased age. The trilogy car-
ried a great deal of weight because the author had sterling credentials and
claimed to be writing “scientific” history. His interpretation of these most
sensitive of topics—slavery, secession, the war, and Reconstruction—was
highly influential among historians and the public. Advertisements for the
trilogy trumpeted its author as “a writer of eminence and of special author-
ity” creating “the best scholarship” and a high level of “literary value.” Stu-
dents could expect “a comprehensive history,” and general readers could
enjoy an “authentic” and “impartial” description.?

Some reviewers thought the title 7he Middle Period, 1817-1858 and
Burgess’s preface promised an overall history of the period, including all
social, economic, and political developments. The expert in constitutional
law and political science, however, had a narrower project in mind. Con-
fessing his own biases, Burgess resolved to avoid consulting all secondary
sources and to avoid “passionate onesidedness.” He argued that the peri-
od’s history had to be written from “the correct view,” that of the North.
While acknowledging southern leaders sincerity, Burgess sought to prove
the South wrong in order to foster national reconciliation. Reviews were
mixed. Blurbs for the book praised it as well suited for the general reader
and applauded its “excellence.” Others complained about its limited scope.
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In generally favorable comments in the AHR, a reviewer noted that “this is
a history of politics only.” Another reviewer took a harsher stance, labeling
the book “disappointing,” the product of yet another “conventional literary,
legalistic, and essentially parliamentary frame of mind” that “adds practi-
cally nothing” to understanding the era. Both critics complained that Bur-
gess consulted only legislative documents and that his history had the “tone
and manner of a constitutional lawyer.” In an eighteen-page review, a third
complained that the study had “serious” flaws because Burgess approached
the subject with preconceived notions.”! The reviews exposed Burgess’s fail-
ure to situate properly his work in the discipline as a narrowly focused con-
stitutional study.

In The Middle Period Burgess analyzed most of the antebellum period’s
political highpoints and divisive issues in chronological order. Although his
racial views of early slavery escaped the reviewers” wrath, his analysis clearly
extended the views in Political Science and Comparative Constitutional Law.
Noting parallels between early Christians enslaving infidels and English
Americans enslaving Africans, Burgess declared that slavery was “vastly
beneficial” to infidels and blacks, and that it was “a principle of modern
political science and practical politics . . . that civilized people have the
right and duty to impose civilization upon uncivilized populations.” Slaves
“were, in general, entirely contented” under the “superior intelligence” of
the “white race.” Ever the reconciliationist, Burgess emphasized the north-
ern origins of slavery in the colonies, and he concluded that the “peculiar
institution” was the result of sincere Northerners and Southerners attempt-
ing to resolve the labor needs of “the highly civilized Anglo-American race”
and the abilities of “the grossly barbaric negro race.” As for abolition, he
was highly critical of William Lloyd Garrison and John Brown while being
what a reviewer labeled “unusually lenient” when discussing the proslavery
activists who murdered Elijah Lovejoy.??

Reviewers continued to be confused with the trilogy’s next volume.
Burgess’s editors proclaimed that although 7he Civil War and the Constitu-
tion, 1859—1865 was “eminently a constitutional history” for political and
legal topics, it was “also a stirring and graphic account of the events of the
war.” The result was that some reviewers still expected a history instead of
the author’s more narrowly focused study. One complained that though
Burgess was “a good constitutional lawyer . . . we doubt his capacity to
enter upon the difficult field of military history.” He praised Burgess for
good “descriptions” of nonbattle situations and avoiding “sectional rancor



John W. Burgess, Godfather of the Dunning School 61

and American bombast,” but he recommended the book for popular readers
only. A reviewer for the American Historical Review commended the consti-
tutional and political analysis, but faulted it as a “scientific” work, probably
of interest to political scientists only.??

His critics were justifiably confused: Burgess began the book with bio-
graphical sketches of Jefferson Davis, Stephen Douglas, and Abraham Lin-
coln and eschewed significant constitutional analysis until page 17. Burgess
generally focused on constitutional and political issues, but his detours to
military history were awkward. As he had in The Middle Period, he occa-
sionally commented on racial issues. Preferring that only “the white race”
fight the war, he lamented that Confederate Native Americans (with their
“savage methods of warfare”) fought Union blacks (“more or less barbar-
ians, but . . . not savages”) at Pea Ridge. Responding to claims that with
the Emancipation Proclamation President Abraham Lincoln set a “barba-
rous race against a civilized race,” Burgess argued that “the negro race in
the South was not exactly a barbarous race. It was an uneducated race” and
“simply a subject race sunken in ignorance.”* Such explicit racial analysis,
however, was the exception, not the rule, up to this point in the trilogy. In
the end, Burgess’s Civil War was not popular with critics because the politi-
cal scientist and constitutional lawyer ignored previous historians’ interpre-
tations and waded blindly, as an outsider, into the most contentious subfield
in American history.

Together with his political science classic, Burgess’s Reconstruction and
the Constitution, 1866—1876 is the most significant work in understanding
his relationship to the Dunning School because the era afforded the best use
of his legal and constitutional talents as a political scientist. He effectively
mixed in scientific racism to create an influential book, one that buttressed
the developing historical consensus. Like the previous two books, this final
volume of the trilogy garnered a mixed reception. A reviewer in the Ameri-
can Historical Review lamented that what Burgess touted as “sound political
science” more closely resembled “the gathering of dry bones together.” He
admired Burgess’s “courage” in “boldly” stating his opinions, but the lack
of footnotes and selective use of evidence did not meet standards for sound
history. Reconstruction, the reviewer argued, was no place for a political
scientist. But a political scientist approvingly noted that Burgess judged
events and politicians and prescribed solutions. Similarly, a reviewer from
a southern literary journal labeled the work “very scholarly,” and he agreed
that national reconciliation was a priority and that Radical Reconstruction
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was a disaster. Two of the reviewers approved of Burgess’s explicit racial
comments and quoted them extensively.””

The reviewers correctly identified Burgess’s priorities and sensed a
change in his previously “scientific” demeanor. What had been, in the first
two parts of the trilogy, only occasional comments about race degenerated
into increasingly frequent and virulent affirmations of white supremacy.
His relatively detached and pro-North voice often descended, in Recon-
struction, into passionate denunciations of Republican policies. Character-
istically, Burgess viewed himself as an agent, or perhaps the only agent, of
reconciliation. It was time, he argued, for the North to acknowledge that
Reconstruction was just as wrong as secession. He approved of Congress’s
“nationalization of civil liberty,” but he disagreed vehemently with giving
former slaves the vote. It was “the white man’s mission, his duty and his
right, to hold the reins of political power” for the good of “civilization.”
Burgess was relieved that under the less confrontational Hayes adminis-
tration policies in the South and because of recent U.S. imperialism, “the
North” had begun to acknowledge that there existed “vast differences in
political capacity between the races.” Having confessed his motives, Bur-
gess presented a chronological and thematic summary and analysis of the
era. He began with “The Theory of Reconstruction,” evaluated in ten chap-
ters Abraham Lincoln, Andrew Johnson, Congress, and Ulysses S. Grant,
and ended the book discussing “ ‘Carpet-Bag’ and Negro Domination,” the
1876 election, and international events.

Burgess began the first chapter with a characteristically confusing dis-
course on “the state” and the powers of each federal branch. By narrowly
delineating congressional powers to reconstruct a state once the state gov-
ernment had been restored, Burgess built the foundation on which to cru-
cify activist Republican policies. He sought to project scientific impartiality
and a balanced perspective, however, and he voiced few objections to the
early stages of Reconstruction, frequently awarding presidential and con-
gressional actions his stamp of approval as “sound political science.” He
approved of Andrew Johnson’s Reconstruction plan, supported Congress’s
initial plans for Reconstruction as “true political theory,” objected to the
Freedmen’s Bureau, and defended the Black Codes. Burgess believed the
first civil rights bill to be “a great change,” Johnson’s veto of it a “mon-
umental blunder,” and the ensuing Fourteenth Amendment appropriate.
With most southern states refusing ratification, there was “no question in
the mind of any sound political scientist and constitutional lawyer,” he
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declared, “that Congress was in the right, logically, morally, and legally,”
to take control of Reconstruction. It was, however, “simply astounding”
that Congress “made such a mess of it.”” Burgess’s method to this point
had been to explain the merits of both sides, draw distinctions between the
legally correct and the morally wrong, and assess whether the action was
“sound political science.” Some of his constitutional and legal judgments
appeared to be well-reasoned and were probably helpful to those trying to
make sense of the period.

Burgess abandoned all pretense of impartiality, however, when north-
ern Republicans introduced black suffrage in the South. It was “a mon-
strous thing,” “a great political error,” “a sin,” “a great wrong to civilization,”

the placement of “barbarism . . . over civilization,” “one of the ‘blunder-
crimes’ of the century,” and the surrender of “reason, . . . prudence, . . .
and . . . decency” to “passions.” He declared—in one of the book’s most

widely quoted passages—that “a black skin means membership in a race of
men which has never of itself succeeded in subjecting passion to reason, has
never, therefore, created any civilization of any kind.” Disloyalty did not
justify “domination” of black over white, the results of which were racial
hatred and corruption. An electorate largely composed of “negroes, ‘poor
white trash, ‘carpet-baggers’” and others made “horrible results” inevi-
table.” The excessive enthusiasm with which Burgess condemned black
suffrage and his applying a patina of science to racist theory is crucial to
understanding his influence with the American public and the Dunning
School. Again, coming from an eminent scholar and an alleged “scientific”
authority at a leading university, Burgess’s language in this book added
credibility to, and possibly encouraged the use of excessively racist rhetoric
in, other histories of Reconstruction.

Believing his analysis to be objective, detached, and self-evident sci-
ence, Burgess declared that it was best to treat the North’s “terrible mis-
take” and the South’s “terrible degradation” “briefly and impersonally,”
merely drawing “lessons of warning” from the period instead of continuing
the cycle of blame. But in a chapter titled “ ‘Carpet-Bag’ and Negro Domi-
nation in the Southern States between 1868 and 1876,” he railed against
the horrors of black suffrage and sympathized with white Southerners of
his class. He also justified the process of Redemption as a messy but neces-
sary expedient. As Republican state governments engaged in “corruption,
shame and vulgarity” by “plundering the treasury, increasing the taxes, sell-
ing franchises, issuing bonds, and celebrating high carnival everywhere and
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all the time,” “the gentlemen and political leaders of the old school” were
understandably outraged, and, not surprisingly, “hotspurs and desperados
were stirred to deeds of intimidation and violence.” He declared it “natural,
though not praiseworthy” that whites formed the Ku Klux Klan, which he
equated with the Union Leagues. Defending states’ rights, Burgess argued
that Klan obstruction of black voting was not a federal concern, and that
Congress undoubtedly “overstepped its constitutional powers” with subse-
quent acts. With “life, property, and female honor insecure,” “it was abso-
lutely necessary” for South Carolina’s whites “in self-defense” to “take the
law into their own hands.” Since the law in Mississippi “would not yield, it
had to be broken.””

Throughout Reconstruction, Burgess sympathized especially with for-
mer slave owners and other whites who, like his father, assumed that they
were the South’s natural leaders. The era was tragic because, he argued, the
“most intelligent and virtuous” were out of power, and “the most ignorant
and vicious” ruled the South in a “vulgar, materialistic, brutal” way. “No
sane mind” could fail to understand why the white South coalesced behind
the Democratic Party because “life, property, happiness, honor, civiliza-
tion,” and all else “demanded” that the South’s “decent white men” unite
to defend “their families, their homes and their communities.” Similarly,
well-heeled Republican moderates and conservatives were repelled by their
party’s excesses in the South, and they began to push the party toward an
emphasis on “sound money” financial policies. Burgess saw Hayes’s steer-
ing away from bayonet rule in the South and toward sound money as the
key to ending the horrors of Reconstruction. Hayes brought “order and
peace” to “the plundered and impoverished South.” Burgess concluded that
after a “dark night of domination by the negro and adventurer,” the Span-
ish American War had begun the process of reunion. “White men of the
South” could rest assured that Republicans, with their recent experience in
“imposing the sovereignty” of the United States on “eight millions of Asiat-
ics,” would “never again give themselves over to the vain imagination of the
political equality of man.” Reconciliation was finally at hand.*

Largely forgotten in the late twentieth-century rush to condemn Burgess,
Dunning, and their contemporaries and students is the fact that they did
raise the level of historical scholarship. Following Ranke’s lead, these schol-
ars examined more sources, cited them in a consistent manner, exposed
their works to vigorous peer review, and in many other ways improved the
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way mankind examined its past. Burgess’s contributions to political science
were monumental, and he was an important and pathbreaking historian as
well; his influence on Dunning and the latter’s students was fundamental.
It is, of course, the racial biases of these scholars that are so conspicuous to
the modern reader, and historians have rightfully targeted that racism. Un-
like Dunning, however, Burgess has ceased even to be a target for condem-
nation. Despite substantial differences among historians of this era, “the
Dunning School” has become shorthand for the racist interpretations of the
Civil War and Reconstruction eras written in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Historians including Burgess have, over time, become
subsumed and therefore lost under the Dunning School brand. Burgess’s
scholarly reputation among historians persisted until about 1950, but he
then gradually, and with some exceptions, disappeared from scholars’ bibli-
ographies. But Burgess was a significant historian and scholar. His positive
accomplishments in history and political science ought not to be forgotten,
and his racism and its origins should not be ignored.

In a revealing comment from 1967 on Burgess’s vanishing scholarly
reputation, the political scientists Somit and Tanenhaus asked, “How
many persons remember [Burgess] as other than a ridiculously fanatical
Germanophile?” The question sets up the authors’ main argument, that
although Burgess’s scholarship had long ceased to be relevant, he remains
the “Father” of political science in America and “among the truly great fig-
ures in its history.” They then lauded his “grasp of scientific method,” his
passion for “broad interdisciplinary training” and “systemic theory,” and
his lofty goals for the study of politics.”’ Burgess’s long-term effect on the
historical profession rests largely on his Reconstruction, but the sum of his
works, including those devoted solely to political science, had a large influ-
ence on Dunning and his students. Burgess was one of the first to write
interdisciplinary history, from which much of his claim of being a “sci-
entific” scholar came. As Burgess grew in stature as a writer, teacher, and
administrator, so too did the prominence of his scholarship, including his
racial pronouncements, and this shaped the development of the Dunning
School. So, though Burgess was a generation removed from that historio-
graphic school, he was the, or a, godfather to it.

Assessing Burgess’s place in Reconstruction historiography begins
with his professional relationship with Dunning. The two worked closely
together over thirty years, but their roles evolved from teacher-student to
older mentor—younger colleague, to equals and competitors, and finally to
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fading elder—rising star. Dunning earned a Ph.D. in history in 1885 under
Burgess’s direction and then taught at Columbia in the History and Politi-
cal Science departments, outlasting Burgess by seven years. The scholars
worked closely on the PSQ for twenty-two years, serving together on the
editorial board from 1890 to 1912 (including Dunning’s terms as managing
editor, 1894-97 and 1899-1903). Given this close working relationship and
consistent friendship, it should not be surprising that their interpretations
of Reconstruction and its racial effect were similar. Burgess and Dunning
agreed with James Ford Rhodes that Congress was right to take control
of Reconstruction but wrong to support black suffrage. They differed on
smaller points, but the centrality of race formed the key to their interpre-
tations. Burgess and Dunning wrote and taught political science and his-
tory, and the similarities in their approaches to the era’s history are striking.
Dunning titled his dissertation “The Constitution in the Civil War and
Reconstruction,” and his 1898 book Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruc-
tion and Related Topics included chapters titled “The Constitution of the
United States in Civil War” and “The Constitution of the United States in
Reconstruction.” Burgess followed with 7he Civil War and the Constitution,
18591865 and Reconstruction and the Constitution, 1866—1876. Dunning
then published Reconstruction, Political and Economic, 1865—1877, covering
much of the same ground as Burgess’s book.”

By the early 1900s the two prominent scholars from one of America’s
leading universities appeared to be locked in an academic and retail compe-
tition, writing on identical topics for competing series while ignoring each
other in their books. Burgess’s Reconstruction and the Constitution was part
of Charles Scribner’s Sons” American History series, and Dunning’s Recon-
struction Political and Economic was part of Harper and Brothers’ series The
American Nation: A History. Burgess’s 1902 work ignored Dunning’s pre-
vious book, and Dunning returned the favor in 1907, failing to mention
Burgess in his text. He did, however, include Burgess’s book in the biblio-
graphic essay, admitting blandly that it “deals incisively with the legal and
political aspects of the period.” Dunning saved his biggest compliment for
Rhodes, whose recent volumes he declared to be “the only comprehensive
narrative covering the years of reconstruction in a scientific spirit.” Bur-
gess could not have been pleased that his former student deemed his book
so insignificant, and he continued to all but ignore Dunning, even in his
memoirs. That Dunning was eclipsing Burgess in scholarly reputation dur-
ing this time only added to the competition.?
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Despite the textual silence, Burgess and Dunning strongly influenced
each other. The similarities in their interpretations of the Reconstruction
era rested on the fashionable concepts of racism and reconciliation, and
their proximity as Columbia colleagues suggests ample cross-fertilization of
ideas. More important, it is likely that Burgess’s well-developed racial theo-
ries, rooted in his southern upbringing, and his strong desire for national
reconciliation, stemming from his war experiences, influenced Dunning. In
addition, Dunning probably was impressed by his colleague’s stature in the
political science and history disciplines and, consciously or not, accepted
Burgess’s scientific racism as accurate. Both men zealously asserted that the
price of national reconciliation was the acceptance of the white South’s ver-
sion of the solution to “the race problem.” Their similar and increasingly
shrill emphasis on the two concepts brings to mind questions about each
author’s motivations. Did their competition spur them toward increasing
the rhetoric of racism? Did both men perceive an American public eager
to read lurid details about Reconstruction and a scholarly community that
welcomed the link of race to reconciliation? Perhaps unanswerable, the
questions suggest a causal link between the men and their works.**

Other historians have noticed Burgess’s influence on Dunning. Vernon
L. Wharton noted Dunning’s move from “mild discussions” on race in his
1897 work toward “severer judgments” in his 1907 book, and he pointed to
the significance of Burgess’s 1902 work. Burgess was probably “one of the
more important influences on Dunning and his students,” although Whar-
ton admitted that they did not adopt all Burgess’s theories. Burgess’s ten-
dency to lurch from dry analysis of legal and political issues to “emotional
attack” when discussing race seems to have inspired change in Dunning’s
later book. Wharton argued that Burgess and his students, including Dun-
ning, reacted to intellectual currents of social Darwinism and helped estab-
lish a general interpretational scheme for the history of Reconstruction,
especially the part played by African Americans. Members of the Dunning
School “merely gave elaborate and expert documentation to a story already
generally accepted.”™

Philip R. Muller added that Dunning wrote the “flawed” Reconstruc-
tion, Political and Economic quickly and from secondary sources, relying
heavily on his students” dissertations. It seems likely, however, that Bur-
gess’s Reconstruction and the Constitution was equally accessible to the har-
ried Dunning, and that Dunning adopted Burgess’s more strident timbre.
Muller dismissed Dunning’s often unfortunate language in the book on the
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basis of his refusal “to take the project seriously,” but the changes in tone
from Essays and the parallels to Burgess’s structure and language, especially
with regard to race, are noticeable. Muller emphasized Dunning’s focus in
Reconstruction, Political and Economic on a national viewpoint, foreign pol-
icy, and constitutional considerations, as well as an intensified sense of dis-
gust for carpetbaggers, scalawags, and blacks. Indeed, Muller argued that
although Dunning’s great reputation as a racist historian derives almost
completely from his 1907 work, the sloppy and racist generalizations
therein represent not Dunning’s beliefs but “those of others.” Seeking to
vindicate Dunning, Muller reminded the reader that Dunning did not dic-
tate analytical conclusions to his students and that it was Burgess, not Dun-
ning, who developed “a systematic theory of race.” Dunning also portrayed
Reconstruction as the product of democracy run rampant, a fundamental
theme in Burgess’s Reconstruction and the Constitution. It seems likely, then,
that Dunning’s students relied on the works of Burgess and others for the
racism they applied to individual states, and that Dunning borrowed these
ideas from his students and from Burgess for his hastily written classic.*
While perhaps too soft on Dunning’s racism, Muller astutely identified the
racist theory in Dunning’s best-known work as Burgess’s, thus indicating
the direct effect of Burgess on Dunning and his school.

Though Burgess was a significant influence on the Dunning School,
especially with regard to racial theory, a glance at scholarly works on Recon-
struction over the twentieth century reveals the Burgess name gradually
receding in importance under the weight of the Dunning School brand.
Many historians writing before the civil rights movement recognized Bur-
gess’s effect on the prevailing interpretation of Reconstruction as well as
his significance in the disciplines of political science and history, but more
recent historians began to distance themselves from, and eventually ignore,
Burgess and his racist theories. Some, including Mark M. Krug, Herman
Belz, and Joe W. Trotter, correctly associated Burgess’s name with the his-
toriographic interpretation; each historian labeled the racist view of Recon-
struction an element of “the Burgess-Dunning school.”” Most historians,
however, have left Burgess and his accomplishments, both negative and
positive, behind in the dustbin of historiography.

While the Dunning School remained in vogue, Burgess’s legacy
retained a degree of prominence. In his 1924 presidential address to the
American Historical Association, Charles M. Andrews acknowledged Bur-
gess’s place as one of the founding fathers of graduate history study in the
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United States. Burgess’s obituary in the American Political Science Review
described his similar place in modern political science. In 1937 Dun-
ning’s student Charles W. Ramsdell referred to Burgess’s more evenhanded
approach to the North and the South in Middle Period and Civil War as an
example of the maturing of the profession. E. Merton Coulter’s The South
during Reconstruction, 1865—1877 (1947) echoed Burgess’s racial theories.
And as late as 1969, the cautious Avery Craven recommended Burgess’s
Reconstruction as “an older ‘traditional’ interpretation useful for compari-
son” to recent scholarship.?

Revisionist black historians exposed Burgess as one of the most prom-
inent early historians to insert racism into the study of Reconstruction.
Writing in 1920, Norman P. Andrews grouped Burgess with Dunning’s
student J. G. de R. Hamilton as “biased historians” whose “radical utter-
ances” were of no importance other than demonstrating “the lack of sci-
entific Reconstruction history.” In 1935 W. E. B. Du Bois staged a more
thorough attack on “the Columbia school of historians” in Black Recon-
struction. Du Bois judged Burgess and Dunning as “Standard—Anti-
Negro,” but he distinguished between Burgess’s “frank and determined”
racism and Dunning’s “less dogmatic” biases. Du Bois devoted more than
twice as much space to condemning Burgess as he did to denouncing Dun-
ning, whose primary sin was, according to the black scholar, nurturing
racist students. Du Bois viewed Burgess as “a Tory and open apostle of reac-
tion” whose views on “Nordic supremacy” and blacks “as essentially prop-
erty” dominated his writing. Du Bois implied that Burgess, not Dunning,
was the force behind Columbia’s racist classrooms and scholarship and thus
the racism in historiography at the time. A. A. Taylor reviewed the histo-
riography of Reconstruction in 1938 from the black perspective, and, with
extensive quotes from Burgess’s Reconstruction, characterized his attitude
toward Reconstruction as mostly negative compared to Dunning’s more
“judiciously” reasoned conclusions.*

Even white historians joining the growing chorus against the scien-
tific racism in Reconstruction studies singled out Burgess. As early as 1913
Burgess’s student Charles A. Beard criticized the racist notions of Teu-
tonic civilization and government found throughout Burgess’s scholarship.
Francis B. Simkins argued in 1939 that the alleged innate inferiority of
black Southerners was a fundamental flaw in many historians™ interpreta-
tions of Reconstruction, and he held Burgess’s writings to be “more prej-
udiced” than even those of Rhodes. “The impartial historian,” Simkins
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declared, could not accept Burgess’s claim, given recent anthropological
studies. In the same year, Edward Norman Saveth evaluated Burgess’s place
in “the reign of the Teutonophiles,” labeling the theories as outmoded and
overreaching.

By the 1940s Burgess’s star had begun to dim noticeably. Howard K.
Beale reviewed the Dunning School in 1940 without a nod to Burgess. In
his 1951 classic, Origins of the New South, 1877—-1913, C. Vann Woodward
noted Dunning’s important contributions—but not those of Burgess—in
establishing Columbia as the new center of scholarship on the Reconstruc-
tion South. Four years later Woodward placed Dunning in a more impor-
tant light, as one of the “authorities” whom Southerners cited to justify
the establishment of Jim Crow laws. In 1959 Bernard A. Weisberger gave
equal billing to, and found equal fault with, Burgess and Dunning, but
Wendell Holmes Stephenson in 1964 devoted a chapter to Dunning and
overlooked Burgess when assessing the pioneers of southern history. For
Kenneth Stampp in 1965, it was Rhodes, not Burgess, who was the pri-
mary force behind the Dunning School’s racism. In David Donald’s more
thorough revisionism of the same year, Burgess completely disappeared,
and Dunning and his students were the only representatives of the for-
mer interpretation. Among political scientists, Burgess’s legacy faded even
more quickly. Bernard Brown noted in his 1951 retrospective that Burgess
“found it easier to impress than to convince the political scientists of his
era.” Woodrow Wilson remained unconvinced, and, aside from legal schol-
ars, Nicholas Murray Butler was perhaps Burgess’s “only major convert.”!

Burgess’s slide from relevancy continued into the modern era. In his
1980 survey of Reconstruction historiography, John Hope Franklin ignored
Burgess while analyzing Dunning, his school, and their significance. Joe
Gray Taylor, LaWanda Cox, and Harold D. Woodman followed Franklin’s
lead seven years later. Even Peter Novick, in an extended study of racism in
American historians during the era, portrayed Burgess as only one of many
who supported “Dunning’s picture” of Reconstruction. In his 1988 mas-
terpiece on Reconstruction, Eric Foner equally acknowledged Burgess and
Dunning as the racist “mentors” to a generation of influential historians,
but he adopted the “Dunning School” moniker and failed to distinguish
Burgess’s racist theories from Dunning’s.? The trend among historians
and political scientists continued into the 1990s and 2000s, as Burgess was
either subsumed under the Dunning label or ignored entirely.®

Some scholars still find relevance in Burgess, correctly placing him
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in the pantheon of greats in founding modern scholarship. Political scien-
tists such as Somit and Tanenhaus rightfully recalled Burgess’s place in the
founding of their discipline, and Belz noted Burgess’s importance in pio-
neering “realistic” constitutional history. Larry Kincaid lumped Burgess and
Dunning together as part of the “nationalist” school that vastly improved
the writing of Reconstruction history by overturning the interpretations of
the “Republican apologists.” And more recently, the legal scholar Angela
P. Harris, the legal historian R. Volney Riser, and the political scientist
Michael ]. Shapiro have recognized Burgess’s leadership in linking white-
ness and citizenship within various turn-of-the-century issues. Writing in
the PSQ, Michael H. Frisch correctly surmised that John W. Burgess “was
to political science what Herbert Baxter Adams . . . was to history—the vir-
tual creator in the American university of the research-oriented, graduate
seminar—focused, professional discipline.”*

But Burgess was a key figure in the writing of American history as well.
His importance to the Dunning School lay not in the originality of his
ideas about race and professionalism but in the force with which he pursued
them, the science with which he defended them, and the proximity with
which his door lay to Dunning’s. Burgess was the godfather behind the
Dunning School’s racism. He did not invent that racism—it was pervasive
in the intellectual environment—but he certainly gave it a seemingly logical
explanation, one derived from “science.” Dunning borrowed from it, and
his students applied it to their state studies.
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William Archibald Dunning

Flawed Colossus of American Letters

James S. Humphreys

The influence of the American historian William Archibald Dunning
hovers over the study of United States history and political science like
a ghostly apparition, one that modern scholars have found impossible to
avoid. Dunning arguably contributed more than any other scholar to those
two fields, when both were in their nascent stages in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. His scholarly corpus of writing included
forty-three articles on history and political science topics, two books on
the Reconstruction era, and three works on Western political theory.! Dun-
ning also played a major role in the development of the American His-
torical Association (AHA) and the American Political Science Association
(APSA) and served as mentor to a legion of history and political science
graduate students at Columbia University. Many of his students went on
to outstanding careers in their fields after leaving Columbia. Although his
arduous scholarly activities and teaching responsibilities often drained his
energy, Dunning reveled in his work, approaching it with a zeal uncommon
even for historians. Yet present-day scholars remember Dunning primar-
ily as the founder of the school of Reconstruction thought that bears his
name: the Dunning School. This approach stands out as the first coherent,
overarching theory of the study of Reconstruction, a theory that shaped
both scholarly and popular attitudes toward the subject for half a century
and one that, though misguided, remains influential.

The Dunning School portrayed Radical Reconstruction as an abject
failure, cast blacks as ill-equipped for the responsibilities of freedom, and
described southern whites as hapless victims of the Reconstruction poli-
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cies of the federal government. Few challenges to the Dunning view, from
either scholars or nonspecialists, arose during Dunning’s lifetime, as the
pervasive racism in American society and the widespread desire to promote
sectional reconciliation created a congenial environment for the acceptance
of a prowhite southern view of Reconstruction.? Later, however, twentieth-
century scholars eviscerated Dunning’s work for its racial biases and other
excesses, dismantling his reputation as an outstanding scholar that he had
worked assiduously to gain.

Dunning’s anti-Radical view of Reconstruction developed in spite of
his northern birth. That is not to say he was unique; many Americans in
the North in the nineteenth century held a jaundiced view toward Radi-
cal Reconstruction and toward blacks. John H. Dunning and Catherine
D. Trelease were married in 1849. In 1855 their two-year-old son, William
Archibald, died of an illness, and on May 12, 1857, the couple welcomed
another son, whom they also named William Archibald. The child was
born in the Dunning family’s weathered but stately home in Plainfield,
New Jersey.?

Dunning and his sister, Matilde, or “Willie and Tillie,” as family mem-
bers called them, grew up surrounded by stable, intelligent, and productive
individuals. The scholar Anne W. Chapman described William Dunning’s
father as “a carriage manufacturer, amateur painter, and art critic.” “John
Dunning,” she wrote “was a man of wide intellectual interests, which he
passed on to his son.” William’s uncle Elijah Trelease died while serving
in the Union Army during the Civil War. Typhoid took his life in 1862.
Another uncle, William Trelease, an ardent opponent of slavery and a
staunch supporter of the Union cause, served in a New Jersey regiment that
fought in Virginia. “I think Willie does remarkably well at writing for one
of his age,” he explained in a letter to Catherine Dunning. “I hope both of
your children will get a good education. I see the use of it. at my age.” “Til-
lie,” William Trelease wrote in a letter to Matilda Dunning, “do your best
now while you have a chance and learn all that you can for you won[’t] go
to school always and I shall fell [sic] proud of you if you excel.” William and
Matilda Dunning surpassed their family’s expectations. Matilda enrolled in
the New Jersey State Normal School and in 1873 received a teacher’s cer-
tificate qualifying her to work in the New Jersey public schools. William
Dunning finished first in his high school class.*

The history of the Reconstruction era possibly began to interest Dun-
ning as a young boy. He was eleven years old in 1868, the year Radical
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Reconstruction reached its culmination with the impeachment of President
Andrew Johnson. As he entered his teenage years, then, most of the burn-
ing political issues of the day stemmed from the debate over federal policy
toward the South. Dunning’s later statement that his father “first interested
him in Reconstruction” suggests that his anti-Radical views may have been
forming while he was still a boy through the influence of John Dunning.
The two probably discussed the Reconstruction of the southern states at
length.

Dunning also grew up in the shadow of New York City, only thirty
miles separating Plainfield from the United States’ most exciting urban
milieu. Dunning enrolled in New York City’s Columbia College (later Uni-
versity), having been ordered to leave Dartmouth College after committing
an indiscretion there, probably a youthful prank, given his mischievous and
playful nature. Having lost his Dartmouth opportunity, he excelled aca-
demically at Columbia, finishing his undergraduate degree in 1881. Dur-
ing his early years of undergraduate school he took courses in mathematics,
chemistry, history, English literature, and antiquities and later branched out
to courses in political science, logic, philosophy, and physics. He enrolled in
Greek and Latin classes every year of undergraduate school. He eventually
completed a master’s degree and then entered Columbia’s Ph.D. program.®

Dunning followed the path of many young American scholars in the
late nineteenth century when he enrolled at the University of Berlin to
study for a year. German higher education enjoyed worldwide respect at
this time and was also more affordable than university education at elite
colleges in the United States. As Daniel T. Rodgers has pointed out, the
Americans educated in Germany exerted a significant influence on progres-
sive reform in the United States. Germany, and the rest of western Europe,
tended to be ahead of the United States in the institution of progressive
reform measures such as social security and workers’ insurance. Germany’s
Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, for example, supported widespread social
legislation as early as the 1880s. The comparative slowness with which pro-
gressive reform developed in the United States Rogers terms “American
behindhandedness.””

The influence of German reform left a deep impression on American
students. Though it caused some of the Americans to question the system
of capitalism under which they had grown up, it also provoked them to
consider the darker sides of activist government. For example, the same
German political leaders who provided social insurance for their citizens
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also placed severe limitations on civil liberties. The Progressive movement
in the United States usually received the support of the American students
educated in Germany when the young scholars returned home. Dunning’s
twenty-five-dollar contribution to the 1920 presidential campaign of Dem-
ocrats James M. Cox and Franklin D. Roosevelt sheds light on his political
views.®

The emphasis on “scientific history” at Berlin, the university where the
father of scientific history, Leopold von Ranke, had once taught, impressed
Dunning. The scientific method was growing in importance to the study
of the social sciences at the turn of the twentieth century. This approach
stressed the importance of research and objectivity as the basis of reli-
able scholarship. The writing of history, according to the Rankean model,
included little room for speculation, legend, or prolixity. Ranke knew, how-
ever, that scientific history would not be completely unbiased. The histo-
rian would be influenced by his environment. The historian’s duty was to
cull from his arrangement of facts an overarching meaning of the past,
thereby probing the mind of God. Emphasizing both the role of a Supreme
Being in the unfolding of history and the primacy of political events to
the study of the past infused Rankean historical writing with a mystical,
nationalistic ethos.’

Peter Novick, in his magisterial work, 7hat Noble Dream: The “Objec-
tivity Question” and the American Historical Profession, argued that Ameri-
can students who studied in Germany in the nineteenth century perverted
Ranke’s idea of scientific history as an inexact and spiritual discipline
designed to exalt the state to one of a detached and exacting search for
historical truth. The Americans applied the principles of scientific history
to their work in a literal fashion, dispensing with mysticism in favor of
empiricism. To them, researching and collecting the facts of history mat-
tered more than attempting to divine the meaning of the past; questing for
historical accuracy, not God’s intentions, stood out as their ultimate aim.
The scientific method, as defined by American scholars, dovetailed with
the goals of late nineteenth-century progressive thinkers, who sought to
cure political and social ills through the application of reform measures.
The introduction of the historical seminar in American universities, the
growing professionalization of the historical guild in the United States, and
the adoption of the scientific method as interpreted by American schol-
ars—all reflected the influence of German scholarship and the interna-
tional Progressive movement. American historians, and scholars in other
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fields as well, moved in these two powerful currents of thought, both of
which stressed the equipping of elites through professional training to solve
society’s most vexing social ills."°

Dunning attempted to inculcate the scientific method in his students
when he began teaching in Columbia’s Political Science Department after
finishing his Ph.D. in 1885. His dissertation addressed the effect of the
Civil War and Reconstruction on the U.S. Constitution." John W. Burgess,
a mentor of Dunning’s, continued to serve on the faculty. Dunning’s hiring
at his alma mater enabled him to remain in New York City and determined
the later course of his personal and professional life.

In the early decades of the twentieth century, William Dunning
emerged as the most influential historian of the post—Civil War period.
In 1898, two years after Dunning noted in the pages of the American His-
torical Review (AHR) “the real need . . . of a clear-cut unbiased narrative of
the facts of reconstruction history,” officials of the Macmillan Company
published his Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction and Related Topics.
Dunning’s goal in the essays was to shed light on “the constitutional and
political history” of the Civil War and Reconstruction era for “the younger
generation of reading men.” Dunning declared in the preface that “Recon-
struction . . . is to most people merely a synonym for bad government, and
conveys no idea of the profound problems of statecraft that had to be solved
between 1865 and 1870.” In the volume of essays, then, he sought to illu-
minate the complexity of the legal and political challenges faced by federal
and state officials during the Civil War and Reconstruction.'

Dunning pointed out in chapter 1, “The Constitution of the United
States in Civil War,” that the events of the war clearly established the
supremacy of the national government within the country’s system of fed-
eralism. Before 1861 governments on both levels, state and federal, exer-
cised sovereign powers over their jurisdictions. The exigencies of the Civil
War, however, allowed Union officials to expand the powers of the U.S.
government, which resulted in the diminution of state power in the North.
The development of a national banking system and the vigorous exercise
of war powers by President Lincoln stood out as examples of federal amal-
gamation of power during the war years. Dunning viewed these trends
as constitutionally justifiable, given the Confederacy’s threat to dissolve
the United States. The triumph of the Union destroyed state sovereignty
by discrediting secession while establishing the national government as
supreme."
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After demonstrating that Union victory “removed one pregnant source
of confusion at the very basis of our system” involving the dual and compet-
ing nature of sovereignty within a federal structure, Dunning explored the
stages through which Reconstruction policy passed. He pointed out that
during the period of Presidential Reconstruction, federal officials placed
mild readmission requirements on the ex-Confederate states. As members
of Congress began to assert authority over Reconstruction, however, they
came to favor “the theory of forfeited rights.” According to this theory, the
states had temporarily lost the rights associated with state power before the
Civil War. The states would have their rights restored when they met stipu-
lations outlined by Congress."

Members of Congress shifted from the forfeited-rights notion after
the ranks of the Radical Republicans grew as a result of the fall elections
of 1866. The failure of southern state legislatures to ratify the Fourteenth
Amendment angered Radical Republicans, who employed their newly
gained power in Congress to pass the Military Reconstruction Act of 1867,
which placed the southern states under the supervision of the U.S. military.
The act, Dunning asserted, invested inordinate power in Union command-
ers, who used their authority to undermine civilian rule in the South. Dun-
ning lamented that “the orders of the commanders reached the commonest
concerns of every-day life, and created the impression of a very real tyr-
anny.” Union officers, for instance, sometimes removed civil officials from
office and oversaw the allocation of public money. The definition of loyalty
to the United States became increasingly strict as Radical Reconstruction
progressed, leaving many white Southerners unable to participate in pub-
lic life. Federal officials forced state lawmakers to write new constitutions
and demanded the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment, which made
blacks citizens, and later the Fifteenth Amendment, which enfranchised
black males. Dunning argued that the “theory of state suicide,” the notion
that the southern states, by seceding, had given up all power and were no
longer states, was now clearly driving federal policy toward the South. The
theory reflected the draconian nature of Radical Reconstruction.”

Dunning regarded both the rule of U.S. military forces in the South
and the “theory of state suicide” as the backbone of Radical Reconstruction.
Through the intimidating presence of Union troops and with the once for-
midable powers of the states diminished, the Radicals could achieve their
cherished goal of enfranchising black Southerners. Dunning argued that
black suffrage hindered the process of Reconstruction, making it impossi-
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ble for southern whites to view fairly the Radical plan for restoration of the
ex-Confederate states. Radical Reconstruction, he asserted, stood a greater
chance of success had black voting rights not been inextricably linked to
it. He also saw the potential for success in Presidential Reconstruction had
that plan been allowed to come to fruition. Instead, he declared, “there was
only disaster in the application of first the one and then the other.”

Dunning added to a later edition of Essays a chapter in which he sur-
veyed the myriad ways in which white Southerners undermined and even-
tually dismantled federal Reconstruction policies. Based on a 1901 article
written by Dunning for the Atlantic Monthly, the chapter was titled “The
Undoing of Reconstruction.” In it Dunning identified three eras during
which white Southerners employed different methods of combating federal
Reconstruction policies. White opponents of Reconstruction, he explained,
resorted to intimidation and violence against blacks during the first era,
which lasted from 1870 to 1877. Their efforts reduced black voting so dras-
tically that the southern Democratic Party arose from its postwar doldrums.
The Republican Party, however, remained intact in the South, as did the
legal basis of black political power, so white Southerners destroyed both of
them during the era from 1877 to 1890. Dunning declared, “Exploitation
of the poverty, ignorance, credulity, and general childishness of the blacks
was supplemented, on occasion, by deliberate and high-handed fraud.” The
use of poll taxes, rampant bribery, and other dishonest tactics virtually
ended black voting and, consequently, vitiated the political strength of the
southern Republicans. Democratic lawmakers in the South were then free
to write new state constitutions disfranchising blacks. They achieved their
goals concerning the freedmen with methodical and ruthless efficiency.
According to Dunning, “The political equality of the negro is becoming as
extinct in law as it has long been in fact, and the undoing of reconstruction
is nearing completion.””

Dunning viewed Reconstruction’s demise as a predictable development
necessary to maintain white supremacy in the South. He claimed that even
“Jefferson and Clay and Lincoln” regarded black subordination as the only
workable arrangement for “two races so distinct in characteristics as to ren-
der coalescence impossible.” The failure of Radical Reconstruction, there-
fore, validated the racial thinking of the country’s greatest solons, while it
revealed the speciousness of the racial philosophy of the abolitionists who
proclaimed that “abolition and negro suffrage would remove the last drag
on our national progress.” Abolitionist pieties, wrote Dunning, had failed,
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and in the wake of their collapse white Southerners designed a social and
economic system similar to slavery. Dunning declared “that slavery had
been a modus vivend;i through which social life was possible; and that, after
its disappearance, its place must be taken by some set of conditions which,
if more humane and beneficent in accidents, must in essence express the
same fact of racial inequality.” White dominance, he also suggested, might
turn out to be a permanent state of civil society.”

Dunning’s Essays received positive scholarly reviews. In the Annals of
the American Academy of Political and Social Science, University of Penn-
sylvania Professor L. S. Rowe offered Dunning’s book “a warm welcome
as an important contribution to American constitutional history.” Rowe
praised the author for discarding “traditional constitutional formulae when
they do not harmonize with facts” and applauded his “ability to weigh the
merits and defects of political measures which few modern writers have
equaled, and none excelled.” “The story which Professor Dunning tells,”
he explained, “is one long conflict between the spirit of legality and the
uncompromising necessities of military rule.””’

Rowe interpreted Dunning’s volume as justification for the success-
ful attempts of members of Congress and the president to amass enormous
power in their hands in order to defeat the Confederates and to reconstruct
a fractured nation. The challenge to preserve the Union in the face of a mas-
sive rebellion rendered obsolete antebellum interpretations of the Constitu-
tion and American federalism. But, in Dunning’s opinion, explained Rowe,
“adaptation” was necessary because “the interests of the country were best
served by the assumption of authority by the executive and legislative.”*°

Frederick W. Moore, writing in the AHR, pointed out that Dunning
was able to craft out of his meticulous research a volume accessible to schol-
ars and general readers alike. “His results,” according to Moore, “are suc-
cinctly stated. The temper in which he writes is wholesome.” Dunning
had clearly not allowed his faith in scientific history to become a pedantic
pursuit.”!

Essays may not have been pedantic, but it was, in places, turgid and
prolix. In Reconstruction, Political and Economic, 1865—1877, a 1907 work
published by Harper and Brothers, Dunning displayed his ability as a styl-
ist, producing a far more lively work than his Essays. Reconstruction appeared
as volume 22 in The American Nation series, edited by the Harvard Uni-
versity historian Albert Bushnell Hart. Among the other scholars who had
published works in the series were Edward Channing, John Spencer Bas-
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sett, and Frederick Jackson Turner. Dunning dedicated his volume “To the
Memory of My Father by Whom I Was First Inspired with Interest in the
Problems of Reconstruction.”*

Among the sources Dunning used to write Reconstruction were his stu-
dents’ works. Dunning described Walter Lynwood Fleming’s Civil War and
Reconstruction in Alabama (1905) as “a great mass of social and economic as
well as political facts, with a marked southern bias in their interpretation,”
and he found Fleming’s two-volume Documentary History of Reconstruction
(1906-7) “very valuable for this period.” In addition to Fleming’s works,
the state studies of Reconstruction by Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamil-
ton, James Wilford Garner, and Edwin Campbell Woolley provided Dun-
ning with research material. Dunning also cited Paul Leland Haworth’s
book on the disputed election of 1876. By using his students’ books in his
own writing, Dunning revealed the respect he held for his young charges,
whose work he had guided at Columbia University. Consulting their state
studies of Reconstruction, as the historian Philip R. Muller has pointed
out, also allowed him to complete his book quickly and may have made
him more partisan against Radical Reconstruction.”

Another work, which Dunning held in great esteem, also appeared in
the footnotes to Reconstruction. That was James Ford Rhodes’s History of
the United States from the Compromise of 1850 (nine volumes, 1892-1922).
A businessman from Boston, Rhodes was representative of the amateur his-
torians who both dominated the writing of American history and provided
leadership in historical organizations in the late nineteenth century. These
amateur historians would be eclipsed by professionally trained scholars,
like Dunning, as the study of history became more professionalized in the
twentieth century. Because Rhodes was an amateur did not mean his work
was poor—far from it. Dunning viewed volumes 5, 6, and 7 of History of
the United States as “the only comprehensive narrative covering the years
of reconstruction in a scientific spirit.” He often consulted Rhodes’s His-
tory in his own work and assigned it to his graduate students at Columbia
University.**

Dunning wrote that his primary aim in Reconstruction was to illumi-
nate the effect of Reconstruction on the North, not the South, in order to
portray the era as “a step in the progress of the American nation.” Accord-
ing to him, “The social, economic, and political forces that wrought posi-
tively for progress are to be found in the record, not of the vanquished, but
of the victorious section.” Reconstruction, Dunning declared, “transformed
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the nation,” prompting a sea change seen “chiefly in the politics of the
North and West.”*

Few major events of the era eluded Dunning’s attention in Reconstruc-
tion. Presidential Reconstruction, Radical Reconstruction, Andrew John-
son’s impeachment, Ulysses S. Grant’s administration, the 1873 depression,
and the 1876 presidential election—all these happenings Dunning explored
and analyzed, in crisp, fast-paced prose.

Dunning portrayed Radical Reconstruction as an overreaction to
events transpiring in the South. He heaped scorn on Radical Republican
leaders, who capitalized on the unwillingness of members of Congress to
reach reasonable compromises dealing with the restoration of the south-
ern states. These divisions allowed the Radical Republicans to seize control
of Reconstruction. The Radicals, speculated Dunning, used the southern
states’ rejection of the proposed Fourteenth Amendment as a pretext for
punishing the white South. Had the proposal been accepted by southern
lawmakers, Dunning believed, the Radicals would have still gone forward
with their “revolutionary” policies.*®

The leaders of the Radical Republicans in Congress, in Dunning’s
opinion, lacked both emotional balance and political moderation. Dunning
excoriated the “truculent, vindictive, and cynical” manner of Congressman
Thaddeus Stevens, whose domineering political power sprang from “a total
lack of scruples as to the means in the pursuit of a legislative end.” Dun-
ning accused Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner of harboring “narrow
fanaticism.” “He would shed tears at the bare thought of refusing to freed-
men rights of which they had no compulsion,” Dunning wrote, “but would
filibuster to the end of the session to prevent the restoration to the southern
whites of rights which were essential to their whole concept of life.” The
author railed against Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton, “this strange
personage,” for supposedly fomenting rebellion in Congress against Presi-
dent Johnson. Stanton’s “amazing record of duplicity strongly suggests the
vagaries of an opium-eater.” Dunning’s colorful, overwrought portrayals of
Radical leaders prompted a confused James Ford Rhodes to ask Dunning,
“Does ‘suggests the vagaries of an opium-eater’ intimate that Stanton was a
victim to opium?”* Dunning had clearly abandoned his pursuit of writing
scientific history in his harsh evaluation of Radical Republican politicians.

Dunning conceded that southern whites mistreated blacks and vio-
lated their political and civil rights, but he saw the policies of the Radical
Republicans, not white racism, as the main reason for whites’ anger toward
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the freedmen. Had the Radicals been less vindictive, he asserted, south-
ern whites would have been more cooperative. In his opinion, “Southern
whites, subjugated by adversaries of their own race, thwarted the scheme
which threatened permanent subjection to another race.” Radical Recon-
struction, Dunning declared, exacerbated rather than lessened racial and
sectional strife in the South after the Civil War. The turmoil did not yield
to normalcy until Radical Reconstruction collapsed in 1876.%

Scholarly praise for Reconstruction surpassed that given Dunning’s
Essays. “Hart ought to be proud of such a contribution to his series,”
explained James Ford Rhodes, who regarded Reconstruction as “a credit to
American historical scholarship.” “Mr. Dunning’s book is of extraordinary
excellence,” gushed E. Benjamin Andrews, a Union Army veteran, a Uni-
versity of Nebraska—trained Ph.D., and that university’s chancellor. Writing
in the AHR, Andrews saw “great and lasting” importance in Reconstruc-
tion. He lauded Dunning’s “eminent fairness and justice” and described
his “‘nutshell’ explanations of imbroglios and knotty points [as] being his
forte.” Although, like Dunning, Andrews denounced what he considered
to be the extremism of Radical Reconstruction and while he praised the
author for highlighting “the patience, patriotism and, in the main, wisdom
shown by the Southern people proper in the terrible and to a great extent,
needless sufferings through which they were made to pass,” Andrews
detected a “somewhat onesided and ‘northern’” approach to Reconstruc-
tion in Dunning’s work. According to Andrews, Dunning had underesti-
mated “the menace of black rule” to white control and had neglected “the
‘underground work’ of all sorts that must have been performed in homes,
shops, stores, lodges, clubs and other private circles to have led Southern
Saxondom to its victorious rally against threatening barbarism.” The fail-
ure to explore the overthrow of Radical Reconstruction in the South stood
out, in Andrews’s mind, as the author’s “worse fault,” although Dunning
had written in the preface to Reconstruction that he did not intend to delve
deeply into that subject.”

The history of Reconstruction was not the only field to which Dun-
ning made major contributions. Dunning’s History of Political Theories, a
three-volume work, absorbed much of his scholarly efforts during the last
two decades of his career. Philip Muller believed that Dunning developed
an interest in the subject during a sabbatical in Europe. Dunning, undoubt-
edly detecting gaps in the subject, such as the lack of a volume in English
dealing with classical and medieval thought, set out to remedy these omis-
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sions. The first volume of his trilogy, focusing on ancient and medieval
political theory, was published by the Macmillan Company in 1902. The
second volume, published in 1905, focuses on the political thought of the
Protestant Reformation, the Puritan Revolution, and the Enlightenment.
The third volume, beginning with the political thought of the Age of Revo-
lution and ending with the rise of socialism, anarchism, and communism,
came out in 1920. Although reviewers lauded these works as pathbreak-
ing, Dunning’s contributions to the history of political thought have been
largely forgotten.*

Any scholar who produces five monographs has done plenty to advance
his fields of expertise. Dunning, however, also served in professional orga-
nizations and promoted scholarly journals founded in the late nineteenth
century to advance the study of history and political science. Dunning, for
instance, penned numerous articles and book reviews for the Political Sci-
ence Quarterly (PSQ). As managing editor of the PSQ for nearly ten years,
he worked assiduously to produce a first-rate journal. Charles E. Merriam
applauded “his discriminating judgment and his editorial care and skill.”
Dunning, Merriam explained, deserved credit for “maintaining the high
standards of a periodical notable in the field of political science.” Dun-
ning was also a member of the APSA, serving as its president in 1922.
He contributed articles to the AHR and in 1913 served as president of the
AHA. As president, he filled a post once held by Henry Adams, James Ford
Rhodes, Theodore Roosevelt, and other notable figures. Dunning signifi-
cantly aided the development of the APSA and the AHA!

As Dunning wrote, taught, and participated in professional organiza-
tions, Columbia University’s academic reputation, like Dunning’s, contin-
ued to soar. Columbia emerged as the best university in the country for the
study of southern history in the early twentieth century. That distinction had
earlier belonged to John Hopkins University in Baltimore, where Herbert
Baxter Adams oversaw the Department of History, Politics, and Economics
until his death in 1901. Although Adams was neither a Southerner nor a his-
torian of the South, he promoted the study of the region at Johns Hopkins.
Students from colleges in Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina competed
for scholarships reserved for them at Hopkins, and by 1896 the curriculum
included southern history courses. Five years eatlier, university officials had
accepted two collections of documents, one of them dealing with slavery.
Like Dunning’s students, many of the historians who studied under Adams
ended up in the South as editors, teachers, and scholars.*
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Johns Hopkins officials offered Dunning an opportunity to teach at
their university when Adams died in 1901, but he decided to remain in New
York City. Consequently, Columbia University surpassed Johns Hopkins in
the field of southern studies. By this time Columbia’s History Department
had few equals. Columbia officials awarded Dunning the Lieber Professor-
ship of History and Political Science in 1904.%

Dunning’s scholarly success, combined with his upper-middle-class
breeding and attractive personality, brought him academic accolades and
social prominence enjoyed by those who are exceptionally gifted or excep-
tionally lucky or both. Dunning was both. The typical image of the univer-
sity professor as an absent-minded, socially inept figure, leading a cloistered
existence among his dusty book-lined shelves, never applied to him. Few
individuals were as well connected socially as Dunning, who frequented
exclusive social clubs in Washington and New York City, where he moved
in circles that included the country’s most famous politicians, academics,
and businessmen.**

Dunning worked hard at completing his professional duties, but he
often found time for fun. After a two-hour golf game with a friend Dunning
referred to as “Ford,” probably Worthington Chauncey Ford, the Library
of Congress’s chief archivist, at Chevy Chase, Maryland, Dunning told his
wife, Charlotte, “He beat me, but not very badly.” Then, after “lunch in the
cozy club house,” he and Ford conducted research for almost four hours “in
the library, all by ourselves.” There Dunning discovered what he considered
to be convincing evidence that the historian George Bancroft had penned
Andrew Johnson’s December 1865 statement concerning Reconstruction.
The origins of the proclamation, which Johnson’s contemporaries viewed
“as a statesmanlike and altogether admirable paper,” had been kept secret
for decades. “I don’t believe you can form any idea of the pleasure it gives
me to have discovered this little fact,” he wrote to Charlotte, adding, “It’s
the pleasure the gold hunter has in striking a good nugget after grubbing
around in rubbish for a week.” Dunning declared his golfing and research-
ing excursion “one of the most delightful days of my life”; “comorrow I shall
put in a long and solid day’s work, then dine with [Frederic] Bancroft &
then take the train for N.Y.”%

When Dunning found time to teach and to write is difficult to deter-
mine, so busy was his social schedule. Invitations to social occasions poured
in from such notable figures as Senator Marcus Alonzo Hanna, manager

of William McKinley’s 1896 presidential campaign, and Lord James Bryce,
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British ambassador to the United States in the early twentieth century.
Three days after the signing of the armistice ending World War I, Dun-
ning received an invitation to dine with the president-elect of Czecho-
Slovakia, T. G. Masaryk, the Polish National Committee’s president and
world-renowned pianist, Ignacy Jan Paderewski, and the head of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, Gilbert M. Hitchcock. “Dr. Masaryk,” R. J.
Caldwell wrote to Dunning, “is the spokesman of all these allied peoples
numbering sixty millions.”*® The restless boy once expelled from college
now moved among the world’s great leaders.

Dunning experienced both professional success and personal happi-
ness. Few individuals have been as psychologically and emotionally well-
balanced as the Columbia professor, whose personality sparkled with joie
de vivre. The mischievous side of his nature remained with him as he aged.
As Philip Muller has observed, “At Columbia, he seems to have channeled
his more spirited element into private correspondence and concentrated on
moving up the academic ladder.” Dunning, for example, once sent this
poem, written in both English and Latin, to a friend:

Take me to a tavern when my time has come for dying;

Put a bottle to my lips when I all stark am lying,

So that when the angels for my spirit come a-flying,

God be good to this old drunkard, they will all be crying.’”

Considering the elitist environment in academe, it was probably best that
such playfulness remained private.

A source of great happiness for Dunning was his marriage to Char-
lotte Loomis. The two were wed in 1888. Dunning dubbed Charlotte
“sweetheart” and “my darling abandoned wifey” in his letter describing
his day playing golf and researching. The time had been enjoyable for
him, he explained, “but don’t fancy that I shan’t be glad to get back to
you. And I'[m] going to treat you werry [sic] beautiful to make up for
my neglect.” After his wife developed a chronic illness, Dunning some-
times fretted over her condition and his difficulty in paying her medical
bills. He and Charlotte nevertheless remained deeply devoted to each
other.?®

The Dunnings often vacationed at Lake Sunapee in New Hampshire.
They took numerous pictures during these outings, snapshots of them-
selves boating on the lake or relaxing on the deck of their cottage, Dream-



William Archibald Dunning 91

land. With a happy marriage, a satisfying job, a busy social schedule, and a
delightful city all around him, Dunning led a fulfilling existence.”

Dunning seemed constantly to be on a stage, playing a role he culti-
vated to near perfection in a production he directed. Even his premature
balding contributed to his scholarly mien. His thick beard, contrasted with
the balding, his wide mustache, his tiny eyeglasses, his hat and cane, and
his expensive suits gave him a stately, dignified appearance. Dressed in this
way, he seemed a paragon of intellectual talent, the epitome of a Columbia
don. Plenty of substance, however, lurked behind this carefully cultivated
image of sophistication.*

While many students relished the opportunity to study under Dun-
ning and were often mesmerized by their charismatic mentor, not all of
them were so admiring. Dunning exerted limited influence over his most
famous pupil, the Georgian Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, whose primary field
of study was slavery and plantation life, not Reconstruction. Phillips was
influenced more by University of Wisconsin professor Frederick Jack-
son Turner and Turner’s “frontier thesis.” Phillips said that he benefited
academically from contact with Dunning. “But,” as Phillips’s biographer
Merton Dillon has written, “Dunning lit no fires for Phillips. He was no
Turner.” Phillips earned a reputation as the leading authority in his field
after leaving Columbia University.*!

Many other Dunning students from the South chose the Reconstruc-
tion era as their main area of study. The historian Wendell H. Stephenson
contended that although Dunning and his students enjoyed “a wholesome,
constructive relationship,” the neophytes disagreed with their mentor on
the best point of view from which to study Reconstruction. Dunning wrote
about the period from a national perspective, whereas his students empha-
sized Reconstruction on the state and local levels. Dunning’s writings also
probably revealed less bias than those of his southern students, who often
nursed deep-seated racial and sectional prejudices that were reflected in their
approach to Reconstruction. Among the monographs written under Dun-
ning’s guidance were James Wilford Garner’s Reconstruction in Mississippi,
published in 1901; Walter Lynwood Fleming’s Civil War and Reconstruc-
tion in Alabama, 1905; Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton’s 1914 study,
Reconstruction in North Carolina; and Clara Mildred Thompson’s 1915
work, Reconstruction in Georgia: Economic, Social, Political, 1865—1872.4

Vernon L. Wharton, in a 1965 essay, explained that not all the mono-
graphs written by Dunning’s students came from the same mold. Some
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revealed greater quality and objectivity than others. He cited the works of
C. Mildred Thompson and Joseph G. de Roulhac Hamilton as examples
of reliable and partisan studies. Thompson, he argued, strove for balance
in dealing with postbellum issues in Reconstruction in Georgia. Her writ-
ing revealed little antiblack bias, and she noted positive developments
that occurred under Georgia’s Radical government. Thompson argued,
for instance, that Georgia society became more democratic during the
Reconstruction era. The views expressed in her book hardly coincided
with the harsh conception of Reconstruction later ascribed to Dunning’s
students.*

Joseph G. de Roulhac Hamilton produced a more biased account of the
era in Reconstruction in North Carolina. He expressed strong disapproval
of Congressional Reconstruction and anyone associated with it, whether
black or white, scalawag or carpetbagger. Wharton wrote that “Reconstruc-
tion in North Carolina had the tone of a white Democratic broadside.”
That a staunchly Democratic newspaper, the Raleigh Sentinel, served as
one of Hamilton’s main sources gave credence to Wharton’s claim that the
author’s work lacked objectivity. The works of Thompson and Hamilton,
as well as the books on Reconstruction by the other students of Dunning,
demonstrated that the young scholars sometimes differed on significant
points. Their views did not always coincide with Dunning’s.*4

Like all great teachers, Dunning engaged in a symbiotic relation-
ship with his students. He helped make their reputations, and they pro-
moted his. Refusing to act dictatorially toward the young scholars under
his tutelage, he encouraged them to engage in creative and independent
thought and to draw their own conclusions from their research. After
reading Hamilton’s thesis on North Carolina during Reconstruction, he
wrote to Hamilton, “Don’t take my suggestions too seriously. It is your
production & you are wholly at liberty to disregard any that you don’t
like.” Dunning then told Hamilton that he had produced “good stuft”
and declared, “You have the satisfaction of knowing that you are enabling
lots of people to get such a knowledge of N.C. as they can get nowhere
else in the world.™

The efforts of Dunning’s students did not always meet Dunning’s
approval. Dunning once admonished Hamilton for writing especially
harshly about North Carolina governor William Woods Holden’s aggres-
sive efforts to suppress Ku Klux Klan terror in the state. Hamilton, he
pointed out, had underestimated the threat posed by the Klan and had not



William Archibald Dunning 93

“given his [Holden’s] side of the matter enough show.” Dunning saw good
reasons for Holden’s actions and encouraged Hamilton to “give to Holden
a little more justification” for attempting to bring peace to North Carolina,
albeit through forceful tactics.*

The avuncular Dunning usually showered his students with unre-
strained praise tinged with false modesty. Dunning ruminated over his
relationship with them in a congratulatory letter to Hamilton after the
completion of Hamilton’s book on Reconstruction in North Carolina:
“You must remember that we ancients who are getting into the sere and
yellow have really no function left to us but that of being useful to the kids
who are doing the real work.” If Dunning was solicitous of his students,
most of his students greatly admired him. Frank Porter Graham informed
Hamilton: “I have just come out off my first seminar and now I know the
Dunning that you have often told me about, genial, lovable, droll, and criti-
cal. I think I am going to like him fine.” C. Mildred Thompson, in a letter
inviting Dunning to speak at a Phi Beta Kappa meeting at Vassar College,
where she was teaching in the History Department, told him, “There is no
one who can better represent to us both the charm and the wisdom of the
scholar’s learning.” Dunning’s students may have also realized that their
mentor’s charming and wise exterior masked an intense desire for worldly
success and a penchant for self-promotion.*’

The Dunning scholars announced at a December 1913 meeting of the
AHA in Charleston, South Carolina, that they were preparing a Festschrift
for their mentor. Dunning at that time was completing his term as presi-
dent of the AHA. James Garner, professor of political science at the Uni-
versity of Illinois, edited the Festschrift, titled Studies in Southern History
and Politics. Among the fifteen chapters Dunning’s students contributed
to the volume were Garner’s “Southern Politics since the Civil War,” U. B.
Phillips’s “The Literary Movement for Secession,” and Hamilton’s “South-
ern Legislation in Respect to Freedmen, 1865-1866.” Studies in Southern
History and Politics brought together under one cover writings of outstand-
ing scholars of the American South, and Dunning had exerted a profound
influence on many of these intellectuals.*®

James Garner, in the preface to the Festschrift, praised Dunning’s
“numerous and substantial” books on “later American history and the
history of political theory.” He noted his mentor’s “preeminent position”
among the scholars whose work had recently “awakened interest in his-
torical research and in the study of the social sciences.” Garner also lauded
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Dunning’s election to the presidency of the AHA as “the goal which awaits
the most eminent historical scholars of the country.” Few men of letters
could claim such a record of accomplishment.”

Dunnings stellar contributions as a teacher and mentor also received
Garner’s attention in the preface. “For more than twenty-five years,” Gar-
ner explained, “he has been a distinguished member of a distinguished fac-
ulty and during this period hundreds of toilers for the doctorate have sat at
his feet and received inspiration and wisdom from his teaching.” Studies in
Southern History and Politics represented a “modest contribution to the his-
torical literature of a period in the study of which he has done so much to
stimulate interest among investigators, and it is their [Dunning students’]
hope that it may not prove unworthy of him whom they all honor and hold
in such high esteem.” Garner had eloquently captured the intense devotion
most of Dunning’s students felt toward their mentor.”

Dunning reacted to news of the Festschrift as if it was the high-
light of his career. “The look on Dunning’s face when you made your
announcement was itself worth going to Charleston to see,” Charles W.
Ramsdell told Hamilton one month after the AHA meeting. Dunning’s
feeling of surprise soon yielded to a spirit of gratitude. In an eloquently
written letter to the students who had participated in producing the Fest-
schrift, he explained that “from the point of view of scientific history
and politics, . . . the contents of the book have amazed and delighted
me.” Over time, he predicted, the volume would come to be regarded as
“a definitive interpretation of the Old South and its extinction, as they
appeared to your generation,” meaning that “you have the satisfaction of
knowing that your volume will stand through the ages . . . as the domi-
nant judgment of American historical scholarship in the first quarter of
the twentieth century.”

That his students had mastered the craft of scientific history, as evi-
denced by their excellent essays, clearly gratified their professor, but Dun-
ning admitted to them that “a detached and objective evaluation of your
work” was “preposterous.” The presentation of the “beautiful” Festschrift
represented “the supreme honor that a teacher can receive from his stu-
dents.” The students’ praise recorded in the outset of the book caused
“dimness in the eyes and grippings in the throat.” Dunning then character-
istically declared himself unworthy of such an honor.>*

The appreciation and respect Dunning held for his students, who had
brought him “pedagogic joy,” permeated his letter to them. The success the
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young scholars had experienced since leaving Columbia was for Dunning a
source of “the keenest pleasure.” He continued:

You are all teachers now, and you will hand on the torch to a gen-
eration that I shall not know. It is unlikely that any of you, however
much more deserving of it, will be favored with so exceptional a
body of students as it has been my fortune to teach. That occurs, in
the nature of things, but once in many generations. Yet I can find
nothing more devoutly to pray for than that this unlikely thing
may happen, and moreover that each of you may in the fullness to
time receive from those whom you have served such recognition as
you have been kind enough to give to me.*

The presentation of the Festschrift stood out for Dunning as another
significant accolade in a career studded by numerous honors. Dunning’s
life, however, was in decline. A sense of his own physical and intellectual
deterioration began overtaking him when he was in his mid-fifties. Con-
tributing to his strain was the death of his beloved wife in 1917 after a
lengthy illness. Not surprisingly, Dunning found completing the final book
in his political theory trilogy especially arduous. Weary and frustrated, he
expressed relief when the project was completed with the publication of the
last volume in 1920. Members of the APSA elected him president for 1922,
but he never finished his term of office. Dunning died on August 25 of that
year. Matilde Dunning later scrawled the words “Will’s last letter to me—
M.M.D.” on the outside of an envelope holding a letter from her brother
dated March 12, 1922.%

The anti-Radical view of the Dunningites constituted “the orthodox
story of southern Reconstruction,” to use Vernon Wharton’s phrase, within
a decade after Dunning’s death. The 1915 film Birth of a Nation, which
glorified the white South’s defeat of Radical Reconstruction through Klan
violence, and Claude Bowers’s 1929 The Tragic Era, which also denounced
the Radicals, played major roles in popularizing the anti-Radical view. The
Dunning school endured, permeating Reconstruction studies until the
mid-twentieth century. Many nonacademics embraced it as an accurate
portrayal of the history of the United States after the Civil War. Recon-
struction scholars found themselves confronted with the Dunning School
whether they agreed with or opposed its tenets.’

Few historians in the early twentieth century heeded the reservations of
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scholars who dissented from the Dunning view of Reconstruction. The dis-
senters nevertheless raised important questions about what they regarded as
inaccuracies and biases in the Dunning approach. A bold challenge to the
Dunning school ironically came from one of Dunning’s students, a South
Carolinian, Francis Butler Simkins, who completed a doctoral degree at
Columbia University in 1926. Simkins was enrolled in Dunning’s Recon-
struction seminar in the spring of 1922, when Dunning became seriously
ill and never recovered.”

Dunning influenced Simkins, an eccentric and independent-minded
scholar, far less than he did his earlier students. In 1932 the University of
North Carolina Press published Simkins’s first major work, South Carolina
during Reconstruction. Simkins coauthored the book with Duke University
professor Robert Hilliard Woody, a North Carolinian. In it the two schol-
ars argued that Reconstruction was not simply a record of bad government
and Negro rule, but also one of “constructive” developments. “For this rea-
son,” the authors wrote, “we forgo the temptation of following in the foot-
steps of historians who have interpreted the period as only a glamorous but
tragic melodrama of political intrigue.” This objective attitude represented
an important step forward in the study of Reconstruction.’®

Simkins and Woody, while admitting that Radical Reconstruction in
South Carolina was not a complete success, identified numerous achieve-
ments registered by the Radicals after the Civil War. One accomplishment,
for example, was the writing of the 1868 state constitution, which man-
dated universal education and other progressive measures. The institution
of sharecropping and the development of all black churches, both of which
offered the freedmen a degree of independence from whites, stood out as
other achievements. Simkins also explored the collapse of Radical Recon-
struction and the rise of Bourbon rule in South Carolina, citing violence
against black and white Republicans as a main reason the Democrats tri-
umphed in the 1876 elections.”

South Carolina during Reconstruction presented the Reconstruction
period in a more nuanced and progressive light than did earlier versions of
the era, but an even bolder challenge to the Dunning orthodoxy came in
1935 with the publication of W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction. Du
Bois applied Marxist theory to the history of Reconstruction, an approach
that in one way made him similar to Dunning. Both men attempted to
explain the era through a metahistorical mechanism, that is, an overarching
theory that subjected complex events to simple explanations.®



William Archibald Dunning 97

Du Bois’s version of Reconstruction, by investing blacks with a degree
of agency no other thinker had accorded them and by relying on Marx-
ist theory to explain the relationship among poor whites, ex-slaves, and
wealthy elites, stands out as the most radical scholarly interpretation of the
era ever written. Du Bois termed the slow erosion of slavery during the Civil
War as a “general strike” on the part of the slaves against southern planters.
He credited blacks with playing a major role in the Union war effort. After
the war, the efforts of poor whites and blacks to gain voting and property
rights galvanized the white upper classes in a struggle to block Radical
Reconstruction. Powerful whites, by resorting to racist demagoguery, also
drove a wedge between poor whites and ex-slaves, whose alliance could not
be allowed to endure because it threatened the economic hegemony of the
upper classes. Their ploy to rob the poor of any opportunity at advance-
ment, Du Bois asserted, obviously worked. Reconstruction’s collapse, engi-
neered by a union of powerful northern and southern financial interests,
gave rise to a racial and economic system that constituted “a new and vaster
slavery.” The failure of the proletarian revolution in the South may have
once again left blacks at the mercy of the master class, Du Bois wrote, but
it failed to crush the desire of blacks to break the shackles of a bourgeoisie-
dominated society.®!

Du Bois, in Black Reconstruction, decried the prowhite southern biases
that characterized Reconstruction studies in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. He asserted that many historians of Reconstruction
had done a disservice to the study of scientific history by eschewing their
responsibility to be objective. He credited Dunning’s writing, which, he
thought, was not without racial slurs against blacks, as being more balanced
than his students’ “one sided and partisan” approach. Du Bois labeled much
of the students’ work “thoroughly bad, giving no complete picture of what
happened during Reconstruction, written for the most part by men and
women without broad historical or social background, and all designed not
to seek the truth but to prove a thesis.” Even worse, Dunning and many of
his young charges—Ramsdell, Woolley, Fleming, Thompson, Hamilton,
and others—“believe the Negro to be sub-human and congenitally unfit-
ted for citizenship and the suffrage.” Du Bois accused the Dunningites of
promoting “a nation wide university attitude . . . by which propaganda
against the Negro has been carried on unquestioned.” The Dunning School
of Reconstruction, in Du Bois’s mind, reeked of racism against blacks and
violated basic standards of scientific history.*
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The revisionist studies of Simkins and Du Bois may have under-
mined the legitimacy of the Dunning school, but the more powerful forces
unleashed by the Second World War destroyed it. The period from 1939 to
1949 was arguably the most transformative era in modern history. World
War II resulted in a myriad of profound changes, such as the defeat of Euro-
pean fascism, the collapse of Western colonialism, and the rise to global
supremacy of the United States. Vast intellectual changes, related especially
to race, also descended on the Western world as a result of the Second
World War. White Americans, having entered the war to defeat enemies
whose racist ideology drove them to maniacal extremes, found the basis of
their own racism toward minorities called into question. As Merton Dil-
lon has pointed out, the slavery practiced in the Americas in the nineteenth
century appeared even more horrible in light of the holocaust against the
Jews and other peoples considered undesirable by the Nazis. No longer
could racism against blacks and other minorities be justified on the basis
of science, when the term “scientific racism” now conjured images of Josef
Mengele and other Nazi “doctors.”®

The Second World War also provided the impetus for the civil rights
movement in the United States. Many American scholars who entered
the historical profession shortly before World War II supported and par-
ticipated in the struggle for black rights after the war and sought ways to
advance the movement through their historical writing. After the war the
historical guild increasingly welcomed minority scholars into its ranks and
became more open to the influence of Marxist thought on the writing of
history. Little wonder, then, that the work of Dunning and his students
became primary targets of many Reconstruction scholars in the second half
of the twentieth century.*

William Dunning and the school of Reconstruction bearing his name
await a biographer who will treat them fairly, eschewing the polemical tone
that has too often characterized historians” analyses of his and his students’
scholarship. A biography of Dunning would have to illuminate not only his
contributions to Reconstruction, but also his achievements in other areas
related to the early development of history and political science as academic
disciplines. Dunning’s work with the AHA and the APSA helped establish
two professional organizations that continue to thrive today. His books on
political theory added depth and analysis to neglected aspects of that field
of study. His influence on a generation of graduate students enabled the
scholars who studied under him to dominate their disciplines and to carry
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on his legacy after his death. These accomplishments merit greater atten-
tion from today’s scholars. Dunning was a prominent member of the small
vanguard of professionally trained academics who constructed the intel-
lectual and organizational foundation of their fields of study in the late
nineteenth century. Modern-day scholars, whether they realize it or not,
continually confront Dunning’s influence on American letters. William
Dunning was a flawed colossus, but a colossus nonetheless.

Notes

1. John Harelson Hosmer, “William A. Dunning: The Greatest Historian,”
Mid-America: An Historical Review 68 (April-June 1986): 58.

2. For an analysis of the attitudes toward race that promoted the Dunning
view of Reconstruction in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, see
Kenneth M. Stampp, “The Tragic Legend of Reconstruction,” in Stampp, The Era
of Reconstruction 1865—1877 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1965), 3-23.

3. Marriage certificate for John H. Dunning and Catherine Trelease, William
A. Dunning (hereinafter cited as WAD) Collection, box 4, “Dunning, William
A.: Family Documents 1849” file, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Colum-
bia University, New York. For the death of the two-year-old boy, see the small
folder containing a lock of blond hair titled “William Archibald Dunning—died
Sept. 1—1855 aged about 2 years—Hair,” William A. Dunning Collection, box
6. In a letter probably to John and Catherine Dunning, Frank A. Trelease men-
tioned “the death of your little boy” from a “sickness.” See Frank A. Trelease to
“Dear Friends,” October 28, 1855, William A. Dunning Collection, box 2. For
photographs of the home in which WAD was born, see photograph marked “My
birthplace,” July 28, 1917, William A. Dunning Collection, box 7; see also pho-
tographs marked “Birthplace of William A. Dunning,” n.d., and “Birthplace of
W. A. Dunning—Many years later—Conditions changed,” n.d., “Photographs”
Album, William A. Dunning Collection, box 7. For verification of WAD’s birth
on May 12, 1857, see Clyde Furst to WAD, October 19, 1920, William A. Dun-
ning Collection, box 1.

4. For the use of “Willie and Tillie” as a reference to WAD and his sister, see
William Trelease to Catherine Trelease Dunning, April 2, 1864, William A. Dun-
ning Collection, box 2; Anne W. Chapman, “William A. Dunning,” in Dictionary
of Literary Biography: Twentieth-Century American Historians, ed. Clyde Wilson,
vol. 17 (Detroit: Gale Research, 1983), 148. For information on Elijah Trelease’s
death, see the grave inscription for Elijah S. Trelease under “Trelease,” “Vail Cem-
etery Inscriptions,” www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=pv&GRid=61644
66&PIpi=191507; see also “#39 Elijah S. Trelease,” “Burial Record of New Jer-
sey Soldiers: Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,” in “N.J. Civil War Record: Page 1736,
htep://slic.njstatelib.org/slic_files/searchable_publications/civil war/NJCWn1736.



100 James S. Humphreys

heml; William Trelease to Catherine Trelease Dunning, May 20, 1863, August
31, 1863, November 30, 1863, and March 20, 1864, William A. Dunning Collec-
tion, box 2; William Trelease to Matilda M. Dunning, August 31, 1863[?], Wil-
liam A. Dunning Collection, box 2; photocopies of receipts for Matilda Dunning’s
payment to the New Jersey State Normal School, January 31, 1871, September 5,
1872, October 30, 1872, Ellis A. () Apgar (?), Lewis M. Johnson, “State Of New
Jersey. Department of Public Instruction, Superintendent’s Office. Third Grade
State Certificate,” awarded to Matilda Dunning, June 26, 1873, William A. Dun-
ning Collection, box 4, folder 17; Philip R. Muller, “Look Back without Anger: A
Reappraisal of William A. Dunning,” Journal of American History 61, no. 2 (Sep-
tember 1974): 326.

5. For the influence of WAD’s father on WAD’s interest in Reconstruction,
see commemoration page in WAD, Reconstruction, Political and Economic, 1865—
1877 (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1907).

6. Muller, “Look Back without Anger,” 326-27; F. A. P. Barnard to John H.
Dunning, photocopies of WAD’s undergraduate Columbia College transcripts,
November 14, 1878, December 16, 1878, January 20, 1879, February 26, 1879,
March 12, 1879, April 11, 1879, May 19, 1879, June 24, 1879, July 6, 1880, March
12, 1881, William A. Dunning Collection, box 7, folder “Dunning—Biographical
Columbia College—ca. 1878-1881.”

7. Chapman, “William A. Dunning,” 148-54; Daniel T. Rodgers, Atlantic
Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive Age (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1998), 71-72, 85-111, 368, 71.

8. Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings, 85-111; Democratic National Committee to
WAD, September 24, 1920, William A. Dunning Collection, box 1.

9. James S. Humphreys, Francis Butler Simkins: A Life (Gainesville: Univer-
sity Press of Florida, 2008), 36; Georg G. Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth
Century: From Scientific Objectivity to the Postmodern Challenge (Hanover, N.H.:
University Press of New England, 1997), 1-35; Peter Novick, That Noble Dream:
The “Objectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 21-31.

10. Novick, That Noble Dream, 28—60.

11. Charles E. Merriam, “William Archibald Dunning,” American Political
Science Review 16, no. 4 (November 1922): 692-94; WAD, The Constitution of the
United States in Civil War and Reconstruction, 1860—1867 (New York: J. F. Pear-
son, 1885).

12. WAD, review of Eben Greenough Scott, Reconstruction during the Civil
War in the United States of America, in American Historical Review 1 (July 1896):
750-52; WAD, Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction and Related Topics (1898;
reprint, New York: Peter Smith, 1931), vii—viii. Citations are to the Peter Smith
edition.

13. WAD, “The Constitution of the United States in Civil War,” in Essays on
the Civil War and Reconstruction, 1-62.



William Archibald Dunning 101

14. WAD, “The Constitution of the United States in Reconstruction,” ibid.,
63-135; “Military Government during Reconstruction,” ibid, 136-75; “The Pro-
cess of Reconstruction,” ibid., 176-252; “The Impeachment and Trial of President
Johnson,” ibid., 253—-303; “The Constitution of the United States in Civil War,”
ibid., 62; “The Constitution of the United States in Reconstruction,” ibid., 109.

15. WAD, “The Constitution of the United States in Reconstruction,” ibid.,
63-135; “Military Government during Reconstruction,” ibid, 136-75; “The Pro-
cess of Reconstruction,” ibid., 176-252; “The Impeachment and Trial of President
Johnson,” ibid., 253-303; “Military Government during Reconstruction,” ibid.,
146; “The Constitution of the United States in Reconstruction,” ibid., 105.

16. WAD, “The Constitution of the United States in Reconstruction,” ibid.,
105, 122-23; “Military Government during Reconstruction,” ibid., 138-43,
174-75.

17. WAD, “The Undoing of Reconstruction,” ibid., 353—85, 372, 383.

18. Ibid., 383-85.

19. L. S. Rowe, review of WAD, Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction,
in Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 12 (November
1898): 93-95.

20. Ibid.

21. Frederick W. Moore, review of WAD, Essays on the Civil War and Recon-
struction and Related Topics, in American Historical Review 3 (July 1898): 761-63.

22. WAD, Reconstruction, Political and Economic; for “List of Authors and
Titles” in The American Nation: A History series, see ibid., front matter; for
WAD’s dedication to his father, see ibid., dedication page.

23. Muller, “Look Back without Anger,” 331-32; for WAD’s opinion of the
sources he consulted, see “Critical Essay on Authorities,” in WAD, Reconstruction,
Political and Economic, 342-57, 353, 344.

24. James Ford Rhodes, History of the United States from the Compromise of
1850 to the End of the Roosevelt Administration, 9 vols., new ed. (New York: Mac-
millan, 1928); John David Smith, An Old Creed for the New South: Proslavery Ide-
ology and Historiography, 1865—1918 (1985; reprint, Athens: University of Georgia
Press, 1991), 113-14; Novick, “The Professionalization Project,” in Novick, 7hat
Noble Dream, 47-60; WAD, “Critical Essay on Authorities,” in WAD, Recon-
struction, Political and Economic, 342; For WAD’s use of Rhodes’s work in his
classes, see Columbia University Bulletin of Information, 21st ser., no. 19 (New
York: Columbia University, 1921), 18.

25. WAD, “Problems of the Restored Union (1865),” in WAD, Reconstruction,
Political and Economic, 3—17; WAD, “The Electoral Commission (1877),” ibid.,
323-41; WAD, preface, ibid., xv—xvi.

26. WAD, “Radical Reconstruction at Washington (1866-1868),” ibid.,
85-92, 86.

27. 1bid., 86-92, 86, 87, 91; James Ford Rhodes to WAD, August 26, 1907,
William A. Dunning Collection, box 2.



102 James S. Humphreys

28. WAD, preface to Reconstruction, Political and Economic, xv; WAD, “The
Election of Grant (1868),” ibid.; 135; WAD, “The Movement towards White
Supremacy in the South (1874-1875),” ibid., 266—80; WAD, “The Electoral
Commission,” ibid., 341.

29. James Ford Rhodes to WAD, August 25, 1907, William A. Dunning Col-
lection, box 2; E. Benjamin Andrews, review of WAD, Reconstruction, Political
and Economic, 1865—1877, in American Historical Review 13, no. 2 (January 1908):
371-73. For another positive review of WAD’s book, see L. S. Rowe, review of
WAD, Reconstruction, Political and Economic, 1865—1877, in Annals of the Ameri-
can Academy of Political and Social Science 32 (September 1908): 189-90.

30. Muller, “Look Back without Anger,” 327-28; James Sullivan, review of
WAD, A History of Political Theories, Ancient and Mediaeval, in American Histori-
cal Review 7, no. 4 (July 1902): 747; C. E. Merriam, review of WAD, A History of
Political Theories, Ancient and Mediaeval, in American Journal of Sociology 7, no. 6
(May 1902): 851-53; WAD, A History of Political Theories, Ancient and Mediaeval
(New York: Macmillan, 1902); WAD, A History of Political Theories, from Luther
to Montesquien (New York: Macmillan, 1905); WAD, A History of Political Theo-
ries, from Rousseau to Spencer (New York: Macmillan, 1920); for reviews of two of
these works, see C. E. Merriam, review of WAD, A History of Political Theories,
Ancient and Mediaeval, in American Journal of Sociology 7, no. 6 (May 1902): 851—
53; James Sullivan, review of WAD, A History of Political Theories, Ancient and
Mediaeval, in American Historical Review 7, no. 4 (July 1902): 747—-49; William A.
Hammond, review of WAD, A History of Political Theories, Ancient and Mediaeval,
in Philosophical Review 12, no. 2 (March 1903): 199-207; Ernest Baker, review of
WAD, A History of Political Theories, from Rousseau to Spencer, in American Histori-
cal Review 26, no. 4 (July 1921): 772-73.

31. For examples of WAD’s book reviews in PSQ, see WAD, review of William
Ernest Montgomery, The History of Land Tenure in Ireland, in Political Science
Quarterly 4, no. 4 (December 1889): 67375, and WAD, review of Bernard Bosan-
quet, The Philosophical Theory of the State, in Political Science Quarterly 14, no. 3
(September 1889): 530-33. For examples of WAD’s articles in PSQ, see WAD,
“The Constitution of the United States in Civil War,” Political Science Quarterly 1,
no. 2 (June 1886): 163-98, and WAD, “Paying for Alaska,” Political Science Quar-
terly 27, no. 3 (September 1912): 385-98. Merriam’s praise for Dunning is in Mer-
riam, “William Archibald Dunning,” 692-94. For examples of WAD?’s articles
in the American Historical Review, see WAD, “More Light on Andrew Johnson,”
American Historical Review 11, no. 3 (April 1906): 574-94, and WAD, “The Sec-
ond Birth of the Republican Party,” American Historical Review 16, no. 1 (October
1910): 56—63. See the list titled “Ex-Presidents of the Association” on letterhead
in Charles Homer Haskins to WAD, January 10, 1914, William A. Dunning Col-
lection, box 1.

32. Raymond J. Cunningham, “Herbert Baxter Adams,” in Dictionary of Lit-
erary Biography, vol. 47, American Historians, 1866—1912, ed. Clyde N. Wilson



William Archibald Dunning 103

(Detroit: Gale Research, 1983), 30; Chapman, “William A. Dunning,” 151; Wen-
dell H. Stephenson, “A Half Century of Southern Historical Scholarship,” Journal
of Southern History 11 (February 1945): 4-8.

33. Chapman, “William A. Dunning,” 151; Muller, “Look Back without
Anger,” 326-27.

34. William T. Caldwell, general manager of Cosmos Club, e-mail message to
author, June 1, 2009; photocopy of WAD’s Cosmos Club membership card, Octo-
ber 6, 1919, in Joanne M. Pierre, manager of Membership and Administrative
Affairs of Cosmos Club, e-mail message to author, June 1, 2009; A. W. Noyes to
WAD, March 12, 1920, and Charles Homer Haskins to WAD, January 10, 1914,
both in William A. Dunning Collection, box 1.

35. WAD to Charlotte Dunning, April 24, 1905, photocopy, Joseph Grégoire
de Roulhac Hamilton Papers, #1743, folder 1, Southern Historical Collection,
Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library, University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill.

36. Marcus Alonzo Hanna to WAD, n.d., and R. J. Caldwell to WAD, Novem-
ber 14, 1918, both in William A. Dunning Collection, box 1.

37. Muller, “Look Back without Anger,” 326; WAD to “Dr. Dana,” n.d., Ham-
ilton Papers, folder 1.

38. Chapman, “William A. Dunning,” 149; WAD to Charlotte Dunning,
April 24, 1905.

39. Frederic Bancroft to Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton, August 10,
1914, Hamilton Papers, folder 8; Gary Knapp to WAD, June 13, 1916, William
A. Dunning Collection, box 1. For a photo of Lake Sunapee, see the picture with
the caption “Lake Sunapee from ‘Dreamland,” the summer residence of Prof. Wm
A. Dunning, of Columbia University,” n.d., William A. Dunning Collection, box
7, “Photographs” album; for pictures of Dreamland, see the photograph marked
“Dreamland: L. Sunapee, N.H.,” n.d., and other photographs marked “Dream-
land,” William A. Dunning Collection, box 7, “Photographs” album; for a pho-
tograph of WAD in the Adirondack Mountains, see photograph marked “W. A.
Dunning Adirondacks” showing WAD leaning against a tree with a hammock in
the background, n.d., William A. Dunning Collection, box 7.

40. For photographs revealing WAD’s premature loss of hair and showing his
professorial image, see the photo marked “W. A. Dunning” picturing WAD in a
suit and holding a top hat, n.d.; the photo by Herman Wunder marked “W. A.
Dunning” showing WAD in bow tie and what appears to be an academic gown,
n.d.; the photo marked “W. A. Dunning” showing him in suit with hat, cane, and
overcoat, n.d.; the photos of WAD seated taken by Pach Bros, n.d.; and numerous
pictures of WAD taken throughout his lifetime, all in William A. Dunning Col-
lection, box 7.

41. Stephenson, “A Half Century of Southern Historical Scholarship,” 18-19;
Merton L. Dillon, Ulrich Bonnell Phillips: Historian of the Old South (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1985), 17, 20-25.



104 James S. Humphreys

42. Stephenson, “A Half Century of Southern Historical Scholarship,” 19-22;
Vernon L. Wharton, “Reconstruction,” in Writing Southern History: Essays in Honor
of Fletcher M. Green, ed. Arthur S. Link and Rembert W. Patrick (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1967), 304—5; James Wilford Garner, Reconstruc-
tion in Mississippi (New York: Macmillan, 1901); Walter Lynwood Fleming, Civi/
War and Reconstruction in Alabama (New York: Columbia University Press, 1905);
Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton, Reconstruction in North Carolina (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1914); Clara Mildred Thompson, Reconstruction
in Georgia: Economic, Social, Political, 18651872 (New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1915).

43. Wharton, “Reconstruction,” 298-304.

44. Ibid., 302-5; Stephenson, “A Half Century of Southern Historical Schol-
arship,” 19-22.

45. Muller, “Look Back without Anger,” 334-36; WAD to Joseph Grégoire de
Roulhac Hamilton, April 11, 1906, Hamilton Papers, folder 1.

46. WAD to Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton, March 18, 1911, Hamil-
ton Papers, folder 3.

47. WAD to Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton, August 12, 1912, Ham-
ilton Papers, folder 4; Frank Porter Graham to Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac
Hamilton, October 7, 1915, Hamilton Papers, folder 13; C. Mildred Thompson
to “My dear Dr. Dunning,” December 2, 1915, William A. Dunning Collec-
tion, box 2.

48. Charles W. Ramsdell to Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton, January 5,
1914, Hamilton Papers, folder 7; WAD to Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton,
October 19, 1914, Hamilton Papers, folder 8; Merriam, “William Archibald Dun-
ning,” 692; James W. Garner, “Southern Politics since the Civil War,” in James
W. Garner et al., Studies in Southern History and Politics (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1914), 367-87; Ulrich B. Phillips, “The Literary Movement for
Secession,” in Garner et al., Studies in Southern History and Politics, 33—60; J.
G. de Roulhac Hamilton, “Southern Legislation in Respect to Freedmen, 1865—
1866,” in Garner et al., Studies in Southern History and Politics, 137-58.

49. James Wilford Garner, preface to Garner et al., Studies in Southern History
and Politics, v.

50. Ibid.

51. Charles W. Ramsdell to Hamilton, January 5, 1914, Hamilton Papers,
folder 7; WAD, “To the Authors, all and singular, of Studies in Southern History
and Politics, heartfelt greeting,” in James W. Garner Papers, box 2: 1908-1929,
folder 1911-1915, University Archives, University of Illinois—Champaign-Urbana.

52. WAD, “To the Authors.”

53. Ibid.

54. Ibid.

55. Muller, “Look Back without Anger,” 327-28; Chapman, “William A.
Dunning,” 149; Merriam, “William Archibald Dunning,” 692, 694; Thomas



William Archibald Dunning 105

S. Barclay to WAD, February 20, 1922, Dunning Collection, box 1; WAD to
Matilda Dunning, March 12, 1922, Dunning Collection, box 4, folder 17.

56. Wharton, “Reconstruction,” 296-97, 307; John Hope Franklin, “Silent
Cinema as Historical Mythmaker,” in Myth America: A Historical Anthology, ed.
Patrick Gerster and Nicholas Cords, 2 vols. (St. James, N.Y.: Brandywine Press,
1997), 2:110-17; Claude G. Bowers, The Tragic Era: The Revolution after Lincoln
(Cambridge, Mass.: Houghton Mifflin, 1929); Chapman, “William A. Dunning,”
152.

57. Humphreys, Francis Butler Simkins, 62, 66.

58. Ibid., 66—67; Francis Butler Simkins and Robert Hilliard Woody, South
Carolina during Reconstruction (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1932), vii-ix.

59. Simkins and Woody, South Carolina during Reconstruction, 101-2, 434—
43, 381-85, 406-34. For the 1876 election and the rise of the Bourbons, see Sim-
kins and Woody, “The Campaign of 1876” and “The Dual Government,” ibid.,
474-513, 514—41.

60. W. E. Burghardt Du Bois, Black Reconstruction: An Essay toward a His-
tory of the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in
America, 1860—1880 (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1935).

61. Ibid., 381-430, 55, 17.

62. 1bid., 711-14, 717-25, 710, 720, 731, 719.

63. Dillon, Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, 141.

64. Novick, That Noble Dream, 48—60.






James Wilford Garner

and the Dream of a
Two-Party South

W. Bland Whitley

James W. Garner has long been characterized as the most balanced and least
strident of William A. Dunning’s students. Although in its general outlines
Garner’s view of Reconstruction differed little from most of his Dunnin-
gite peers’, his tone, approach, and in some cases findings were strikingly
discordant. In private Garner even went so far as to praise James L. Alcorn,
Mississippi’s first elected Republican governor under Reconstruction, who
had embraced the political conditions of Reconstruction in the hopes of
taking charge of a biracial political coalition. In a letter to Alcorn’s widow,
Garner admitted that Alcorn had “pursued the wise course” and regretted
“that his white fellow citizens did not follow his leadership.” Garner may
not have been completely sincere on this point. He was no doubt ingratiat-
ing himself to an elderly woman, and his statement certainly did not point
toward a favorable judgment of the congressional policy that had resulted
in Alcorn’s election. Indeed, Garner’s treatment of Alcorn’s tenure as Mis-
sissippi governor was brief and relatively uncomplimentary, his portrait
of Alcorn himself dismissive and even sarcastic. Still, his willingness to
contact would-be ideological adversaries bespoke his tendency to negate
political passions in favor of a detached and cooperative research mentality.
Comfortable in the North and among Northerners, Garner spent much
of his career rejecting parochial concerns for a political perspective that
seemed to owe more to Mugwumpish liberalism than to neo-Confederate
partisanship.!

A sketch of Garner’s career underscores his journey from local to inter-
national concerns. He was born on November 22, 1871, in Pike County,
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which borders Louisiana in southwestern Mississippi. Garner’s family had
deep roots in the area, his great-grandfather James Garner having settled
there in 1811. Although the Garners were not wealthy, several members
of the family had filled positions in local government. Garner’s father was
a farmer, and Garner’s early exposure to farm life probably informed his
determination to become something other than, in his words, “a knot on a
log.” Much of Pike County consisted of poor pine land, but some of it was
better suited to plantation agriculture. Before the Civil War close to half
of the population had been enslaved, and throughout the postbellum era
racial percentages remained consistent; whites held a slight majority over
African Americans. Such a ratio made for a volatile political dynamic. Gar-
ner would have undoubtedly grown up hearing stories about the turmoil
that pervaded the Louisiana-Mississippi border region, where armed gangs
conducted a violent challenge to the Reconstruction regime. Pike was con-
trolled by Republicans for much of the period, and although political dif-
ferences were handled more calmly than elsewhere, it did experience a good
deal of violence spilling over from neighboring Amite, an extraordinarily
disorderly county. One of Garner’s uncles was elected, as a Democrat-
Conservative, mayor of the town of Summit during the Redemption cam-
paign of 1875.2

In addition to political conflict, Pike was the scene of a notable attempt
at economic modernization when the president of the New Orleans, Jack-
son, and Great Northern Railroad (later the Illinois Central) decided in
1872 to relocate the line’s train maintenance yards from New Orleans to
the county, where he incorporated McComb. The town attracted skilled
workers from the North and also became a center for the region’s nascent
timber industry. Although it never became the industrial powerhouse that
its founder envisioned, McComb offered a different vista for an area still
defined largely by a hardscrabble, rural economic and social structure.?

Garner worked his way through Mississippi Agricultural and Mechan-
ical College (now Mississippi State University), graduating in 1892, and
taught high school for a few years. On December 24, 1895, he married
Therese Leggett, daughter of a Pike County planter. The following fall
he entered the graduate school at the University of Chicago, from which
he received a master’s degree in political science in 1900. His instructors
included Henry Pratt Judson and Hermann E. von Holst, who chaired the
History Department. Von Holst taught the American history seminar that
Garner took in 1898 and was an interesting mentor for a young scholar
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from Mississippi interested in Reconstruction. The first fully trained aca-
demic historian to make the United States his main field of inquiry, von
Holst offered, in his eight-volume Constitutional and Political History of
the United States (1876-92), a highly nationalistic, antislavery, and pro-
Republican interpretation of the sectional crisis. Here, then, is the first evi-
dence of Garner’s willingness to seek out points of view different from those
to which he had previously been exposed. During the summer of 1900,
after working as an instructor of history at Bradley Polytechnic Institute
(now Bradley University) in Peoria during the previous academic year, Gar-
ner finished his thesis, “The Administration of Governor Ames in Missis-
sippi.” Unfortunately, no copies of the thesis have survived.*

In the spring of 1900 Garner was awarded a fellowship to pursue a
Ph.D. in political science at Columbia. There he worked closely with Wil-
liam A. Dunning, John W. Burgess, and John Bassett Moore and estab-
lished himself as, in Dunning’s phrase, “one of the coming men.” Dunning
described Garner’s “ability to turn off work™ as “a constant source of amaze-
ment to me” and exclaimed that “no man has ever come under my obser-
vation here that has impressed me as more scholarly in instinct.” Garner
published Reconstruction in Mississippi in 1901 and earned his doctorate the
following year. After a year teaching at Columbia and another at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania, Garner took charge of the Political Science Depart-
ment at the University of Illinois, where he remained for the rest of his
career.’

With the exception of a four-volume popular history of America that
Garner cowrote with the former Massachusetts congressman Henry Cabot
Lodge, Reconstruction in Mississippi remained his sole historical work.
Instead, he threw himself into research in political science. Maintaining
the productivity that had so impressed Dunning, Garner published over
the course of his career scores of articles and reviews for academic journals,
political science textbooks for college and high school students, and two
major works on legal issues raised by World War I. He also weighed in on
issues of the day in a variety of newspapers and magazines, such as the New
York Times, the Dial, and the North American Review. An early emphasis
on criminal justice (he served for a time as editor of the Journal of Crimi-
nal Law and Criminology) yielded eventually to the field that would largely
define Garner’s career: international law. He became a well-known cham-
pion of internationalist policies and delivered lectures in France (including
a stint as a lecturer for Allied troops during World War I), the Hague, and
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Calcutta. He was a member of the advisory committee for the first confer-
ence on the codification of international law, and his work informed a draft
convention on the law of treaties, which was presented in 1935. Garner
planned to retire to a home he had purchased in Magnolia, Mississippi, but
shortly before he was to finish his career at Illinois, he was stricken with
meningitis and died in 1938.6

Politically and intellectually, Garner might best be considered a con-
servative adherent of the Progressive movement. Distrustful of democracy,
he embraced governmental reforms that promoted efficiency and facilitated
the work of disinterested experts. He considered himself a scientist and
strongly defended the scientific study of government, by which he meant
a coordinated and systematic classification of facts gleaned from reason,
observation, and experience. This dispassionate approach informed his
scholarly work, as well as his support for good government reforms. At one
time a member of the Urbana City Council, in which capacity he had sup-
ported a commission form of governance, he became the first head of the
Illinois Bureau of Municipal Statistics, which catalogued information on
demographic and economic trends. Garner’s local advocacy drew fire on at
least one occasion from a democratic-minded critic in a Champaign, Illi-
nois, newspaper. Under the headline “Aristocratic Viewpoint,” an account
of a Garner presentation in favor of the commission form of government
referred to the “shower of criticism which his talk has called forth among
the rank and file of the people.” Garner, the editorial continued, “is by
nature and association an aristocrat. He is one of those Southerners who
believes that ‘niggers’ and ‘poor white trash’ have no rights which his swell
elegant ones are bound to respect.”’

Whether or not the criticism accurately reflected something about Gar-
ner, it was certainly the kind of heated comment that he avoided in his own
work and that probably confirmed his distrust of intense partisanship. His
own political stances indicated his preference for focusing on issues, not
parties. He criticized both the “dollar diplomacy” of Grover Cleveland and
the bellicose posture of Theodore Roosevelt and became a strong supporter
of Wilsonian internationalism. Encouraged perhaps by Herbert Hoover’s
work overseas, he voted for the Republican in 1928 and again in 1932. His
work with the archnationalist von Holst and with Lodge testified to Gar-
ner’s capacity for sublimating his personal views to a larger goal. Cooperat-
ing with Lodge was particularly striking, given Garner’s research interests.
As a Massachusetts congressman, Lodge had repeatedly pushed for adop-
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tion of federal enforcement of election laws in the South, and in 1890 his
Elections Bill, criticized by white Southerners as the “Force Bill,” called for
federal supervision of all congressional elections.®

In longer works Garner tended to present his opinions not through
explicit editorializing, but more obliquely by leading readers through a
careful survey of the evidence. His widely used college textbook /ntroduc-
tion to Political Science (1910, updated in 1928 as Political Science and Gov-
ernment), for example, weighed without opinion the purported strengths
and weaknesses of different government forms, while directing readers to a
conclusion that the best governments were those best adapted to their pop-
ulations, keeping in mind such cultural elements as “the intelligence and
political capacity of the people, their history and traditions, [and] their race
characteristics.” Ultimately, this view allowed Garner to praise the Anglo-
American “disposition to judge the value of government by the degree to
which it awakens and stimulates the interest of the citizens in public affairs,
inculcates habits of loyalty and patriotism in the people, and promotes civic
virtues generally.” Such a disposition, however, need not include “extreme”
forms of democracy, such as the enfranchisement of unqualified voters
or the influence of voters over matters that few people were competent to
assess. Similarly, Garner’s two major works on international law, the two-
volume International Law and the World War (1920) and Prize Law during
the World War (1927), illuminated the efforts of the Allied and Central
powers to defend, circumvent, and recast international legal standards that
the war had disrupted or rendered moot. Implicitly arguing against those
who claimed that such a massive war had nullified the concept of interna-
tional law, Garner effectively compiled a “digest of the laws of war” that
developed during the conflict. Presenting all sides’ positions with respect,
he ultimately vouched for those developed in British courts. Reviewers,
while occasionally chiding him for being too measured, agreed that he had
judiciously compiled and presented reams of evidence that could inform the
development of new international legal standards on warfare.’

In shorter works, Garner deployed his arguments more forcefully. The
early portion of his career as a political scientist was driven largely by his
disgust at the inefficiency of the American criminal justice system, which
he targeted in a series of articles in both popular and academic journals.
He scorned what he considered the excessive concern for procedure and
the rights of defendants, which distinguished the American legal system
from more efficient European models, going so far as to challenge the rea-
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sonable-doubt standard and the need for unanimity in jury decisions. He
favored measures that would augment the decency and honor incumbent
on jury duty and speed up trials by curbing peremptory challenges. Citing
the sharp increase in homicides and violent crimes and the failure of convic-
tions to keep pace, he argued that lynch law had become a horrifying result
of the courts’ failure to provide legal justice. In his views of criminal proce-
dure, then, Garner combined a desire for scientific efficiency, disgust with
the anarchy of the mob, and an implicit defense of elite governance. In the
later phase of his career, Garner’s ardent defense of internationalism led him
to criticize American isolationism and to defend the League of Nations and
World Court in several articles and addresses in the 1920s and 1930s. Con-
straints on the sovereignty exercised by states were necessary to prevent an
international Hobbesian order. Progress, “whether it be local, national, or
international,” depended on some sacrifice of liberty. Indeed, although not
bound by international codes, states should, Garner argued, strive to bring
their statutes in accordance with developing international norms. This was
not, to say the least, a point of view advanced by many white Southerners
during the first decades of the twentieth century."

Many of the themes, approaches, and views that guided Garner’s
political science work were apparent in his first and only major history,
Reconstruction in Mississippi. There too presided Garner’s measured tone,
willingness to present different sides of particular issues, defense of Ameri-
can constitutional forms, distrust of thoughtless partisanship, and abhor-
rence of mob violence. Although working in a different discipline from the
one he would make his specialty, Garner approached Reconstruction as he
did the subjects of all his other major works. His preference was for govern-
mental reform enacted by a conservative elite, a preference that harmonized
quite well with the approach and philosophy of his Columbia mentors.

Of those mentors, William Dunning certainly exerted the greatest
influence over Garner’s first work. Like other examples of the Dunning
School, Garner’s account strayed from a narrow discussion of politics to
encompass social and economic aspects of the period. It employed a wide
range of source material, including military and congressional reports,
legislation and court decisions, personal testimony, correspondence, and
newspaper accounts. Still, Dunning’s actual input is hard to discern. In
his preface to Reconstruction in Mississippi, dated March 25, 1901, Gar-
ner identified Dunning as his instructor and thanked him for reviewing
and correcting the manuscript but was silent on the question of Dunning’s
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influence over his research. He did take detailed, albeit often illegible, notes
on Dunning’s lectures on Reconstruction. The only potential direct con-
nection between the lectures and Garner’s finished work is an anecdote
about the Union military’s meddling with a Vicksburg Episcopal church,
whose members objected to the minister’s willingness to say a prayer for the
president (that is, Lincoln). Dunning certainly influenced Garner’s history,
but some of Garner’s more striking research strategies predated his arrival
at Columbia. Most notably, Garner began reaching out to former mem-
bers of Mississippi’s Republican regime and incorporating their perspec-
tives before he had become Dunning’s student. In acclaiming his fellowship
award, the campus newspaper at Bradley Polytechnic, where Garner was
then teaching, reported in its April 1900 issue Garner’s intent to publish
his manuscript “A History of Secession, Reconstruction, and Revolution
in Mississippi.” Given these details, it seems possible that Garner arrived
in New York with a full manuscript, which would explain why he was able
to publish Reconstruction during his first year at Columbia, before finish-
ing his degree."

Whatever Dunning’s influence on Garner’s work had been, there is lit-
tle question that Garner retained respect and affection for the “Old Chief”
long after he left Columbia. He took charge of coordinating and editing
the testimonial volume published in Dunning’s honor in 1914 as Studies in
Southern History and Politics. Originally conceived by Joseph G. de Roul-
hac Hamilton, who wrote to Garner about it sometime in 1911 or 1912, the
project ended up under Garner’s direction after a series of miscommunica-
tions between the two. In a letter to Hamilton, Garner hoped that “some
one else can be prevailed upon” to edit the volume, but he stated that he was
willing to do so if his “colleagues will promise their best cooperation.” So
that “the work will be an honor to Dunning and a credit to the scholarship
of those who are responsible for it,” Garner insisted that he expected “to be
given the full power of an editor, including the right to refuse to publish any
paper that in my judgment ought not to go into the book.”"?

Garner took his role seriously, assigning topics and trying to ensure
that contributions were original and not just a retread of previously pub-
lished material. In three cases he appears to have enacted his prerogative to
reject essays—a preliminary list he circulated to Hamilton included essays
by Paul Haworth (on elections in the South during Reconstruction), George
H. Porter (on the Democratic Party), and Francis W. Coker (on the Con-
federate government), none of which appeared in the book. Instead, Garner
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substituted contributions from Ulrich Phillips (“The Literary Movement
for Secession”) and C. Mildred Thompson (“Carpet-baggers in the United
States Senate”). He also insisted on changes: for example, he advised Ham-
ilton against use of the term black codes in the title of Hamilton’s contribu-
tion, as the term “seems to me to be a little lacking in dignity” and “does
not give any clue to the content of the paper.” After Dunning thanked Gar-
ner for the Festschrift, Garner exclaimed that he “never did anything that
has given [him] more pleasure.” Dunning, whatever his influence on Gar-
ner’s first published work, remained a touchstone for Garner well after his
time at Columbia."?

Reconstruction in Mississippi followed a largely chronological approach,
from secession and war to the departure of Republican Governor Adel-
bert Ames in 1876. Garner interspersed the central political narrative with
topical sections on subjects such as economic devastation, postal and train
service disruption and revivification, the changing status of African Ameri-
cans, education, and white vigilantism and terrorism. Garner told his story
through the presentation of documents, not through a strong authorial
voice. Adopting the pose of a balanced, though not neutral, observer, he
tried to guide readers to particular conclusions about the events and out-
comes of Reconstruction through his own presentation of the historical
evidence, rarely stating his opinions explicitly. Although he drew from a
wide range of sources, Garner relied heavily on the testimony that filled
federal reports. That many of these reports included majority and minor-
ity summaries made them ideal for Garner’s practice of weighing opposing
points of view. They also protected him from accusations that his southern
background unduly influenced his account. He was not, as had some of his
predecessors and contemporaries, rendering a brief on behalf of Mississippi
whites opposed to Reconstruction. He was instead taking contemporane-
ous testimony of all parties, generated by federal authorities, to weave a
different analysis, neither wholly condemnatory nor celebratory of federal
policy. His correspondence with former members of the Republican regime
served a similar purpose and allowed Garner to impart fair motives on fig-
ures with whose policies he disagreed. This was doubly the case when those
figures themselves had come to decry congressional Reconstruction, as did
Henry R. Pease, who had been superintendent of education and a U.S. sen-
ator, and Ridgley C. Powers, a former governor. Garner hewed closely to
a scholarly approach that rejected popular historical narratives in favor of

historical evidence.!
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This is not to say that Garner melted completely into the background.
Indeed, he identified his white southern point of view as an inescapable
and salutary facet of the work. In his preface he discussed his belief that he
could write unabashedly as a Southerner without narrowing the scope of
the study so that it reflected only the southern perspective. He took it for
granted that his own background would inform the study, but, contrary to
some of the warnings he had received that his attempt to historicize Recon-
struction might be premature, he believed that a dispassionate analysis was
then possible. Furthermore, such an attempt was best left to someone from
the South because “it is the Southerners who best understand the problems
which the reconstructionists undertook to solve and the conditions under
which the solution was worked out.” Like almost all commentators of his
era as well as many extending to the present, Southerners were assumed to
be white, a rhetorical exclusion that consigned African American South-
erners to secondary roles in the dramatic transformations of the Recon-
struction era. Read together with his matter-of-fact assertion regarding the
superiority of the local knowledge that white Southerners brought to bear
on the situation, Garner’s perspective echoed those of other conservative
white Southerners who assumed that they were uniquely qualified to man-
age the region’s race relations.”

Garner’s commitment to this perspective, both personally and as a
historical posture, was a central element of Reconstruction in Mississippi.
Conservative whites, whether former Redeemers or Republicans, were his
most favored informants. Indeed, in his view it was “their opinions only
that possess[ed] any historical value.” If there were heroes in his account,
they were clear-eyed conservatives who neither clung to the past and to the
chimera of southern independence nor capitulated to the radical Republi-
can effort to restructure southern society. In short, his heroes tended to be
Whigs, either lukewarm supporters or outright opponents of Confederate
independence, and committed to rebuilding Mississippi within the Union.
With regard to the freedmen, neither the proscriptive strategy favored by
bitter-enders nor political equality factored much into this vision; rather,
practicality was to govern political decision making. Efforts to render
the status of freedpeople little better than it had been under slavery were
impractical and unwise. Equally unwise, however, was the radical plan of
granting them political privileges on a par with whites. Both derived from
popular prejudices: on the one hand, race hatred and a commitment to
the Lost Cause, and on the other, resentment of southern whites. Popular
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prejudices, and one might add popular historical narratives, only hindered
the goal of good analysis, as necessary to governance as it was to scholarly
work.'¢

Take, for example, the short shrift Garner granted to defenses of the
Confederate cause, which defined the worldviews of many white Southern-
ers of his era. Contrary to the many white southern analyses that have privi-
leged states’ rights, he bluntly declared that the “real cause of the Civil War”
was the “perpetuation and extension of the system of negro slavery.” He
made a point of indicating that the state Democratic Convention of 1834
had explicitly disavowed the concept of secession and that even as sentiment
in the state shifted on this question during the 1840s and 1850s, signifi-
cant Unionist influence persisted. As were other members of the Dunning
School, Garner was attuned to the lack of unity that increasingly hindered
the Confederate war effort. Rather than universal and sustained white resis-
tance to Union troops during the war, Garner found a rapid collapse of
Confederate morale, as state authorities turned increasingly to unpopular
conscription efforts and as the Union capitalized on Ulysses S. Grant’s vic-
tory at Vicksburg to assume control of more and more Mississippi territory.
Even his criticism of William T. Sherman’s “peculiar theory of war” and
“wanton” destruction of civilian property was restrained by his reliance on
Sherman’s own wartime reports.”

Garner’s emphasis on the divisions that plagued the Confederate war
effort in Mississippi, as well as the attention he paid to antebellum Union-
ist dissent, served to raise the possibility of intrawhite political competition
in the postbellum era. He never made such an argument explicit. Rather,
he repeatedly highlighted those whites who in his rendering appeared to
offer a path out of the interlocking dilemmas that plagued postwar Mis-
sissippi. He found wisdom primarily among those who now accepted, even
embraced, defeat and reunion with the northern states. William L. Sharkey,
who served as provisional governor of the state after its surrender, emerged
as Garner’s ideal leader in many respects—pragmatic in his acceptance of
the totality of the Confederacy’s defeat and of emancipation, economic in
his administration, and obedient to federal authority without sacrificing
the state’s legal independence, when such independence was at all feasible.
Garner’s respect for this approach extended to his discussion of the conven-
tion called in 1865 to ratify emancipation, not only as a de facto result of
the war but as a policy embraced by the authority of the state.”®

Portrayed by Garner under the rubric of “ableness,” the stars of his
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account advocated unconditional acceptance of the abolition of slavery in
the state and the granting of limited citizenship rights to African Ameri-
cans. Rash and quixotic, by contrast, were those who clung to some notion
that Mississippi retained any capacity to resist the mandates of Presidential
Reconstruction. Garner seems to have adopted the concept of ableness from
contemporary accounts and used it to denote a kind of sober eloquence and
the combination of intelligence, experience, and restraint that he perceived
in leaders like Sharkey, William L. Yerger, and Amos R. Johnston, all pre-
war Whigs. Such leaders displayed in Garner’s account a commitment to
governing based on actual economic and political conditions, rather than
on adherence to a hardened political ideology. Those secessionists who like-
wise accepted the political necessity of surrendering to the logic of Presi-
dential Reconstruction also earned Garner’s respectful attention. In these
conservatives Garner recognized a leadership cadre capable of restraining
both the popular racism of many Mississippi whites and the unrealistic
expectations of freedmen."”

There were, of course, three major impediments to the full flower-
ing of this political leadership, one of which Garner hardly seems to have
recognized, and another to which he paid little attention. First and fore-
most, Garner’s sympathies for elite conservatives led him to exaggerate how
divergent their views were from those of the mass of Mississippi whites. He
failed to acknowledge the temporary Whig ascendance that characterized
the state’s politics immediately following the war. Both the Convention of
1865 and the legislature of the same year, which passed the notorious Black
Codes, were populated largely by former Whigs. The first elected gover-
nor, Benjamin L. Humphreys, had likewise been a Whig. Far from politi-
cally astute, these leaders displayed a resolve to fix African Americans in a
degraded status, between enslavement and actual citizenship. In that sense
their conservatism differed little from the more stringent policy supported
by the smaller Democratic camp in the legislature. Although Garner was
mildly critical of the Black Codes, he mostly vouched for the need for leg-
islation that would settle the state’s labor problems and “force [the Negro]
to cease his roving and become a producer.” Garner’s failure to address the
interests of freedpeople in the postwar settlement of labor issues should not
surprise anyone, but it does point to his blinkered faith in the political wis-
dom of the Whiggish camp. He assumed that African Americans should
have accepted whatever settlement conservative whites devised, rather than
seek political allies offering more liberal terms.?
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Garner emphasized the northern Republican response to the Black
Codes and other aspects of the intransigence of Mississippi whites as the
primary impediment to the full emergence of the sober leadership he pre-
ferred. Departing from his usual policy of muting his editorial remarks, he
reserved his sharpest critiques for the development of the congressional pol-
icy, which he viewed as inherently unconstitutional. It is worth noting that,
so far as they were reflected in Garner’s notes, Dunning’s lectures with-
held judgment on the congressional plan, merely introducing the political
theories that informed them and discussing the mechanisms by which they
were passed and implemented. Garner’s assessment was far sharper in its
condemnation of the underlying constitutional logic, although he resorted
to his typically dull, understated fashion in characterizing the policy as of
“doubtful validity.”*

Likewise, in a section he labeled “National Inquest,” he dismissed the
validity of the congressional report of 1866 that, in describing the rising
refusal of southern whites to acknowledge the rights of freedpeople, had
informed Radical Reconstruction. Differentiating the Radicals’ report from
an earlier report commissioned by Johnson and written with the participa-
tion of Ulysses S. Grant, Garner stressed how haphazardly the committee
had recruited testimony and the low bar it had set for assessing the rela-
tive loyalty of white Southerners, who could hardly have been expected to
embrace federal authority and forsake allegiance to their Confederate chiefs
so soon after the war. This seemingly reasonable critique was more than
a little disingenuous. Grant had not even reported on Mississippi; rather,
Carl Schurz had handled that part of Johnson’s commission. Garner did
not ignore Schurz’s report entirely, but he failed to comment on Schurz’s
finding that many, if not most, Mississippi whites refused to acknowledge
that a free labor system required a philosophy different from that required
by a slave system. Schurz’s analysis varied little in that sense from that of the
report commissioned by Radicals in Congress. The overall effect of Gar-
ner’s distortion of the contrasting reports was to delegitimize the assump-
tions underlying the congressional plan.?

This overt, if often understated and obscured, hostility to Radical
Reconstruction informed Garner’s analysis of Mississippi’s 1868 Constitu-
tional Convention, which descended at times to the rank stereotyping that
many associate with the Dunning School and seems one instance in which
Garner allowed popular narratives to overwhelm his scholarly approach.
Stressing the length of time that the convention met and the relatively high



James Wilford Garner and the Dream of a Two-Party South 119

per diem, he portrayed the convention as little more than a vehicle for Radi-
cal Republican peculation. Although citing only the convention journal
with an occasional reference to a federal report, Garner’s account was just
slightly less negative than those that circulated in the Democratic press
of the time: “Never had a legislative body or a state convention in Missis-
sippi placed so high an estimate upon the value of its services. And what
seems almost incomprehensible, there was a feeling that they had a legiti-
mate right to exploit the taxpayers to any extent they pleased.” Garner actu-
ally paid little attention to the drafted constitution itself, instead focusing
on a slew of relief measures that the convention had felt bound to tackle,
being the only elected body in the state. These became further evidence of
extravagance.”

Such a departure from the book’s dispassionate tone and approach
served a critical role in Garner’s overall interpretation. For Garner, the
ascendance of radical Republicans and the universal backing they received
from Mississippi blacks made it impossible for most Mississippi whites to
split into political factions on the basis of issues unrelated to the forces
unleashed by Reconstruction. It left little room for elite conservative lead-
ership to exercise more than rhetorical guidance. Garner could ultimately
blame congressional policy on the ugly bitterness that consumed most Mis-
sissippi whites. Of the political empowerment of freedmen Garner wrote,
“That such a policy could have been carried through, unattended by social
and political disorders . . . no intelligent man will for a moment expect.” It
was “one of the most dangerous experiments ever undertaken by the law-
makers of any country.”*

Having established his negative assessment of the congressional plan,
Garner returned to a more dispassionate approach. He did not withhold
his views, but, in contrast to his analysis of the Reconstruction commit
tee’s report and the 1868 Convention, he ceded space to perspectives more
sympathetic to Reconstruction. Even on the issue of military government,
he established an even-keeled tone. Although often highly critical of certain
policies, his account was largely descriptive, providing useful information
such as the number and type of military commissions, which he viewed
as unconstitutional, that were convened to prosecute crimes. He criticized
the policy of removing civil officers in favor of military and convention
appointees as a violation of the “Anglo-Saxon instinct for home rule,” but
he acknowledged that it was necessary for the fulfillment of the congres-
sional policy. Garner had included some negative asides to the Freedmen’s
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Bureau in a few spots, but his chapter devoted to that organization was neu-
tral and detached. Based largely on military and congressional reports, his
account was framed by the perspective of bureau officials themselves. The
complaints of Mississippi whites served as ballast, not to define the overall
account.”

Perhaps the most puzzling aspect of Reconstruction is the relative lack of
attention it pays to the period between passage of the 1868 constitution and
the election of Adelbert Ames as governor in 1873. The Republican admin-
istration elected in 1869 and led first by the native Republican and “per-
sistent Whig” James L. Alcorn and then by the conservative Northerner
Ridgley C. Powers, both of whom might have appealed to Garner’s own
perspective, inspired little commentary. Alcorn, the first governor elected
under the new constitution, received slightly more attention, much of it
unsympathetic. Garner deprecated Alcorn’s management of government
finance, questioned his sincerity, and allowed the sarcastic characterizations
of the contemporary press to undercut his coverage of Alcorn’s speeches.
Given the different assessment he delivered to Alcorn’s widow, his easy dis-
missal of Alcorn is surprising and difficult to explain. Having focused on
the Ames administration in his master’s thesis and worked extensively on
the formative earlier period of Reconstruction, Garner may simply have
lacked the time and energy for a full examination of the period that was nei-
ther formative to congressional policy nor critical to Reconstruction’s dis-
mantling. Another possible explanation for Garner’s treatment of Alcorn’s
“wise course” is the distinction Garner probably drew between locally and
federally devised racial settlements. Although Alcorn’s accommodation of
black political aspirations, which he outlined in speeches and pamphlets
during the Presidential and early in the Congressional Reconstruction peri-
ods, may have struck Garner as the right policy, his embrace of the Repub-
lican Party during the time of congressional ascendance took things too far.
Rather than devising a viable racial settlement that might have attracted
significant white support, he had achieved power through his acceptance of
the Radicals’ more egalitarian approach.?®

It is his treatment of the Radicals, nevertheless, on which Garner’s
reputation for fair-mindedness has been rooted. The book’s portrait of
Adelbert Ames, a former Union general who had been one of the military
governors of the state preceding its readmission, was a key facet of Garner’s
overall treatment of the state’s radicals. Ames had shared his papers from
the period with Garner and had patiently answered the young scholar’s que-
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ries, thus earning some goodwill. Ames appears in the work as an honorable
man of high character, misguided idealism, and conservative governing
instincts. Garner debunked claims that Ames had acted corruptly or out of
vindictiveness and praised Ames’s commitment to economical government
(always a key criterion for Garner). Debunking most of the impeachment
charges that Mississippi Democrats had brought against Ames in 1876,
Garner argued that though Ames had been unwise in waging intraparty
and interparty battles, he had never been corrupt. Moreover, his manage-
ment of state finances had been sound. Indeed, Garner largely exonerated
Radical Republicans from the widespread assumptions regarding their pec-
ulation and mismanagement. He made some effort to catalogue corruption
among Republican local officials, using for his evidence almost exclusively
testimony from congressional reports, but he did not come up with a long
list of miscreants. His analysis of Republican tax policy reached similarly
muted conclusions. Garner found the situation far from dire, and a table
listing taxation levels of Democratic and Republican counties left readers
with the impression that on average Republican tax collectors were only
slightly more aggressive than their Democratic counterparts.?’

Garner also did not shy away from frank assessments of the political
violence that white opponents of Reconstruction had launched against
Republicans. Basing his account largely on congressional reports, which
had been full of horrifying testimony about physical attacks and murder,
Garner occasionally rationalized the violence but never dismissed it as a fig-
ment of Republican propaganda. He did, however, discount racial motiva-
tions as a primary factor in the violence, comparing vigilante groups like
the Klan to those in Europe such as the Carbonari and [lluminés. This
denial of race as a factor somewhat contradicted Garner’s analysis of violent
white campaigns against black education. Although never saying so, Gar-
ner presented evidence that pointed to almost universal white opposition to
education for blacks, an opposition that mellowed only toward the end of
Reconstruction. Garner ultimately blamed political violence on the “dan-
gerous experiments” at the heart of the congressional policy, but he never
dismissed the violence that had been critical to the Redemption campaign
of 1875 as unimportant to that campaign or a trumped-up Republican
fiction.”®

Reconstruction in Mississippi has received consistently positive appraisals
since its publication. In reviews and historiographical retrospectives Garner
has repeatedly appeared as the sage moderate who forged a dispassionate
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yet critical history of Reconstruction, rarely, if ever, allowing his prejudices
as a white Southerner to overwhelm his analysis. Praising his voluminous
research, scholarly presentation of facts, willingness to set aside personal
feelings, and fair-minded appraisals of the key actors, both southern and
northern, reviewers such as W. G. Brown in the American Historical Review
were quick to declare it “the best account we have of Reconstruction any-
where.” In Political Science Quarterly, Theodore Clark Smith proclaimed
that “in thoroughness of research and scientific accuracy of treatment it is
not likely to be surpassed.” An anonymous reviewer in the New York Times
argued that though other works on the topic would appear, none could
“take clearer ground.””

Part of the reason for this reception was the overwhelming hostil-
ity toward Reconstruction that had taken root throughout the country.
Expecting lurid tales of corruption and fierce denunciations of unscrupu-
lous agents of Reconstruction policy, reviewers marveled at Garner’s willing-
ness to impart fair motives to his subjects. His appraisal of “carpet-baggers,”
wrote the anonymous reviewer in the Chicago Tribune, was “nothing less
than magnanimous.” Those who had grown up regarding Reconstruction
as a shameful exercise of federal power would now gain understanding
of “the extraordinary difficulties under which this government labored.”
Brown ended his appraisal by stringing together examples of incompetent
local government from Garner’s account, as if to underscore that Garner’s
fair-mindedness might have obscured some aspects of the “upside-down
arrangement” under the Reconstruction regime. The facts were there, just
not the aggressive tone that would have brought them to life for readers.
In this sense, Garner’s reputation derives in part from his divergence from
what educated people of his era expected from a history of Reconstruction,
particularly one written by a white Southerner.*

Garner has retained this reputation as the most balanced and fair-
minded of the Dunning School. W. E. B. Du Bois, for example, singled out
Garner’s as perhaps the only work that displayed “scientific poise” in its dis-
cussion of African Americans. Garner conceived “the Negro as an integral
part of the scene and treat[ed] him as a human being.” It was not so much
that Garner’s interpretation differed from that of his peers but that it did
not become a vehicle for racial prejudice. African Americans may not have
drawn much praise from Garner, but neither did they draw the kind of con-
tempt appearing in some of the other state histories. (In this regard Du Bois
elevated J. G. de Roulhac Hamilton as the most extreme.)*!
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As Reconstruction historiography increasingly adopted Du Bois’s per-
spective, views on Garner’s contribution remained fairly consistent. Ver-
non L. Wharton, whose work The Negro in Mississippi (1947) displaced
aspects of Garner’s account while retaining others, noted Garner’s hostil-
ity to Radical Reconstruction and sympathy for the policy’s opponents
but also declared that “little that has been learned in the succeeding sixty
years would serve greatly to alter or even to add to Garner’s story.” In his
introduction to a 1968 edition of Reconstruction in Mississippi, Richard N.
Current was more critical, accurately noting Garner’s adherence to a con-
servative perspective that had fostered and remained tethered to stereotypes
of the different actors on the radical side of Reconstruction. Although Gar-
ner had presented a mostly fair-minded account of Radical motives and
even “anticipated Revisionist views on certain topics,” his dismissal of the
legitimacy of the freedmen’s political aims had placed him squarely in the
same camp as his more virulent peers.*

This sample of reflections on Garner and his contribution to Recon-
struction historiography offers a good window into the work’s place in stud-
ies of Mississippi and the broader region. When viewed through the prism of
the white actors it discussed, Reconstruction in Mississippi hinted at the revi-
sionist perspective that displaced that of the Dunning School. Sympathetic,
though not uncritical, portraits of leading northern-born Republicans such
as Ames and Henry R. Pease, critiques of shortsighted attempts by white
leaders to reject all efforts to adjust to the new order of things, and rela-
tively frank accounts of white intimidation and violence combined to cre-
ate a history of the period that operated as far more than the brief for white
Southerners that characterized other histories of Garner’s era (and many
that appeared afterward). Some portions, such as his dismissal of charges of
corruption against the Republican regime, would not have appeared com-
pletely out of place in a revisionist history. As Current noted, it is telling
that Garner’s fiercest critic over the years was his fellow Mississippian John
S. McNeily, who blasted the soft treatment that Garner delivered to Radi-
cal governance. Garner’s detached, scholarly approach contrasted sharply
with most of the articles contributed by white Mississippian students, pro-
fessional historians, and gentlemen lawyers to Publications of the Mississippi
Historical Society, which had been inaugurated at the end of the nineteenth
century and to which Garner also contributed.

When, however, attention is redirected to the efforts of freedmen to
secure a place for themselves far removed from the enslavement of the ante-
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bellum era, Garner’s account tended to operate from far more retrograde
assumptions. His criticism of the Black Codes was tempered by his view
that some such legislation was entirely necessary, given the extent to which
freedmen had been “demoralized” by “unscrupulous” agents of the Freed-
men’s Bureau. He attributed the failures of the plantation system during
the period immediately following the war (a period when the state experi-
enced an infestation of army worms) to the “unreliable character of negro
labor.” He was quick to indicate, often with the sketchiest of information,
the unfitness for office of many of the African Americans who served the
state and local governments, although he was willing to acknowledge those
individuals who acquitted themselves well. In sum, his perspective was
grounded in assumptions that traced most of the problems associated with
the postbellum adjustment to the political elevation of freedmen and to the
unrealistic expectations they developed (owing to the encouragement of
northern whites). Nowhere does he probe the attitudes of the freedpeople
themselves or attempt to analyze events from their perspective.**

It is of course no great accomplishment to hammer Garner for his short-
sightedness on these racial issues. His portrait of Reconstruction, although
highly critical of congressional policy and its implementation in Missis-
sippi, avoided much of the rank stereotyping and demonization that marred
many other accounts. In discussing the overthrow of Reconstruction, it
lacked the triumphant tone that characterized popular narratives and many
of the histories that filled the pages of the organ of the Mississippi His-
torical Society. Although Garner certainly shared the widespread faith that
Mississippi was in better hands after Redemption than during Reconstruc-
tion, he was by no means satisfied with developments in the state. Two
years after the publication of his history, he shuddered at the rise of James
K. Vardaman, who translated white supremacist fervor into a program for
dominating the state’s politics and marginalizing nonpopulist perspectives.
Vardaman’s rhetoric, Garner wrote, “for low-down vulgarity and indecency
exceeds anything that ever fell from the lips of a public man.” Such rhetoric
had deformed politics in Mississippi and made it unresponsive to the kind
of good government reforms and sober reflection of national affairs that
Garner preferred. Focused so exclusively on dismantling the influence of
African Americans and resisting federal power, southern whites had mar-
ginalized themselves from the main political currents of American society.
The dismantling of black suffrage and the acquiescence of Northerners to
this development, however, had rendered such intense unity unnecessary.
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There was no reason, Garner wrote in 1910, that white Southerners could
not “be divided on economic issues as the fingers of the hand, to use a fig-
ure employed by Booker Washington, and yet remain united as the hand
itself on the question of white supremacy.” Two-party competition was not
only possible at the time but essential to the proper development of the
South’s economy and society. Garner wished for the resurgence of a white-
led Republican Party in the South, which would help white Southerners
regain influence over national affairs and improve chances for reform in
the region.”

Garner’s distrust of white solidarity had roots in his views of Recon-
struction and was shared by other commentators who hoped that Missis-
sippi whites might shed their exclusively parochial perspective. It reflected
an elitist perspective that scorned both the racial egalitarianism of Con-
gressional Reconstruction and the Herrenvolk democracy that had become
the rhetorical foundation for the Democratic Party’s grip on power in the
South. Unlimited black manhood suffrage, the original sin, had spawned
the white-line strategy that had come to dominate the Democratic Party’s
efforts. Garner borrowed from the views of William Sharkey and other
leading conservatives in leveling his most pointed criticism against congres-
sional policy and characterizing it and the Freedmen’s Bureau as the “chief
obstacle to good feeling between” whites and blacks. Modern views regard-
ing race and democratic governance make it difficult to engage Garner and
his Dunning School collaborators without condemning them as beyond
the pale. But it is certainly worth asking what good came out of congres-
sional strategy. Recently, in fact, the civil rights historian Adam Fairclough
has argued that Dunning and his students were essentially correct in con-
demning the precipitous decision to grant unlimited suffrage to freedmen,
which, like them, he considers the principal irritant between whites and
blacks in the postbellum South. He adds to their critique an argument in
favor of extended federal control of the region through a form of territorial
governance (one borrowed from Dunning’s Columbia mentor and associ-
ate, John W. Burgess).*®

Garner’s own counterfactual vision rested not on extended federal influ-
ence, to which he largely objected, but on a return of two-party competi-
tion, much as had existed in the South before the Civil War. It is important
to note that Garner did not pull this vision out of thin air. It reflected to a
large degree a real impulse among the politicians and commentators whom
he praised in his account. Although never denying what they viewed as the
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horrible consequences of congressional policy, many influential whites tar-
geted white intransigence against expanded rights for freedmen as equally
deserving of scorn. They used their substantial leverage to gain a platform
in the state press, most notably in the Clarion, the principal organ of the
Democratic-Conservative movement. The racial division that had come to
define postbellum politics, the paper argued in one editorial, resulted from
white resistance and anger. A system less structured by racial division would
have been healthier: “Disembarrassed of the negro question by a full recog-
nition of the equal rights of all men before the law, the Conservatives will
be free to address themselves to the main, practical issues of the canvass.”
Frank Johnston, a prominent attorney and the son of one of Garner’s favor-
ites, Amos R. Johnston, argued in one article that speedy acquiescence to
the Fourteenth Amendment would have guaranteed racial harmony and
encouraged the acceptance by Mississippi blacks of a subordinate politi-
cal status. Such views lent themselves to a far less celebratory view of the
violent Redemption campaign of 1875 and of the political dynamic that it
continued to enforce. Whereas Dunbar Rowland, state archivist and presi-
dent of the Mississippi Historical Society, rhapsodized that Redemption
had ensured a “time when peace and good-will will reign supreme,” Garner
recognized that however necessary, the overthrow of Republican power and
influence had resulted in the “political effacement of the South and the loss
of its leadership in national affairs.” White supremacy, in short, was not
sufficient.”

Garner’s counterfactual, Burkean vision retains appeal. It holds out
the tantalizing hope that one hundred years of bitter racism and counter-
productive governance might have been avoided. It is worth questioning,
nevertheless, the sincerity of the elite moderates that Garner preferred. Indi-
viduals arguing for fair treatment of freedpeople and robust debate among
whites did exist, and many were sincere. It is impossible to separate their
stance, however, from the supplicant rhetorical posture mandated by fed-
eral intervention. Calls for moderation existed in direct proportion to the
level of interest in southern affairs existing in the North. When northern
authorities took a more hands-off approach, the views of many would-be
moderates in Mississippi differed little from those of white-line absolut-
ists. It is also doubtful that freedmen would have accepted whatever racial
settlement a Whiggish-oriented leadership devised. To be sure, had leading
blacks foreseen the nadir that succeeded their all-too-brief experience with
political equality, they might have chosen a more gradualist path. Lack-
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ing that foresight, freedmen displayed nothing but a fierce commitment to
achieving autonomy and political influence. Although they were certainly
not advocating political supremacy or proscriptive measures against whites,
they showed no inclination to accept the subaltern role that commentators
such as Garner envisioned. Even had they been, most whites were far from
willing to cede any political space.’®

Ultimately, these kinds of counterfactual questions may boil down to
how one views the relative centrality of rhetorical tone to the operation
of postbellum southern politics. Did the sober detachment of Garner and
other moderate observers and participants promise a better political road?
Was that moderation irrevocably marginalized by federal policy? Or did the
racist appeals of the Democratic Party, which by Garner’s time had emerged
in their most baroque and pathological formulations, speak to something
deeper within the white population, something that transcended whites’
resentment of Congressional Reconstruction? Elite-driven moderation may
or may not have been something of a chimera. All scholars should appreci-
ate, nonetheless, the relative fair-mindedness and rigor Garner brought to
bear in researching and writing about a subject to which he was personally
connected and from which he was removed by a mere twenty-five years.”
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Ulrich B. Phillips

Dunningite or Phillipsian Sui Generis?

John David Smith

The Georgia native Ulrich Bonnell Phillips (1877-1934), along with his
Columbia University mentor, William A. Dunning, set the standard for
early twentieth-century scholarship on plantation slavery and the Civil War
and Reconstruction, respectively. Contextualizing the work of Phillips,
Dunning, and others of their era, the historian Steven Hahn notes that
such “early scholars saw the dynamics of national development in the trans-
mission of Anglo-Saxon ideals and institutions, in the conflicts between
different white interest groups and classes, and in the Anglo conquest of the
frontier.” Southern historians of Phillips and Dunning’s time in particular
maintained “that the regional struggle for white supremacy over what they
regarded as a backward and inferior race ultimately became the foundation
upon which a bitterly divided nation could reconcile.”

In 1907 Phillips framed the Civil War era in terms of what he later
would call the “central theme” of southern history: Southerners’” recurring
preoccupation with maintaining white supremacy. Secession signified their
response to “the world’s problem of equity in human relationships,” he said.
White Southerners’ commitment to slave labor “clashed with the predomi-
nant idea of the period”—free labor. Though defeated in civil war, whites
never surrendered their commitment to racial hegemony over blacks. “Facts
of human nature and the law of civilized social welfare are too stubborn for
the theories of negrophiles as well as of negrophobes,” Phillips added. “The
slave labor problem has disappeared, but the negro problem remains.”

Phillips espoused these ideas and, because of the lasting importance of
his two landmark books, American Negro Slavery (1918) and Life and Labor

133



134 John David Smith

in the Old South (1929), he became the preeminent historian of slavery and
the Old South until the late 1950s.% Despite efforts by revisionists to con-
textualize and explain the importance of Phillips’s writings, his reputation
as a historian nonetheless declined expeditiously in the post—civil rights
decades. In a typical dismissive reference to Phillips, in 2011 a historian
referred to him as “the father of the proslavery school of Southern history,”
who, “at Columbia, professionalized the study of the South in the 1920s by
defending slavery, calling it a system of ‘gentleness, kind-hearted friendship
and mutual loyalty,” concepts which guided several generations of histori-
ans.”™ Years before, writing in the New York Times, the esteemed African
American literary critic and historian Saunders Redding blasted “the noto-
riously biased Columbia school of historians, led by Ulrich B. Phillips.”

Despite these and numerous other negative evaluations of Phillips’s sig-
nificance, he nevertheless ranked as the foremost southern historian of his
day and had a distinguished career during the first three decades of the
twentieth century, including professorships at Wisconsin, Tulane, Mich-
igan, and Yale. In 1928 Phillips received Little, Brown and Company’s
$2,500 prize for the best unpublished manuscript in American history for
that year. The following year an Albert Kahn Traveling Fellowship enabled
Phillips to study plantations comparatively worldwide. Writing in 1925,
the University of Chicago historian William E. Dodd described Phillips
as “one of the best scholars in the country.” He added, however, “But, like
nearly all historians of our day, I think he has a strong tendency [to] plead
a cause—in his case that of the old South.”

Phillips was one of only a handful of Dunning’s students who did not
focus his research on constitutional, institutional, or political history, espe-
cially the history of Reconstruction. That is not to say, however, that Phil-
lips lacked interest in, knowledge of, and strong passions about what white
Southerners of his day considered the most tumultuous period in American
history. Though like other contemporary white Southerners Phillips iden-
tified with the New South’s Confederate forebears, he never glorified the
war, referring to it instead as a “cataclysm.” In 1925 he wrote that “many
folk of the old regime were destroyed by the war—not merely soldiers on
the battlefield, but civilians white and black, driven or lured from shel-
ter, sustenance, and sanitation.” He recounted how slaves by the thousands
died during the war and how the conflict left many slave owners “utterly
broken.” Those who survived the war had to begin their lives anew “under
conditions of general derangement and almost universal poverty. The land-
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holders possessed land and managerial experience—and worthless Con-
federate currency. The freedmen had liberty, and little else but a residual
acquiescence in the necessity of working for a living.”” Phillips ended Life
and Labor in the Old South with an eloquent but stern warning about the
pathos of war generally and the War between the States in particular.® By
the early 1930s Phillips had joined the revisionists, concluding that the
Civil War was avoidable, the result of folly, in his words, “a calamity of mis-
guided zeal and blundering.”

Yet Phillips retained the Dunningites’ disdain for Reconstruction. In
1909 he decried what he termed “the domination of carpet-baggers and
scalawags, when radicalism became rampant” after 1868. Determined
to rebuild their economies during Reconstruction, many southern states
began to bolster their infrastructure and transportation networks. Phillips,
however, considered such projects only venues for “recklessness and cor-
ruption.” In his opinion, “The favorite practice was for carpetbaggers like
[Daniel H.] Chamberlain in South Carolina and the Stantons in Alabama,
financed by Wall Street brokers like Henry Clews, to buy up the members
of the legislatures and the stocks of the corporations simultaneously. The
legislatures would then vote millions of dollars in bonds or endorsements
to the corporations, whose carpetbag officials would put most of the pro-
ceeds into their own or their confederates’ pockets.” Such characterizations
of the alleged waste, corruption, and thievery of Radical governments were
standard fare in the so-called Dunning School of Reconstruction studies.
Phillips suggested that although the “Reconstruction thieves” did lay two
or three thousand miles of roads across the South, the heavy debts their
corruption caused by 1873 continued to have an adverse effect on southern
economic recovery at century’s end."

As for political Reconstruction per se, in 1928 Phillips explained that
white Southerners welcomed President Andrew Johnson’s restoration pro-
gram, believing that it put into place Abraham Lincoln’s “back to normalcy”
plan. Southern hearts sank, however, when congressional Republicans
“overslaughed the presidential programme and set events in train which
seemed to make ‘the Africanization of the South’ inescapable.” Accord-
ing to Phillips, “To most of the whites, doubtless, the prospect showed no
gleam of hope.” Phillips agreed with the Confederate critic Edward A. Pol-
lard, who argued in 7he Lost Cause Regained (1868) that white Southerners
went to war in 1861 not over constitutional rights, but to protect slavery
and to prevent race war. They had no reason to expect generosity in the
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wake of Confederate collapse. “Virtually all respectable whites had entered
the Democratic ranks in the late sixties to combat & outrance the Republi-
can programme of negro incitement. A dozen years sufficed to restore white
control, whereupon they began to differ among themselves upon various
issues.”!!

In 1904 Phillips blamed white Southerners’ continuing overdepen-
dence on cotton production as the indirect result of “the radicalism of the
republican majority at Washington and the carpet-baggers in the field in
the South.” By excluding moderate Southerners from Reconstruction state
governments, Phillips maintained, Republicans left the door open “to the
domination of the extremists of the Tillman type when the reconstruction
governments were overthrown. Out of the ashes of war and reconstruction
there arose the ‘Solid South.’”? Later that year Phillips held emancipation
and Republicans of the Reconstruction period responsible for undoing the
civilizing qualities of slavery and for encouraging segregation of and by
whites and blacks. Blacks™ “concentration in city slums is vicious; their iso-
lation from white neighbors in the black belt of the seacoast cannot cease
to mean stagnation, if not retrogression, for them; the race prejudice taught
them by the carpetbaggers was and is a positive injury; their general aloof-
ness upon small farms must insulate them in large measure from the best
influences for progress in the South of today.”"?

In 1910 Phillips blamed the “cataclysm of war” and what he termed the
“false reconstruction” for stifling the positive qualities of the plantation sys-
tem. Continuation of the plantations of the antebellum South, Phillips sup-
posed, “would have required some provision whereby such laborers as the
system had schooled into superior efficiency might easily withdraw from
the gangs and set themselves up as independent artisans, merchants, or
farmers.” Though he criticized slavery and the plantation system for capital-
izing labor and rendering the southern economy static and inelastic, Phil-
lips nevertheless considered the plantation necessary for most of the region’s
slaves. Under Reconstruction planters had little stimulus to “graduate at
least the ablest of their laborers into the industrial democracy” where they
could crop small farms, work in factories, and live in cities adjacent to plan-
tations. “The remodeling and partial replacement” of the antebellum plan-
tation “was necessary in the progress of [the South’s] industrial society.”"

In 1907 Columbia University Press refused to print Phillips’s reference
to Reconstruction as the “Hell that is called reconstruction” in the dedica-
tion for a book of his that the press had accepted for publication. Though
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William H. Carpenter, secretary of the press, agreed with Phillips’s senti-
ments toward Reconstruction, he informed Phillips that his polemical lan-
guage signified “an appeal to sectional feeling which the University and the
Press which represents it can not stand for, since . . . it must occupy broadly
a judicial position without prejudice in any direction.” Phillips acquiesced,
emending his reference to Reconstruction as “the troublous upheaval and
readjustment which followed” the war.”

Years before, while still a graduate student at Columbia, Phillips pub-
lished two book reviews of Edwin C. Woolley’s The Reconstruction of Geor-
gia: one in the Atlanta Constitution and the other in the Publications of the
Southern History Association. Woolley was a contemporary of Phillips’s at
Columbia, completing his dissertation in 1901, presumably under Dun-
ning’s supervision, and his thesis appeared in the university’s prestigious
Studies in History, Economics and Public Law series."

In his Atlanta Constitution review, Phillips remarked approvingly
that the time finally had arrived when historians could adopt a “magis-
terial attitude” toward the post—Civil War era. He praised Woolley as a
Northerner with “a cosmopolitan frame of mind” who wrote a fair and bal-
anced account, avoiding the “luridness” characteristic of earlier accounts
of Reconstruction. Previous histories of the period, according to Phillips,
emphasized either “tyranny and corruption” on the one side, or “sedition
and outrage” on the other. Phillips added, “Our individual point of view
exaggerates the tyranny or the sedition as the case may be.”"”

Phillips agreed with both Woolley’s commendation of President Andrew
Johnson’s restoration of Georgia in December 1865 and his condemnation
of the Radical Republicans’ Reconstruction program that ensued in March
1867. Phillips complimented the author for avoiding partisanship, instead
explaining motives, discrediting traditions, “and here and there assigning
a modicum of praise or censure to the chief actors in the drama.” Though
he welcomed Woolley’s book, Phillips nevertheless faulted his emphasizing
political science and his paying short shrift to local history. The book was
Georgia history written through the lens of Washington, not Atlanta, Phil-
lips complained, a weakness perhaps not surprising “from one not a native
of Georgia.” Phillips also mentioned that Woolley paid insufficient atten-
tion to “conditions in Georgia just before the war.”'® That would become
the subject of Phillips’s own dissertation. Phillips concluded that despite
Woolley’s good work, “the field is still open for a history of the people of

Georgia under the reconstruction régime.”"
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Whereas his fellow graduate students at Columbia conducted research
on state histories of the post—Civil War South, Phillips focused on pre—
Civil War history. In his 1902 dissertation, “Georgia and State Rights,”
Phillips tracked the development of political sectionalism in antebellum
Georgia. This was one of the historian’s few works in political history; most
of his writings treated southern economic and social history.

Unquestionably, Columbia broadened Phillips’s intellectual horizons,
providing him exposure to John W. Burgess’s neo-Hegelianism and James
Harvey Robinson’s “New History.” Columbia’s graduate training incorpo-
rated the broad scope of the human past, not just military and political
events. But Phillips seems to have benefited little from Dunning’s influence
and, significantly, unlike other Dunning students, retained little affec-
tion for his Doktorvater or his Columbia years. Dunning’s legion of former
graduate students, most notably Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton of
the University of North Carolina, heaped praise on and expressed affec-
tion for their beloved “Old Chief.” Phillips, however, conspicuously omit-
ted his doctoral mentor from among those who influenced his research
and writing. In 1909, in a rare instance, Phillips quoted Dunning’s assess-
ment of John C. Calhoun’s Disquisition on Government (1851) as “in some
respects the most original and the most profound political essay in Ameri-
can literature.”*

The historian David Donald explains that Dunning subscribed to the
“‘sink or swim’ school of graduate instruction,” rarely engaging with stu-
dents’ doctoral dissertations until they were virtually complete and submit-
ted for his approval. “A broadly tolerant man, Dunning allowed his students
to pursue their own paths.”* In contrast to historians’ general assumptions
about Dunning, he in fact was less concerned with encouraging a “school”
per se than allowing considerable diversity in the dissertation topics his stu-
dents selected.

For whatever reason, Dunning and Phillips never became close person-
ally or professionally. Instead, Phillips revered Frederick Jackson Turner,
considering him his foremost teacher, and all but ignored Dunning’s influ-
ence. Though Phillips had many close friends in the historians’ guild and
socialized often with historians at meetings and at his home, he rarely com-
municated, mentioned, or met with his mentor. Ironically, though Phillips
ranks as the best-known and perhaps most accomplished of the Dunning
School, his focus on the economic and social history of the antebellum
South, not the political history of Reconstruction, and his decision to dis-
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tance himself from Dunning personally and socially have resulted in histo-
rians rarely identifying him with the Dunning School.??

That said, in 1904 Phillips recalled that his student days at Columbia
furnished him with “a number of very pleasant memories,” but he warned
a prospective graduate student there to avoid working with the colonialist
Herbert L. Osgood, whom Phillips considered “so fearfully dry and unin-
teresting—the sort of uninteresting plodder that no man ought to be.”
Phillips recommended instead that the potential Columbia student enroll
in one of Dunning’s classes—“for the sake of getting his method.” Dun-
ning would prove “to be the most cordial and suggestive man there,” Phil-
lips said, adding that “[William Milligan] Sloane would be if he could.”
Phillips noted that Dunning gladly gave advice to students. He and Pro-
fessor James Harvey Robinson “consider that they are there to be used.””
Years later, in 1911, Phillips married the daughter of Columbia’s renowned
economist Richmond Mayo-Smith.

Phillips had less pleasant memories of Burgess. Writing in 1905, he
recalled that “Burgess is certainly exasperating and it was probably only a
sense of humor (on my part, certainly not on his!) which prevented a chal-
lenge from me similar to that of the Southerner of last year who asked him
if he really believed what he said. But an appreciation of the ridiculousness
of things enables one to find frequent sources of joy even in Gotham.”
So unimpressed was Phillips with Burgess that he recommended that a
Columbia student drop Burgess’s lecture course because in it he “will do
nothing but recite his ‘Middle Period.”” Still, Phillips admitted that he was
“too radical to judge Burgess fairly,” and that he was “too conservative to do
[Franklin Henry] Giddings justice.”*

Though Phillips found his Columbia professors wanting, Dunning
at least held him in high regard. Writing to Turner just weeks before the
young Georgian defended his doctoral thesis, Dunning ranked Phillips as
among Columbia’s best graduate students. Whereas most Columbia doc-
toral students received fellowships for only one year, in a highly unusual
move the School of Political Science awarded Phillips support for a second
year. “His work has been admirable,” Dunning informed Turner, “and I
should think that he would make a first class teacher & lecturer.” Dun-
ning praised Phillips’s research and writing in “Georgia and State Rights” as
“thoroughly good.” Dunning also complimented Phillips’s personality and
presence, explaining that “Phillips has the self-possession and physical pre-
sentableness that will carry him through agreeably & successfully before a
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class or an audience.” Having written this, Dunning nevertheless observed
one weakness in Phillips, “his tendency to slight work that is not just to his
taste. He is most indefatigable in the field that attracts him, & this carries
him so far as to hurt him sometimes in other fields.” Dunning did not con-
sider this a serious deficiency, however. “Altogether,” he informed Turner, “I
am ready to [recommend] him as strongly as any man whom we have ever
had at Columbia in History.”»

A year later, recommending Phillips for a fellowship from the newly
established Carnegie Institution of Washington, Dunning described his
former graduate student “as a man of extraordinary endowment and capac-
ity.” Phillips’s recently completed dissertation “was a very high grade piece
of work on several obscure phases of political development in Georgia,”
Dunning wrote. He noted that Phillips had numerous contacts in the
South who would facilitate his unearthing primary sources in the region. “I
know of no man who would give better promise of important contributions
to our knowledge in this field” than Phillips, Dunning added.?

Dunning’s encomiums about his former student appear all the more
surprising given Phillips’s lukewarm, if not outright negative, response to
an invitation to contribute an essay to a Festschrift for Dunning upon his
assuming the presidency of the American Historical Association (AHA).
Communication between Phillips and Dunning’s other former gradu-
ate students suggests a possible strained relationship between Phillips and
Dunning—at least on Phillips’s part. In April 1911 Phillips responded
coolly to an invitation to contribute to a volume to honor Dunning. Writ-
ing to Hamilton, Phillips insisted that he did not mean to show disrespect
to Dunning, but he simply felt obliged to raise questions about such a proj-
ect’s appropriateness, its viability, and his possible role therein.

First, Phillips feared that publication of such a tribute could establish
a bad precedent “upon the younger generation” of scholars who might feel
compelled to produce similar volumes. Phillips next warned Hamilton that
it probably would be difficult to find a publisher interested in such a proj-
ect; most presses required a guaranteed number of sales before taking on
similar works. Third, Phillips reminded Hamilton that unlike the other
Dunning students, who had written about Reconstruction, he worked pri-
marily in the antebellum period. Phillips then informed Hamilton that col-
lected essays succeeded best when organized around a central topic, not
disparate themes and chronological periods. “I have no equipment and no
material for writing on Reconstruction,” Phillips explained. Finally, he told
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Hamilton that he had “resolved months ago to leave off the product of
isolated essays and stick to some larger projects.” In closing, Phillips told
Hamilton that though “I feel regret in saying it, . . . you had better leave me
out of your plans.”?

Phillips’s disinclination to participate in the Dunning Festschrift elic-
ited critical comments from Dunning’s other students who, like Hamilton
and Charles W. Ramsdell of the University of Texas, relished the oppor-
tunity to honor Dunning with an essay collection. Ramsdell “greatly
marveled” at Phillips’s “lukewarmness” and doubted the validity of his
argument that publishing a volume to honor Dunning would establish a
bad precedent. On two occasions the University of Illinois historian James
W. Garner, who organized and edited the collection, informed Hamilton
that Phillips was not interested in participating in the project, remarking, “I
don’t think we shall be able to count on Phillips. . . . But there are enough
others without him if he does not care to join us.” Another contributor,
Walter Lynwood Fleming of Louisiana State University, told Hamilton: “I
do not think that Phillips’s opinion about this matter is worth anything at
all. Leave him out.” He took another jab at Phillips, informing Hamilton,
“I do not think that Phillips has any patent on the plan because it is nothing
new. You can look at the shelves in your library and find plenty of such vol-
umes.” Though as late as September 1913 Phillips remained both uncom-
mitted to and unlisted by the editor as contributing to the Festschrift, he
did attend a dinner to honor Dunning’s AHA presidency in December of
that year.”

Despite his reservations about contributing to the commemorative vol-
ume, in February 1914 Phillips informed the historian Claude H. Van Tyne
that he had written a 10,000-word essay to honor Dunning.”” In “The Lit-
erary Movement for Secession” Phillips surveyed what he termed “pam-
phleteering in the fifties”™—the creative and intellectual justifications for
southern national independence. It appeared in Studies in Southern His-
tory and Politics, Inscribed to William Archibald Dunning . . . by His For-
mer Pupils the Authors, published by Columbia University Press in 1914.
In addition to essays by Fleming, Phillips, Ramsdell, Hamilton, and Gar-
ner, the book included contributions by Milledge L. Bonham Jr., Sidney
D. Brummer, C. Mildred Thompson, Edwin C. Woolley, William Wat-
son Davis, W. Roy Smith, William K. Boyd, Holland Thompson, Charles
Edward Merriam, and David Y. Thomas.

Though Dunning directed Phillips’s doctoral work, he always acknowl-
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edged the mentorship of; inspiration from, friendship with, and affection
for Turner. This may explain Phillips’s less than warm relationship with
Dunning. Phillips’s widow recalled, “His friendship with Prof. Turner was
one of the high lights of his life.”* Phillips, while studying at the University
of Georgia, had fortuitously attended the 1898 summer term at the Univer-
sity of Chicago, where he took classes with Turner. Then researching politi-
cal parties in antebellum Georgia, Phillips embraced Turner’s economic
determinism and regionalism, his vision of the frontier as a democratiz-
ing “process,” and the western historian’s insights into American section-
alism. In 1902 Turner hired Phillips at Wisconsin, the young scholar’s
first job and the stimulus for both his Progressive Weltanschauung and
much of his early published work.” According to the historian John Her-
bert Roper, Turner encouraged Phillips to venture to New York to study in
1900. “Together the two made the choice that most Southern boys made
then: Phillips would study with William Archibald Dunning at Columbia
University. That remarkable teacher, whose great powers exerted such a pro-
found influence on a coterie of Southern academics, could only modify the
direction already set by Turner’s protégé.”*

Phillips’s selection of “Georgia and State Rights” as his dissertation
topic reflected Turner’s influence, not Dunning’s. Phillips, who had begun
working on the history of antebellum Georgia politics as a master’s student
at Georgia under the historian John H. T. McPherson, credited Turner with
emphasizing the importance of the nullification movement in the evolution
of the state’s complex antebellum political system as Georgians moved from
being firm nationalists to advocates of states’ rights. Largely a work of polit-
ical economy and historical geography, Phillips’s doctoral thesis traced the
development of factions and political groups across Georgia from the Amer-
ican Revolution onward, assessing politicians’ debates and shifting alle-
giances on state, regional, and federal questions, including Indian removal,
the tariff and nullification, the U.S. Bank, and the protection of slavery.?

Phillips made clear that not only did Georgia politicians differ with
federal officials over what they deemed to be their state prerogatives, but
they also fought pitched internecine battles over statewide power and place.
Phillips rejected class as an explanation for intrastate political factionalism,
arguing that “the contrast between the extremes of wealth and poverty in
the South has been exaggerated,” that “the line of separation between the
classes was itself vague and varying,” and that “thrift and improvidence
caused elevation and retrogression in the scale of wealth in many indi-
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vidual cases.” Their varying responses to the federal government’s alleged
usurpations of state privilege, according to Phillips, shaped antebellum
Georgians’ political allegiances. Ultimately Abraham Lincoln’s election in
1860, and their fear for the protection of slavery, convinced white Geor-
gians to embrace secession in order to defend their state’s sovereignty. Fol-
lowing Lincoln’s election, Phillips explained, “Georgians of every faction
had the fellow feeling of a common defeat, and they determined to waste
their strength no more in fruitless dissensions, but to work, and if need
be to fight, together in the patriotic cause.” Even so, he remained unde-
cided about secession’s ideological meaning. “It is not easy to determine
whether the policy of secession was radical or conservative,” Phillips con-
cluded. “Its advocates as well as its opponents claimed the quality of con-
servatism for their respective causes, and each party had some ground for
their contention.”**

Though Turnerian in inspiration, Phillips’s Dunning-directed disser-
tation was a model “scientific” thesis for its day, narrating and presenting
new factual information more than outlining a clear and definitive argu-
ment. He informed readers that his method was “that of the investigator
rather than the literary historian. The work is intended to be a thorough
scientific treatment of its subject.” To that end Phillips conducted exten-
sive research in local court records and obscure Georgia newspapers. More
than one-third of Phillips’s footnotes cite newspapers, most often Milled-
geville’s Federal Union.> As a measure of its quality, in 1901 “Georgia and
State Rights” won the AHA’s Justin Winsor Prize for the best unpublished
work by a promising scholar in the history of the Western Hemisphere. The
cash award included publication of the dissertation by the AHA under the
auspices of the Smithsonian Institution.*® The book appeared in 1902. The
Indiana University historian James A. Woodburn remarked that despite its
many strengths, “a spirit of sympathy with the Southern point of view per-
vades the volume.”

In contemporary parlance, Woodburn’s reference to “the Southern
point of view” meant that Phillips sympathized with states rights and the
maintenance of white supremacy. For example, Phillips noted that “slav-
ery was distinctly a patriarchal institution,” that the bondsmen and bonds-
women only rarely “were governed by harsh overseers,” and that white
Georgians had grown increasingly antislavery in sentiment “until [William
Lloyd] Garrison began his raging.” Phillips insisted that “a softer side to the
slave system” existed “than that which such prejudiced observers as [Fred-
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erick Law] Olmsted and Frances Kemble have described.” The young his-
torian insisted that his comments were intended not to defend slavery, but
rather “to show why the Southern people, who were intimately acquainted
with negro character and with the mild nature of his servitude, were less
prone to condemn the system than were those who stood afar off and osten-
tatiously washed their hands of the whole foul business.”® Phillips sug-
gested that their pragmatic determination to maintain racial control, not
party affiliation, motivated white Georgians to leave the Union. To a degree
this argument foreshadowed Phillips’s point, published years later in a Fest-
schrift dedicated to Turner, that “if we are to interpret correctly the char-
acter and career of any political party we must beware of expecting too
complete a consonance between their logical interests as we look back upon
them and their actions, allegiances, and war-cries.”

Phillips’s Georgia and State Rights, now more than a century old,
unequivocally passed the historiographic test of time, having appeared in
two reprint editions.”’ It remains a staple in antebellum Georgia histori-
ography. In his revisionist Cultivating Race: The Expansion of Slavery in
Georgia, 1750—1860 (2012), the historian Watson W. Jennison credits Phil-
lips with establishing the thesis that “white Georgians uniformly embraced
Indian removal as the only solution to the seemingly intractable dilemma
over the state’s western lands. Moreover, he noted, the ‘Indian question,
never produced any substantive political divisions because all white men
could agree on the necessity of expelling the Indians to the lands west of the
Mississippi.” Since the publication of Phillips’s monograph, Jennison main-
tains, “historians have largely hewed to this argument.” Another modern
scholar, Anthony Gene Carey, the most recent student of Georgia’s seces-
sion, finds Phillips’s 1902 study “surprisingly useful considering that it is
nearly a century old. Phillips concentrates on the period before 1840, is
strong on details, and emphasizes . . . the importance of national issues in
shaping Georgia party alignments.™?

Whereas Dunning’s other students embedded race, and the alleged
inferiority of blacks and the retrogression of the freedpeople, at the center
of their interpretations of the postbellum South, Phillips identified slavery
as an evolving economic, social, and political force that shaped life and
labor in the emerging antebellum South. To a certain degree he both sub-
scribed to and challenged Turner’s famous 1893 “frontier thesis.” In lec-
tures, for example, before the University of Tennessee’s Summer School
of the South in 1903, Phillips described Southerners on the move—from
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Virginia to Maryland, from Virginia across the trans-Appalachian fron-
tier to Kentucky and Tennessee, from the Carolinas south to Georgia and
then westward across Alabama to the emerging cotton kingdom of the old
Southwest. In every case white Southerners took their institutions, most
notably the plantation system, with them. “They moved into the West after
roads were built, carrying their families, their property, and their slaves.
They also carried their aristocratic ideals and proved a leaven among the
backwoods people.”

In his Knoxville lectures Phillips waxed poetic on the virtues of what he
affectionately termed the “plantation régime.” Plantation owners ruled and
set the tone for southern life generally. “It was not until within ten or fifteen
years of our own day,” he said, “that the democratic element in South Caro-
lina has been able to throw off the control of the aristocratic families.” Phil-
lips credited plantation culture with spawning “an unusual class of men and
that planters, notwithstanding their fewness, were the controlling element
in the whole South and indeed of the whole United States for many years.”
Phillips lauded the Old South as a “unique civilization” with standards of
behavior and character set by Virginia’s first settlers, the Cavaliers. Theirs
were “the high ideals of a country gentleman, individuality and distinc-
tion. Their birth and the institution of slavery made them natural leaders
of men,” Phillips said. “There was a great tendency to individual indepen-
dence and a repugnancy toward any use of force.”*

Many of Phillips’s pathbreaking interpretations of slavery and planta-
tion life already were in place by 1909, when he published several seminal
articles in the first multivolume history of the South, the landmark Souzh
in the Building of the Nation. Slavery operated less formally, less autocrati-
cally than its critics had assumed, Phillips explained. It was an institution
characterized by “variety” and “considerable elasticity.” “The actual régime
was one of government not by laws but by men. In fact each slave was under
a paternalistic despotism, a despotism in the majority of cases benevolent
but in some cases harsh and oppressive, a despotism resented and resisted by
some upon whom it was imposed but borne with light heartedness, submis-
sion and affection by a huge number of the blacks.™

Phillips argued that the character of master-slave relations depended
less on laws than on two human factors: “the master’s interest, comfort,
principles, and desire for good repute” and “the slave’s own character and
attitude.” Most interactions between the two, Phillips argued, “were largely
informal, extralegal, and varied widely. The master’s interest, however, and
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generally his inclination, lay in cultivating the goodwill and affection as
well as in preserving the good health of his slaves; for even a slave could be
counted upon to do better work from loyalty and in the hope of rewards
than from the fear of punishment.” No matter what slave laws decreed,
Phillips averred, masters lived and worked with their bondsmen and “had
to make shift to get along with their slaves. An unfruitful servant could not
be discharged.™® Therein lay Phillips’s interpretation of plantation pater-
nalism and the key to his understanding of African American slavery.

In the half dozen years after leaving Columbia in 1902, Phillips pub-
lished widely, including the pathbreaking History of Transportation in the
Eastern Cotton Belt to 1860 (1908) and fifteen articles. Praising Phillips’s
book in the Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sci-
ence, the University of Pennsylvania’s G. G. Huebner commented that the
author, “having been a native of the Eastern Cotton Belt, has drawn upon
his personal knowledge of the agricultural and geographical conditions
which his subject involves, and has been in a position to gather much local
information.”™ In these years Phillips also began studying and compiling
data on the economic history of slavery. In a draft proposal for a projected
three-volume “Economic History of Negro Slavery in North America” (to
be coauthored with the Wisconsin political scientist Charles McCarthy),
Phillips sketched out the topics that preoccupied him and dominated his
research for the next decade and a half.

Phillips found intriguing slavery’s protean qualities, the diversity of
slave workers, and the essential economic weakness of capitalizing labor.
“The South,” he explained, “never grew out of the colonial stage of industry
in the ante-bellum period.” His preliminary research suggested that “slav-
ery was maintained, and slave prices were high, merely because in the lower
South the prevailing system promised a greater margin of profit for the time
being than any other one easily feasible. It could not last.” Phillips observed
that slaves consumed too much of the South’s wealth. “The competition of
planters tended to raise the price of slaves and lower the price of the staples,
thereby reducing the margin of profit.” In their prospectus Phillips and
McCarthy emphasized the importance of defining the economics of slav-
ery broadly and comparatively, thereby showing how slavery influenced all
human institutions in the South. “To be of value,” they wrote, “the study
must be evolutionary and dynamic.” Despite their ambitious prospectus,
Phillips and McCarthy never published their book.*

In 1908 Phillips moved to Tulane, where he excelled in locating and
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researching plantation documents, census data, and other primary sources.
These formed the basis of his monumental documentary edition Plantation
and Frontier Documents: 1649—1863 (two volumes, 1909), a rich compen-
dium of excerpts from planters’ diaries, travelers’ journals, and merchants’
account books. Phillips’s friend Alfred Holt Stone, an influential Missis-
sippi planter and economist, praised Plantation and Frontier in the American
Historical Review as “an event of first importance to students of American
history and economics.” He commended the collection for pinpointing “the
economic inertia of the plantation system,” in both Old and New Souths,
and for providing a “corrective” to false representations of the Old South by
chauvinists on both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line.”” Decades later the his-
torian Fletcher Green considered Phillips’s documentary edition “the most
important single collection of published source documents on the planta-
tion regime of the pre—Civil War South.” In 1911 the University of Michi-
gan, noticing Phillips’s rising star, hired him away from New Orleans. He
taught in Ann Arbor for eighteen years. In terms of scholarship, these were
his most productive years.

In 1913 Phillips published one book and edited another—7he Life
of Robert Toombs and The Correspondence of Robert Toombs, Alexander H.
Stephens, and Howell Cobb. In a review essay Benjamin B. Kendrick of
Columbia University complimented Phillips’s biography of Toombs for the
distance that the author had established between himself and the famous
Georgia fire-eater. According to Kendrick, Phillips “gives without indica-
tion of his own feeling the point of view of Toombs in regard to the politi-
cal issues of his time, and devotes a considerable portion of his attention to
setting forth the underlying conditions which caused Toombs and other
Southerners to defend slavery and secession.”™'

While at Michigan, Phillips also contributed important articles on
comparative slave systems, slave economics, and slave crime. In 1915, for
example, he wrote “that in spite of the diminished efficiency of the general
run of the negroes, the labor cost per pound of cotton is not so great [today]
as it was in 1860, and that there is no tendency toward the unremitting
enhancement of the labor-cost ratio such as there was in the slaveholding
régime.”” In his most significant essay in these years, “The Central Theme
of Southern History,” which appeared in 1928 in the American Histori-
cal Review, Phillips argued that throughout southern history one theme—
southern whites’ determination to control blacks—solidified whites of all
classes. “Whether expressed with the frenzy of a demagogue or maintained
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with a patrician’s quietude,” the core value of white Southerners was “a
common resolve, indomitably maintained,” that the South “shall be and
remain a white man’s country.”

Phillips took a leave of absence from Michigan during World War I and
tested his theories about race relations while volunteering as an educational
secretary and superintendent with the Young Men’s Christian Association at
the U.S. Army’s cantonment at Camp Gordon, Georgia, a training facility for
black and white troops near Atlanta. In this capacity, what Phillips termed “a
roving commission,” he worked largely as a cultural affairs officer, supervis-
ing the teaching of illiterate soldiers to read and write and of foreign troops
to speak English and, to those who expressed interest, elementary French.
Phillips joked that his responsibilities consisted mostly of “et ceteras,” which
afforded him opportunities to engage with black and white recruits in var-
ied settings.’* Phillips’s observations of the men of the two races interacting
socially (though “of course quartered separately”), he recalled, “reénforced my
earlier conviction that Southern racial asperities are mainly superficial, and
that the two great elements are fundamentally in accord. That the harmony
is not a new thing is evinced by the very tone of the camp.”™

That Phillips compared chattel slavery with life in the rigidly segregated
U.S. Army suggests that he believed, even a half century after emancipa-
tion, that African Americans continued to work best under white control.
Like slaves, the black soldiers reportedly excelled at performing rote tasks
such as military drill under the discipline of white officers and black non-
commissioned officers. According to Phillips, the black men exhibited

the same easy-going, amiable, serio-comic obedience and the same
personal attachments to white men, as well as the same sturdy
light-heartedness and the same love of laughter and of rhythm,
which distinguished their forbears. The non-commissioned offi-
cers . . . show a punctilious pride of place which matches that of the
plantation foremen of old; and the white officers who succeed best
in the command of these companies reflect the planter’s admixture
of tact with firmness of control, the planter’s patience of instruc-
tion, and his crisp though cordial reciprocation of sentiment. The
negroes are not enslaved but drafted; they dwell not in cabins but
in barracks; they shoulder the rifle, not the hoe; but the visitor to
their company streets in evening hours enters nevertheless a planta-
tion atmosphere.’®
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Phillips noted approvingly that when relaxing in their barracks (he
termed it “the quarter”), the black troops sang “Down by the Riverside.”
This “old-time unmartial” spiritual contained the refrain “I ain’ go’ study
war no mo’ /I ain’ go’ study war no mo’/ Study war no mo’!” Not only did
the black solders sing but, according to Phillips, they also gambled mind-
lessly. “The grim realities of war, though a constant theme in the inculca-
tion of discipline, is as remote in the thought of these men as is the planet
Mars,” he observed. In Phillips’s opinion, “It may be that the change of
African nature by plantation slavery has been exaggerated. At any rate a
generation of freedom has wrought less transformation in the bulk of the
blacks than might casually be supposed.”” Reviewing Phillips’s American
Negro Slavery (1918), W. E. B. Du Bois was astounded that Phillips saw
the black troops at Camp Gordon as radiating the “same easy-going ami-
able serio-comic obedience” of antebellum slaves. For Phillips the mass of
African Americans remained fixed and unchanged from the fourteenth
to the twentieth century, Du Bois complained. When Phillips listened
to the African American soldiers at Camp Gordon, all he heard was “the
throwing of dice.”®

Like Du Bois, the historian Adriane Lentz-Smith recently has charged
that Phillips’s observations at Camp Gordon underscore the degree to
which racism both blinded him to the progress by African Americans since
emancipation and deafened him to the cries of Jim Crow—era blacks for
true freedom and justice. As Lentz-Smith observes correctly, “Phillips heard
the singing” at Camp Gordon, “but he did not actually listen.” He was
unattuned both to why the men sang—the burdens their people had expe-
rienced before, during, and after emancipation—and to what they sang.
“To truly hear African Americans,” she explains, “Phillips would have had
to listen past his prejudices, to understand black people as fully human,
and to see black troops as men, not children.” Ignoring their struggles and
accomplishments since emancipation, Phillips overlooked how African
Americans had grown and changed. “The system of Jim Crow that Phil-
lips had helped to construct had waged war on black citizenship since the
late nineteenth century,” Lentz-Smith maintains. To the soldiers “Down
by the Riverside” may have signified a range of emotions, from defiance to
despair, but, Lentz-Smith adds, “it was never the unthinking, unchanging
‘old-time’ song that Phillips imagined.” According to the historian Ster-
ling Stuckey, both in his observations of blacks at Gordon Camp and in his
scholarship, Phillips misinterpreted African Americans as “Sambos.” He
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missed the irony of the singing of the troops he observed just as his myopia
blinded him to the barbarities of slavery and Jim Crow—era racism.®

Several years after Phillips returned to teach at Michigan, in 1921,
reports surfaced that students and faculty at the university had joined
the Ku Klux Klan. Phillips responded by denouncing the antiblack, anti-
Catholic, anti-Jewish, and anti-immigrant order then making inroads in the
Midwest. “An organization which deems it necessary to exist in secret as the
K.K.K. order appears to do,” he explained in an interview, “in my opinion,
has no reason for existing except in extraordinary times. At present there is
absolutely no need for such an order.” When and which “extraordinary”
events would in Phillips’s judgment have warranted the Klan’s existence?

Years before, Dunning’s disciples who studied Reconstruction had
explained away the Klan as an unfortunate extralegal force necessary to
maintain racial and social control following emancipation. Phillips viewed
slavery through a similar lens, interpreting the “peculiar institution” as
indispensable to maintain racial order in the Old South. “Plantation slav-
ery,” he explained in 1918 in American Negro Slavery, “had in strictly busi-
ness aspects at least as many drawbacks as it had attractions. But in the large
it was less a business than a life; it made fewer fortunes than it made men.”®?
In 1929, perhaps recalling his observations of black enlistees at Camp Gor-
don, Phillips likened the corps of slave laborers to “a conscript army, living
in barracks and on constant ‘fatigue.” Husbands and wives were comrades
in service under an authority as complete as the commanding personnel
could wish.” Though slavery regimented the black workforce, the planta-
tion, in Phillips’s opinion, served as “a homestead, isolated, permanent and
peopled by a social group with a common interest in achieving and main-
taining social order. Its régime was shaped by the customary human forces,
interchange of ideas and coadaptation of conduct.”

Phillips, as John Herbert Roper and Daniel Joseph Singal have
explained, underscored the continuity, based on white supremacy, that con-
nected the Old and New South and southern Progressivism.®* According
to Roper, the Georgia historian’s “research was so thorough, his writing
so felicitous, and his students so numerous and influential that while he
died in 1934, his depiction of a continuous South remained in the 1950s
almost an academic commonplace.” Roper further notes that as Phillips
matured as a historian, he “discarded many of the Progressive assumptions
of his training to focus instead on social motivation, that is, genteel racism;
and this made Phillips’s story of continuity appealing to the consensus era
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which preferred social to economic analysis, even as it made him repellant
to the rapidly growing civil rights movement.”®

Whereas Dunning, according to David Donald, considered white
Southerners’ unwillingness to live as political and social equals with blacks
“a central theme of Reconstruction history,” Phillips applied this thesis
to the antebellum South and then to the first New South.®® The histo-
rian Glenda Gilmore recently argued that “Phillips mounted an enormous
effort to provide an intellectual justification for the successful white south-
ern political revolution of the 1890s that stripped African Americans of
the right to vote, segregated them, and relegated them to the lowest rungs
of the economic order.”” Cognizant of growth and change on the part of
black and white Southerners across the emancipation divide, he nonetheless
adhered to the Progressive-era ideal of Reconstruction as a tragic mistake
and the Old South as a kinder and gentler time of racial adjustment, not
conflict—an ideal, according to the historian Margaret Abruzzo, “of mild-
mannered masters, happy slaves, and mutual affection.”® For Phillips the
masters’ “despotism, so far as it might properly be so called, was benevolent
in intent and on the whole beneficial in effect.”® This was the “cause” that
Dodd had observed was so central to Phillips’s creed.

Educated in the Dunning School, Phillips in turn spawned the so-
called Phillips School of slavery studies that “diffused itself throughout
Southern thought” and dominated slavery scholarship until Kenneth M.
Stampp published 7he Peculiar Institution in 1956.° Both schools came
under heavy fire by World War Il-era revisionists whose writings over-
turned historical interpretations of Reconstruction and slavery, respectively.
The revisionists’ writings, of course, reflected the biases and social agendas
of their day, much as the Dunning School historians had in theirs.
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The Steel Frame of
Walter Lynwood Fleming

Michael W. Fitzgerald

It was a professional experience with which present-day authors might feel
an uneasy sympathy. Walter Fleming, at age thirty-one, had just published
his first and most significant work, Civil War and Reconstruction in Alabama
(1905). The liberal journal of opinion the Nation found the book worthy of
an extended review, which would have seemed promising news save that the
editor was Oswald Garrison Villard. The grandson of the abolitionist Wil-
liam Lloyd Garrison and himself a future founder of the NAACP, Villard
branded the work a piece of southern propaganda. Proslavery assumptions
and regional defensiveness provided “the steel frame” of Fleming’s analysis.
The editor termed the approach incredible because it assumed that only
conservative white Southerners could understand black people, slave or free.
Villard conceded Fleming’s industriousness, but in barbed fashion: “No
possible field of information which he has desired to acquire seems to have
been left unexplored.” Villard even likened Fleming’s biased practice of
history to an efficient guillotine. All northern testimony was disregarded,
unless it backed the southern version of events, in which case it was sum-
marily accepted. After all this, Villard scornfully concluded, “And yet there
are people who deny that history is a science!™

Faced with a damaging critique, the fledgling historian apparently
tried to cushion the blow. Fleming had written to Villard, assuring him of
his relative political moderation, but the editor’s response suggested that
contemporary developments would fuel his irate commentary. “I wish the
Southern people could awake to a realization of the injury being done them
by the abuse of the Negro by conscienceless politicians of the Tillman and
Vardaman stripe,” Villard wrote.? In view of what was happening in turn-
of-the-century Alabama, when disfranchisement and even peonage were in
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the news, Fleming needn’t have bothered with denials, because the work
had obvious contemporary overtones. Disfranchisement was the “long-
finished work of necessity,” the culmination of white resistance to Recon-
struction, and Fleming ended the book with an appendix demonstrating its
effect. Fleming expressed no misgivings, save that he doubted that the new
1901 disfranchisement constitution had permanently eliminated all black
influence.? Small wonder that the author Myrta Lockett Avery counseled a
nervous Fleming, “Of course the ‘Nation” will roast you! There will not be
a cinder left.™

Though Villard’s critique was unusually pointed, it was not the only
muted commentary Fleming’s work received. In 1905 the Dunning School’s
scholarly predominance was not that pervasive in public discourse, at least
not in its more uninhibited formulations. One academic reviewer scorned
the personal tone of Fleming’s book: Reconstruction had not been “fully
completed in his own case.” The New York Times review, by the historian
William E. Dodd, agreed with the emerging Dunning School’s approach,
and he was impressed with the industrious research of Fleming’s eight-
hundred-page work. Still, Fleming was “not unpartisan in his judgments,
however accurate his statement of fact.” The 7imes headlined the review
“An Alabamian’s View of the Contest,” an observation that reflected an
undertone of much of the commentary.® William A. Dunning privately
wrote that Fleming had gone a bit far, and he commented in print on Flem-
ing’s masses of evidence as having a “marked southern bias in their inter-
pretation,” surely not the kind of statement one desires from a mentor.” The
public commentary was so sharp that Fleming received sympathy letters
from white Southerners with similar views. Lockett helpfully suggested that
the hostile reviews would help gain attention for the book and increase its
sales.® Another correspondent added that anything about African Ameri-
cans was a red flag to Villard and his associates. Still, he concluded, “That
fellow Dodd’s article in the N.Y. Times is more reprehensible for he is a
Southerner!™

The bruising reception of Fleming’s first book initiated the pattern of
a lifetime. Given northern predominance in the national press, regional
tensions remained professionally salient, which encouraged the defensive
tone of his writing. And as critics frequently suggested, his own personal
background fueled his historical scholarship, though in more subtle ways
than generally depicted. Walter L. Fleming was born in Brundidge, in
Pike County, in April 1874, the very year of Reconstruction’s overthrow



The Steel Frame of Walter Lynwood Fleming 159

in Alabama. He was the grandson of a middling landowner who held two
slaves in 1860." Fleming thus was not of a planter background, as the his-
torian Sarah Wiggins points out, and he lived in the poorer southeastern
region of the state, just beyond the wealthy plantation belt. This liminal
social position perhaps influenced his scholarship, encouraging reflection
on white Alabama’s interconnected class and geographic divisions. Regard-
less, Fleming fell heir to strong Confederate loyalties; his youthful father
had served briefly in the cavalry, and his family was prosperous enough to
have both black and white tenants after the war. Fleming came of age in the
midst of the agrarian revolt of the 1890s, and he worked the fields himself
until age twenty." Fleming’s personal response to Populism is unclear, but
he apparently imbibed some of the grievances of his insurgent region; his
work emphasized Alabama’s underlying tension between the rich plantation
belt areas and the poorer, white-dominated counties. His Reconstruction
book concluded that the black belt had long had “an undue and disturbing
influence in white politics” because the Fifteenth Amendment had given
that section enhanced representation, along with black votes that could be
counted however the planters chose. Fleming recurrently depicted the racial
politics of Reconstruction as superimposed on this long-standing regional
conflict.”?

Fleming attended college at Alabama Polytechnic Institute (later
Auburn University), becoming a star student at a then nonelite institution;
he taught in the public schools before serving in the Spanish-American
War."* Promoted by faculty mentors, Fleming was admitted in 1900 to the
graduate program at Columbia University, under William A. Dunning, the
era’s premier scholar of Reconstruction. He completed his studies with dis-
patch; Fleming was hired at West Virginia University in 1903, finishing his
dissertation in 1904 and his book the following year. Despite this objective
success, he experienced considerable discomfort during his sojourn in New
York. A colleague recalled the older Fleming as inarticulate in extemporized
public speech, no matter how brief, and as having a tendency toward blunt
expression; these traits may have made the young Southerner’s classroom
experience difficult, and sectional tensions certainly contributed to his
unease. Seminar discussions with Northerners were heated to the point of
potential fisticuffs, and Dunning too noted that his student wasn’t “any too
much reconstructed himself.”* In 1902 Fleming wrote to Alabama’s gover-
nor for copies of the new state constitution, observing, “I have some rather
rampant Republican acquaintances to whom I want to show it. The most
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of them seem to think that it disfranchises at once & forever all negroes
whether educated, or property holders, or not.” Fleming sought to defend
the disfranchisement constitution of 1901 against the charge of improperly
restricting the suffrage. Technically, he was right: all of 2 percent of the
state’s black male population could register to vote, as his book would dem-
onstrate. Skeptics could hardly be pacified by actual inspection of the docu-
ment, which suggests a certain intellectual isolation on Fleming’s part.'s

Despite the overall prosouthern interpretation of the work of Dunning
and his students, Fleming seemingly had something more to prove, for a
mixture of personal and intellectual reasons. He did not confidently assert
an ideological position, the merit of which ought to be apparent to all; he
was only half expecting external readers to be persuaded, and he wasn’t
going to coddle them. Northern criticism contributed to Flemings associa-
tion of his southern identity with an unyielding defense of white suprem-
acy. Strong rhetoric thus peppered his published work from the beginning.
For instance, in 1905 an essay appeared in Political Science Quarterly that
encouraged immigration to the southern states. Fleming’s piece won edito-
rial notice in the South, in part because it boldly proclaimed free labor a
failure: “The negro cannot furnish either in quality or in quantity the labor
necessary to develop the South. By its lack of initiative and inventive genius
the black race has acted as a hindrance to progress.” Whatever the merits
of this viewpoint as agricultural history, the tone reflects his mindset as he
approached his study of Reconstruction. “Agricultural development in the
black belt is at a standstill because of the worthlessness of the black and the
difficulty of getting more white labor,” he crisply concluded.”

This, then, is the intellectual grounding of Fleming’s major work, Civil
War and Reconstruction in Alabama. Modern readers generally bridle at
both the tone and substance. Physical inspection of aging copies at univer-
sity libraries will probably reveal a century’s aggregation of underlined pas-
sages, occasionally studded with exclamation marks. The book provided
negative inspiration to generations of revisionists. Still, Fleming’s congru-
ence of personal and scholarly viewpoint explains its peculiar usefulness.
His forthright hostility to Reconstruction facilitated the recovery of white
oral testimony and written sources. Letters to him were often reproduced,
accurately and at length. His certainty that the evidence bore his position
out to all unprejudiced (southern, white) observers made him present mate-
rial that more judicious advocates might have obscured. Fleming’s work
also furnishes modern readers with a bracing immersion in a different array
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of racial presuppositions, often fruitful in its own right. Finally, Sarah Wig-
gins still spoke for the profession in her 1978 comment that “Fleming had
the courage to tackle a survey of the entire Civil War and Reconstruc-
tion period in Alabama, a feat none of the rest of us have had the nerve to
attempt.”"® The book improbably remains the only substantial political sur-
vey of the Reconstruction era in Alabama, and so it is the obvious starting
point for scholars. Because it is the basis of Fleming’s scholarship and repu-
tation, it requires extended discussion here.

Despite the speed with which it was produced, less than five years,
the work was considered well executed by the standards of the time. More
recent historians echo this perception, perhaps in deference to the work’s
bricklike heft. By modern scholarly standards, however, there are issues.
Fleming provides no bibliography, but it appears that he examined primar-
ily newspapers and other published sources available to him in New York
City. I have been unable to find a single manuscript source cited in the
book."” He did not consult the unusually complete Alabama governors’ cor-
respondence, laden with evidence of violence. Nor does the huge Freed-
men’s Bureau correspondence appear, even though other scholars were
using it. To be fair, archival collection of manuscripts was just beginning
at this time, and Fleming himself took an active interest in furthering that
cause, in Alabama and elsewhere.?” His lack of manuscript sources is not
exceptional by comparison to other Dunning students, but it bears inter-
pretive significance. The book’s research may not be thin, but it is nar-
row, because it relies heavily on the press. Fleming omitted the manuscript
sources replete with Republican victims’ testimony, which might have
moderated his findings.

Fleming faithfully articulated the viewpoint of the sources he most
trusted, ex-Confederates and states’ rights Democrats. He took evident
pains with his manuscript, printing several sections in regional publications
such as the Gulf States Historical Magazine. For the book these portions
were stylistically altered but not interpretively changed, which suggests they
expressed his considered reflection. Publishing in such journals credentialed
him with a southern constituency, and he solicited assistance from read-
ers for his “elaborate History of Reconstruction in Alabama,” noting that
he had spared neither time nor expense in gathering material.”’ Fleming
did occasionally seek the insight of former Republican leaders, in one case
negotiating with an aging carpetbagger over the cost of the ex-politician’s
sending the historian his reflections on the era. He also interviewed the
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Freedmen’s Bureau head in Alabama, General Wager Swayne, in 1901.2
Fleming conceded that he was “an intelligent, educated man” despite his
lack of sympathy for southern principles. Fleming’s surprisingly favorable
impression of Swayne probably tainted him in the eyes of later historians,
who have been critical of the patrician general for excessive moderation.
Fleming’s willingness to hear conflicting interpretations, however, was lim-
ited to those of white Republicans. He referred repeatedly to conversations
with aging freedmen, but there is no evidence he sought the viewpoint of
African American political leaders.

The book’s unusual length reflects its intellectual ambition: he called it
“a general history with especial reference to local conditions in Alabama.”
His mentor, Dunning, emphasized constitutional issues, but Fleming had
a different perspective. His animating conviction was that Reconstruction
politics was really about the preservation of the prevailing racial order. Here,
perhaps, he benefited from firsthand testimony; at the level of individual
white recollections, face-to-face interaction with the freedmen loomed
large. Thus, he interlaced his political narrative with separate chapters on
the economic, social, and even religious history of the state to an extent that
reviewers found repetitive. Today’s readers will probably be more impressed
with his depiction of a global challenge to established racial mores. In his
introduction he anticipated criticism for paying so much attention to race,
preemptively responding that “after all the negro, whether passive or active,
was the central figure of the period.”

Emancipation is the core issue of the book, but the influence of slav-
ery on the development of Alabama is another central theme. Despite the
importance of this work in the historiography of Reconstruction, well
over the first third is about the prewar and wartime period, and in general
the work tilts toward the early years of the era. As Fleming explained, “It
seemed to me that an account of ante-bellum conditions, social, economic,
and political, . . . would be indispensable to any just and comprehensive
treatment of the later period.” This reflects Fleming’s conviction that the
Reconstruction issues grew out of overlapping regional and class divisions
in the state, between the Whiggish planters of the south-central black belt
and the more egalitarian Jacksonian small farmers of northern Alabama.
He saw the latter section as more prone to antisecession views, disaffec-
tion with the Confederacy, and, after the war, quasi-Unionist ambivalence
toward Reconstruction; south Alabama, by contrast, less touched by bat-
tle and occupation, remained identified with the Confederacy and its leg-
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acy. He generally avoided choosing sides in this geographic dispute, but he
approved of those who subordinated narrow self-interest to the wider goal
of racial unity under the umbrella of the Democratic Party.

Stripped of their turn-of-the-century intellectual baggage, these
emphases deserve serious consideration. Unfortunately for Fleming’s rep-
utation, the tenor of his expression obscures the merit of his arguments
for modern readers. For example, his awareness of class divisions mani-
fests itself in a harsh tone toward wartime and postwar white dissidents.
“Tories,” or Unionists, were “an unpleasant and violent part of the popu-
lation.” During the Civil War Fleming’s southeastern wiregrass region of
the state experienced considerable draft resistance, and the local memo-
ries may have sharpened his rhetoric. He noted that the “social contempt”
against wartime Unionists extended even to their grandchildren.” Draft
resisters in the mountains were “shut off from the world, a century behind
the times,” and their alienation and general depravity moved them to sup-
port Reconstruction. “To-day,” he concluded, “those people are represented
by the makers of ‘moonshine’ whiskey and those who shoot revenue offi-
cers.”?® Confederate conscription meant that the best men went into the
army, never to return, whereas “a class of people the country could well
have spared survived to assist a second time in the ruin of their country
in the darker days of Reconstruction.” For Fleming, it would seem, the
very existence of Unionists and scalawags might have been dispensed with
altogether.

Similar authorial statements mark the text, especially in the footnotes.
“Any stick is good enough to beat slavery with,” he observed in a historio-
graphic aside.?® Carpetbaggers come in for particular attention, and one
suspects that his sojourn in New York City colored his rhetoric and his per-
ception that outsiders were incapable of grasping southern realities. Flem-
ing began his discussion of federal occupation with a long discussion of
postwar frauds in captured cotton undertaken by soldiers, treasury agents,
and others. This characterization has considerable merit, but other North-
erners come in for substantial criticism with less justification. Most of those
who testified before Congress in 1866 were “ignorant, prejudiced officers
of volunteers from the West.” The chapter on the Freedmen’s Bureau starts
off by placing it among the causes of disorder, while minimizing the wave of
violence the agency attempted to repress. Fleming saw no beneficial effect
for the agency, rather the contrary.?”’

As for the freedpeople, Fleming’s satiric bent interacted unfortunately
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with his racial views. The emancipated slave “did not feel that he was really
free” until he sued someone, Fleming averred, and numbers of such state-
ments enliven the text. Fleming contended that slaves were about as faithful
to the Confederacy as their masters were. During Presidential Reconstruc-
tion, legislation to regulate the freedpeople’s labor was essential, because
they insisted on living without work. Though the resulting Black Codes
were ill-timed politically, “it would have been well for the negro if they had
been passed into law and enforced.”™ Often Fleming’s statements reflect
the imprint of the concerns of his own time. “The negro was as wax in the
hands of a stronger race,” he observed. This makes little sense in view of
his emphasis on malign black agency during Reconstruction, but the more
recent fraudulent manipulation of black votes to beat back the Populist
revolt in Alabama probably explains his emphasis.*

Now, it is the nature of such a distillation of quotations to sharpen an
author’s viewpoint, perhaps unfairly. Still, arresting statements abound, and
perhaps his middling-class background made it difficult to assume a con-
sistent paternalistic tone that might have served him better professionally.
Strong expressions abound in his writing, which contributed to his recep-
tion as an unreconstructed Southerner. His observations touching on gen-
der are difficult to read today. As freedwomen moved to the cities, he wrote,
“immorality was general among them.” Furthermore, “Upon the negro
woman fell the burden of supporting the children. Her husband or hus-
bands had other duties.” This plural usage is open to a variety of readings,
mostly unedifying, but Fleming concluded with an unambiguous observa-
tion: “Children then began to be unwelcome and foeticide and child mur-
der were common crimes.”* No footnote burdens this passage.

With reference to black suffrage, Fleming burlesqued the idea of inten-
tional political participation. He spent a chapter on the Union League,
the Republican organization that epitomized the points Fleming chose to
stress. The secret leagues facilitated “absolute control” of the freedman by
alien adventurers from the North. Fleming emphasized the “weird initia-
tion ceremony” that made the freedman “feel fearfully good from his head
to his heels.”” He explained that alcohol on salt burns with a peculiar flame
that made the faces of the freedmen appear ghostly, a key to the effect. The
point is that the new voters had no idea what they were doing. Freedmen
were told “that if they did not vote they would be reenslaved and their wives
made to work the roads and quit wearing hoopskirts.” Despite his state-
ment that most freedmen behaved remarkably well under these teachings,
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Fleming concluded that the league prompted terrorism because some of the
methods of the Loyal League were similar to those of the Ku Klux Klan.*
The statement is literally true, in that they both were oath-bound groups,
but it equates a boisterous electoral organization with a terrorist movement.

The narrative of Reconstruction politics occupies much of the book,
and Fleming generally followed the Dunning School outline. Reconstruc-
tion broadly was an era of corruption and government extravagance, fueled
by the demands of the newly enfranchised freedmen and their preference
for northern-origin leadership. He emphasized Alabama’s conflict within
the Republican Party between the moderate “scalawag” faction of Governor
William H. Smith and his northern-origin and African American “Radi-
cal” opposition, led by U.S. Senator George E. Spencer. Fleming viewed
Spencer with evident distaste, seeing him as the stereotypic carpetbagger,
with some justification. Fleming’s preference for Governor Smith, however,
appears premised largely on the notion that despite his Unionism, Smith
“shared the dislike of his class for negroes.” Governor Smith was perhaps
the most conservative of the Republican Reconstruction governors, and his
social acceptability to white Democrats credentialed him in Fleming’s eyes.
He used Smith’s opportunism to illustrate the southern racial consensus: no
native white could legitimately feel that the Democrats were intransigent
on racial or sectional issues, and the Unionist governor’s evident hypocrisy
demonstrated it.

Fleming placed interpretive stress on the financial ruin Reconstruction
brought, emphasizing carpetbagger profligacy and irresponsible Republican
legislators, white and black. During the Reconstruction era, state and local
taxes skyrocketed, and Alabama’s debt went from about $7 million to $30
million during Governor Smith’s administration. The bulk of the money
went to endorsement of railroad projects, whose eventual failure indeed
bankrupted the state. Fleming’s assessment of the fiscal record of Repub-
lican rule is broadly accurate, and legislative corruption indeed seems to
have been common; overenthusiastic modern revisionists find tough going
in defending Alabama’s railroad Reconstruction. The problem for Fleming
was that his leading carpetbagger, Senator Spencer, had little direct involve-
ment in the administration of the railroad policies. Nor did the freedmen or
their leaders. Governor Smith and his favored moderate faction did, along
with numerous bipartisan collaborators. Fleming did conclude that Smith
was a poor financial administrator, “criminally careless” in his implementa-
tion of the railroad law.* Still, Fleming emphasized Radical fiscal irrespon-
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sibility and Governor Smith’s relative budgetary restraint. Fleming also
termed Smith personally honest, dubiously. Nothing contradicts his narra-
tive of black and carpetbagger irresponsibility, even the evident malfeasance
of a racially conservative scalawag governor.

The more sensitive interpretive point raised by Civil War and Recon-
struction in Alabama is the depiction of the Ku Klux Klan, the White
Leagues, and racist violence. Most Reconstruction scholars, writing in the
midst of an era of lynching and race riots, shied away from outright celebra-
tion of terrorists. However much they sympathized with the grievances that
inspired violence, the emphasis was more on political and legal means of
resistance. Edwin C. Woolley’s 1901 study of Georgia concedes that attacks
on freedmen were numerous, contradicting Democratic denials. James Gar-
ner’s study of Mississippi, that same year, refrains from positive endorse-
ment of the Klan at least. Fleming responded very differently. As J. Vincent
Lowery recently noted, Fleming was the Dunning student most inclined to
espouse the Klan with vigor and to celebrate its accomplishments.”

Morality aside, there are instructive aspects to Fleming’s treatment of
terrorists’ “counter-revolution.” For one thing, Fleming took few pains to
minimize the extent: “In one sense practically all able-bodied native white
men belonged to the order, and if social and business ostracism can be
considered as a manifestation of the Ku Klux spirit, then the women and
children were also Ku Klux.” Fleming’s treatment of terrorism is so discur-
sive that themes rather than outright argumentation emerge, but several
points stand out. Fleming sharply distinguished between the early Klan,
in which the best men were members, and the later spurious Klan, which
often undertook undisciplined violence to gratify private ends, or enlisted
poorer men motivated by economic rivalry and crude racism. The class ani-
mus evident elsewhere in his writing is apparent here; Fleming even claimed
that in the hills the spurious Klan bands were “largely composed” of Radi-
cals and former Union men, though the evidence is thin. Fleming con-
tended that Nathan Bedford Forrest officially disbanded the formal Klan
around early 1869, and that the more respectable planter elements left it
about then. Fleming largely acquitted the political elite of direct control
of the terrorist movement, though in the case of the Knights of the White
Camelia (which Fleming spells Camilia), strongest in the black belt, he was
not so sure. Fleming depicted two terrorist movements, an uninhibited one
in the up-country and a more restrained one in the plantation belt. Still,
overall, “it was the middle classes, so to speak, and later the lower classes,
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who felt more severely the tyranny of carpet-bag rule, who formed and led
the Klan.”®

Fleming had much more to say about the goals and composition of
the Klan than most of his scholarly contemporaries, and Lowery recently
concluded that he was the most significant turn-of-the-century interpreter.
If modern readers can disentangle Fleming’s racial views from what he
had to say, there are a number of instructive elements. He corresponded
with several former Klan leaders, among them the homicidal Ryland Ran-
dolph, editor, state representative, and head of the Tuscaloosa Klan. Flem-
ing’s approach facilitated candid admissions of the activities of such former
Klansmen, letters that were quoted at length in his footnotes and remain
accessible in his papers.” Fleming described a multifaceted terrorist move-
ment, political, social, and economic, that was responding to the profound
challenge of emancipation. As he concluded, “It was not so much a revolu-
tion as a conquest of revolution. Society was bent back into the old historic
grooves from which war and Reconstruction had jarred it.”* Revisionists
like Eric Foner could hardly have stated the case better themselves.

Fleming’s reading of the evidence, though, has less to commend it.
He drew on three dense volumes of congressional Klan testimony, but he
generally accepted the Democratic version and the few Republicans who
minimized the terror. Democrats tended to talk about social grievances,
Republicans about Klansmen’s actions, and he was more interested in the
former. Fleming subsumed misdeeds under an occasional reference to
excesses, undertaken mostly by spurious Klansmen. Only native South-
erners, it seems, could understand the evidence: “The negro testimony,
however worthless it may appear at first sight, becomes clear to any one
who, knowing the negro mind, remembers the influences then operating
upon it.”" Fleming dismissed freedmen as congenitally untruthful, even
when describing widely acknowledged killings. Furthermore, Fleming was
harsh on the congressional inquisitors of the Klan and their testimony. He
assailed the “delightfully partisan” index, which is admittedly more focused
on violence than Democratic explanations. Congressmen summoned poor
witnesses, especially “ignorant negroes who could only tell what they had
heard or had feared.” Scholars need to mine the dense testimony themselves,
because Fleming scanted evidence that contradicts his central themes.

These are among the major points of Fleming’s most important work,
though, given its length, there are certainly others. For instance, the chap-
ter on postwar denominational rivalries is still valuable for his description
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of a religious Reconstruction that largely paralleled the political struggle.
His chapter on the postwar plantation reflects on decades of rural change,
informed by his own experience growing up on the farm. On the other
hand, the politics of the 1870s receives short shrift, and one suspects that
Fleming concluded that the book was long enough. He dispatched the
Greeley campaign of 1872 in a few sentences, and the Democratic statewide
defeat of the same year in a paragraph or two, despite the unique nature
of the Republican comeback of that year. The interpretive significance is
that it shortchanges Democratic disunity, the tendency toward racial mod-
eration of some of the black-belt planters. Here, too, the narrative instead
emphasizes the inevitability of racial extremism, violence, and states’ rights
Democratic fundamentalism as the route to Redemption.

As Fleming completed the book, he entered a period of substantial pro-
ductivity. None of his subsequent works have the intellectual importance of
Civil War and Reconstruction in Alabama, but they deserve some discussion
in that they extended its themes. He edited a two-volume documentary his-
tory of Reconstruction, which for many decades served as a standard. The
subtitle describes the topic as Reconstruction, “Political, Military, Social,
Religious, Educational and Industrial, 1865 to 1906.” This litany reflects
the interconnected emphases of his Alabama book, and the terminal date
emphasized the contemporary relevance. He concluded with highlights of
the disfranchisement constitutions, which brought the Reconstruction dis-
putes to a final culmination. Fleming wrote privately that he wanted to
preempt any “New Englander or Wild Westerner” from undertaking such
an anthology, a strategy that was successful in that the book long remained
influential. In 1966 it appeared in a reprint edition, to which David Don-
ald contributed a new introduction. Donald observed that it was accurate in
its transcriptions, and it remained “the broadest and best-balanced collec-
tion of original sources on the Reconstruction era.”? Fleming was notably
sparing in his marginal comments, which served the longevity of that work
well. The folly of Reconstruction seemed so apparent that he let documents
mostly speak for themselves.

Whatever the intellectual merit of Fleming’s work, he clearly intended
to justify southern racial practices in an era of disfranchisement and Jim
Crow. Even his position on lynching is unsettling to modern sensibilities.
His entry in the 1911 edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica on lynch law
observes: “With the increase of negro crimes came an increase of lynch-
ings, due to prejudice, to the fact that for some time after Reconstruction
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the governments were relatively weak . . . to the fact that negroes nearly
always shield criminals of their own race against the whites, and to the fre-
quent occurrence of the crime of rape by negro men upon white women.”?
Fleming didn’t endorse the practice here, but his wording comes sugges-
tively close, and he articulated similar ideas elsewhere. His writing on the
Ku Klux Klan is premised on the concept that extralegal and even violent
means were necessary to turn back the challenge of Reconstruction and,
thus, morally justified.

One particular work highlights this emphasis. In 1905, the same year
his Alabama book was published, Fleming reprinted a new edition of D.
L. Wilson and John C. Lester’s obscure 1884 memoir of the creation of
the Klan, augmented by internal documents provided largely from his own
sources. In the original pamphlet the authors had expressed mild misgiv-
ings for excessive violence that had occurred under the name and method
of their organization. In his extensive introduction, Fleming explained
that they “went too far in the direction of apologetic explanation” in hope
of general acceptability, especially in the North. Fleming termed superfi-
cial their implication that the Klan methods were unnecessary, because in
much of the South black majorities could not have been overcome without
force. In Fleming’s words, “The remnants of such a secret, illegal order were
certain to degenerate finally into violence, but before it reached this stage it
had accomplished much good in reducing to order the social chaos.” Flem-
ing thus took founding members of the Ku Klux Klan to task for racial
backsliding.*

Fleming’s position owed much to his concerns at the time. “In a wider
and truer sense the phrase ‘Ku Klux Movement' means the attitude of
southern whites toward the various measures of the Reconstruction last-
ing from 1865 to 1876, and to some extent, almost to the present day,” he
concluded. With this endorsement of the movement’s continuing relevance,
small wonder that he began accumulating materials for a full-scale history
of the Ku Klux Klan.” To an unusual extent for a professional historian,
he worked with groups like the United Daughters of the Confederacy, pro-
moting their rehabilitation of the Klan. He corresponded extensively with
such groups, occasionally appearing at meetings. In 1914, the year before
the film 7he Birth of a Nation was released, he even provided documents
and illustrations for a laudatory history targeted at young people under the
organization’s auspices, for which he was duly acknowledged.*

Viewed in a certain light, Fleming displayed a certain integrity; he
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resisted muting his tone to suit the sensibilities of polite opinion. In a review
of awork by W. E. B. Du Bois, no less, he observed that “there was no fam-
ily life worthy of the name in Africa, and that the negro family, such as it
is, was forcibly created by slavery.”” His racial views remained fairly con-
stant, and his promotion of southern values remained consistent as well.
For the series The South in the Building of the Nation (1909) he edited two
volumes of biographical essays. Fleming noted, “Hitherto the biographical
estimates of Southerners have been, in general, rather unfriendly, contemp-
tuous, or inadequate.” Fleming would show instead the “best products of
the South, the rich fruitage of Southern civilization.” The volume includes
an appreciative essay on Booker T. Washington, though somehow Frederick
Douglass escaped notice despite his southern birth. Another essay is more
unsettling. Nathan Bedford Forrest was a born genius, and his military
career was one of the most brilliant in history. Unremarked is his leadership
in the Ku Klux Klan, which Fleming had recently demonstrated in other
publications.

Perhaps the culmination of Fleming’s scholarship on Reconstruction
was his popular history of the entire era, The Sequel of Appomattox (1919).
Though it examines the southern states and the nation as a whole, interpre-
tively it is Civil War and Reconstruction in Alabama writ large. Much of the
evidence and some of the text directly derive from that work. But he clearly
took previous stylistic and organizational criticisms seriously; it is a short,
readable, unfootnoted version of his previous findings, well received by crit-
ics. Here, too, Fleming drew contemporary points freely. The class tensions
within white society received substantial attention, especially the outsize
influence of black-belt planters. After Redemption, he observed, “the Dem-
ocratic dictators of the negro vote ruled fairly but not always acceptably to
the white counties which are now the source of their political power.” The
Populist revolt clearly remained in the back of his mind as he outlined the
results of Reconstruction. He thus depicted disfranchisement as “a demand
from the people of the white counties that the negro be put entirely out of
politics.™

The timing of the book, in the midst of the mass rebirth of the Ku
Klux Klan, offers a test of Fleming’s commitments. By this point, some
scholars writing in the Dunning framework evidenced second thoughts;
for example, in 1915 C. Mildred Thompson in her Georgia study wrote of
the Klan’s legacy with misgivings.”® Fleming did concede that the Klan’s
“methods frequently became unnecessarily violent and did great harm to
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Southern society.” Still, he placed this chapter after his discussion of Recon-
struction’s fiscal woes and corruption, despite the fact that the Klan’s origin
mostly antedated these issues. And his fundamental viewpoint changed lit-
tle: “When a people find themselves persecuted by aliens under legal forms,
they will invent some means outside the law for protecting themselves;
and such experience will inevitably result in a weakening of respect for law
and in a return to more primitive methods of justice.” This concluded his
chapter on the Klan, and it is striking that he remained so resolute, though
he eventually shelved his long-planned history of the Klan, perhaps in def-
erence to a changed climate of opinion.

One can discern some variation in the tone of his writing. His Ala-
bama book contains a vaguely favorable reference to the Tuskegee Institute
and similar industrial schools. He published an extended article in 1906
in the Yale Review, expanded into a book in 1927, on the Freedman’s Sav-
ings and Trust Company. Fleming characterized the failed bank as one of
the few sensible attempts to aid the ex-slaves. Emphasis is on the victim-
ization of the freedmen that was due to irresponsible behavior by north-
ern philanthropists and Republican politicians. The bank also fell victim
to the corrupt climate in Washington: “Most of the incompetent officers,
it seems, were black; most of the corrupt ones were white.”? He moder-
ated his treatment of racial matters, and because this sorry episode sup-
ports several of his other favored themes, it seems better scholarship than
most of his work. Fleming even defended the bank managers from some
of the charges of outright theft made by Democrats at the time, and he
exculpated the bank’s short-term head Frederick Douglass from responsi-
bility. Modern studies of the topic are within hailing distance of his con-
clusions.” In a broader sense, Fleming’s focus on the freedmen sometimes
propelled him toward interesting topics. One piece is a broadly sympa-
thetic study of Pap Singleton, the Kansas Exoduster leader; Singleton’s self-
help and separatist inclinations struck Fleming favorably. Another article
examines a grassroots predecessor of the modern reparations movement,
turn-of-the-century efforts to win recompense for slavery. Fleming empha-
sized that the elderly ex-slaves were fleeced by fly-by-night operators, but
the evidence is susceptible to various interpretations. In his Alabama book
he added that few of the ex-slaves would talk to whites about the topic, an
insight that might have moved him to reflection on the limitations of his
evidence elsewhere.*

With Fleming’s initial publications came professional success; he was
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hired at Louisiana State University in 1907 and stayed a decade before
moving on to Vanderbilt. Fleming continued to publish as he moved into
administration, some five thousand pages’ worth, much repeatedly adapted
from previous publications. As time went on, his scholarship became less
focused on Reconstruction and thus of less importance in assessing him as
a Dunning student. He did write a history of Louisiana State University,
much of it published posthumously, and a 1912 study of William T. Sher-
man as college president there, which was surprisingly appreciative of the
future general’s conservative politics.” Fleming became dean at Vander-
bilt, which enabled him to shape a young generation of white Southerners,
always a goal close to his heart. The 1930 agrarian manifesto I°// Take My
Stand is dedicated to Fleming, to which “some of the contributors owe doc-
trine and example,” the equivocal phrasing possibly suggesting some inde-
cision on this point.”® Poor health forced retirement and he died in 1932,
at the age of fifty-eight. His early death prompted an outpouring of favor-
able commentary by former students and colleagues, and he inspired two
substantial profiles in the Journal of Southern History. Fletcher M. Green
called him zhe historian of Reconstruction, seemingly surpassing his men-
tor, Dunning. Fleming was prominent enough to have had a liberty ship
named after him during World War I1.”

Despite these eulogies, Fleming’s scholarly reputation did not long
survive him. His recycled material, and posthumous publication of other
writing, quickly gave his work an old-fashioned reputation. He became an
obvious target as racial norms changed. In the radical 1930s leftists and
African American scholars led the charge. In 1935 W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black
Reconstruction referred to Fleming as “anti-Negro” but having a certain
fairness and scientific bent. Still, Du Bois characterized the documentary
history as thesis-driven, and he termed the Alabama book “pure propa-
ganda.”® Horace Mann Bond likewise observed an emphasis on the “brut-
ish ignorance” of the freedmen, and he suggested as well that Fleming’s
personal origins reveal a “typical class attitude” of hostility toward high-
land Tories.” In a 1950 review essay in the Journal of Negro History, Rob-
ert D. Reid offered an effective, brief rejoinder to Fleming. He just quoted
choice passages from the Alabama book, concluding that “it is high time for
some industrious historian” to correct the “misconceptions and mistakes of
Fleming.”

To date, no one has taken up that challenge fully, but scholars touch-
ing on Alabama have distanced themselves progressively from his work.
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In 1955 Wendell Holmes Stephenson named Fleming as one of the three
leading southern historians he profiled, calling him a “Historian of Con-
servatism.”! Stephenson offered something of a rear-guard defense of Flem-
ing’s work, dated as he conceded it was. Since that time, as the revisionists
have swept the field, scholarly references to Fleming have grown frosty.
John Hope Franklin took him to task for his elastic use of the term carpez-
bagger for individuals long resident in Alabama. In a 1978 reprint edition
of Fleming’s Reconstruction book, Sarah Wiggins asserted its continuing
importance as the only work of its kind. Still, she called Fleming a white
supremacist, “a child of his own age,” who depicted the Ku Klux Klan as “a
noble group” and the Democrats as “white knights of virtue.” Other schol-
ars are curtly dismissive. In 1989 my own first book, on the Union League,
characterized Fleming as a “pro-Klan historian.” Fleming served as a touch-
stone for the most extreme position possible against Reconstruction; any
concessions he made to the opposite view simply had to be correct, because
they came from Fleming.®

Though predictable in context, this dismissal is, in a sense, too bad. His
deteriorating reputation made it too easy to reject what he had to say about
how the Reconstruction government functioned. As should be evident,
Fleming’s racial and class biases are so dated that one cannot now accept
any of his characterizations unexamined. White supremacy remained the
steel frame of his analysis. But Fleming had reflected on the long arc of
southern history, and how Reconstruction segued into the Jim Crow and
disfranchisement era. His emphasis on the long-standing class and regional
divisions within white society remains important as a theme in the field.
And who better to turn for the violence that overthrew Reconstruction
than one who celebrated that triumph and who cultivated the participants?
He accumulated, preserved, and published materials that later scholars
could put to different use.
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Ransack Roulhac

and Racism

Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton and
Dunning’s Questions of
Institution Building and Jim Crow

John Herbert Roper Sr.

Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton (1878-1961). Saying the name
slowly produces a humor not inappropriate, almost like the old W. C.
Fields routine in which the comedian with orotund vowels recited preten-
tious names of pretentious people. He liked to be called Roulhac, and the
sycophantic intoned the maternal name with awe, the many critics with
contempt. Too, photographs of Hamilton reveal a feminist’s nightmare of
Patriarch, an African American’s nightmare of The Man, a Sixties Radi-
cal’s nightmare of Authority. In his essay in this book, J. Vincent Lowery
offers a seriocomic image of Hamilton so enraged over an issue of southern
honor—that is to say, racist pride and prejudice—that he lost all control
and threw a silly fit unworthy of the gentleman-scholar he usually modeled
for others. Easily caricatured, self-documented as a white supremacist and
a male chauvinist, in print in favor of many wrong causes, Hamilton has
stood there prominently in his photographs, in his portraits, even with his
name on a building housing the Departments of History, Political Science,
and Sociology at the University of North Carolina.

Those who studied in Chapel Hill in the 1960s and 1970s, many of
them members of and scholars in the civil rights movement, found Ham-
ilton to be everywhere in signs and symbols—and generally there in a bad
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way. Yet Paul Green and C. Vann Woodward and ]. Carlyle Sitterson and
George Brown Tindall spoke of their admiration, respect, and personal
fondness for Hamilton. In a similar vein Joel Williamson, beloved men-
tor of many revisionist and activist historians, knew Hamilton through the
correspondence and the publications that he left.'

What to make of a racist character who may be the most problemati-
cal of all the students of William Archibald Dunning? In his proclamations
and practices, he was in all ordinary senses and in any historical sense racist.
In his institution building, especially of the magnificent archival deposito-
ries of the University of North Carolina, he was also racist, the effects of
which lasted much longer than anything he ever said or wrote. Initially, and
thereafter for long decades, the facilities he built were off-limits to African
American scholars and researchers. Yet, in building his archival depository
so well and in staffing it so intelligently, he—certainly without meaning to
do so—established the very means—serious primary research work—that
permitted later generations of more liberal, indeed plainly better, scholars
to countermand his own worst offenses. Once Jim Crow was dismantled—
and, in fact, before it was dismantled, thanks to some clever procedures of
his staff—African American scholars could use the full fruits of his labors.
Much of the best consciously revisionist work about slavery, Reconstruc-
tion, civil rights, race relations, and all aspects of southern social structures
and functions is possible exactly because Hamilton established the South-
ern Historical Collection and filled it with dense and richly textured pri-
mary sources from all regions of the South.

To start with, Hamilton is inexplicable—and useless to scholars of another
era—without understanding the sprawling and oddly interlocked family
in which he lived. Then, too, Hamilton is inexplicable—and useless to
scholars of another era—without understanding his Old North State when
the twentieth century was new. For still another, Hamilton is inexplica-
ble—and even more useless to latter-day scholars—without understand-
ing his University of North Carolina (UNC), especially in the days of
presidents Edward Kidder Graham, Harry Woodburn Chase, and Frank
Porter Graham. Finally, Hamilton is inexplicable—and even more useless
to us—without understanding the pursuit of the muse Clio in his day.
Especially for his interaction with family members and friends throughout
the Carolinas and Alabama, there are “deep reciprocities” between what
Hamilton actually lived and what he wrote about, between the personal
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biography and the professional history, and these deep reciprocities must
be plumbed.?

The first two considerations, the family and North Carolina, are very
much intertwined and must be taken up together. Hamilton’s family was
noted for its size and scope, so different from today’s families, yet it was
very much a type for a class of landowning extended families in the decades
before the Civil War. He was born on August 6, 1878, in the onetime
state capital of Hillsborough in the red-clay piedmont, whose gentle slopes
gave gradually to the long and old Appalachian mountains in the west. Yet
Hillsborough is also close to the broad inner-coastal plain with its black,
waxy soil in the east. He was then, fittingly, born near all things that made
up North Carolina. Too, his father, Daniel Heyward Hamilton, and his
mother, Frances Gray de Roulhac Hamilton, bore in their very names the
stamp of old, old families that interconnected and interacted across state
lines, much as did the Lees and the Hamptons and the Prestons. Looking
at all the Hamiltons and the Heywards and the de Roulhacs, one recalls
the exasperated words of Joel Williamson, usually precise with such defini-
tions, who said that Hamilton “was mostly from South Carolina.” Perhaps
more useful is the model proffered by another historian, Orville Vernon
Burton: it is an Abramic family in which a sprawling household contains
many mansions and many shacks, and where a ruling landowning father
has extended his personal power into every room, mansion or shack, and
this Abramic figure has locked arms with similar landowning fathers with-
out regard to state boundary lines.?

Those interlocking arms very much took account of color and class,
locking some in and locking some out. The historian William L. Barney
in his researches noted that the Hamiltons crossed state lines with ease,
that their slave-based enterprises were globalized in a self-conscious way,
that they operated in “rutted tributaries” on behalf of creditors in Provi-
dence and Boston and Manhattan and London, but they did so as those
who benefited handsomely and not as the victims who did the actual stoop
labor. Barney also observed that the Hamiltons and their relations and their
friends understood that their far-flung lands were investment capital and
not something sentimental and that their numbers of slaves were human
capital, also an investment; and he noted that the Hamiltons in particular
were adept at borrowing for further investment by leveraging the value of
their human and land possessions. From his family, then, Hamilton defined
place more in terms of social positioning than in terms of geographical sit-
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ing, and he could and did wax eloquent about Blue Ridge as well as Atalaya
Cove, Alabama black belt as much as piedmont red clay, sand-hills bays
as much as Winyah Bay. From old-time family investments and investi-
tures, Hamilton the historian and the man claimed all of the South, and he
claimed it with a proprietary arrogance at once stunning and yet unremark-
able, at once preposterous in the land of Thomas Jefferson and yet com-
monplace in the land of landowning patriarchs who claimed Abram’s tribal
authority over all the children of all the colors and castes. And of course one
has to remember that Jefferson’s stirring writings about physiocratic land-
holding and localistic power and shared neighborliness had little to do with
his actual operations at Monticello or his conduct as the president who gave
slavery a base in the fertile delta of the Mississippi River Valley by paying on
executive authority and without congressional discussion a king’s ransom,
to gain the empire beyond the Appalachian chain, and did so in a personal
deal cut with Bonaparte the emperor.*

Inheriting this much from sprawling and interconnected and fully glo-
balized families, Hamilton in writing about the antebellum South and the
wartime South and the Reconstruction South and the self-proclaimed New
South was often writing about people from whom he descended. Columbia
University had cachet, and William Archibald Dunning, with his endowed
chair named for Francis Lieber, and with his membership in the Cosmos
Club, and with his connections to university press editors and to trade press
agents, had his own long arm and his own gloire, and all these things were
useful to the aspiring young scholar “on the make.” To be sure, the operat-
ing model for Hamilton in conducting professional business was always at
Morningside Heights (where Columbia University had moved from Madi-
son Avenue in 1896), and it was Dunning; but for conducting personal
affairs and for taking the measure of society and societal problems, the
examples came always from old friends and family whose arms were not so
much long as locked, and all those examples hailed from points well south
of the East River and, indeed, well south of the Potomac.

Ironies of all kinds abounded for Hamilton the man and the scholar,
and it certainly can be said that he sought Hamiltonian ends with Jeffer-
sonian means, and that when he did so as a publicist or as a scholar, he
was chronicling his own family and his own ancestors’ friends, who could
remember when Federalists were important in their South Carolina low-
country and when Whigs were important in all regions of the Old North
State. And the Hamilton in this important label was not a relative but rather
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Alexander Hamilton, who proffered the teleological goal of a fully indus-
trialized, globally financed, and commercially rationalized United States.
Hamilton the historian saw nothing contradictory in adapting an industrial
and global-commercial model to slavery, and he saw much that was attrac-
tive in adapting such a model to the postbellum, post-slavery New South
he wanted to see. Ever anxious that the patrician, patriarchal, Abramic
fathers—Big Daddies, if you will-—maintain social control over the plain-
folk white people as well as over the black people, Hamilton knew from his
own family the way an elite could use Jeffersonian language of plainness
and physiocracy and brotherhood to vouchsafe privileges for bankers and
mill owners and railroad financiers, and he was pleased as a historian to see
the Democratic Party manipulate language of Jefferson and for that matter
language of the Lost Cause of the Confederacy as well as the rawest lan-
guage of racism, all such manipulations intended to ensure that black and
white labor could not unite to take political action against their common
economic grievances.

Nor was Hamilton a mere detached observer in these processes, for he
wrote editorials and gave speeches tirelessly in such a cause. And again, in
this scholar-activism on behalf of New South business expansion, he was
following examples provided for generations by his own family. Paul Gas-
ton, in the marvelous 7he New South Creed (1970), in which he portrayed
a bourgeois managerial elite manipulating agrarian folklore and mytholo-
gies in behalf of new structures of industrial and commercial enterprise,
described men he saw in action—and one of the most visible of those men
was Hamilton, as the historian and archivist presented himself to Gas-
ton the graduate student and the young researcher. Like those other men
limned in 7he New South Creed, Hamilton of UNC was acting as his fam-
ily had taught him to, teachings reinforced by lessons he could document
as he gathered their papers and those of other planters.’

Born four years after Reconstruction had ended in the Old North
State, Hamilton was raised by a father and a mother who clearly recalled
times of regional opulence and familial authority as well as a recent time of
regional defeat and familial problems with credit. Episcopalian in a land of
Methodists and Baptists, Hamilton knew ritual and rubrics and the psalm-
ody, whereas his neighbors knew piety and emotionalism and personalism
and Wesleyan hymns. Hamilton’s primary education came largely at home
at the feet of Daniel and Frances Hamilton, and then he was sent off to the
Sewanee Academy, where he could be prepared for scholarship and lead-
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ership in the post-Reconstruction New South that was building railroads
and insurance and realty firms and establishing textile mills and mining
operations, but all underneath the umbrella of Old South values—and all
those agrarian values were filtered through the carefully ground lenses of
apologists for the Lost Cause. This sectarian training was theologically lati-
tudinarian, but it was class specific in terms of teaching young men how
to work with and lead a very non-Episcopalian working class of small-time
farmers and mill workers who were Southern Baptists—or often pietists in
freestanding and unaffiliated Protestant churches.®

This academy prepared him for the University of the South on the
same campus, and its deliberately gothic architecture and Germanic organ-
icism gave outward and visible signs of the noblesse oblige taught there,
especially by the theologian William Porcher DuBose. The emphasis on
German Romanticism and the discussions of duty and order and societal
place reinforced a certain racism known to the practitioners in Sewanee as
Volksgeistian, and explored at some length by Joel Williamson under his
modified label of Volksgeistian conservative racism. Many scholars have
insisted that any sort of racism has always existed along a spectrum. The
idea of such a spectrum of racism was noted memorably by Arnold Mar-
shall Rose in his studies alongside Gunnar Myrdal, it was described by C.
Vann Woodward, and it was demonstrated quantitatively by the Nobel lau-
reate economist Gary Stanley Becker. The turn-of-the-century spectrum
included at its left end a very few liberals who considered a possibility of
racial equality but who grew increasingly quiet as the twentieth century
unfurled. The spectrum included a broad middle of conservatives who
snidely treated black people as infantile and who understood the need for
black labor and felt a need for control over this valued labor. At its right-
most extreme was a murderous Negrophobic faction that not only talked
the language of racial genocide, but on occasion practiced it, as seen in
country lynch mobs and urban race riots that slaughtered some four thou-
sand black men and women in the period 1889-1920. Hamilton absorbed
this conservative racism, with its celebration of segregation and its talk of
directing and controlling black people and poor whites; he did so in formal
academic processes but he probably was only finding professorial words to
confirm familial prejudices formed in the crib and preached at the hearth.”

Otherwise, the teachers at the University of the South emphasized
German language, German philosophy, German high arts, and German
history as well as German historiography as preached and practiced by Leo-
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pold von Ranke. That German system of analysis, primarily associated
with the University of Berlin, styled itself scientific and considered that his-
tory was indeed a science with a scientific method of patiently building an
argument inductively—apparently never deductively—from the primary
sources. Rankean scientism replaced the older system of great man history
practiced by gentleman historians who had leisure rather than a profession
and who seldom provided documentation for what they wrote concerning
generals and kings and other great men, sometimes writing as if those great
men acted virtually alone on the historical stage. And those primary sources
had to be above all focused on institutions and on political matters involv-
ing institutions. From E. A. Freeman they took a restatement of Rankean
science: “History is past politics, and politics present history.”®

Earning the baccalaureate and the master’s degrees in history from the
University of the South, Hamilton went off to Columbia University to study
alongside other conservative racist Southerners under William Archibald
Dunning. Note, however, the historiographic patterns—so-styled scientific
history heavily inductive and focused, if not fixated, on political institu-
tions—he had developed before he sat in a seminar with Dunning and
the Dunningite School. If Dunning can be excused for not creating racial
prejudice among his graduate charges, he must also be excused—at least in
the case of Hamilton—from developing Rankean scientific historiography,
since it was already there when those scholars, and others, enrolled for their
doctoral studies.”

Before studying with Dunning, Hamilton had taught briefly at a military
academy in Oxford, North Carolina, among the gently sloping tobacco
farms of the upper-eastern piedmont, and this foray in 1901 put him in
the middle of North Carolina New South politics at a particularly bloody
and racially conscious time: his own Democrats and the rival Republicans
struggled not only with each other but also with the agrarian reform rep-
resented by Marion Butler’s Populists. The latter agrarians were quite the
white supremacists, but they could and did cooperate or, as they phrased
it, “fuse” with black voters who otherwise voted Republican. The results
in the period of the late 1880s to 1898, the period memorably styled
“fluid” in race relations by George Brown Tindall, have interested histo-
rians ever since, especially C. Vann Woodward, who spoke of the period
as a time of “forgotten alternatives” concerning all aspects of race relations
and economic policy. For Hamilton, however, especially in that year in
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Oxford, Fusion politics, black voting, agrarian reform, and the like were
a nightmare. In several places he said, and in print he pronounced, that
black people simply lacked the intellect to enter into contracts, serve on
juries, and conduct complex business, and they were much more disastrous
if involved meaningfully in politics. Fusion attempted all of that to some
degree, and, what was worse for Hamilton, the Populists opposed efforts to
develop a manufacturing base and the corresponding financial apparatus
to fund it and the corresponding commercial apparatus to buy and sell the
inputs and outputs of the New South industry he saw developing farther
west and south in the cities and mill villages of the piedmont. He was
active in Democratic politics, then generally called Conservative, in this
frenetic year during which the last of the Fusionists were put out of effective
commission, most blacks were disfranchised politically and otherwise Jim
Crowed commercially, and the state’s Republicans were gradually convert-
ing themselves to a business party with a base in the western mountains and
commitments to “lily-white” racism."

In Morningside Heights, Hamilton the student flourished, being per-
sonally drawn to Dunning and delighted with the energy and resources
of “the million footed city” that has ever drawn and repulsed North Car-
olinians. His dissertation he had in his head upon his arrival, and what
he needed in the city were the marvelous libraries of secondary sources
and the carefully archived manuscripts and contemporaneous newspapers
of primary source collections. Among other things, as is noted almost as
a commonplace nowadays, Reconstruction historiography as practiced by
Dunning students served to reunite business elites of the New South and
New York; both groups knew how to manipulate racist language among
the unhappy white farmers of the declining, almost déclassé middle class of
plain folk, and how to manipulate such racist language among the still hope-
ful but desperately struggling mill hands of the piedmont textile centers. As
Philip Muller has insisted, little of this was created by Dunning—although
he benefited from it much more than Muller may have let on—and in any
case Hamilton for his part arrived largely formed in his opinions and even
his research techniques and needed mostly time and encouragement, both
of which the suave and attractive Dunning provided at Columbia."

Always a facile writer who could overwhelm readers with the force and
volume of his prose, Hamilton became a writing machine while at Colum-
bia, and much of that must be properly ascribed to the coaching and the
warm encouragement given him by Dunning. Much of the undeniable
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charm that is remembered of Hamilton, especially by those who disagreed
with him, is southern by style and comes from his family; but in substance
it comes from the past master Dunning, whose professional behavior and
influences—not his historiographical slant—were everything for the stu-
dent Hamilton."

Under Dunning, Hamilton assayed a history of Reconstruction in
North Carolina. He could do the secondary reading and he could learn
how to do the primary archival work, that is, the research techniques of the
propetly scientific historian. He did so. Much actual research and much of
the finished writing he had to do back in North Carolina, especially since
many sources were not then housed properly in an archival setting for schol-
ars. This acute want never left Hamilton, and it was always remembered as
he labored over the decades to establish the Southern Historical Collection
(SHC) at the main university library in Chapel Hill as a place where schol-
ars could gain ready access to contemporaneous newspapers, newsletters,
diaries, and correspondence. Successfully completing his course work and
with the kindest of biblical patriarchal blessings from Dunning, Hamilton
returned to the Old North State to find his raw data and arrange them into
the story he already had laid out in his head.

From 1904 to 1906, two full academic years, he served as principal at
Wilmington High School on the ancient shoreline. In Wilmington, once
rice country and as such affined with some of his lowcountry South Caro-
lina family members, Hamilton lived within very recent memory of the
bloody racist campaign of 1898. On November 10, 1898, a white mob ter-
rorized black people in town and overthrew the city’s interracial Fusion
government. In the aftermath of the riot, African Americans lost much of
their economic standing and their political voice as the city’s new white
government acted on the mob’s “White Declaration of Independence” and
state Democrats introduced Jim Crow measures to the Tarheel State.?

Hamilton defended this terrorist campaign in his writing and in his
publicizing. For him, the affairs of that year answered what was left ambig-
uous by the Redeemers in the period 1875-77—it definitively removed
black people from power, at least in Wilmington, and created a state Repub-
lican Party that could exist only by proclaiming itself “lily white.” Thus, he
was living in the city where both of his goals were met: probusiness politics
was represented in both the Republican and the Democratic parties; Popu-
lists were politically dead and gone; and black people were removed from
the political calculus. Hamilton collected a lengthy firsthand account by
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Wilmington’s George Rountree in which Rountree described the violent
racist actions in 1898 as a noble mission, a verdict affirmed by Hamilton. In
defending that terrorist campaign in his writing and his publicizing, Ham-
ilton often relied on Rountree’s account—which is often quite candid about
the violence and fraud—and he retained the manuscript, placing it in a
safe place in his own growing collection of primary sources. Whatever else,
Hamilton, through his own collection of primary documents and accounts
of this grisly incident of extreme racism, understood full well just how vio-
lent and fraudulent were the events and actions of 1898—and he celebrated
the results in full knowledge of that Negrophobic violence.

In that conjunction of time and space, Hamilton focused Reconstruc-
tion in North Carolina on the ironies inherent in the continuing strug-
gles between the antebellum figures William Woods Holden and William
Alexander Graham. He was quite partisan toward Graham both before the
war and afterward, but he did carefully note the twists and turns in politi-
cal allegiances and the resulting changes in programs. As he chronicled
it, there was an east-west struggle between Holden and Graham. Holden
operated a Raleigh newspaper, but he was working in behalf of western
interests who had abandoned the Whig Party and become free-trade and
antitariff and antibank Democrats. On the other side was Graham, a Whig
who attempted to develop businesses but became an antisecession Demo-
crat who warned presciently what a large-scale civil war could do to the Old
North State. Graham’s fears were realized by the result of the war, although
he had worked so hard in behalf of the Confederacy that he was banned
from postbellum officeholding for the effective remainder of his lengthy
political career. Furthermore, Graham was compelled to work with his old
rival Holden, who became governor in 1868."

Interestingly, Hamilton was careful to note several false starts at Recon-
struction, in 1862, not only before Andrew Johnson’s presidential phase of
Reconstruction, but even before Lincoln had established much of a cohe-
sive executive- and commander-in-chief plan. Graham was unable to gain
clearance to reenter politics officially and thus worked behind the scenes in
behalf of Democrats who sought to build business, but also with those who
resisted the participation by former slaves in politics. Hamilton noted that
of fifty members of the 1868 state senate, twelve were Democrats generally
styled Conservatives; three were blacks who called themselves Republicans;
seven were Northerners transplanted and styled by the historian as Car-
petbagger Republicans; and the remaining twenty-eight were Tarheel born
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and bred and thus styled scalawags by Hamilton because they were Repub-
licans who supported at least a modicum of rights for the former slaves.
Hamilton himself could not abide the idea of black people voting or hold-
ing office, and thus he was most sympathetic to the editor and backstage
political manipulator Graham, who said that black suffrage was unwar-
ranted because he considered that “native” and “inherent racial character-
istics” made Negroes unfit to perform complicated tasks of public service,
especially voting and officeholding.”

He did note good humanitarian work by the occupying army in 1865
and 1866, especially as led by General Daniel Sickles, and good work by
the small and newly created Freedmen’s Bureau; he considered that the rav-
ages of the Civil War were responsible for the initially poor harvest and for
subsequent malnourishment, but he saluted federal agencies for prevent-
ing the lack of crops from becoming full-scale starvation. In keeping with
his old-style Whig and new-style Progressive interests, he celebrated the
building of railroads and the efforts to construct schools and was pleased
to see postbellum commitments to roads and schools. The dissertation was
concluded with the inauguration of Governor Holden, who was described
as addressing an “enormous audience, composed, for the most part, of
negroes.” Holden’s speech was summarized to show a hope that black suf-
frage would become acceptable to North Carolinians once white people
saw good conduct by black officeholders and black voters; and the gover-
nor spoke firmly against racial integration of schools and generally against
social integration of any public activities. The dissertation writer summed
up, “As a whole, the address gave a better promise for the future than was
expected, and far better than was fulfilled.” In other words, this particu-
lar study ended before the most explosive issues of Reconstruction were
brought to the stage.'

He taught and wrote and spoke at some length about the Union League
of black Republicans; about the Ku Klux Klan and its leader, Josiah Turner
of Raleigh, editor of the Raleigh Sentinel; about the paramilitary fighting
between Governor Holden’s agent General George W. Kirk (known for
Civil War butchery of civilians and wounded soldiers that was uncharacter-
istic for that war) and Conservative Democrat armed forces; about the even-
tually successful efforts to impeach, convict, and remove Governor Holden;
about the violent and fraud-ridden successful replacement of a Republi-
can majority in the General Assembly by Conservative Democrats often in
league with Klan forces. In terms of carefully annotated, focused narrative,
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however, there are only a few chapters on Reconstruction in his History of
North Carolina (1919). Despite his training as a Reconstruction specialist,
the great bulk of his work concerned other things, and his two Reconstruc-
tion monographs stop this side of a full treatment of the actual working
out of constitutional Amendments Thirteen, Fourteen, and Fifteen, to say
nothing of the complexities in executing the rights and prerogatives stated
in the Civil Rights Act of 1875. Apparently his racist disdain for the very
idea of black people voting and holding office and managing public affairs
convinced him that no in-depth study was needed of the several years—
decades in fact in the heavily black eastern Carolina—when black politi-
cians actually held office and executed public operations. Far more deeply
did he work with the party politics between 1835 and 1860 and from the
end of Reconstruction until the end of World War 1.

One aspect of North Carolina Reconstruction that he did write about
at length was the so-styled Holden-Kirk war. As a Volksgeistian conserva-
tive, Hamilton opposed the Ku Klux Klan in its later phases in the 1920s,
and he celebrated those like Zebulon Vance and Charles Brantley Aycock,
who as governors eschewed violent approaches to politics and who pro-
tected the personhood of black citizens from lynchings and race riots. Yet
for the Holden-Kirk war, as for the Wilmington Race Riot of 1898, when
Conservative Democrats in fact did use fraud and violence to extremes,
Hamilton noted the instances of abuse and accepted all of it as necessary.
Thus, Hamilton violated some of his own preferred principles, which were
noblesse oblige and conservative-mandated order and stability. He criti-
cized Governor Holden for seeking federal money and federal troops to
protect black citizens terrorized by the Reconstruction-era Klan. He was
correct in noting that the former terrorist Kirk was improperly employed
to help defend black persons, but he failed to note the serious dangers black
people faced. Furthermore, he lionized Josiah Turner, the self-styled “King
of the Ku Klux Klan,” in these disputes, and he showed no sympathy at
all for black persons and their white Republican allies threatened not only
in their political rights but in their basic civil rights to personhood as we
understand such rights today. Nor could he muster the kind of limited sym-
pathy for black suffering that most Volksgeistian conservative racists of his
own day could express. In history, and certainly in historiography, context
is everything, but on these points of Klan violence in the Reconstruction
era, Hamilton was simply wrong in all contexts.'

In his monographs and in his many public addresses, classroom lec-
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tures, and seminar discussions, Hamilton plainly delighted in the impeach-
ment trial and subsequent conviction of Governor Holden, proceedings in
which Graham served as plaintiff’s counsel; and he expressed his pleasure
that Conservative Democrats, or Redeemers, returned to power through
efforts of Turner and his fellow Klansman the lower-house assemblyman
Frederick W. Strudwick. He described the Redeemers, not inaccurately, as
probusiness commercialists who were removing black people from power
and who were removing white agriculturists from the stage. The close atten-
tion to class conflict and class identity, the emphasis on economic plans in
competition, and the focus on economic development all smack of Progres-
sive historiography, practiced in the era by Frederick Jackson Turner and
Charles Austin Beard. Only the white supremacy sounded like the scientific
historiography practiced in a seminar for Dunning—and we know from
Muller and from our own studies that Hamilton did not learn racism from
Dunning any more than he learned economic determinism or class analysis
from him."

Ever mindful of the need to display his wares as publicly as possible,
Hamilton contracted in 1906 with distinguished local printer, the Presses
of Edwards & Broughton in Raleigh, to publish his book. And the interpre-
tation spread rapidly. He expanded the original 264-page monograph into
a hefty 683-page volume, brought out in 1914 by Columbia University. In
the intervening eight years Reconstruction in North Carolina was expanded
in sheer size, in documentation, and above all in prestige, as it then had
nothing less than the kingly imprimatur of an Ivy League university.

It was thus early reviewed, and favorably, in the right professional jour-
nals, even before Dunning could arrange to publish the monograph in
his own university’s publication series. The interpretations that economic
development had to proceed after the ruinous war and that the black former
slaves needed to be controlled in some status less than truly free were popu-
lar among academics and among those business leaders who were readers in
the day. And the interpretations, in their Edwards & Broughton incarna-
tion throughout North Carolina and in their Columbia University imprint
in academic libraries, spread rapidly. The book provided a heavily docu-
mented narrative that pleased most white Southerners and was hardly dis-
pleasing to most white Northerners—especially those who in the emerging
Progressive era hoped to make common cause with New South business
interests to develop truly integrated commerce and finance for the entire
nation.*
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The awarding of his Ph.D., the signature of Dunning on his doc-
toral thesis, the publication of a heavily documented monograph, and an
appointment as associate professor of history at the state university in Cha-
pel Hill all came at once in 1906. No starry-eyed idealist, Hamilton bar-
gained to be an associate professor on the basis of his Columbia degree, his
personal recommendation by Dunning, and his record of service and rank
as principal of a major public school in an important port city. Not long
thereafter, he met Mary Cornelia Thompson of Raleigh, whom he mar-
ried in 1908, and she became his full scholar-partner in two monograph
biographies, his publicist-partner in hundreds of pamphlets and newslet-
ters, and his institutionalist-partner as he worked with newly emerging
academics and builders to make the University of North Carolina a sig-
nificant research university in his New South. By the accounts of those
who worked with him and by the correspondence record, Mary Cornelia
Thompson Hamilton was equal partner in the personal and the profes-
sional realms, if otherwise the compleat Southern Lady in manner and
deportment.?!

From 1908 onward Hamilton was in the middle of, and sometimes the
leader of, the social sciences at UNC, especially as those studies and their
practitioners were committed to interdisciplinary cooperation between
and among sociologists, economists, geographers, political scientists, and
historians. All this started in the Progressive era, and it was to some de-
gree a studied copy of the University of Wisconsin and its institutionalized
Laboratory of Democracy. This dramatic change in the university could be
traced not only to the famous “little black notebook” of President Edward
Kidder Graham, but also to Hamilton. Indeed, UNC’s favorable reputation
from the days of the New Deal onward has as much to do with activist
scholarship among social scientists as with scholarship in any other field of
study. Many of those scholar-activists worked on the side of the angels: for
example, William Terry Couch, the courageous director of the university’s
press; Howard Washington Odum, creator and sustainer of the Institute for
Research in the Social Sciences (IRSS); Guy and Guion Johnson, crusad-
ing scholars of social history; and Fletcher M. Green and Howard Ken-
nedy Beale, departmental colleagues (and all their distinguished doctoral
students). With them all was the Pulitzer Prize—winning playwright Paul
Green, who worked with the social scientists while teaching philosophy. Yet
very much a part of all this, friend of all, coworker with all, frequently the
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mastermind of all, was Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton—one who
could never be called an angel.*

Besides the scholarly monographs, he wrote hundreds of newsletters
and newspaper articles, such as his stirring calls in the Charlotte Observer
and the Raleigh News and Observer to “wake up Rip Van Winkle” in the
Old North State. He cooperated with, and in some cases led, Odum and
Rupert Bayless Vance and the researchers and fellows of IRSS as they cam-
paigned for the moral application of scientific research to problems of soci-
ety and the environment. By voting record and by the parlance of the day,
he was a Progressive who believed in and applied the moral triptych of
morality, order, and progress to make aspects of society better—usually
such things were called New, as in New Lands, New Law, New Roads,
New Freedom, New Nationalism, and above all a New South—but for
whites only.*

Nothing was new about racism, however, although specific programs
to enforce white superiority were in some cases new. The historians Tin-
dall and Woodward noted ruefully that it was North Carolina Progressives
who instituted legal Jim Crow in the state. This Jim Crow aspect of the
North Carolina Progressives, including the UNC Progressives, was one of
the many galling ironies that exercised a later generation of UNC gradu-
ate students such as C. Vann Woodward, Bennett Harrison Wall, George
Brown Tindall, Joseph Carlyle Sitterson, Paul Gaston, and many others as
they contemplated their Progressive mentors. One of this group, Weldon A.
Brown, even produced an unpublished novel, “Upward,” in which the grad-
uate students emerge from their hypocritical training to bring meaning-
ful reform all over the South and thus undo what their intellectual fathers
should not have done and do instead what their intellectual fathers ought
to have done. Brown, a student of Reconstruction under Hamilton, shared
his typescript with Woodward, Sitterson, and others, and he left it there in
Hamilton’s archives, where it can be read today.**

Above all else Hamilton from 1908 onward focused his attentions on
gathering data and collecting primary sources for the study of North Caro-
lina. He established personal and professional friendships with important
regional figures, notably Robert Digges Wimberly Connor, who was build-
ing archival collections in Raleigh and who would become the first archi-
vist of the United States in 1934. In his quest to build archival holdings,
Hamilton traveled far afield, including trips to university centers in France
and Germany. As he worked to professionalize the study of history at UNC
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and throughout North Carolina, he was awarded the chair of Alumni Pro-
fessor of History in 1908; this emphasis on professionalization was one of
the markers for Progressive politics but also for Progressive historians and
demonstrated how completely the research university itself was Progressive.
When World War I erupted, he became institutionally involved in several
government-sponsored educational programs of the Woodrow Wilson war-
time administration: director of War Department education programs in
North Carolina; director of the War Issues courses for the Fourth District
of the Student Army Training Corps; lecturer in the citizenship unit, Army
Educational Corps; and education consultant to the general staff of the
War Department.”

In this transition from peacetime Progressivism to wartime Progressiv-
ism, about 1911, Hamilton cooperated with James W. Garner and Walter
Lynwood Fleming and others to develop a Festschrift in honor of Dun-
ning. Largely the work of Garner and Fleming, this collection, Studies in
Southern History and Politics, was published by Columbia University Press.
Hamilton’s contribution, “Southern Legislation in Respect to Freedmen,
1865-1866,” dealt with the infamous Black Codes, and the work showed
the historian at his best and at his worst. At his worst, he declared as a
stated fact rather than as an opinion that there were innate limits for black
people, and therefore, he said, there was an obvious need to impose soci-
etal controls. At his best, he was accurate in describing the economic needs
for an agricultural people who were trying rather ham-handedly to start
industrializing; and at least for North Carolina, he was again fair in his
treatment of army officials and the Freedmen’s Bureau. Also at his best, he
demonstrated the great range of legislation concerning freedmen, and he
noted that North Carolina’s early Reconstruction leaders wisely eschewed
the Black Codes and instead wrote legislation that provided meaningful
freedom with regard to property ownership, jury service, business trans-
actions of all sorts, voting rights for the men who had been slaves, and
even provisions for officeholding. Too, he marked precisely the draconian
and above all “impolitic” features of the more well-known Mississippi and
South Carolina Black Codes. He usefully remarked that those two extreme
cases were quite different in kind and in degree from the legislation pro-
duced in other regions of the South. Most important, he was meticulous
in gathering and presenting the data, and anyone can use the research
piece today, regardless of political perspective, with the confidence that he
was accurate in his statements and citations. Indeed, many of those docu-
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mented citations in proof made by latter-day revisionist critics were pos-
sible largely because of Hamilton’s own efforts to gather and archive and
catalogue the primary sources—a point noted pointedly by Woodward,
Williamson, Tindall, and the former SHC directors J. Isaac Copeland and
Carolyn Wallace.?

In 1920, after the war’s end, Hamilton was awarded one of the first
Kenan professorships when the university established some chairs for its
favored research scholars, chairs at the time richly endowed. Those pro-
fessorships remain important, and it was Hamilton who showed all of
them how to be professional scholars on the national as well as the regional
scenes. He worked to build a graduate center, cooperating with Odum and
the regionalists. Like his fellow Progressive historians of a more national
scope—Parrington, Beard, and Turner—Hamilton was sometimes as much
economist or geographer as historian. He cooperated with James Sprunt to
develop a series of published historical monographs for the UNC Historical
Society, and in the 1920s Hamilton cooperated with William Terry Couch
to develop the UNC Press into a premier academic publisher. Perhaps most
interesting, when the crusading pacifist and civil rights activist Howard
Kennedy Beale arrived on campus, Hamilton befriended him and was quite
pleased with Beale’s analysis of economic determinism and class conflict
during Reconstruction. He was also supportive of Beale’s sympathetic treat-
ment of black aspirations in Reconstruction, however, despite Hamilton’s
own racist politics and racial assumptions.”

As the decades ran on, and as more activist-scholars came to use his
archives, Hamilton was ever the Rankean professional, eager that all
types of scholars actively use the primary sources he was making avail-
able. He did not change his mind about race and society, however, but
continued to speak and to behave as a Volksgeistian conservative racist.
Although Hamilton died in 1961, before the full-fledged development
of revisionist studies of Reconstruction, he unwittingly contributed to its
coming by establishing the SHC. In fact, the historian personally assisted
the great John Hope Franklin to do research in the SHC in defiance of
state Jim Crow laws forbidding such aid. Nevertheless, Hamilton con-
tinued to express disdain for the intellectual powers of black scholars.
The mind runs to Thomas Jefferson engaging warmly with Benjamin
Bannecker in discussions about higher mathematics but simultaneously
insisting that black people could not do higher mathematics. Hamilton
was in no other sense at the level of Jefferson, but the damnable quali-
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ties of racist assumptions ran through and subsumed the better natures
in both intellectuals.?®

He attained the nickname Ransack (a play on his ancestral maternal name,
de Roulhac) during his drives throughout the South gathering primary
sources. Although UNC provided him almost no money to buy such re-
sources, he and his “constant companion,” Mary Cornelia Hamilton, relied
on their own personal charm (and some legend has it a certain disingenu-
ousness) to remove valuable papers from people’s attics and basements and
closets. Those attempting to build archives in other states, especially in the
Deep South, often complained that he all but robbed South Carolina, Ala-
bama, and Mississippi of important primary sources. Joel Williamson has
defended Hamilton from the Ransack charge by noting that somebody had
to do this work for himself; and Williamson, Woodward, Tindall, Cope-
land, Wallace, and Franklin more than once noted the dint of consider-
able personal and professional effort from Hamilton and his fellows at the
SHC.”?

In 1930 Hamilton resigned from the History Department to run the
SHC full time, although he continued to offer some graduate courses and
an occasional undergraduate course a couple of times per year on the old
academic quarter system. Only a few years later, in 1934, when his old
friend R. D. W. Connor officially became the first archivist of the United
States, Hamilton and Connor worked with the UNC historians and the
UNC library school to establish useful professional relationships for aspi-
rant archivists in the nation’s capital as well as in North Carolina. Hamilton
continued to run the SHC for long years, still being heavily involved even
in the late 1950s, when Mary Cornelia Hamilton began to suffer ill health;
she died in 1959. His strong comrade and constant companion removed
from his side, Hamilton himself began to slow down and to disengage from
the university and the community. He died in 1961.%°

In assessing any historian, one important question is always: Did he or she
leave works in which the facts are generally correct and in which the sources
of the facts are quite obvious and are based on primary research that can be
revisited by those of us who may disagree? For Hamilton, the answer is re-
soundingly affirmative. Furthermore, the sources that need to be reviewed,
especially for Reconstruction, were themselves largely gathered and then
arranged by Hamilton, who took an additional step in making the founda-



Ransack Roulhac and Racism 197

tion of his written history very accessible to other scholars. Too, he was
helpful to those like Beale and Woodward and the many graduate students
and visitors who took opposing ideological views of the facts and pattern of
Reconstruction. No serious researcher complains of Hamilton as director
of the SHC, and of the black scholars of the Jim Crow era, at least Franklin
was able to work with the old racist—and with more tolerant members of
his staff—to do useful research in primary sources as a young scholar.

Hamilton, then, represented the racism of an era and a place, and
there is no question that his regional and personal racism got in the way
of his attempts at fair historical assessment of certain events, such as the
Holden-Kirk war and the Wilmington Race Riot and the Ku Klux Klan
as it really was, 1868—72. On the other hand, his personal ideas about race
and politics never got in the way of establishing a place where scholars
could use primary sources for their own interpretations, and his personal
prejudices never got in the way of his generous help to those with whom he
disagreed. On balance, he seems a good historian flawed by racism in his
interpretation and a great institutionalist unflawed by that selfsame racism
in his building and running the SHC and various publishing outlets. With
regard to the subject of this book, Hamilton does not fit easily into some
kind of Dunning School, unless the term means only racist and tells us
nothing about operating assumptions about class conflict, economic struc-
tures, and regional rivalries. And this paper only reinforces Phil Muller’s
original contention that Hamilton learned nothing of racism from Dun-
ning, but came to Columbia University with such prejudices already fully
formed. On the other hand, Hamilton’s most enduring personal charac-
teristics appear to be a uniquely southern expression of the man William
Archibald Dunning and the way that august figure showed scholars how
to be professionals in the service of Clio regardless of personal history or
historiography.
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Paul Leland Haworth

The “Black Republican” in
the Old Chief’s Court

J. Vincent Lowery

Scholars have rarely mentioned Indiana-born Paul Leland Haworth in con-
nection with the group of historians referred to as the Dunning School
even though Haworth completed his dissertation under Columbia Univer-
sity professor William Archibald Dunning’s direction in 1906. Scholars’
omission of Haworth from their assessments of Dunning and his students
has possibly resulted from Haworth’s lack of professional accomplishments
compared to his more well-known southern classmates, but also because
Haworth clashed with them on interpretations of Reconstruction and what
was then termed the Negro Problem. These disagreements were not lost on
W. E. B. Du Bois, who organized the bibliography of Black Reconstruction
(1935) on the basis of the racial attitudes of the authors of the works cited.
Du Bois characterized the writings of Dunning and most of his students
as “Standard—Anti-Negro.” In contrast, Du Bois described Haworth’s
Reconstruction and Union, 1865—1912 (1912) as “Fair to Indifferent on the
Negro,” even calling his work “invaluable.”” Du Bois’s assessment calls at-
tention to an important discrepancy between the work of Haworth and
that of those scholars traditionally associated with the Dunning School that
modern scholars have overlooked. A careful study of Haworth and his work
thus challenges their assumptions about the members of the Old Chief’s
court.

Haworth’s work at Columbia and his subsequent publications suggest
that Columbia’s History Department was not a factory merely produc-
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ing racist historians and histories. Instead, the program attracted aspiring
historians interested in the highly politicized subject of Reconstruction.
Haworth’s Indiana Quaker roots and his Progressive philosophy influenced
his study of Reconstruction and the Negro Problem. While most of his
southern-born comrades sought to defend the emerging Jim Crow order
through their study of Reconstruction, Haworth attempted to undermine
that order by proving that southern whites, not southern blacks, were the
true cause of the Negro Problem. Although Haworth, like others of his
day, believed that African Americans were inferior to whites, he attributed
blacks’ condition to their oppressive treatment by southern whites. His racial
philosophy thus distinguishes him from the better-known Dunningites.

The North Carolinian Joseph Grégoire de Roulhac Hamilton recalled
the contentious relationship between Haworth and the southern members
of the Dunning School in an interview with the historian Wendell Holmes
Stephenson. According to Stephenson, Hamilton “delighted to tell stories
of sectional rivalry in Dunning’s seminar,” in which the “damnyankee”
Haworth clashed with his southern-born classmates. Hamilton remem-
bered one particular altercation he had with Haworth in the seminar room
during a study session. Stephenson recorded Hamilton’s recollection: “Tir-
ing of northern jibes, Hamilton hurdled the seminar table to have at him
[Haworth], but other members intervened to prevent a renewal of clash and
conflict a generation after Appomattox.” Hamilton’s memories of this inci-
dent illustrate the degree to which Haworth was an outsider during his days
at Columbia and within the phase of Reconstruction historiography known
as the Dunning School.?

Haworth studied the past to understand better the contemporary
Negro Problem. His presentist philosophical approach to history warrants
placing him in the same category as scholars such as Frederick Jackson
Turner, James Harvey Robinson, and Charles Beard, the foremost Progres-
sive historians of the early twentieth century. These historians imagined the
social applications of their studies, believing that the historical profession
had to shed its political conservatism in favor of a more critical, Progressive
mentality. Haworth’s scholarship became increasingly focused on recent
history, and he distinguished himself as a Progressive historian with the
publication of America in Ferment (1915), a guide to the various problems
plaguing the nation in the early twentieth century.’

Haworth’s midwestern roots no doubt influenced his historical per-
spective. The historian David S. Brown observed the imprint of a unique
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regional mentality on midwestern scholars. According to Brown, “Unbur-
dened by the quasi-aristocratic culture that stalked the southern imagina-
tion or the minority ‘otherness’ familiar to many in the ethnically tinged
liberal intelligentsia, they were passionate about the possibilities of democ-
racy and unafraid of popular protest, which both their scholarship and their
teaching recognized as a vital part of the American political tradition.™

Haworth probably learned lessons in social justice during his child-
hood in the Quaker community of West Newton, and his upbringing
would have affected his later views on race relations in the South. Indi-
ana Quakers opposed the institution of slavery and, though the antebellum
state legislature passed a series of measures that denied African Americans
their rights, the state’s Quaker communities often attracted blacks because
of their willingness to support African Americans’ freedom struggle. For
example, George Julian, a leading Radical Republican from the Quaker
region of Whitewater Valley, advocated “full legal equality for blacks” and
“the granting of suffrage.” Haworth’s childhood in this environment no
doubt caused him to view the past and present, particularly southern race
relations, in a very different manner from that of his southern counterparts,
most of whom received their early lessons from proponents of the cult of
the Lost Cause.’

Haworth completed his bachelor’s (1899) and master’s (1901) degrees at
Indiana University. He studied with the historians James Albert Woodburn
and Ulysses Grant Weatherly, also a West Newton native. Woodburn wrote
a number of books, including a biography of the Radical Republican Thad-
deus Stevens. Acknowledging Stevens’s many critics, Woodburn defended
the Pennsylvania congressman’s Reconstruction plan for attempting to
extend the principles of the Constitution to protect freedpeople. Although
Haworth questioned Stevens’s motives, he agreed with Woodburn’s assess-
ment of the Radical Republican’s postwar vision. Weatherly joined the
Department of History at Indiana in 1895 and became chair of the Depart-
ment of Economics and Social Science four years later. He cofounded the
American Sociological Association in 1905. Weatherly studied a variety of
subjects, including the race question in the Americas, and he struck a mod-
erate tone.* Woodburn and Weatherly thus introduced Haworth to histori-
cal lessons that buttressed his Quaker beliefs.

After completing his studies at Indiana, Haworth traveled through the
Deep South to study the Negro Problem. He then contributed “correspon-
dence” reports for the Indianapolis News in 1901-2. These articles provide
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insight into Haworth’s racial attitudes, and he continued to draw on his
travels through the South in his dissertation and even repeated parts of
these early writings in later publications. Haworth repeatedly challenged
the ability of southern whites to solve the Negro Problem, rejecting their
claims that they understood African Americans better than anyone else.
Haworth dissented from the emerging belief, bolstered by scientific racism,
that every race possessed natural characteristics that could not be altered.
He asserted that African Americans would make significant advances if
freed from white oppression and properly supported. Haworth concluded
that any understanding of the Negro Problem could not be achieved “with-
out a knowledge of this other problem. And this other problem, for lack of
a better name, may be called, ‘the problem of the white.”””

Haworth reported his initial findings in an article titled “Of the Race
Problem,” published by the Indianapolis News in March 1901. This article
reflected his belief that contemporary problems could best be understood by
examining their historical roots. He declared that the contemporary strug-
gles of African Americans resulted largely from “the wrong of slavery” and
African Americans’ “constant battle against white prejudice.” According
to Haworth, slavery caused “mental ossification for generations to come;
it means moral degradation; it means loss of self-respect; it means, in fact,
everything that is bad.” Emancipation freed African Americans from the
shackles of slavery, but southern whites took steps to reassert their author-
ity over their former slaves. Southern whites justified their treatment of
African Americans by citing the poor character of freedmen. Summarizing
southern whites’ racial attitudes, what others would brand their “Bourbon”
mentality, Haworth concluded, “Having learned little and forgotten less,
the majority of Southerners stubbornly refuse to recognize that blind adher-
ence to this principle [that the subordinate position of African Americans
is divinely sanctioned], with all that it has entailed, is responsible for the
South being fifty years behind the North, and they still suicidally hold to
the old theory.”®

Haworth recognized that the white South endured hardships during
Reconstruction that “she brought on herself, and for which the poor negro
was not responsible. But the wrongs of reconstructed Southerners fade into
nothingness when compared with the wrongs of negroes at the hands of
Kukluxes and White Camelias.” Haworth argued that the racial violence of
Reconstruction inspired the “Civilized Barbarism” of lynching in the con-
temporary South. He shared with readers his encounter with a young white
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man who proudly retained a “souvenir” from the body of an African Ameri-
can lynching victim. Haworth concluded, “When such a state of affairs is
possible, one wonders to himself whether it may not be possible that we are
relapsing into barbarism.” Seeking to sway his readers’ opinions in favor of a
more paternalistic attitude toward the African American, Haworth offered
a final assessment of him: “The negro is neither an angel nor a brute. He is
simply a man, who, because of misfortunes of environment extending back
through hundreds of years, has been unable to cast off the ‘brute inheri-
tance’ so successfully as his cousin of paler skin. Before condemning him,
we should not forget the disadvantages under which he has struggled in
the past nor should we forget the many, but less understood, disadvantages
under which he struggles in the present.”

In a subsequent article in the Indianapolis News in December 1902,
Haworth offered readers insight into southern whites’ views on the edu-
cation of African Americans. Haworth recognized that southern whites
were unwilling to identify an African American “as anything other than a
menial, with a menial’s thoughts and a menial’s morals. . . . They believe
that all efforts to give him ideas out of keeping with his station in life
are mistakes; hence they decry negro education and insist that it is a fail-
ure.” Haworth observed that wise southern white men had begun to real-
ize that they must abandon “the suicidal [racial] policy that has been the
chief cause of that section’s being at least a generation behind the North in
mental, spiritual, and economic development.” He argued that whites and
blacks alike had to be educated in order to restore racial peace, to uplift
both races, and to develop the economy of the region. Haworth acknowl-
edged the value of industrial education but argued that African Americans
must gain access to both industrial and classical education. He concluded,
“Races are not civilized in a day. Ten centuries passed between the time
when our Teutonic forefathers destroyed the Roman empire and the time
when they had become sufficiently leavened by a Christian civilization to
be ready for the Renaissance. And if our Teutonic forefathers were so long a
time in bursting the bands of barbarism, we ought not to grow discouraged
at the progress—small yet undoubted—that the negro race has made in less
than forty years.”'’ In both these articles Haworth struck a moderate chord
when he advised readers to be patient with African Americans and recog-
nize their progress despite being stifled by whites for generations.

Haworth was not content with simply uplifting African Americans to
restore their rights as citizens eventually. In “Negro Disfranchisement in
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Louisiana,” which appeared in Outlook in May 1902, he argued that the
southern white man “understands him [the Negro] too much as a mere ani-
mal rather than as a man with latent capabilities to be developed.” Haworth
argued that southern whites had to cease denying African Americans their
constitutional rights. He noted that “the more intelligent” African Ameri-
cans were willing to accept educational or property qualifications to vote
if they were applied without racial distinction. Haworth concluded, “The
negro problem is one which must be solved, and the only way to solve it is
to make the negro—and also his white brother—a man. This can never be
done by taking away his rights.” Haworth’s early publications thus illustrate
that he had formed ideas about the antebellum and postbellum South very
different from those of the southern-born students who flocked to Colum-
bia to study with Dunning. Haworth was not immune to contemporary
racism, but he assigned the greatest blame for the Negro Problem to white
Southerners. His argument that they had to restore African Americans’
rights as citizens distinguished Haworth as a racial progressive, especially
within the context of the Dunning School historians."

In spring 1901 Haworth applied for admission to Columbia’s doctoral
program in history. His mentors encouraged him to consider graduate pro-
grams in the East to further his professional development and increase
his chances for future employment. They recommended that he apply for
admission to the graduate programs at Harvard University, Yale University,
the University of Pennsylvania, Johns Hopkins University, and Colum-
bia. The death of Johns Hopkins’s Herbert Baxter Adams in 1901 and
the emergence of Dunning as the leading Reconstruction historian lured
Haworth and his southern counterparts to Columbia. Dunning lamented
that Haworth failed to submit his application before fellowship deadlines,
explaining to one of Haworth’s mentors, “It is too bad that he could not
have known this for I am anxious to get in the track of men interested
in Reconstruction.” Unable to begin his work with Dunning, the follow-
ing year Haworth instead taught at Michigan State Normal College (later
Eastern Michigan University) and successfully reapplied for admission to
Columbia’s doctoral program in spring 1902. The school named him Uni-
versity Scholar in History, an award that provided the necessary financial
resources for him to begin his doctoral studies."

Haworth clashed with his southern classmates, as is reflected in Hamil-
ton’s recollection of his altercation with him. The correspondence between
Hamilton and the Alabamian Walter Lynwood Fleming, two of Dunning’s
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most unreconstructed students, reveals their contempt for Haworth. In
one exchange Fleming ridiculed Haworth’s belief in racial equality and his
endorsement of Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee Institute as a model for
African American education, writing, “If he wants to send his offspring to
Booker T's school, it most probably suits them better than the Univ. of Va.
or Wash. and Lee or Tulane.” Fleming explained that he decided to publish
a collection of Reconstruction-era documents (later issued as Documentary
History of Reconstruction, two volumes, 1906—7) to “occupy the unworked
field to the exclusion of such d—f—’s as Haworth. . . . I consider myself
better qualified than a New Englander or a wild Westerner.” Fleming’s vit-
riolic assault on Haworth illustrates the degree to which the Alabama native
believed that Haworth’s midwestern roots and his racial views, seemingly
intertwined, disqualified him as a historian. Fleming believed that south-
ern whites alone possessed the necessary perspective and understanding
of race to study Reconstruction.”” Haworth dismissed the efforts of white
Southerners to explain Reconstruction, writing in an unpublished version
of his essay on black suffrage, “Some efforts have been made to defend the
course of the South during this period [Reconstruction], but the arguments
advanced are so utterly feeble and juvenile as to make refutation utterly
unnecessary.”'* No historian thus more plainly questioned the attitudes of
Dunning’s southern-born students than Haworth. He apparently also took
the fight to them directly in seminars too often imagined by historians as
mere celebrations of the southern white point of view.

Haworth’s life changed dramatically while he studied at Columbia. He
married Martha Ackerman in 1903, and she gave birth to a son, Leland,
in 1904 and to a daughter, Anna Ruth, one year later. Dissatisfied with his
fellowships, Haworth pursued alternative means to provide for his family.
After finishing his dissertation under Dunning’s direction, Haworth hoped
to aid Elroy McKendree Avery in the completion of A History of the United
States and Its People (seven volumes, 1904-10) for the Burrows Brothers
Publishing Company. In 1906 that publisher printed Haworth’s disserta-
tion on the election of 1876, and Haworth accepted an offer to assist Avery
at the Cleveland, Ohio, publishing house.”

Haworth’s The Hayes-Tilden Disputed Election of 1876 (1906) chal-
lenged the contemporary understanding of that election and the accom-
panying Compromise of 1877, critically analyzing Democratic methods
of Redemption and documenting the work of the Electoral Commission
established by Congress in 1877 to settle the contested presidential elec-
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tion of 1876. The historian C. Vann Woodward later argued that Haworth
was “blind to certain large aspects of the subject” of the compromise. In
distinguishing the works of Haworth and Woodward, the historian Keith
Ian Polakoff observed that the former lacked access to manuscript mate-
rials such as those that allowed Woodward to shed new light on the eco-
nomic interests behind the compromise. Haworth credited the assistance
he received from politicians and newspaper editors who played some part
in the election and compromise, as well as the son of Rutherford B. Hayes,
who granted him access to the president’s personal papers. Haworth’s foot-
notes, however, do not suggest that this material shaped his work to any
significant degree, and the author acknowledged the limits of his research
in the preface of the book. Haworth recognized that there were “matters
which will, in all probability, always remain secrets, for the simple reason
that those actors who could tell the truth concerning them will never do
$0.”1¢ Although Haworth failed to uncover any of these secrets, his study of
the election and the compromise offered new insight into the subject while
reflecting his desire to position the contemporary plight of African Ameri-
cans within the historical context of the end of Reconstruction.

Unlike Woodward, Haworth devoted chapters to Republican rule
during Reconstruction and the campaigns of 1876. Haworth neither
overlooked Republican corruption nor concealed his belief that African
Americans were ill prepared for the rights conferred to them during Con-
gressional Reconstruction. He argued, however, that southern white intran-
sigence on the race question was never justified. Haworth emphasized that
violence and intimidation carried out on behalf of the Democratic Party in
Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina brought Reconstruction to an end.

Writing about Louisiana, for example, Haworth observed: “In perhaps
no other state in the Union has there ever been such a disorderly condi-
tion of affairs as existed in Louisiana during the years from 1866 to 1877.
Wholesale corruption, intimidation of negro voters by thousands and tens
of thousands, political assassinations, riots, revolutions—all these were the
order of the day in Louisiana politics.” This bloody record began with the
New Orleans Riot of 1866, an incident that Haworth characterized as “a
most inhuman massacre,” and was followed by the terrorist campaign of the
Knights of the White Camelia in 1868. Like white Southerners, Haworth
conceded that some attacks on African Americans were warranted. He also
acknowledged the persistence of Republican corruption and political fraud
cited by whites to justify their Redemptive campaign. Haworth, however,
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resisted any suggestion that such misrule justified the southern white con-
servative counterrevolution. About the 1876 campaign Haworth remarked:
“Intimidation was, in truth, one of the central facts of the campaign. It was
occasionally resorted to by Republicans, but it would be roughly correct to
say that it was a weapon belonging to the Democrats.” He argued that “in
an absolutely fair and free election the state would have gone Republican by
from five to fifteen thousand.””

In his treatment of South Carolina Haworth also emphasized Demo-
cratic misdeeds to explain the outcome of the election. Drawing on the
works of the northern Republican journalist James S. Pike, South Carolina
journalist and lawyer John S. Reynolds, and former carpetbagger governor
Daniel H. Chamberlain, Haworth cited stories of greed and corruption
within the state’s Republican regime. Pike interviewed Democratic oppo-
nents of the state’s Republican machine. Reynolds wrote Reconstruction
in South Carolina (1905), a work that the historian Bruce E. Baker noted
“straddled the divide between amateur and professional history, as did its
author,” and provided the most detailed account of Reconstruction in the
Palmetto State to that date. Du Bois identified Pike and Reynolds as among
those authors who “select and use facts and opinions in order to prove that
the South was right in Reconstruction, the North vengeful or deceived and
the Negro stupid.” In 1901 Chamberlain contributed an essay to the Azlan-
tic Monthly series on Reconstruction that, with the exception of the arti-
cle by Du Bois, generally criticized the experiment of Reconstruction and
defended the Redemption of the South. Chamberlain described Republican
rule as corrupt and inept—the result of its dependence on ignorant freed-
men. The former governor roundly denounced the methods of Redemp-
tion, but he sympathized with white Southerners’ responses to Republican
rule. Though Haworth relied heavily on sources to varying degrees criti-
cal of Republicans and the freedmen, he understood the plight of African
Americans and criticized the methods white South Carolinians employed
to redeem their state.'®

Haworth accepted the probability that “in some cases no doubt the
operations of the klans were to a certain extent justifiable, but in others the
outrages committed not only were wholly without extenuation, but were
brutal and fiendish beyond description.”” He provided details of “riots” in
Hamburg and Ellenton, South Carolina, in 1876 that reflected the brutal
character of southern whites, many of whom believed that “the killing of
a few negroes was not a matter of very great importance.” Such attitudes
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crystalized into the spread of rifle clubs, or Red Shirts, during the election.
Assessing the outcome of the election of 1876 in South Carolina, Haworth
concluded, “If the election had been free and fair, the [Republican] majority
would have been increased by many thousands.”*

Haworth pinpointed the dangers of the national electoral crisis result-
ing from the disputed returns in Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina.
He observed that “at the time probably more people dreaded an armed
conflict than had anticipated a like outcome to the secession movement of
1860-1861.” Haworth found fault on both sides of the political divide as
Congress attempted to sort out the election returns, but he asserted that the
Democratic Party constituted the true threat to the Union. The Indiana
Dunningite argued that the Electoral Commission prevented the resump-
tion of war, asserting, “Without a shadow of a doubt the act creating that
Commission was one of the wisest pieces of statecraft ever evolved by an
American Congress.””!

Woodward noted that the so-called bargain between southern whites
and Hayes’s supporters at the Wormley House Hotel on February 26, 1877,
dominated popular perceptions of the compromise in the early twentieth
century, but Haworth contributed little of substance to this interpretation.
In his 1974 review of Polakoff’s The Politics of Inertia: The Election of 1876
and the End of Reconstruction (1973), the historian Gerald W. McFarland
observed, “Haworth implicitly played down a more dramatic interpretation
of the compromise of 1877, one which identified it with the secret bargain
made at the so-called Wormley Conference.” To be sure, Haworth identified
a “bargain” between “the friends of Hayes” and southern white politicians.
Southern negotiators agreed that the region’s Democrats would not filibus-
ter to stall the congressional resolution of the election, and they guaranteed
African Americans their civil rights. Although Haworth documented these
details, he focused largely on the work of the Electoral Commission.**

In the end, Haworth did not entirely denounce the outcome of the
election of 1876, which he credited with preserving the Union. On a mixed
note, he remarked that “the Republican party practically disappeared in
the South, and as a result the freedman in effect lost his political rights; but
he preserved his civil rights, and he lived under a better government than
when he himself had assisted in making and administering the laws.” Even
as Haworth identified what he perceived as the positive qualities of the out-
come of the Compromise of 1877, he considered southern whites’ resistance
to the extension of rights to African Americans and the immorality and
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ignorance of Republican rule as its true lesson: “‘He who is unwilling to
concede liberty to others deserves it not for himself, Haworth concluded,
‘and under a just God cannot long retain it ”*

Though contemporary historians regularly and widely reviewed the
dissertations crafted in Dunning’s famous seminar, they paid short shrift
to The Hayes-Tilden Disputed Presidential Election of 1876. The American
Historical Review (AHR) published the only scholarly review of Haworth’s
book. Its reviewer acknowledged the author’s thorough research and
arrangement of material, concluding that Haworth “has come as close to
the truth of this exceedingly complicated affair as it is possible for one to
attain by historical methods.” The critic wrote that Haworth’s work “pos-
sesses nearly every virtue desirable in a historical work, with one excep-
tion.” The author, who may have even been one of Haworth’s southern
comrades at Columbia, asserted that “the monograph is thoroughly scien-
tific in method and sound in its criticism of fact, but is equally unscientific
in spirit and temper. The style occasionally descends perilously near flip-
pancy and vulgarity at the expense of Southern Democrats.” Most early
Reconstruction historians dismissed Republican rule as a “tragic era” and
accepted Democratic restoration of white home rule as a necessary out-
come. As a result, contemporary historians generally ignored Haworth’s
critical analysis of the conduct of Democrats during the 1876 campaign.
They presumed that such revisionism could be produced only by violating
professional standards of objectivity.**

The influential editor Henry Watterson of the Lowuisville Courier-Journal
also questioned Haworth’s objectivity. Watterson accused Haworth of
concealing his partisanship behind a thin veil of historical research. The
Louisville editor’s participation in the disputed election of 1876 certainly
informed his criticism of the Columbia graduate’s book. Watterson was
Tilden’s “most ardent southern supporter” and attended the Wormley Con-
ference as the representative of the disputed state of South Carolina in Feb-
ruary 1877. As Woodward observed, those Southerners involved in the
Wormley Conference had a vested interest in the story of their arrangement
with Hayes’s representatives.”” Watterson no doubt feared that Haworth’s
alternative account, enhanced by the work’s academic and therefore seem-
ingly authoritative nature, might challenge the accepted version of events.

Watterson denounced Haworth as “a very unfair critic and a crude
thinker.” He observed that Haworth relied heavily on such partisan pub-
lications as Harper’s Weekly and the Nation. Watterson defended Demo-
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crats against Haworth’s assertion that they surpassed the Republicans in
intimidation and fraud. He also challenged Haworth’s supposedly critical
assessment of Tilden, whom Watterson described as “high-minded” and
“courageous.” The Kentuckian judged that Haworth’s account of the elec-
tion and the compromise was “worthless, containing nothing more than a
half-statement of the Democratic case” and an unquestioning acceptance
of Republican claims. Watterson went so far as to suggest that Columbia
University should abandon its academic pursuits in favor of “shoemaking”
if Haworth’s book reflected the abilities of the school’s faculty. The editor
quipped that Haworth “would make an excellent cobbler in the department
of scraps and mending.”*

Undeterred by such criticism, Haworth in 1907 challenged the domi-
nant prosouthern narrative of Reconstruction in a review of James Ford
Rhodes’s two-volume survey of the postwar years in Political Science Quar-
terly. Rhodes, a “gentleman historian,” achieved renown and respect among
professional historians despite his lack of academic training. His nine-
volume History of the United States from the Compromise of 1850 (1892—
1922) reflected contemporary racial thought. In these volumes Rhodes
described African Americans as inferior beings and rejected the idea of
racial equality. He indicted Republican governments for corruption and
misrule and characterized the Democratic counterrevolution as the restora-
tion of good government.”

Haworth lashed out at Rhodes, possibly using him as a metaphori-
cal surrogate for his Columbia classmates. Haworth advised historians to
cease “applyling] principles and precepts which are admirable in times
of peace” to their judgment of Reconstruction. Anticipating Charles and
Mary Beard’s assertion that the Civil War and Reconstruction represented
a “Second American Revolution,” Haworth declared, “The Civil War and
the events that followed it assuredly constitute one of the greatest revolu-
tions known to history.” He argued that conditions compelled Congress to
transform the South during Reconstruction. Haworth asserted that white
Southerners would have resisted regardless of the path taken by the federal
government: “Suppose the Johnson plan had been adopted by the Radi-
cals. There would, from the very nature of the situation, have been great
disorders in the South, that might well have surpassed those which actually
did occur—and historians like Mr. Rhodes would now be chiding Charles
Sumner and Thaddeus Stevens for their childlike faith in human nature.”?
Haworth thus challenged the Jim Crow—era interpretation of Reconstruc-
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tion just as revisionist scholars later attacked the Dunning School. But con-
temporary scholars ignored his perspective.

Haworth’s interpretation of Reconstruction and the Negro Problem
kept him on the margins of the Dunning School. In 1911 J. G. de Roul-
hac Hamilton and another Dunning student, the Mississippian James Gar-
ner, began organizing a Festschrift in honor of the Old Chief. Hamilton
planned to exclude Haworth from the project. Fleming apparently set aside
his animosity for Haworth in the spirit of properly honoring Dunning and
proposed that Hamilton invite Haworth to contribute an essay to the vol-
ume. After Hamilton rejected this suggestion, Fleming responded: “I think
you are right about confining the work to Southern men for they will give a
unity to the thing that will not exist if Haworth is put in.” Two years later
Garner sent Hamilton a list of scholars who had “definitely promised to
contribute to the Dunning Testimonial,” Haworth among them. Haworth’s
essay “Elections in the South during the Reconstruction Era,” however, did
not appear in the published volume. He explained to his former classmate
Charles W. Ramsdell, then teaching at the University of Texas, “Owing to
a combination of causes I did not contribute to the Dunning testimonial,
but it has my best wishes.””

In 1914 Dunning’s students scheduled a dinner to honor him at the
American Historical Association meeting in Charleston, South Carolina,
and Hamilton apparently continued to express antipathy toward Haworth.
An exchange between Hamilton and the Floridian William Watson
Davis about Haworth’s possible presence at the dinner prompted Davis to
respond, “I will not quote your hint as to that ‘Black Republican,” P. L.
Haworth. Haworth is a good fellow and I hope he comes.” Though he
favored Haworth’s attendance at the dinner, Davis added, “I fear we are no
nearer agreeing now on the election of 1876 than formerly.”*

Haworth ultimately chose a career path beyond the historical profes-
sion that widened his distance from the other members of the Dunning
School. He left the Burrows publishing house in 1910 after four years of ser-
vice and taught for a year at Bryn Mawr College in Pennsylvania. At the age
of thirty-five, Haworth “retired from teaching in order to have leisure for
writing.” He bought the West Newton, Indiana, farm that once belonged to
his great-grandfather. The Indianapolis Star reported, “Although primarily
interested in a crop that is sown with a fountain pen, reaped with a type-
writer and thrashed with a printing press, he is also interested in farming,
particularly fruit culture, but he admits that farming by proxy is the most
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satisfactory way of doing the work.” Haworth continued to write, dabbling
in historical fiction, completing a novel about the French and Indian War,
The Path of Glory, in 1911. During this period the Indiana historian also
began writing accounts of his travels in the Canadian Rockies, explaining
to Hamilton his desire to travel in that region, hunt and fish, and write
about his experiences. And he continued to write history.”!

On Dunning’s recommendation, Henry Holt and Company con-
tracted with Haworth to write a book on late nineteenth-century U.S. his-
tory. Reconstruction and Union, 1865—1912 appeared in 1912. Caught up
in the Progressive movement, Haworth sought to understand the histori-
cal roots of contemporary problems, and he focused increasingly on recent
American history. The Negro Problem remained important to him; the
opening chapters of Reconstruction and Union examine the history of Amer-
ican race relations from the end of the Civil War to the rise of Jim Crow.*

Du Bois’s characterization of Reconstruction and Union as “Fair to
Indifferent on the Negro” is accurate.” Haworth’s description of the freed-
men at the moment of their liberation mirrored those of other members
of the Dunning School. In his opinion, the freedmen were “intoxicated
with the idea that they were their own masters.” Haworth explained, “To
many freedmen freedom meant primarily idleness, and some were sadly dis-
illusioned when informed that they would still have to work for a living.”
Even as he offered this negative assessment, however, Haworth balanced it,
observing that the ex-slave was “free from the individual master” but, in
the words of Frederick Douglass, remained “the slave of society.”** Haworth
continued to argue that white Southerners held the key to the contempo-
rary race problem. He asserted that they “failed to realize fully that they
were a conquered people and that wisdom dictated that in a