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From Slavery to Freedom

Long after the end of the Civil War, the experience of bondage
remained deeply etched in blacks’ collective memory. The freed-
men resented not only the brutal incidents of slavery but the fact of
having been held as slaves at all. During a visit to Richmond,
Scottish minister David Macrae was surprised to hear a former slave
complain of past mistreatment, while acknowledging he had never
been whipped. “How were you cruelly treated then?” asked
Macrae. T was cruelly treated,” answered the freedman, “because
I was kept in slavery.” ~

In countless ways, the newly freed slaves sought to overturn the
real and symbolic authority whites had exercised over every aspect
of their lives. Blacks relished opportunities to flaunt their liberation
from the innumerable regulations, significant and trivial, associated
with slavery. Freedmen held mass meetings and religious services
unrestrained by white surveillance, acquired previously forbidden
dogs, guns, and liquor, and refused to vield the sidewalks to whites.
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They dressed as they pleased, black women sometimes wearing
gaudy finery, carrying parasols, and replacing the slave kerchief
with colorful hats and veils. Whites complained of “insolence” and
“insubordination” among the freedmen, by which they meant any
departure from the deference and obedience expected under
slavery. On the Bradford plantation in Florida, one untoward
incident followed another. First, the family cook told Mrs. Bradford
“if she want any dinner she kin cook it herself ” Then the former
slaves went off to a meeting with Northern soldiers to discuss “our
freedom.” Told that she and her daughter could not attend, one
woman replied “they were now free and if she saw fit to take her
daughter into that crowd it was nobody’s business.” “Never before
had T a word of impudence from any of our black folk,” recorded
nineteen-year-old Susan Bradford, “but they are not ours any
longer.”

Among the most resented of slavery’s restrictions was the rule,
enforced by patrols, than no black could trave] without a pass. With
emancipation, it seemed that half the South’s black population took
to the roads. Southern towns and cities experienced an especially
large influx of freedmen during and immediately after the Civil
War. In the cities, many blacks believed, “freedom was free-er.”
Here were schools, churches, and fraternal societies, as well as the
army (including, in 1865, black soldiers) and the Freedmen's
Bureau, offering protection from the violence so pervasive in much
of the rural South. Between 1865 and 1870, the black population of
the South’s ten largest cities doubled, while the number of white
residents rose by only ten percent. Smaller towns, from which
blacks had often been excluded as slaves, experienced even more
dramatic increases.

Black migrants who hoped to find urban employment often
encountered severe disappointment. The influx from the country-
side flooded the labor market, consigning most urban blacks to
low-wage, menial employment. Unable to obtain decent housing,
black migrants lived in squalid shantytowns on the outskirts of
Southern cities, where the incidence of disease and death far
exceeded that among white city dwellers. The result was a striking
change in Southern urban living patterns. Before the war, blacks
and whites had lived scattered throughout Southern cities. Recon-
Struction witnessed the rise of a new, segregated, urban geography.

No aspect of black mobility was more poignant than the effort to
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reunite families separated during slavery. “In their eyes,” wrote a
Freedmen’s Bureau agent, “the work of emancipation was incom-
plete until the families which had been dispersed by slavery were
reunited.” One freedman, writing from Texas, asked the Bureau's
aid in locating “my own dearest relatives,” providing a long list of
sisters, nieces, nephews, uncles, and in-laws, none of whom he had
seen since his sale in Virginia twenty-four years before. A typical
plea for help appeared in the Nashville Colored Tennessean:

During the year 1849, Thomas Sample carried away from this city, as
his slaves, our daughter, Polly, and son. . . . We will give $100 each
for them to any person who will assist them . . . to get to Nashville,
or get word to us of their whereabouts.

Although vulnerable to disruption, strong family ties had existed
under slavery. Emancipation allowed blacks to solidify their family
connections, and most freedmen seized the opportunity. Many
families, in addition, adopted the children of deceased relatives and
friends rather than see them apprenticed to white masters or placed
in Freedmen’s Bureau orphanages. By 1870, a large majority of
blacks lived in two-parent households.

But while emancipation strengthened the preexisting black fam-
ily, it also transformed the roles of its members and relations among
them. One common, significant change was that slave families,
separated because their members belonged to different owners,
could now live together. More widely noticed by white observers in
early Reconstruction was the withdrawal of black women from field
labor,

Beginning in 1865, and for years thereafter, Southern whites
throughout the South complained of the difficulty of obtaining
female field laborers. Planters, Freedmen’s Bureau officials, and
Northern visitors all ridiculed the black “female aristocracy” for
“acting the lady” or mimicking the family patterns of middle-class
whites. White employers also resented their inability to force black
children to labor in the fields, especially after the spread of schools
in rural areas. Contemporaries appeared uncertain whether black

women, black men, or both were responsible for the withdrawal of
females from agricultural labor. There is no question that many
black men considered it manly to have their wives work at home and
believed that, as head of the family, the male should decide how its
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labor was organized. But many black women desired to devote more
time than under slavery to caring for their children and to domestic
responsibilities like cooking, sewing, and laundering.

The shift of black female labor from the fields to the home proved
a temporary phenomenon. The rise of renting and sharecropping,
which made each family responsible for its own plot of land, placed
a premium on the labor of all family members. The dire poverty of
many black families, deepened by the depression of the 1870s,
made it essential for both women and men to contribute to the
family’s income. Throughout this period, a far higher percentage of
black than white women and children worked for wages outside
their homes. Where women continued to concentrate on domestic
tasks, and children attended school, they frequently engaged in
seasonal field labor. Thus, emancipation did not eliminate labor
outside the home by black women and children, but it fundamen-
tally altered control over their labor. Now blacks themselves, rather
than a white owner or overseer, decided where and when black
women and children worked.

For blacks, liberating their families from the authority of whites
was an indispensable element of freedom. But the family itself was
in some ways transformed by emancipation. Although historians no
longer view the slave family as matriarchal, it is true that slave men
did not function as economic breadwinners and that their masters
wielded authority within the household. In a sense, slavery had
imposed on black men and women the rough “equality” of power-
lessness. With freedom came developments that strengthened
patriarchy within the black family and consigned men and women to
separate spheres.

Outside events strongly influenced this development. Service in
the Union Army enabled black men to participate more directly
than women in the struggle for freedom. The Freedmen’s Bureau
designated the husband as head of the black household, insisting
that men sign contracts for the labor of their entire families and
establishing lower wage scales for women. After 1867 black men
could serve on juries, vote, hold office, and rise to leadership in the
Republican party, while black women, like their white counterparts,
could not. And black preachers, editors, and politicians emphasized
women’s responsibility for making the home “a place of peace and
comfort” for men and urged them to submit to their husbands’
authority.
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Not all black women placidly accepted the increasingly patriarchal
quality of black family life. Indeed, many proved more than willing
to bring family disputes before public authorities. The records of the
Freedmen’s Bureau contain hundreds of complaints by black women
of beatings, infidelity, and lack of child support. Some black women
objected to their husbands’ signing labor contracts for them,
demanded separate payment of their wages, and refused to be liable
for their husbands’ debts at country stores. Yet if emancipation not
only institutionalized the black family but also spawned tensions
within it, black men and women shared a passionate commitment to
the stability of family life as the solid foundation upon which a new
black community could flourish.



The Economics of Freedom

Nowhere were blacks efforts to define their freedom more explosive
for the entire society than in the economy. Freedmen brought out
of slavery a conception of themselves as a “Working Class of People”
who had been unjustly deprived of the fruits of their labor. To white
predictions that they would not work, blacks responded that if any
class could be characterized as lazy, it was the planters, who had
“lived in idleness all their lives on stolen labor.” It is certainly true
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that many blacks expected to labor less as free men and women than
they had as slaves, an understandable aim considering the conditions
they had previously known. “Whence comes the assertion that the
‘nigger won't work’?” asked an Alabama freedman. “It comes from
this fact: . . . the freedman refuses to be driven out into the field
two hours before day, and work until 8 or 10 o'clock in the night, as
was the case in the days of slavery.”

Yet freedom meant more than shorter hours and payment of
wages. Freedmen sought to control the conditions under which
they labored, end their subordination to white authority, and carve
out the greatest measure of economic autonomy. These aims led
them to prefer tenancy to wage labor, and leasing land for a fixed
rent to sharecropping. Above all, they inspired the quest for land.
Owning land, the freedmen believed, would “complete their
independence,”

To those familiar with the experience of other postemancipation
societies, blacks” “mania for owning a small piece of land” did not
appear surprising. Freedmen in Haiti, the British and Spanish Ca-
ribbean, and Brazil all saw ownership of land as crucial to economic
independence, and everywhere former slaves sought to avoid re-
turning to plantation labor. Unlike freedmen in other countries,
however, American blacks emerged from slavery convinced that the
federal government had committed itself to land distribution. Belief
in an imminent division of land was most pervasive in the South
Carolina and Georgia lowcountry, but the idea was shared in other
parts of the South as well, including counties that had never been
occupied by federal troops. Blacks insisted that their past labor
entitled them to at least a portion of their owners™ estates. As an
Alabarma black convention put it: “The property which they hold was
nearly all earned by the sweat of our brows.”

In some parts of the South, blacks in 1865 did more than argue
the merits of their case. Hundreds of freedmen refused either to
sign labor contracts or to leave the plantations, insisting that the
land belonged to them. On the property of a Tennessee planter,
former slaves not only claimed to be “joint heirs” to the estate but,
the owner complained, abandoned the slave quarters and took up
residence “in the rooms of my house.” Few freedmen were able to

maintain control of land seized in this manner. A small number did,
however, obtain property through other means, squatting on unoc-
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cupied land in sparsely populated states like Florida and Texas,
buying tiny city plots, or cooperatively purchasing farms and
plantations. Most blacks, however, emerged from slavery unable to
purchase land even at the depressed prices of early Reconstruction
and confronted by a white community unwilling to advance credit or
sell them property. Thus, they entered the world of free labor as
wage or share workers on land owned by whites. The adjustment to
a new social order in which their persons were removed from the
market but their labor was bought and sold like any other commod-
ity proved in many respects difficult. For it required them to adapt
to the logic of the economic market, where the impersonal laws of
supply and demand and the balance of power between employer
and employee determine a laborer’s material circumstances.

Most freedmen welcomed the demise of the paternalism and
mutual obligations of slavery and embraced many aspects of the free
market. They patronized the stores that sprang up throughout the
rural South, purchasing “luxuries” ranging from sardines, cheese,
and sugar to new clothing. They saved money to build and support
churches and educate their children. And they quickly learned to
use and influence the market for their own ends. The early vears of
Reconstruction witnessed strikes or petitions for higher wages by
black urban laborers including Richmond factory workers, Jackson
washerwomen, New Orleans and Savannah stevedores and me-
chanics in Columbus, Georgia. In rural areas, too, plantation
freedmen sometimes bargained collectively over contract terms,
organized strikes, and occasionally even attempted to establish
wage schedules for an entire area. Blacks exploited competition
between planters and nonagricultural employers, seeking work on
railroad construction crews and at turpentine mills and other
enterprises offering pay far higher than on the plantations.

Slavery, however, did not produce workers fully socialized to the
virtues of economic accumulation. Despite the profits possible in
early postwar cotton farming, many freedmen strongly resisted
growing the “slave crop.” “If ole massa want to grow cotton,” said
one Georgia freedman, “let him plant it himself.” Many freedmen
preferred to concentrate on food crops and only secondarily on
cotton or other staples to obtain ready cash. Rather than choose
irrevocably between self-sufficiency and market farming, they
hoped to avoid a complete dependence on either while taking
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advantage of the opportunities each could offer. As A. Warren
Kelsey, a representative of Northern cotton manufacturers,
shrewdly observed:

The sole ambition of the freedman at the present time appears to be
to become the owner of a little piece of land, there to erect a humble
home, and to dwell in peace and security at his own free will and
pleasure. If he wishes, to cultivate the ground in cotton on his own
account, to be able to do so without anyone to dictate to him hours or
system of labor, if he wishes instead to plant corn or sweet potatoes—
to be able to do that free from any outside control. . . . That is their
idea, their desire and their hope.

Historical experience and modern scholarship suggest that acquir-
ing small plots of land would hardly, by itself, have solved the
economic plight of black families. Without control of credit and
access to markets, land reform can often be a hollow victory. And
where political power rests in hostile hands, small landowners
often find themselves subjected to oppressive taxation and other
state policies that severely limit their economic prospects. In such
circumstances, the autonomy offered by land ownership tends to be
defensive, rather than the springboard for sustained economic
advancement. Yet while hardly an economic panacea, land redistri-
bution would have had profound consequences for Southern society,
weakening the land-based economic and political power of the old
ruling class, offering blacks a measure of choice as to whether,
when, and under what circumstances to enter the labor market, and
affecting the former slaves™ conception of themselves.

Blacks™ quest for economic independence not only threatened the

foundations of the Southern political economy, it put the freedmen
at odds with both former owners seeking to restore plantation labor
discipline and Northerners committed to reinvigorating staple crop
production. But as part of the broad quest for individual and
collective autonomy, it remained central to the black community’s
effort to define the meaning of freedom. Indeed, the fulfillment of
other aspirations, from family autonomy to the creation of schools
and churches, all greatly depended on success in winning control of
their working lives and gaining access to the economic resources of

the South.

THE DESTRUCTION OF SLAVERY

bmancipated Negroes Celebrating the Emancipation Proclamation of President Lincoln™:a
wenewn northern Virginia near Winchester. (Le Monde Hlustré, March 21, 1863)

Robert G. Fitzgerald in His Navy Uniform, 1863,
After serving in both the Union Army and Navy,
Fitzgerald became a schoolteacher in \'irgini’a
and North Carolina. (Estate of Pauli Murrav)

Vadentified Civil War Sergeant (Chicago His-
wnical Saciety) '






