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Book Review by Michael P. Zuckert

A More PerrecT UNION

The Wars of Reconstruction: The Brief, Violent History of America’s Most Progressive Era, by Douglas R. Egerton.

Bloomsbury Press, 352 pages, $29.99

After Lincoln: How the North Won the Civil War and Lost the Peace, by A J. Langguth.

Simon & Schuster, 464 pages, $28

Statesmanship and Reconstruction: Moderate versus Radical Republicans on Restoring the Union after the Civil War, by Philip B. Lyons.

\W. GRIFFITH, ONCE A FAMOUS FILM

pioneer, is remembered for just one

thing today: his notorious 1915
movie, Birth of a Nation. Celebrating the Ku
Klux Klan and disparaging blacks, the film’s
racial attitudes were controversial a century
ago, and have become reviled anachronisms
since the civil rights movement’s mid-century
victories.

In 1930 Griffith released Abraham Lin-
coln, his first and now forgotten “talkie.” Far
from portraying the Confederacy’s nemesis
as a villain, however, the film celebrates him.
(John Wilkes Booth, by contrast, is a crazed,
vainglorious fool, unable to appreciate Lin-
coln’s gentle, generous spirit.) The movie
closes with a swelling chorus of “The Battle
Hymn of the Republic,” while the statue in
the Lincoln Memorial glows with celestial
light. For Julia Ward Howe, “His truth is
marching on” referred to God; Grifhth all
but deifies Lincoln.

Upon closer inspection, however, Abraham
Lincoln athrms rather than repudiates Birth of
a Nation. Late in the film we hear Lincoln de-
clare, “We're going to take them [the South-
ern states] back as though they'd never been
away.” And the very last words he speaks—at
Ford’s Theatre just prior to Booth’s appear-
ance in the presidential box—are a pastiche of
the Gettysburg Address and Second Inaugu-
ral: “With malice toward none, with charity
for all...let us strive on to finish the work we
are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds...and
cherish a just and lasting peace.” Grifhith’s
Lincoln sought not the South’s punishment

Opposite:

“Ihis Is a White Man’s Government,” political
cartoon by Thomas Nast, published in Harper’s
Weekly, September 5, 1868. Depicted standing
atop a black Civil War veteran are a “Five Points
Irish-man,” Ku Klux Klan founder Nathan Bed-
ford Forrest, and Wall Street financier and Demo-
crat August Belmont.

Lexington Books, 368 pages, $110

but the Union’s reconciliation—whether it
would have included meaningful emancipa-
tion or not.

RIFFITH DID NOT SIMPLY INVENT

this Lincoln. According to historian

Douglas R. Egerton, in the 1905
Thomas Dixon, Jr., novel, The Clansman, on
which Birth of a Nation was based, Lincoln
“wished only to restore the South as it had
been.” If he had lived, the aftermath of the
war would have been far different from the ty-
rannical occupation that Dixon and Griflich’s
heroic Klan heroically resisted.

Nor was the Dixon-Griffith view simply a
literary construct. It reflected a newly emerg-
ing historical consensus about Reconstruc-
tion. In 1901 the Atlantic Monthly published
historian and political scientist William A.
Dunning’s “The Undoing of Reconstruction.”
That influential article was followed six years
later by Dunning’s Reconstruction, Political
and Economic, 1865-1877, which established
a framework—propagated by the “Dunning
School”—that would guide scholatly and pop-
ular thinking about Reconstruction for many
years. Dunning’s Reconstruction highlighted
“Scalawags” and “Carpet-baggers,” freedmen’s
corruption and incompetence, Republican
venality and self-serving, errors of judgment
and of malevolence. Reconstruction stood
out as “the most soul-sickening spectacle that
Americans have ever been called upon to be-
hold,” declared Columbia University political
scientist John W. Burgess, a representative of
the Dunning School.

In retreat since the 1950s, the Dunning
School hardly exists any longer. Perhaps the
high point of its repudiation is Eric Foner’s
Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolu-
tion, 1863-1877 (1988). A J. Langguth, Philip
B. Lyons, and especially Egerton work within
the framework Foner explicated. Their three
books share many qualities, including an
overriding interest in the theme announced
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in Langguth’s subtitle: How the North Won
the Civil War and Lost the Peace. Egerton
raises the same question in a yet more pointed
way: “why did this period of progressive re-
form end?” Reconstruction, in their view, did
not fail because of its inherent vices, nor did
Radical Republicans embody political malice,
though Lyons expresses serious reservations
about some of their policy choices.

The Dunning School looked at Recon-
struction from the perspective of the South
and the Democrats. Egerton, like Foner,
champions the Radical Republicans, whom
he most often calls “progressives.” Though
Langguth’s perspective on the factions of the
day is murky, the moderate Republican view-
point is articulated and defended in Lyons’s
Statesmanship and Reconstruction.

ESPITE SHARING A COMMON THEME,

therefore, the three books differ a

great deal. Egerton’s The Wars of
Reconstruction not only clearly conveys where
he stands, but answers the questions he and
Langguth share. A professor at Le Moyne
College, and an accomplished scholar of the
period surrounding the Civil War and of an-
tebellum African-American history, Egerton
attributes Reconstruction’s failure to the fact
that it was “far from radical.” Its demise was
not the inevitable result of a “solid South,
unalterably opposed from the start to Afri-
can-American freedom. Rather, he claims
the white “accord” in the South “grew only
slowly.” In fact, he holds that “in the spring
of 1865, as exhausted and starving soldiers
came straggling home...a majority [of South-
erners] were prepared to accept whatever
terms Lincoln’s government planned to im-
pose.” That spring “presented...[t]he nation...
with a window of enormous opportunity,
however brief” In an almost mirror-image
reversal of Griflith and Dixon, Egerton says
the window would “begin to close” with Lin-
coln’s assassination.

”



Egerton differs from Langguth and Ly-
ons, however, by arguing it was the ascent of
Andrew Johnson to the presidency, not the
radicals’ eventual empowerment, that doomed
Reconstruction. Instead of exploiting the op-
portunity presented by the South’s defeat and
demoralization, as Egerton implies Lincoln
would have done, Johnson dismantled as much
as he could of the Reconstruction Lincoln al-
ready had in place or was planning, The new
president did press states to ratify the 13th
Amendment—not yet part of the Constitution
at the time of Lincoln’s death—but opposed all
the remainder of the 1866 moderate Republi-
can agenda, which Lincoln might well have
supported. Johnson vetoed the renewal of the
Freedmen’s Bureau as well as the Civil Rights
Act of 1866, and he opposed the 14th Amend-
ment, managingin the process to alienate more
or less every Republican in Congress, includ-
ing important moderates like Senator Lyman
Trumbull (Illinois) and Representative John
Bingham (Ohio). Johnson not only refused to
support congressional efforts to protect freed-
men’s rights in the South from the emerging
Black Codes, he pardoned Confederate sym-
pathizers and agents, restoring their rights and
property, except for their slaveholdings.

Johnson’s actions, “[f]Jrom his first mo-
ments in office...signaled his fellow white

southerners that he would demand almost
nothing of them,” writes Egerton. Once it be-
came clear he would curtail Reconstruction,
Southerners concluded that resisting what
remained of it held few risks and promised
many benefits. The worst such resistance in-
volved “targeted violence” against the freed
slaves and the black and white activists as-
sisting them. “[S]mall-scale but highly lethal
violence” by the Ku Klux Klan and others
“began as early as 1866.

“Reconstruction did not fail,” according to
Egerton; “in regions where it collapsed it was
violently overthrown by men who had fought
for slavery during the Civil War and contin-
ued that battle as guerrilla partisans over the
next decade.”

HOUGH THE LATE A,J. LANGGUTH WROTE

many books of history and several nov-

els, he was originally a journalist; he
served as Saigon bureau chief for the New York
Times. After Lincoln is the last of four books in
his series on American history from the Revo-
lution to Reconstruction. It is a very different
book from Egerton’s—less professorial, for one
thing, and more readable. But unlike The Wars
of Reconstruction, it lacks a central thesis, since
Langguth offers historical characters and nar-
ratives rather than a clear argument.

U@ NEW AWARD ANNOUNCEMENT %ﬁ@

The Iowa Prize in Literary Nonfiction

THE UNIVERSITY OF IOWA’S NONFICTION WRITING PROGRAM
AND THE UNIVERSITY OF IOWA PRESS are pleased to announce a
new annual prize for literary nonfiction. Manuscript submissions will
be reviewed by John D’Agata and the Nonfiction Writing Program.
Distinguished visiting professor, Richard Preston, will be the final
judge for the inaugural prize. The winner will be awarded a pub-
lishing contract with the University of Iowa Press. ¢ The contest is
open to both previously published and unpublished authors. Both
collections and long-form manuscripts are eligible. Submissions
will be accepted from October 15, 2015 through December 10, 2015.
Announcement of the winners will be made in spring of 2016.
¢ For more details please visit uiowapress.org.

The University of lowa Press
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Indeed, almost all the 20 chapters of Lang-
guth’s book are named for men who played
some part in Reconstruction. The typical
chapter supplies a sketch of its subject’s life
prior to the point in the Reconstruction story
where he appears. More than half of Sena-
tor Charles Sumner’s chapter, for example,
describes his career before Lincoln’s election
to the presidency. Though interesting and
occasionally dramatic, that story is not obvi-
ously germane to the allegedly central theme
of “how the North won the Civil War and
lost the peace.” Though Langguth provides a
narrative of some of the main events of Re-
construction, he hardly addresses, much less
answers, the question raised by his book’s
provocative subtitle.

Langguth’s volume relies almost entirely
on secondary sources, while Egerton’s Wars of
Reconstruction contains a good deal of origi-
nal research, focused on what one might call
Reconstruction “on the ground.” He directs
our attention away from “high politics” in
Washington to developments in the states,
among black veterans, or in Freedmen's Bu-
reau schools, which helps to elucidate some
of the important successes of Reconstruction,
including the impressive growth in black lit-
eracy and the Freedmen’s Bureau's achieve-
ments in feeding so many displaced persons
after the war.

OR ALL THAT, EGERTON'S VERDICT ON

Reconstruction is persuasive only up

to a point. For one thing, he overstates
Andrew Johnson’s role because he under-
states white resistance to the integration of
the freedmen into American society. Perhaps
the exhaustion of the South made it amenable
to reshaping, but underlying racial attitudes
would have asserted themselves the moment
that exhaustion abated, Andrew Johnson or
not.

Nor does Egerton see the radicals and
their policies as any part of the problem. To
note a vicious political dynamic that made a
successful Reconstruction unlikely requires
no partiality to the Dunning School. As Pres-
ident Johnson resisted the gentler measures
promoted by the moderates and worked to
restore the old Southern elite’s political power,
the GOP radicals demanded harshly punitive
measures, including a greater militarization
of the entire process. Since these steps had no
chance of gaining the white South’s consent—
and there was no constituency on either side
of the Mason-Dixon line for a permanent oc-
cupying army—it became only a matter of
time until Union troops withdrew and the
freedmen’s fate was determined, once more,
by their former masters.



HOUGH PHILIP LYONS IS BY TRAINING

a political scientist, he spent most of

his career not in the academy but in
government, including many years at the U.S.
Commission on Civil Rights and at the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission. His
professional life afforded many opportuni-
ties to reflect on how Reconstruction affected
America. Apart from a much greater empha-
sis on politics per se, Statesmanship and Recon-
struction differs from the other two books in
a number of ways. Unlike Egerton and Lang-
guth, Lyons sympathizes most strongly with
the moderates. Though both he and Egerton
devote attention to developments outside
Washington, Lyons concentrates not on so-
cial history but on the decisions of the men
who held or sought power in Southern state
politics, including their alliances, and their
instances and failures of statesmanship. Lin-
coln, in all three books, is a touchstone for
understanding a Reconstruction that might
have gone better than it did, but Lyons de-
votes more systematic attention to him. He
discusses those features of Lincoln’s approach
to reconstructing the South that appealed so
much to DW. Griffith, but insists on Lin-
coln’s resolve to protect and further the for-
tunes of the freedmen.

Two features of the book are especially
valuable. First, Lyons focuses on the aims
and actions of political men with an eye to
the question of what they should have done
and how their actions achieved or fell short
of wise action. He posits the criteria for what
counts as statesmanship in terms of the dual
requirements in the Declaration of Indepen-
dence: protection of rights, and consent of the
governed. In the context of Reconstruction,
these translated into protection of the freed-
men’s rights with the consent of the South-
erners themselves. Given the feelings between
the races and the dynamics of national poli-
tics, this combination was inherently difficult
to achieve. But the author tries to show how
first Lincoln, and then the moderate Repub-
licans (to a degree), and then various leaders
in the states moved in the direction of policies
that had some promise of simultaneously ad-
vancing both imperatives. These efforts were
thwarted, however, sometimes by indigenous
forces in the states, sometimes by unwise in-
terventions by federal authorities, especially
by President Johnson and then by President
Ulysses S. Grant, and more generally by radi-
cal Republicans in Congress and the states.

Lyons’s second great contribution is dem-
onstrating that Reconstruction was not one
thing, but quite different experiences in dif-
ferent states. He identifies three patterns that
emerged, including one that really did prom-

ise success had President Grant not made
some very poor decisions. Lyons uses his ty-
pology to organize and neatly capture what
could otherwise be a sprawling mass of detail
about the experiences of the 11 formerly se-
ceded states. The three patterns reflect differ-
ent kinds of effects the 1867 Congressional
Reconstruction Act (CRA) had in the vari-
ous states, That act provided for military re-
construction and gave military commanders
in the states much power over local political
outcomes. The Act also enabled the people of
a state to come out from under military oc-
cupation by ratifying the 14th Amendment,
conforming their state constitution to it, and
mandating universal male suffrage. In some
of the states, the CRA gave governors false
confidence that their administrations could
survive without significant white support.
This was the case in Mississippi, where the
radical Republican governor, a man genuinely
devoted to black rights, neglected legitimate
local white grievances over taxes. When he
had a good opportunity to accommodate
these concerns, he didn’t, and a racial mas-
sacre occurred. Because no whites were pun-
ished for the murder of 300 blacks, Demo-
cratic hardliners were able to convince Dem-
ocratic moderates that they had found a way,
which they called the Mississippi Plan, to
overthrow Republican governments—keep
the violence low enough to avoid federal in-
tervention and engage in threats and intimi-
dation to keep blacks from voting. The same
mistaken confidence led to the demise of Re-
publican administrations in North Carolina
and Georgia.

N A SECOND PATTERN, THE CRA LEFT THE

moderate Republicans little leverage in

dealing with their states’ Democrats. For
example, two moderate Republican governors
of Alabama were so pressured by competing
demands of radical Republicans on the one
hand and hardliner Democrats on the other
that their attempts at political balance proved
futile. Both governors yielded power to the
Democrats after trying to survive by aban-
doning their black constituents. Because of
the same weakness, Democrats “redeemed”
South Carolina and Tennessee.

The third, and potentially most promis-
ing pattern, was seen in those moderate Re-
publican governments that overcame the bias
of the CRA and had a chance of surviving.
The only governor to succeed was the one
who followed most closely in Lincoln’s foot-
steps, Ossian Bingley Hart in Florida, who
died after 16 months in office. By securing a
constitution that favored moderate Republi-
canism and measures that brought economic
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stability where there had been none, he won
a significant following from Republicans and
Democrats. Extremists of both parties were
sidelined and Democrats were persuaded to
support a strong civil rights measure. A simi-
larly statesmanlike effort by a moderate Vit-
ginia Republican leader to unite the radical
and moderate wings of his party so that they
could negotiate with the Democrats from a
position of strength was defeated by the radi-
cals’ intransigence.

CCORDING TO LYONS, PRESIDENT

Grant, who, as General of the Army,

had advised Congress on drafting the
CRA, did not appreciate the value of the mod-
erate Republican approach. Thus, his South-
ern Policy was marked by the rise of extrem-
ism dominating Reconstruction politics. This
happened, for example, in three states where
his backing would determine which Repub-
lican candidate won the governor’s chair. Al-
though the moderate candidates in two of
these states had the greater promise of surviv-
ing politically, he chose the radical. For exam-
ple, in Louisiana the president destroyed the
only hope for the Republicans—an alliance
between a moderate Republican governor and
a statesmanlike black leader that could have
bargained from a position of strength with the
Democrats. Similarly, in Texas Grant backed
the radical over the moderate for governor.
The radical who won caused such opposition
that he resigned before the end of his term. By
following the advice of the radical Republi-
can governor of Arkansas, Grant backed the
wrong man for governor.

These three books show very persuasively
that Reconstruction was not “the most soul-
sickening spectacle” of American history. It
doesn’t necessarily follow, however, that the
Dunning School was wrong about every-
thing. Foolish, corrupt, and venal men were
a significant part of the Reconstruction story.
What's more, the division between Northern
and Southern opinion made it very difficult to
avoid a resolution like the one that finally took
hold after 1876. This is not to say that the trag-
edies and disappointments of post-Civil War
history were inevitable. We are left to ponder
the possibility Lyons, especially, raises: how
different would it have been had Lincoln (the
real Lincoln; not the one of Griflith’s biopic)
and the moderate Republicans—rather than
Johnson and the radical Republicans—vied
for common ground on Reconstruction, mar-
ginalizing the radicals on both sides?

Michael P. Zuckert is the Nancy Reeves Dreux
Professor of Political Science at the University of
Notre Dame.
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