REVIEW ARTICLE

Reconstruction Historiography and African American
Agrarianism in Lowcountry South Carolina

(BEMELET 7Y H > -
TAYAY - TFL—=YT=ZA)

Akiko Ochiai*

SUMMARY IN JAPANESE: 7 X V) /1 &% E Ok F K 57
Nk BREMOZEEDOH T, IFEOHD» SMREI %L
DTI7IVHY - TA) A, THREEZELCHRE LT
OHBZBRLZ. ThIZ7TZ7L—YT7=XA(BREH) &
HENBI258b L, BEDEHMICES7-BXTh o7
Zh#b o3, BRIMEOF TR LR HHEZEE LTE
WD TE 72, 1960 FERLUBEDY Y 4 V3= X4, KR
MUY V3= X2%RT, 2y 7 75 —F—I12fLFKX
NAEREDWHEIZIBNT, T7VH V- FTAYI Y- T I L —
V7= X203 E ) R ENLREFMi % ZT0o0h b, ARix, B
IR OWEEIRDEP o2 A s 4 Filay
Y MY -HBIGER L. BAECE2HREEWEOFTY 7
VHY - TAYAY - T L=) T2 XABEDEHITRE
bNTELO»ZHMBL., H-lEoE2RAZDDOT
H5bo

* Teaching at the Kobe University of Commerce, Kobe, Japan.

93




REVIEW ARTICLE

Introduction

The Civil War drastically transformed the whole society of the United States,
by emancipating four million African American slaves, by accelerating indus-
trialization and urbanization, and by forcing the integration of new national
political, economic, and cultural structures. The Reconstruction following the
war was a revolutionary era not only politically and economically, but cultur-
ally and even psychologically.

Over the past century, the topic of the Reconstruction has attracted the atten-
tion of numerous historians, who have debated not only about the meaning of
the period but about historical events themselves. Therefore, the study of Re-
construction historiography reveals the dialectics and complexities of the pe-
riod itself as well as the significant changes in historical perspectives since
then.!

Oft-quoted symbolically as “Forty Acres and a Mule,” the desire to possess
land was the most general and persistent theme of the African American struggle
in the South during the Reconstruction. For ex-slaves, land ownership was
almost synonymous with freedom and independence. As free citizens, they
yearned to cultivate their own land without fear of whipping and family sepa-
ration. As a result, African Americans showed a fierce determination to define
their freedom in terms of agricultural self-sufficiency, which we may call Afri-
can American agrarianism.

This paper is a survey of how historians over the past century have inter-
preted African American desires for land and an examination of its ideological
implications. Like other aspects of the Reconstruction, African American agrari-
anism has been the subject of vigorous controversies in historical scholarship
over the century. In order both to trace the historiography of African American
agrarian dreams and to find new perspectives on it, this study focuses espe-
cially on lowcountry South Carolina. Lowcountry South Carolina was at once
the place where land distribution for landless African Americans seemed most
probable and where the struggle for land was most conspicuous. Therefore,
lowcountry South Carolina best reveals the revolutionary potential of agrarian-
ism shared by four million other African Americans.

Although some scholars have already called African American yearning for
landownership among freedpeople “African American agrarianism,” some ex-
planation of the use of the term agrarianism may be in order here.> In the
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1930’s, historians at Vanderbilt University and several other southern writers
contrasted the traditionally stable, religious, and agrarian southern life with the
hurried, corrupted, and industrialized urban life. Their movement and thought
is also called agrarianism. However, this article refers to agrarianism as what
Louis H. Douglas calls “classical agrarianism,” an ideology based upon an
ideal that agriculture is the basis of human virtues as well as wealth and eco-
nomic activities, and that representative democracy should consist of landown-
ing small farmers.?

In the early period of the United States, agrarianism did not refer only to
landless farmers’ revolts or movements to acquire land. It was rather a political
creed (sometimes called Jeffersonian agrarianism or Republican agrarianism)
which regards land ownership as the basis of franchise and independence. Land
ownership was naturally the ultimate dream of people living in an agricultural
society, for land was the basis not only of economic and political power but
also of social power. This paper will use the term agrarianism to include its
philosophical and psychological underpinnings, arguing that African Ameri-
can desires for land embodied their broad idea of independence as free citizens
in the United States.

A Century of Historiography

The earliest interpretations of the Reconstruction have come to be named the
Dunning School, after William A. Dunning, who gave them scholarly legiti-
macy at the turn of the century. The Dunning School held that evil radical
Republicans overturned the generous policies of Presidents Abraham Lincoln
and Andrew Johnson. The Republicans established corrupt, ostensibly African
American districts in the defeated South, which led to the period of chaotic
misrule that ensued. The scene was dominated by the images of “wicked”
carpetbaggers and scalawags, and of “ignorant” freedpeople incapable of prop-
erly exercising the political power that had become theirs. At the mass level,
these anti-Reconstruction sentiments with their derogatory images of African
Americans and white Republicans were popularized by D. W. Griffith’s film
“Birth of a Nation” (1915) and Claude G. Bower’s The Tragic Era (1929).*

Reflecting the social atmosphere of those days when segregationist ideology
dominated the racial consciousness of the American people, the Dunning School
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either completely ignored or ridiculed the ways that freedpeople tried to give
meaning to their newly gained freedom. For example, the Dunning School
rarely considered African Americans’ concern with the land issue, or dismissed
it as a nonsensical and groundless dream, caricaturing their desire as an expec-
tation that they could receive land for free.’

Some African American scholars, whom John Hope Franklin calls the “black
dissenters,” challenged the Dunning School.® In Black Reconstruction in
America (1935), W. E. B. Du Bois reevaluated and reinterpreted the Recon-
struction from an African American perspective. Du Bois emphasized the con-
structive achievements of Radical Reconstruction such as the protection of con-
stitutional rights and the improvement of public school and social welfare sys-
tems. In so doing, he highlighted the roles of African American leaders, and
denounced the racial attitudes both of contemporary white scholars as well as
those of whites during the Reconstruction. Alrutheus A. Taylor closely exam-
ined the individual states of South Carolina, Virginia, and Tennessee, finding
that African Americans during the Reconstruction were far from the “ignorant
dupes” of “wicked” carpetbaggers and scalawags, but that African Americans’
power was too limited to “blacken” state politics.’

Although these preceding works attracted little attention at the time, they
established a basis for subsequent revisionist historians. Primarily concerned
to criticize the contemporary white interpretations, and having limited access
to original African American materials, their arguments rarely extended be-
yond the general affirmation that land distribution was “absolutely fundamen-
tal and essential” for African American freedpeople to redirect their lives as
free citizens. They blamed the failure of land redistribution mainly on the
limitations of federal policies rather than on the lack of effort on the part of
African Americans.? ,

Du Bois’ perspective, however, was not only African American, but Marxist-
oriented. He interpreted the African American struggle as a proletarian labor
movement, and their land struggle as part of the class conflict between the
landless proletariat and landed planters. Marxist historians like James S. Allen
and Herbert Aptheker further advanced Du Bois’ argument. Allen, for example,
argued that northern capitalist industry overthrew the feudal southern planters,
and they in turn would ultimately be smashed by the proletariat through class
struggle.’

During the 1930’s and 1940’s, even some white historians tried to develop a
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“New View of Southern Reconstruction” against the widely accepted Dunning
School interpretations. In South Carolina during the Reconstruction (1932),
for example, Francis B. Simkins and Robert H. Woody acknowledged the com-
petence and intelligence of African American leaders, offering a favorable if
occasionally stereotyped evaluation of the Reconstruction.® In regard to the
land question, however, they viewed the temporary allotment:of lands to Afri-
can Americans in the coastal area of South Carolina and Georgia as a tempo-
rary wartime necessity, and argued that permanent confiscation of plantations
contradicted the American tradition of protecting individual property. They
left unchallenged the traditional critical interpretation of freedpeople’s capaci-
ties, holding that even with land distribution, they would have been unable to
manage the land as independent yeomen.'!

While varied in quality, aim, and scope, 1960’s revisionists like Eric McKitrick
and John and La Wanda Cox emphasized the positive achievements of federal
and state governments and the progress of African Americans during the Re-
construction. They placed African American leaders and idealistic Radical Re-
publicans at the center of their stage. Influenced by the rise of the new social
history, not only revisionists’ constructive interpretation of the Reconstruction,
but also their incorporation of long ignored materials, such as collective and
individual biographies and African American sources, represented a drastic
departure from the traditional school. For example, in After Slavery (1965),
Joel Williamson used African American records such as slave narratives and
WPA (Works Projects Administration) interviews to indicate the viable lives of
newly-freed slaves and their progress in politics, economics, and society in
general.'” Although narrative rather than analytical, these revisionist works
illuminated the African American desire for land in the context of history, not
dismissing it as a “groundless dream.” In The Struggle for Equality (1964),
James M. McPherson exposed the controversial wartime land policies of the
federal government and African Americans’ readiness to make the most of the
advantages offered to them.'? By the late 1960’s, traditional interpretations
had completely lost their ground in the face of new evidence.

The revisionist emphasis on the positive aspects of the Reconstruction inevi-
tably gave rise to the troubling questions: why did “villainous” southern white
Redeemers finally reverse the Reconstruction, and why were African Ameri-
cans left at their mercy? The more the revisionists advanced their study, the
more keenly did they confront the limitations of the Reconstruction. As Eric
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Foner says, “if the era was ‘tragic,’ it was because change did not go far enough.
Reconstruction appeared as both a time of real progress, and a golden opportu-
nity lost for the South and the nation.”'*

During the 1970’s, a new post-revisionist school of scholars criticized the
“conservative” character of the Reconstruction, pointing out the racism perva-
sive in the North as well as the South, and the failures of land distributions to
the landless freedpeople. According to post-revisionist scholarship, which pre-
sented overall a pessimistic interpretation, the socio-economic continuities be-
tween the Antebellum and Postbellum society overrode the “superficial” changes
during the Reconstruction. For example, Louis S. Gerteis cynically asserted
that nothing but wartime necessity determined federal policies toward African
Americans who had moved step by step from slaves to contrabands to
freedpeople. And Leon Litwack illuminated the wide range of African Ameri-
cans’ reactions to emancipation, in contrast to both southern and northern whites’
indifference to African American aspirations.'

Yet a serious problem lurked within this post-revisionist view. The post-
revisionists tended to downplay the substantial changes in the Reconstruction
era. In terms of the land question, while paying much attention to criticizing
conservative racist federal policies, post-revisionists unwittingly created an
image of helpless and passive African Americans. In fact, those who had lived
through the period felt that it had been a time of tremendous upheaval and
opportunity to pursue their autonomy as free citizens. Thomas Long, a corpo-
ral of the First South Carolina Volunteers during the Civil War, affirmed that
“now tings can never go back, because we have showed our energy & our
courage & our naturally manhood.”'®

The Recent Wave of Scholarship and Its Contributions

Challenging the impasse of post-revisionism, the latest wave of scholarship
on the Reconstruction since the 1980’s emphasizes the sweeping impact of its
changes on national as well as southern life, and the roles as well as the limita-
tions of African American leaders. The leading representative of this latest
wave is Eric Foner, whose extensive recounting of the Reconstruction portrays
the Reconstruction as part of a prolonged struggle over new political relations,
race relations and labor relations, and tries to “synthesize the social, political,
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and economic aspects of the period.” He uses the vantage point of African
Americans in particular to reveal the revolutionary changes of the Reconstruc-
tion and support his interpretation of the Reconstruction as an “unfinished Revo-
lution.”"’

Reemphasis on the legacy of revolutionary elements in the dialectics of con-
tinuity and change has led recent historians to devote more attention to the
initiatives and consciousness of the people, i.e., the basis of their ideology.
Moreover, African American historiography has been particularly enriched by
a vast amount of material newly uncovered or authenticated since the 1960’s.
Historians are now researching what African Americans thought and how they
acted during that great transitional era.

In this connection, the reality of freedpeople’s desire for land has come to
receive growing attention. Numerous recent scholars specifically examine
freedpeople’s aspirations from broader perspectives. As a result, not only the
details of African American struggles for land but also their intricate connec-
tions with politics, economics and social phenomena, and the differences be-
tween time periods, regions, and social groups are being newly discovered.'®

As noted above, lowcountry South Carolina evidenced the greatest poten-
tials for African American landownership and the most vigorous struggles over
land. As one of the places which has attracted the most historians, it is conse-
quently one of the most thoroughly surveyed. With the accumulation of recent
scholarship, there are at least four interrelated interpretations about African
Americans in lowcountry South Carolina.

The first reevaluates slave experiences in the Antebellum as constituting the
core of African American agrarianism in the following years. Itis almost a
quarter of century since John W. Blassingame made it clear that slaves devel-
oped a viable culture within their slave community that prevented them from
becoming totally dependent and childlike “Sambos,” and helped them develop
their own identities. While Clarence E. Walker and others criticize Blassingame
and his followers for romanticizing the slave community and ignoring its trau-
matic and frustratingly impotent aspects, John S. Strickland and Julie Saville
articulate what lowcountry African Americans gained through their slave ex-
periences and how they struggled for their autonomy during the Civil War and
Reconstruction.'

For over a century and a half, along the coastal lowcountry of South Carolina
and Georgia, African American slaves had enjoyed large stable plantation com-
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munities with absentee proprietorship and slave family continuity, all of which
allowed them an unusual degree of autonomy. They gained a relatively great
amount of control over their own labor from the allotment of garden plots and
the task system which allowed them to cultivate their own plots and acquire
personal property such as horses and mules. So lowcountry African Americans
developed an informal “slaves’ economy.” %

Saville points out that the viable African American communities and their
Antebellum control of labor were as important as the wartime federal policies
in advancing local movements of grassroots reconstruction: the reconstruction
of family and community with which they pursued economic independence
within the larger movement for their autonomy.?' Strickland further advances
the discussion, applying the moral economy theory to the African American
struggle at that time. The moral economy, first theorized by E. P. Thompson, is
the idea that each social group has ethically correct economic responsibilities
which are ethically assigned depending on the overall structure of that society’s
norms and obligations. According to Strickland, lowcountry African Ameri-
cans developed a moral economy through their control of labor and communal
solidarity in the Antebellum, and depended on this moral economy when they
tried to reshape their lives in the great transformation.??

The second characteristic of recent scholarship is the recognition that the
course of the war greatly influenced African Americans’ struggle: “the charac-
ter of the war helped determine who would be free, how they would become
free, and what freedom would mean.” The best accounts of wartime transfor-
mation of American society as well as of freedpeople may be found in the vast
documentary series Freedom (1982-), edited by Ira Berlin et al.?

The historiographic periodization of the Reconstruction itself reflects this
recent scholarship. Traditional interpretations of the Reconstruction began with
the establishment of the Freedmen’s Bureau at the end of the Civil War in March
1865, and ended with the election of 1876, when the southern planter class
regained its legitimacy. However, with the increasing interest in the dynamic
changes of wartime, especially the changing status of African Americans from
slaves to freed citizens, historians have come to pay more attention to wartime
circumstances.

Particularly in the Sea Island area of lowcountry South Carolina, the federal
occupation and subsequent events critically influenced the African American
pursuit of freedom. Following the federal occupation of November 1861, the
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Sea Island African Americans became wage laborers under the Port Royal Ex-
periment. This benevolent assistance by the federal government and northern
volunteer missionaries was intended to help African American transition from
slaves to free citizens. In 1863 and 1864, the federal government mandated
sweeping land sales for unpaid federal taxes in this region. At the very end of
the War, General William T. Sherman issued Special Field Order No. 15, which
set aside the coastal area exclusively for African American homesteaders, giv-
ing them temporary “possessory titles.” Along with other federal policies such
as the Confiscation Acts, the Emancipation Proclamation, and the Thirteenth
Amendment, all these events contributed to African American achievement of
freedom in lowcountry South Carolina.

The third characteristic is that recent scholarship articulates African Ameri-
cans’ understanding of wartime circumstances and their tireless efforts to achieve
autonomy. The transitional wartime circumstances created great opportunities
for African Americans, and they showed their readiness to avail themselves of
every opportunity from the very beginning of the war. Regarding the Civil War
as “moments of revolutionary transformation” that “thrust common folk into
prominence,” Ira Berlin argues that “[o]nly in the upheaval of accustomed rou-
tine can the lower orders give voice to the assumptions that guide their world as
it is and as they wish it to be.”»

As mentioned above, General Sherman issued the Special Field Order No.15
in January of 1865. Freedpeople wasted no time to settle on the Sherman Res-
ervation, and at the peak, about 40,000 African Americans received possessory
titles. With the help of the newly-founded Freedmen’s Bureau, they not only
established schools and churches but also local civil governments to make their
communities more stable and viable. However, in the following summer the
order was nullified by President Andrew Johnson’s restoration policy. African
Americans vigorously protested against restoration, by sending petitions, by
collective bargaining with planters and Freedmen’s Bureau agents, and even
by arming themselves.? Although their agrarian dreams were only partly ful-
filled, and only some fortunate African Americans acquired small tracts, they
clearly understood that it was time to “speak up.” The revisionism of the 1960’s
rediscovered a significant number of voices of African Americans themselves,
and recent scholars rely particularly upon African Americans not only as active
participants in the political process, but also for their eyewitness accounts of
the era.”’
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Finally, recent studies of “free blacks” (who either were born free or gained
freedom before the War) reveal the diversity of African Americans. The eco-
nomic and social advantages of free urban African Americans led them to take
different positions from freed slaves, greatly influencing the course of the Re-
construction.?

Immediately after the War, southern whites determined to oppose all attempts
at progress by African Americans. At the same time, the conservative Recon-
struction policies of Andrew Johnson infuriated Republicans and the northern
public, resulting in the radical Reconstruction thereafter. Seventy African Ameri-
can delegates enjoyed the majority in the South Carolina Constitutional Con-
vention of 1868. Thomas Holt’s painstaking analysis proves that 44 percent of
those seventy African American delegates had obtained their freedom before
the war. They tended to be privileged in their educations, occupations, and
property holding. These African Americans’ economic and socio-cultural back-
grounds critically influenced their voting behavior in the legislature. While
conceding that “outright confiscation was no longer a tenable alternative for a
new regime unsure of its tenure,” Holt regrets that many of the free African
American delegates did not reflect the freedpeople’s aspirations for land at the
convention.”

In Further Search of African American Agrarianism

From the above discussion, we cannot help but realize how far Reconstruc-
tion historiography has come since the 1960’s. African Americans and their
struggle for land are now considered an indispensable part of Reconstruction
historiography. However, even recent scholarship fails to articulate fully an
African American agrarianism, as Loren Schweniger laments the lack of “a
comprehensive picture of black economic Reconstruction in the South.”

One problem is that some scholars anchor their analyses in theoretical
abstractions and . . . either ignore changes over time or treat a particular
historical situation as if it had been static. Other historians offer broad
generalizations from investigations of specific locations.*

Schweniger’s criticism seems very persuasive, as it focuses on two points that
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are related in effect: the necessity of more intensive specific research on par-
ticular regions, and of more synthetic comparative research between regions.
Although further studies comparing lowcountry agrarianism to that of other
southern African Americans or to that of peasants abroad are needed, more
intensive and specific research of lowcountry South Carolina remains crucial
in order to elucidate the society which lowcountry African Americans tried to
achieve.

In spite of this vast amount of scholarship, few scholars have interpreted
African American agrarianism in lowcountry South Carolina as an evolution-
ary movement, presenting its characteristics in each phase and analyzing the
continuity in the course of its development. In other words, what is most strik-
ing and still not fully analyzed is that in each transitional phase of the Civil War
and Reconstruction, African Americans marshalled their resources and tactics,
demonstrating a tremendous ability to adjust themselves to ongoing circum-
stances, and tirelessly pursuing their agrarian dreams in a sophisticated man-
ner.

Emphasizing the importance of the Antebellum slave experience, Saville ar-
gues that lowcountry African Americans’ demand for land during the Recon-
struction stemmed from their “wide array of localized idiosyncratic customs”
such as the task system. Around 1868, however, when it became evident that
land distribution was unlikely to be realized, they geared their resources and
tactics as wage laborers to the struggle against landowners in order to expand
their control of labor in domestic production.?' Although Saville’s argument is
limited to a relatively short time span, her research is very suggestive of the
evolution of African American agrarianism as a coherent movement across a
long time span.

It is important to recognize that this development of African American agrari-
anism was not merely a temporary whim, but was grounded on a deeply rooted
ideology and world view that moved African Americans toward their goal.
African American agrarianism was rather an ideological ideal, under which
they struggled for autonomy not only economically and politically but also
socially. In other words, “Forty Acres and a Mule” meant to African Ameri-
cans what Jeffersonian agrarianism had meant to white yeomen in the early
Republic, and what free labor ideology meant to northern white farmers on the
eve of the Civil War.

In Branches without Roots (1986), Gerald D. Jaynes traces the emergence of
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African American mass labor and their organized agrarian movement. He points
out that a type of cooperation within competition often worked as a strategy
when African Americans tried to buy land collectively within the capitalistic
and individualistic market economy.> This strategy can be interpreted as one
uniquely African American expression of agrarianism.

Similarly, a long African American tradition of social ambivalence seems to
uniquely characterize African American agrarianism. While desiring to be in-
tegrated in the dominant American society, African Americans have sought to
be independent of it.** From the beginning of the Federal occupation in 1861,
lowcountry African Americans repeatedly affirmed their preference of subsis-
tence farming to commercial farming. In the face of America’s growing capi-
talist economy, their adherence to subsistence farming was vulnerable and some-
times criticized as an “anachronism.” However, we should take into account
that dominant white market mechanisms, like other American institutions, did
not function fairly for African Americans. Their reluctance to sell their souls to
the principles of commercial crop farming was closely related to their attitude
of self-segregation from whites. They saw the white-dominated system as an
ongoing menace to their community.*

On the other hand, lowcountry African Americans did pursue their political
and economic independence within the realm of the dominant American insti-
tutions. In order to legalize their desire for land, their delegates actively par-
ticipated in state politics. Rank and file freedpeople repeatedly affirmed that
they were ready to purchase the lands and follow the due process of law, if only
the government gave them temporary assistance.’® Thus, African American
agrarianism really must be examined in the context of African American’s am-
bivalent tradition.

Conclusion

Over the past century, historians developed rigorous scholarship on the Re-
construction, reflected in their interpretations of African American agrarian-
ism. The Dunning School either ignored or derogatorily depicted African
American desires for land. Although some Marxist and African American schol-
ars protested against the Dunning School, it was not until the 1960’s that revi-
sionism became widely accepted, and African American agrarianism was inte-
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grated into Reconstruction history. As a wealth of relevant materials was found
or rediscovered, post-revisionist historians began to emphasize the conserva-
tism of the period, as in the limitations of the federal land policies. This post-
revisionism unwittingly underplayed the active participation of African Ameri-
cans and denied the revolutionary elements of the period. Eric Foner and his-
torians since the 1980’s have challenged post-revisionism, acclaiming the revo-
lutionary character of the Reconstruction and the significant role of African
American initiatives in that era.

Reflecting this latest interpretation, African American agrarianism in
lowcountry South Carolina has begun to receive much attention. This recent
scholarship has revealed the role of Antebellum slave life as a basis for later
African American movements and their initiatives; the tremendous effects of
wartime transformation; the African Americans’ keen understanding of the war
as a great opportunity; and the diversity in political and social orientations as
well as economic ones among African Americans.

While paying due recognition to the many recent advances in Reconstruc-
tion research, much remains to be done. Lowcountry agrarianism needs to be
reevaluated as an evolution of the continual efforts of African Americans to
achieve autonomy through landownership. Their agrarianism must be ana-
lyzed as an ideology that moved them not only economically and politically
but also socially toward their goal. At the same time, we must be cognizant
that the African American ambivalence about integration into and indepen-
dence from mainstream white society lies at the core of the African American
tradition and deserves careful consideration at every stage.

Even in lowcountry South Carolina, the ultimate objective of African Ameri-
can agrarianism—acquisition of land and independence—was never fully real-
ized. With the end of the Reconstruction, African Americans gradually lost
political power, and their standard of living fell far below the white average.
Because of this decline in African American endeavor, and the long neglect of
their history, historians are still in search of their voices, in order to recapture
the potentials of their African American agrarianism and to reinterpret them in
the larger context of American history.
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