Two maps of the Barrow plantation
illustrate the effects of emancipation
on rural life in the South. In 1860,
slaves lived in communal quarters
near the owner’s house. Twenty
years later, former slaves working as
sharecroppers lived scattered across
the plantation and had their own
church and school.

the reality of emancipation, most planters defined black freedom in the
narrowest manner. As journalist Sidney Andrews discovered late in 1865,
“The whites seem wholly unable to comprehend that freedom for the negro
means the same thing as freedom for them.”

Along with former slaves and former masters, the victorious Republican
North tried to implement its own vision of freedom. Central to its defini-
tion was the antebellum principle of free labor, now further strengthened
as a definition of the good society by the Union’s triumph. In the free labor
vision of a reconstructed South, emancipated blacks, enjoying the same
opportunities for advancement as northern workers, would labor more
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productively than they had as slaves. At the same time, northern capital
and migrants would energize the economy. The South would eventually
come to resemble the “free society” of the North, complete with public
schools, small towns, and independent farmers.

With planters seeking to establish a labor system as close to slavery
as possible, and former slaves demanding economic autonomy and access
to land, a long period of conflict over the organization and control of labor
followed on plantations throughout the South. It fell to the Freedmen’s
Bureau, an agency established by Congress in March 1865, to attempt to
establish a working free labor system.

Under the direction of O. O. Howard, a graduate of Bowdoin College
in Maine and a veteran of the Civil War, the Bureau took on respon-
sibilities that can only be described as daunting. The Bureau was an
experiment in government social policy that seems to belong more
comfortably to the New Deal of the 1930s or the Great Society of the
1960s (see Chapters 21 and 25, respectively) than to nineteenth-century
America. Bureau agents were supposed to establish schools, provide
aid to the poor and aged, settle disputes between whites and blacks
and among the freedpeople, and secure for former slaves and white

Winslow Homer’s 1876 painting, A
Visit from the Old Mistress, depicts

an imaginary meeting between a
southern white woman and her former
slaves. Their stance and gaze suggest
the tensions arising from the birth

of a new social order. Homer places
his subjects on an equal footing,

yet maintains a space of separation
between them. He exhibited the
painting to acclaim at the Paris
Universal Exposition in 1878.

Free labor and the good society

Broad social change
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The Freedmen’s Bureau, an engraving
from Harper’s Weekly, July 25,

1868, depicts the Bureau agent as g
promoter of racial peace in the violent
postwar South.

Achievements of the
Freedmen’s Buregy

Andrew Fobnson and land
reform
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it, they declared, “we have not bettered our condition” from the days of
slavery—“you will see, this is not the condition of really free men.”

Because no land distribution took place, the vast majority of rural
freedpeople remained poor and without property during Reconstruction.
They had no alternative but to work on white-owned plantations, often for
their former owners. Far from being able to rise in the social scale through
hard work, black men were largely confined to farm work, unskilled
labor, and service jobs, and black women to positions in private homes
as cooks and maids. The failure of land reform produced a deep sense of
betrayal that survived among the former slaves and their descendants
long after the end of Reconstruction. “No sir,” Mary Gaffney, an elderly
ex-slave, recalled in the 1930s, “we were not given a thing but freedom.”

Out of the conflict on the plantations, new systems of labor emerged
in the different regions of the South. Sharecropping came to dominate the
Cotton Belt and much of the Tobacco Belt of Virginia and North Carolina.
Sharecropping initially arose as a compromise between blacks’ desire for
land and planters’ demand for labor discipline. The system allowed each
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By 1880, sharecropping had become
the dominant form of agricuitural
labor in large parts of the South. The
system involved both white and black

farmers.

The rise of sharecropping
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