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Reconstruction, in short, did little except on paper to reform the un-
repentant South.
Reconstruction was predicated on the orientalism that
the moon is made of green cheese and that the lamb should
lie down with the lion of his own free will or be made to
do it. Every black man who lived in the South through the

Reconstruction era, as I did, does not need to be told how
defectively devised it was or how disastrously it operated.

68

The North, apparently did not, or did not wish to understand that
the problems of the South ran far deeper than mere color 1egislation.69
The major conflict in the South before and after the Civil War con-
cerned class interests. This, of course, had perpetually been inter-
twined with the struggle between whites and blacks. But race, in
Fortune's eyes, had been used to soften class differences by the monied
interests. It was natural, then, that racial troubles would have re-~
sumed in the South, since nothing had been done to alleviate the true
reason for their occurrence; the water became muddy because the tur-
bulence was allowed to continue.

The greatest evil in the South, according to the journalist, was
the maldistribution of land. Ownership of property was still in the
hands of a few. Emancipation had truly changed little: The Negro re-
mained in a position of subserviency, kept there by terrible disadvantages
in wealth, education, and upbringing.7o This was a serious oversight in
the North's plans for racial harmony, assuming that such a desire did
exist,

The government of the United States confiscated as

"contraband of war" the slave population of the South,

but it left to the portion of the unrepentant rebel a
far more valuable species of property. The slave, the
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perishable wealth, was confiscated to the government and
then manumitted; but property in land, the wealth which
perishes not nor can fly away, and which made the insti-
tution of slavery possible, was left as the heritage of
the robber who had not hesitated to 1ift h}f iconoclastic
hand against the liberties of his country.

Class was very important to the editor's conception of the problems

of the South and his interpretation of its history. Fortune noted four

major groups; poor whites, blacks, small white farmers, and the hereditary
landlords.72 The interrelationships between these classes were, for a

great part, both the cause and the effect of Southern history.

The poor whites were described as crude but, through their brutish

ignorance, willing tools of the upper class in the repression of the

black race. From this group came the overseer of the past and the klans~

man of post Civil War days, easily manipulated by their fear of social

leveling with the Negro.73 Fortune had good cause to dislike this class,

but nevertheless expressed a certain amount of sympathy for their plight.
Blacks were described in proud terms, in contrast to the adversities

of their condition. They were the "great labor force in the South, the

class upon whose ample shoulders have fallen the weight of Southern

labor and inhumanity" for hundreds of years.74 Left "bankrupts in

morality, in intelligence, and in wealth"75 by thier enforced servitude,
their progress in the last twenty years since emancipation, Fortune
firmly believed, was remarkable.

The small white farmer class was drawn from the thriftiest of the

poor whites and war-ruined fragments of the landed class, Fortune noted

them in a speculative and ra®her hazy manner, describing them as another



class of producers thought of as not as important as the Negro.

The editor, as might be expected from a fierce, class oriented
champion of an impoverished race, reserved his special vehemence for
the rich. For indeed, the only true class division was between those
who had and those who had not.

They are the gentlemen who have their grip on the throat

of Southern labor; who hold vast areas of land, the pro-

duct of robbery, for a rise in values; who run the stores

and torture the small farmer to death by usurious charges

for necessaries; these are the gentlemen who are opposed

to the new conditions resultant from the war which their

Hotspur impetuousity and Shylock greed made possible. In

short, these gentlemen comprise the moneyed class. They

are the gentlemen who are hastening the conflict of labor

and capital in the South. And when the black laborer and

the white laborer come to their senses, join issues with

the common enemy and7gitch the tent of battle, then will

come the tug of war.

Though these four groups were the prime movers of historical
events in the South and were peculiar to that region, Fortune re-
cognized that class existed everywhere. The struggle for economic
well-being and the attempt of others to rob the Negro of his just
share of the wealth made the advance and continued repression of the
black race understandable, yet it also fitted the phenomena into a
much larger frame; color was a tool in the fight of land against
labor. Place and time, the settings for events, could be analyzed
within this framework.

The landowner's position after the war was, despite the ruined
condition of much of Southern property, very desirable in comparison

with his fellows. The freed man had been given ownership of his

labor only, and was denied the fruits of the race's past toil which
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had been the cause of much of the South's prosperity. He was left with
a mind made ignorant by cruel slaveholders fearful of revolt, a degraded
moral sensitivity and absolute poverty. The former slaveholder, on the
other hand, possessing the fields that were worked to produce wealth,
was left to accrue an unjust profit from another's work, just as he had
done before, It was apparent to Fortune that a settlement such as this
one was not fair; the distribution of land was not, to a substantial
degree, based upon justice.

The Negro was not given his due at the war's end. "What claim can
compute," Fortune raged, "the dollars stolen from the black man in the
shape of wages for a period of a hundred years! What claim has the slave-
holder against the government for confiscation of property by the side of
the claim of the slaves for a hundred years of wages and enervated and
dwarfed manhood! A billion dollars would have bought every slave in the
South in 1860, but fifty billions would not have adequately recompensed

d. "77

the slave for enforced labor and debased manhoo The wealth of the
past had been left in the hands of the white landowners. Even more re-
prehensible, the sources of future wealth--land, education and money--
were still possessed almost solely by the former ruling class., Blacks
were thus only given a soured taste of freedom by their emancipation.
Indeed, freedom thus received contained serious disadvantages for the
race and for the Union.
At the close of the Great Rebellion the Negro population
of the country was thrown upon its own resources, as it were;
made men and citizens at one stroke of the pen; poor, ingorant

beyond measure, cowed and debauched by the foul iniquity of
slavery, and surrounded by a hostile public sentiment, which
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vented itself in all sorts of intolerance~-in assassination,
intimidation and open robbery. Assassination for political
causes has ceased, because no longer necessary, but intim-
idation remains. So that the Negro population of the South
is to-day, as it was thirty years ago, a disturbing element,
requiring a wise statesmanship to properly adjust it. But
instead of attempting honestly to adjust it, the people of
the country constantly talk of eliminating the problem from
political discussion and consideration--as if it wer$8pos—
sible to heal a cancer by leaving it severely alone.

The political freedoms, though necessary for the fullest expression
of citizenship, were small compensation for the remaining disadvantages.
And, given the condition of the race at the close of the Civil War, the
franchise was not a blessing.

No people became great and prosperous by devoting their
infant energles to politics. . . This being granted, it is

easily to be seen how unfortunate has been our education.

We were literally born into political responsibility--had the

cares of civil duties thrust upon us before we had mastered

the economic conditions which underlie those duties. Hence

every step taken since our enfranch%gement has been attended

with mistakes and woeful disasters.

Fortune stressed that most of the improvidences of Reconstruction
governments were the work of white men, and was not generous in his
estimation of carpetbaggers.8o The Negro, so foolishly and immediately
thrust into the center of politics, was at times a cat's paw and a too
malleable tool in the hands of the dishonest. Placed in a position of
equality without any of the qualities necessary for its maintenance, it
was predictable that he would lose the franchise, especially with no
interposition from the government of the United States.81 The black
man, "formerly used as a beast of burden, and now as a football, to be
kicked by one faction and kicked back by the other,"82 had gained little

in a field in which others used him to thelr advantage. Retreating from
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the responsibilities it had incurred, the North left a great vacuum in
the field of political influence, to be contested by "the haughty and
arrogant free man on the one hand and the crouching, fearful freed man
on the other--the lion and the 1amb."83 Political activity, on the whole,
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had been disastrous for the Negro.

Reconstruction had, because of lack of foresight, only served as an
unequal field of battle between two classes. The rich white South,
though employing the venerable rhetoric of racial supremacy to justify
the Negro's subjugation, looked into the future in the same way it had
seen the past--from, fundamentally, an economic viewpoint.85 The Negro,
despite his legal freedom, was in a plight perhaps more miserable than

ever before.

They are more absolutely under the control of the Southern
whites; they are systematically robbed of their labor; they
are more poorly housed, clothed and fed, than under the slave
regime; and they enjoy, practically, less of the protection
of the laws of the State or Federal government. When they
appeal to the Federal government they are told by the Supreme
Court to go to the State authorities--as if they would have
appealed to the one had the other given them that pggtection
to which their sovereign citizenship entitles them!

Emancipation had served to arouse to an even greater degree the
hatred and Jjealousy of the poor white class, which the wealthier elements
were quick to exploit. Though his class level should have caused wim to
realize his similarity of interests with the Negro, race distinction kept
him on the side of the monied class. Unified around traditional leaders,
afraid of social dislodgement by a race newly unfettered, poor whites

held fast to a position that was economically of detriment to them.87
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Management did not shrink from taking advantage of the delicate relation-
ship between blacks and whites. If blacks were available for work, white
wages could be substantially held down.88

Fortune's ideas reflected the logic of this sentiment, but his
racial sympathies were at times somewhat apparent.

They the poor whites instinctively hate the black man;

because the condition of the black, his superior capacity

for labor and receptivity of useful knowledge, place him

a Tew pegs higher on the social scale. So these degraded

white men, the very substratum of Southern population,

were ready tools of the organized chivalrous brigands

(as they had been of the slave oligarch), whose superior

intelligence8§ade them blush at the lawlessness they in-

spired . .

The two races, competing for subsistence wages in the fields and
mines, were set against each other by those with wealth.

Almost every racial issue was seen, eventually, to have its roots
in economic matters. This was good, Fortune thought, in that social
conditions seemed more universal, the frame of reference and insight
much broader. Pragmatically, it also pointed to the folly of racial
stigmas and barriers. Thus class cooperation was both logical and
practical as an approach.

Fortune's view of class, however, was severely truncated. Though
he could see the international importance of the struggle, it concerned
him mostly in its effect, or possible effect, upon the Negro. He made
allusions to other peoples, most frequently the Irish, whose conditions

90

were similar to the Negro's. Fortune's paper was primarily a Negro

weekly, and his devotion matched its theme.
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While we are earnestly concerned about the welfare of

the people of the whole country, we do not disguise the fact

that our interest is more nearly centered in the welfare of

our own race. We have a duty to perform--to point out the

needs ?f the race and advocgte, §s.far as w§ can, measure§1

of relief--and we have no disposition to shirk that duty.

The editor's thoughts concerning the relief of his race, on the
contrary, were framed by the universal idedlogy of class warfare, whether
violent or repressed. Fortune noted many evils plaguing the race, many
of which he defined in terms of the struggle between rich and poor.
Among these were tenant farming, the convict lease system, political
parties, and education.

By the end of Reconstruction the old system of slave labor in
agriculture had been replaced by forms of tenancy, sharecropping, and
wage labor. The specific geographical area, the disposition of the
landowners and the farm workers themselves, were factors in the type
of working contract chosen. Many of these contracts were not written.
These new systems gave many Negroes an unprecedented degree of inde-
pendence. Yet, for the basic necessities--land, supplies and farm in-
struments--most black farmers were as dependent as they were before.

Southern farmers, whether under contract or individual proprietors,
were at this time almost universally impoverished. Those who had land
usually purchased it on credit; those who were tenants were usually in
debt to a landowner or storekeeper., Most of them began with little or
nothing; with practically no reserve to see them from one harvest to the
next, their only alternative was to borrow.

Credit in the South was purchased at a dear price. Merchants and

large landowners kept prices for charged goods extremely high, and often,
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in a rural area, it was possible to buy goods in only one place. "The
farmer," wrote one scholar, "saw his account at the store mount by leaps

and bounds. Try as he might, or quite as often as he might not, his

purchases almost always exceeded the returns of his crop. The thrifty

storekeeper was indeed at some pains to see that this was the case. An

unpaid account, provided it were not too large, was of some value, and it

insured him against the loss of a customer and, of‘ten enough, against the

loss of a tenant as Well."92

Fortune was quite Jjustified in denouncing such a system, dominating

as it did both the property and capital of the South to the detriment of

those with few possessions. Yet in his zeal, his attacks seldom con-

sidered sympathetically the reasons that called such a system into

existence.,
Landowners and storekeepers were often in pursuit of most unjust

profits, but there were other factors to consider. Nor were they solely

responsible for the unhealthy emphasis on cotton agriculture. Many of

their motivations were, of course, shameful; but many others were quite
understandable in view of the depressed condition of the South and its
markets.

High prices and usurious interest rates on credit accounts seemed
necessary because of the great risk involved in such investments. Many

tenant farmers would die in debt, others would leave without paying.

Also, the merchant was often responsible for the double obligations of

93

banker and storekeeper.
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The cotton kingdom was not the invention of the current generation
of landlords and storekeepers. Nor could they be expected to resist the
tempting prices offered by English spinners. Moreover, most farmers knew
how to raise little else.

Fortune also tended to lump the South's history together, holding
the present-day landowners responsible for the deeds of the past. Though
it was true that blacks had as much claim to the land as the whites, it
was not so easy to make this truth comprehensible in individual cases.
That the South's landholding system was unjust is difficult to deny.

But actual redistribution of the land involved people, not theory, and
was much more complicated.

The bulk of Fortune's thoughts, however, struck entirely and
Justifiably home. Land distribution was inequitable, many blacks were
cheated and were innocent victims, and many of those with wealth were
dominated by the actuating spring of greed.

If it truly desired to free the Negro from his previous bondage,
the North made a grave error by failing to adopt a policy of land re-
form after emancipation. Land, to Fortune, was essential to equality,
and all were entitled to use it. "They," he wrote of the white monority
in South Carolina, have no more right to the soil of South Carolina than
the black majority, for both are citizens in common. If they claim im-
munity from usurious taxation," Fortune believing as did Henry George
that rent was an unjust tax on labor, "by virtues of purchase of the
soil, the blacks can Jjustly claim for themselves that they were unright-

eously robbed of thelr labor, the proceeds of which went to create the

Il

claim.
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. + . the question comes home with tremendous force--why

do the few own the land to the exclusion of the many?

The Southern fellows who hold a monopoly in the land,

purchased with money wrung from the 1@gor of black slaves,

may yet have to answer this question.

Centralization of land ownership was, to Fortune, the cause of much
evil, and did not affect only the South and the Negro. Rather, it af-
fected the way of life of the rural and urban areas, and of all of the
lower class, in an adverse manner.

Land monopoly--in the hands of a few individuals, corpor-

ations or syndicates--is at bottom the prime cause of the

inequalities which obtain; which desolate fertile acres

turned over to vast ranches and into bonanza farms of a

thousand acres, where no one family finds a habitation,

where muscle and brain was supplemented by machinery,

and the small farmer is swallowed up and turned into a

tenant or a slave. While in large cities thousands upon

thousands of human beings are crowded into narrow quarters,

where vice festers, where crime flourishes undet@gred, and

where death 1s the most welcome of all visitors.

Blacks, caught in the grasp of unscupulous landholders, were not to
be blamed for their infamous reputation of shiftlessness and moral bank-
ruptcy. "We freely admit," he wrote in reply to a derogatory article in
the Sun, "that the Negro population of South Carolina is given largely to
indolence, thievery, and mendacity, but it has had consummate instructions
in all these branches of depravity. Where in all the world can you find
more infamous robbers, murderers, and liars than the white people of
South Carolina?"97 And Fortune was possessed of personal experience to

show that the Negro was not receiving a fair deal in his position of

debtor. In a report to the Blair Committee, he categorized them.98
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Pay was, in the first place, very small for such great expenditures
of labor. "The average rate of wages received by a farm laborer in the

South,"” he testified, "is fifty cents a day," out of which all the neces-
sities of a household must be purchased. He was often paid in money orders
which could be redeemed only at certain stores. Such a system bred im-
providence by making money an abstract, unseen thing. Moreover, most
blacks were held in a state of eternal indebtedness, with a lien on the
next year's harvest. Even worse, these accounts, inequitable in the first
place, were seldom kept fairly. His own father had nearly been cheated

of $150.00 in such a fashion, and was saved only by his meticulous

keeping of records. Most blacks, however, lacked the skill required

even to do this. It was manifestly unfair to call a race so magnificently
and thoroughly swindled shiftless and lazy.

I have known honest but ilgnorant colored men who have lost

large farms magnificently accoutred by such thievery. The

black farmers, and those of other occupations in the South,

are robbed year after year by the simplest sort of devices;

and the very men who rob them are the loudest in complaining

that Negroes are lagy and improvident. For my part, I am

surprised that a larggg number of them does not go fishing,

hunting, and loafing.

The convict lease systems which arose in the South after Reconstruction
were perhaps the greatest and cruelest legal swindle perpetrated on the race,
and all colored papers were loud in denouncing it.ioo Fortune, editor of
perhaps the most prestigious Negro paper of his day, was not in the back-

ground. His

« « . arraignment of the penitentiaries of the South was
based upon the knowledge that those institutions were foul,
vermin-ridden, death-breeding dens, which would be regarded
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as an outrage and disgrace to any government less noted
for inefficiency, neglect and cruelty than the govern-
ments of the South. But nothing we have ever said ap-
proaches a just presentation, 3 Just reprehension of the
. . . 101

infamous under consideration.

Blacks were given longer sentences than whites for even trivial of-
fenses, and sent to chain gangs where they would earn revenue for the
state and line the pockets of the corrupt through lucrative work contracts.
Others from more objective standpoints than Fortune's were struck by the
cruelty, inequitousness, and profiteering that riddled the South's pen-
itentiaries. "The degradation and brutality produced by this system would

be incredible," mused one scholar, "but for the amount of evidence from

official sources."lo2

Fortune saw this outrage, in its broadest implications, as only an
indication of the Southern mentality.

They think it a sounder principal of government to
equip and maintain vast penal systems--with chain gangs,
schools of crime, depravity and death, than to support
schools and churches. Millions of money are squandered
annually to curb crime, when a few thousand dollars,
properly applied, would prove to be a more humane, a
nore profitable preventative. The poor school teacher
is paid twenty-five dollars per month for three months
in the year, while the prison guard is paid fifty dol-
lars per month for twelve months--ninety days being
the average length given to teach the child in the
school and three hundred and sixty-five being neces-
sary to teach him in the prison, whence he is frequently
graduated a far worse, more gopeless enemy of society
than when he matriculated. 0

The convict lease system was a case of class exploitation hidden by

Southern prejudice. Through the ruse of white supremacy, class protest

was muffled by the misconception of race.
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Another product of ignorance and foolish prejudices was the political
system. Deprived of the right to vote in many areas, shunned by the Re-
publicans in their attempt to formulate a new Southern strategy, the Negro
still clung to the "party of moral ideas." Fortune, unlike the majority
of his fellows, was a maverick and unorthodox in his views. He advocated
political independence, since neither party provided what the Negro de-
sired. The phantoms of the past, he argued, should not be clung to with-
out rea.son.lOL'L

Concerning the Democrats, he hinted that a fair handling of Negroes
would quickly swing their vote away from the Republicans and would be of
great benefit to the South.lo5 He realized, however, that this was not
likely to happen.

The poor whites supported the Bourbon Democrats even though theilr
class interests were not served by that party. Like the Negro, they re-
mained because of the racial stands that were associated with their
political affiliation. Class, Fortune thought, would eventually be the
overwhelming determinant of party allignment. Whites and blacks would
learn to cooperate, though the best that could be expected in the near
future was a marriage of political convenience.

It has been said that the whites of the South will

not co-operate with the colored men in crushing the hydra-

head of Bourbon Democracy, but we know this to be a piece

of sophistry designed to impose upon the country. They

wlll co-operate. But with the true instinct of the bus-

inessman, they will subordinate the colored man if they

can and recognize them if they must. The colored man

must not only vote straight,iBgt demand. his rights be-
fore and after he has voted.
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The struggle between labor and capital was central to all men, but
both parties played on race and other issues. They were, in Fortune's
opinion, antiquated machines filled with stale promises and glib lies,
and of no real use to the working man. The Republican party was an

organization of "organized hypocrisy and plunder," while the Democrats

w107

"

were a party of

organized ignorance and brigandage. Parties were

only agencies of the moment, and times had changed. '"New issues," said
108

Fortune, "require new men and parties.”

What we need at this time are new principles and new
parties. The times are ripe for such. O0ld issues have
become law or eliminated from our politics; a new gener-
ation has come upon the scene, and it 1s restive under the
foggyisms and the exploded theories now championed by the
two historic parties. When a new party comes forth as the
champion of equal civil and political rights to all men;
of civil service reform; of reduction of unnecessary tax-
ation and a proper readjustment of our disjointed tariff
laws; of a National system of compulsory education, and
of proper and needful restrictions upon the power and ex-
tent of monopoly and corporate extortion,--when such a
party makes its appearance, I will make one of its parti-
sans, however humble. Until that time, I shall lean109
towards the Republican party and give it my support.

Fortune, though forced by circumstances to support the lesser of two
evils during elections, had no intention of laying a wreath of black
votes on Lincoln's grave every November fourth if a better party arose.

The lack of education was one of the great causes of all these
evils, for ignorance was a political and an economic weakness. Fortune
supported national aid to education, and gave the Blair Bill for Educa-
tion substantial coverage and enthusiastic backing. The inability to

read ballots, to think independently, to learn new methods of agriculture,
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to keep accounts, all this stemmed from ignorance. The journalist argued
that the South alone could not successfully combat this problem, nor
should it have to. Given the racial climate of that region, it was ap-
parent that outside help would be required if the United States was to

be filled with productive citizens and avoid the perils of an ignorant

and impoverished voting population.

It is a demonstrable fact that the South is not able to
handle with success the great and increasing bulk of ignorance
in her borders. The question in its nature is purely a state
affair, but in its magnitude and the multiplied evils flowing
from it, it rises into a National questlon. It is an evil
which grows. . . Does the State furnish ample facilities to
the child, with which to make preparation for the great re-
sponsibility which will devolve upon him at manhood? The
National Government has a perfect right to ask this question...

Let the Government of the United States establish a Bureau
of Education. Let it place within the reach of every child in
the South the means of liberal industrial education. It is
necessary to train the head and the hand. It 1s useless to
talk about leaving matters to the States. The South will not
educate the black child; it does not educate the white child.
The two grow up in ignorance and vice and stupidity. And so
the whites grow up to lawlessness and the blacks to crime.
Anarchy }fithe natural result. The South is today a sleeping
volcano.

110

One of the most common arguments against education of the poor or
placks by government agencies, either state or federal, was that these
groups did not contribute as much in taxes as others. How, then, could
it be fair to spend an equal amount on education? Fortune saw numerous
fallacies in such reasoning. It was foolish to

object to popular education on the grounds that blacks
pay no taxes, supremely oblivious that the laboring
classes of every country always creates capital and
pay in rental the taxes of the land owner, who has no
more inherent right in ownership of the soil than the
laborer. What the State refuses to pay for education
it gladly pays foxr penitentiar}fi, preferring a pound
of remedy to an ounce of cure.
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Education of the lower classes, especlally those of the black race,
was important to Fortune's hopes for the future. Intelligence and wealth
went hand in hand, and all other good things followed them. In both class-
oriented and traditional modes of thinking, these two were the most im-
portant goals of Fortune's philosophy since they would be the most bene-

ficial to his race.
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IV. CGonclusion

In his search for answers to the problems confronting his race, the
young editor embraced ideas that anticipated the range of later black
protest. Traditional and reformist at the same time, Fortune was a
paradox sprung from pragmatism.

Fortune's thought suggested the path which several radical ideologists
would later take. He denounced the theory of state's rights and admonished
the federal government for its timidity. His protests against civil and
economic exploitation would find echoes in reformist platforms of the
future. Calling for redistribution of land and dividing the nation along
class as well as racial lines, Fortune now seems an eloguent prototype of
much that would follow in his demands for change.

Fortune also foreshadowed Booker T. Washington's more conservative
economic approach. Prominent years before Washington rose to national
leadership, Fortune clearly anticipated much of Washington's thought.

The Wizard of Tuskegee, in his espousal of industrial education and work
ethic values, conjured no new answers for the race. Years earlier, the
Globe had encouraged blacks to gain their rights through thrift and hard
work. Washington's assessment of Reconstruction, labelling it an 111~
conceived failure that the Negro had no opportunity, in his state of un-
preparedness, to make work, could have been lifted just as easily, though

in more fiery terms, from Black and White as from Up From Slavery.




42

Fortune, then, deserves close attention from those studying the black
response to America. An important speaker whose ideas appear seminal to
a great deal of Afro-American thought, the editor deserves note both as

an individual and as an advocate of ideas.
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