Excerpts from DuBoise’ “Black Reconstruction
“How the facts of American history have in the last half century been falsi ed because the nation
was ashamed. The South was ashamed because it fought to perpetuate human slavery. The North
was ashamed because it had to call in the black men to save the Union, abolish slavery and
established democracy
What are American children taught today about Reconstruction? . . . [A]n American youth
attending college today would learn from current textbooks of history that the Constitution
recognized slavery; that the chance of getting rid of slavery by peaceful methods was ruined by
the Abolitionists; that after the period of Andrew Jackson, the two sections of the United States
“had become fully conscious of their con icting interests. Two irreconcilable forms of
civilization . . . [with] the democratic . . . in the South, a more stationary and aristocratic
civilization.” He would read that Harriet Beecher Stowe brought on the Civil War; that the
assault on Charles Sumner was due to his “coarse invective” against a South Carolina Senator;
and that Negroes were the only people to achieve emancipation with no effort on their part. That
Reconstruction was a disgraceful attempt to subject white people to ignorant Negro rule . .
In other words, he would in all probability complete his education without any idea of the part
which the black race has played in America; of the tremendous moral problem of abolition; of
the cause and meaning of the Civil War and the relation which Reconstruction had to democratic
government and the labor movement today
Herein lies more than mere omission and difference of emphasis. The treatment of the period of
Reconstruction re ects small credit upon American historians as scientists. We have too often a
deliberate attempt so to change the facts of history that the story will make pleasant reading for
Americans. The editors of the fourteenth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica asked me for
an article on the history of the American Negro. From my manuscript they cut out all my
references to Reconstruction. I insisted on including the following statement
White historians have ascribed the faults and failures of Reconstruction to Negro ignorance and
corruption. But the Negro insists that it was Negro loyalty and the Negro vote alone that
restored the South to the Union; established the new democracy, both for white and black, and
instituted the public schools.
This the editor refused to print, although he said that the article otherwise was “in my judgment,
and in the judgment of others in the of ce, an excellent one, and one with which it seems to me
we may all be well satis ed.” I was not satis ed and refused to allow the article to appear
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War and especially civil strife leave terrible wounds. It is the duty of humanity to heal them. It
was therefore soon conceived as neither wise nor patriotic to speak of all the causes of strife and
the terrible results to which national differences in the United States had led. And so, rst of all,
we minimized the slavery controversy which convulsed the nation from the Missouri
Compromise down to the Civil War. On top of that, we passed by Reconstruction with a phrase
of regret or disgust

But are these reasons of courtesy and philanthropy suf cient for denying Truth? If history is
going to be scienti c, if the record of human action is going to be set down with the accuracy and
faithfulness of detail which will allow its use as a measuring rod and guidepost for the future of
nations, there must be set some standards of ethics in research and interpretation
If, on the other hand, we are going to use history for our pleasure and amusement, for in ating
our national ego, and giving us a false but pleasurable sense of accomplishment, then we must
give up the idea of history as a science or as an art using the results of science, and admit frankly
that we are using a version of historic fact in order to in uence and educate the new generation
along the way we wish
It is propaganda like this that has led men in the past to insist that history is “lies agreed upon”;
and to point out the danger in such misinformation. It is indeed extremely doubtful if any
permanent bene t comes to the world through such action. Nations reel and stagger on their way;
they make hideous mistakes; they commit frightful wrongs; they do great and beautiful things.
And shall we not best guide humanity by telling the truth about all this, so far as the truth is
ascertainable
Here in the United States we have a clear example. It was morally wrong and economically
retrogressive to build human slavery in the United States in the eighteenth century. We know that
now, perfectly well; and there were many Americans North and South who knew this and said it
in the eighteenth century. Today, in the face of new slavery established elsewhere in the world
under other names and guises, we ought to emphasize this lesson of the past
Moreover, it is not well to be reticent in describing that past. Our histories tend to discuss
American slavery so impartially, that in the end nobody seems to have done wrong and
everybody was right. Slavery appears to have been thrust upon unwilling helpless America,
while the South was blameless in becoming its center. The difference of development, North and
South, is explained as a sort of working out of cosmic social and economic law
One reads, for instance, Charles and Mary Beard’s Rise of American Civilization, with a
comfortable feeling that nothing right or wrong is involved. Manufacturing and industry develop
in the North; agrarian feudalism develops in the South. They clash, as winds and water strive,
and the stronger forces develop the tremendous industrial machine that governs us so
magni cently and sel shly today
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Yet in this sweeping mechanistic interpretation, there is no room for the real plot of this story, for
the clear mistake and guilt of rebuilding a new slavery of the working class in the midst of a
fateful and sacri ce in the abolition crusade; and for the hurt and struggle of degraded black
millions in the ght for freedom and their attempt to enter democracy. Can all this be omitted or
half suppressed in a treatise that calls itself scienti c? Or, to come nearer the center and climax
of this fascinating history: What was slavery in the United States? Just what did it mean to the
owner and the owned? Shall we accept the conventional story of the old slave plantation and its
owner’s ne, aristocratic life of cultured leisure? Or shall we note slave biographies, like those of
Charles Ball, Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, and Frederick Douglass; the careful observations
of Olmsted and the indictment of Hinton Helper? . .

One is astonished in the study of history at the recurrence of the idea that evil must be forgotten,
distorted, skimmed over. We must not remember that Daniel Webster got drunk but only
remember that he was a splendid constitutional lawyer. We must forget that George Washington
was a slave owner, or that Thomas Jefferson had mulatto children, or that Alexander Hamilton
had Negro blood, and simply remember the things we regard as creditable and inspiring. The
dif culty, of course, with this philosophy is that history loses its value as an incentive and
example; it paints perfect men and noble nations, but it does not tell the truth
No one reading the history of the United States during 1850–1860 can have the slightest doubt
left in his mind that Negro slavery was the cause of the Civil War, and yet during and since we
learn that a great nation murdered thousands and destroyed millions on account of abstract
doctrines concerning the nature of the Federal Union. Since the attitude of the nation concerning
state rights has been revolutionized by the development of the central government since the war,
the whole argument becomes an astonishing reduction ad absurdum, leaving us apparently with
no cause for the Civil War except the recent reiteration of statements which make the great public
men on one side narrow, hypocritical fanatics and liars, while the leaders on the other side were
extraordinary and unexampled for their beauty, unsel shness and fairness . .
This, then, is the book basis upon which today we judge Reconstruction. In order to paint the
South as a martyr to inescapable fate, to make the North the magnanimous emancipator, and to
ridicule the Negro as the impossible joke in the whole development, we have in fty years, by
libel, innuendo and silence, so completely misstated and obliterated the history of the Negro in
America and his relation to its work and government that today it is almost unknown. This may
be ne romance, but it is not science. It may be inspiring, but it is certainly not the truth. And
beyond this it is dangerous. It is not only ideals; it has, more than that, led the world to embrace
and worship the color bar as social salvation and it is helping to range mankind in ranks of
mutual hatred and contempt, at the summons of a cheap and false myth.
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