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Unlike many eras in U.S. history, writing about the history of black people during the 

Civil War has significant contemporary implications. While the War of 1812, for 

example, matters significantly in the history of the United States, its bicentennial 

celebrated this year will likely receive little fanfare compared to the sesquicentennial of 

the Emancipation Proclamation in 2013.1 The current historiographical tendency to 

portray black people as robust political actors during the Civil War is not only a reaction 

to specific, if long dead, schools of thought but is also part of a, usually unspoken, 

political agenda that seeks for laudable reasons to counter present-day racism. 

Historiographically, such appreciations of black activism began to proliferate in the 

1970s and shattered the then prevailing racist discourse of the Dunning School and its 

portraits of indolent and inferior freedmen; politically these narratives provided a crucial 

historical antecedent to the civil rights movement and became part of a larger effort at the 

time to craft a so-called usable past. 

In addition to redefining the roles of freed slaves, this generation of scholars also 

powerfully demonstrated the possibilities of archival research—uncovering repositories, 

locating sources, and developing clever and creative ways to find black people in records 

left mostly by white people. The 1976 founding of the Freedmen and Southern Society 

Project at the University of Maryland boldly represented this radical achievement. Ira 

Berlin led a team of talented social historians into the National Archives, where they 
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pored over millions of records left by the Freedmen’s Bureau, the agency created by the 

War Department to help former slaves in their transition from slavery to freedom. These 

historians brilliantly organized and annotated these records, and many of them went on to 

write field-defining books based on the project’s larger research objectives. 

The triumph of this work began to lose some of its momentum in the 1990s with 

the rise of postmodernism, the emergence of critical race theory, and the silent disavowal 

of objectivity.2 Those who took residence in archives became shunned as “archive rats,” 

in comparison to their fancier contemporaries who turned to theory. Currently, the field 

seems somewhat divided between those who continue to employ the methods of social 

history and those who draw more heavily on cultural theory.3 

Despite this split, historians typically imply that freedpeople were all-but-

unsinkable political actors. They either invariably promote a romance narrative that posits 

an image of enslaved people as heroes who have valiantly escaped from the oppression of 

chattel slavery and intrepidly made their way into a postwar world or they acknowledge 

the economic, legal, and political constraints and, at times, utter failures freedpeople 

endured, yet these scholars conclude that freedpeople, nevertheless, exhibited a certain 

indefatigable autonomy or political will—thereby making “agency” a happy ending to an 

otherwise unfortunate and often inconclusive set of circumstances.4 

In general, these studies operate under the unspoken assumption that the mere 

existence of racism in the nineteenth century produced a population of people who no 

matter what choices they made they eventually ended up on the right side of history. Yet, 

much of the work on black people during the Civil War fails to explain why black people 

had agency, which implies that this was almost an inherent default position of humanity 
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or assumes that black people have always been political.5 Raising the issue that 

freedpeople may not have had agency or were not political does not then naturally lead to 

a claim that black people were thereby innately inferior or subordinate; if anything, such 

a claim does exactly the opposite and reveals the full complexity and uniqueness of their 

situation and their humanity. The idea that just because racism existed everything that 

black people did was right, justified, or an example of their self-will seems more like a 

caricature. Sometimes in history, voting was not the remedy, and sometimes black people 

simply did not care about politics. Sometimes people did not want to work, and at other 

times they were indeed lazy. Sometimes kin networks were not the shelters that protected 

black people but the very thing that caused many black people to run away from the 

South. 

Well-intentioned historians have not dared raise these questions or examine in-

depth sources that detail these less than exemplary moments in history because they 

likely fear that in doing so they would be considered racist. They also likely ignore such 

images because they remain embroiled in a historiographical fight that actually ended 

decades ago, but they remain committed to a political fight to combat the very real racism 

that continues today. Unfortunately using history to wage a battle against contemporary 

racism has led to stale, static, and woefully under-representative histories of black people 

during the Civil War and Reconstruction; these interpretations neither transform nor 

revolutionize the historiography on the Civil War and Reconstruction but only endlessly 

reproduce previously established conclusions. 

  Historians seem to be tangled in this mess, but fiction writers often are not. Many 

writers—from Zora Neale Hurston to Lorraine Hansberry to Toni Morrison—reveal 
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black characters who make mistakes, take the “wrong path,” or are not candidates for 

sainthood. More to the point in a great deal of literature, there are not happy endings or 

glimmers of hope that attempt to make readers feel good at the end. Yet, the writing of 

the history of Civil War and Reconstruction hasn’t this range of humanity. 

Historians may not be entirely to blame; the problem can also be traced to the 

archive. That the Freedmen and Southern Society Project has unearthed the most 

voluminous and rich account of black people during the Civil War and Reconstruction 

needs to be more rigorously interrogated. So much of the hype about these records, which 

are deeply important to the understanding of the period, may tell us more about the image 

federal officials and the military wanted to portray to the federal government and less 

about the reality of what transpired on the ground during the period. The bulk of the 

Freedmen’s Bureau records in many ways imitate the same concerns post-civil rights 

historians had about freedpeople in the 1970s and tends to follow in the same rhetorical 

pattern that portrays emancipated slaves as indefatigable heroes. In other words, when 

many bureau agents, former abolitionists, and military officials reported on the condition 

of freedpeople during the Civil War and Reconstruction, they were writing during a time 

when the prevailing discourse about emancipation centered on one paramount question: 

Could freedpeople be independently employed and self-sufficient without white 

instruction? On one level, the entire operation of the bureau suggests that freedpeople 

could be. Freedmen’s Bureau officials served in the South based on the assumption that 

freedpeople could be independent but that they and their former masters required the 

temporary assistance of the federal government to facilitate the transition. Government 

officials mediated contracts, settled disputes, and, in more general terms, helped with the 
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reorganization of the South by building schools and establishing hospitals. Therefore, an 

archival record developed that portrayed black people as principal actors—they provided 

affidavits in court, they negotiated employment contracts, and they drafted 

correspondence (at times ventriloquized through white pens) that captured the myriad 

ways they began to take an active role in reconstructing the South. 

A century later, historians in search of archival evidence to overturn early-

twentieth-century racist stereotypes discovered a virtual goldmine in the Freedmen’s 

Bureau records. Buried in the National Archives on folded brittle paper, bounded by red 

string and written in black and blue ink now faded to yellow, a deluge of images of black 

people as principal actors emerged. Historians and Freedmen’s Bureau agents, while 

separated by a century, were animated by a similar objective: to show how freedpeople 

were indeed principal actors in the reconstruction of the South. 

These interpretations, both those presented in the 1860s and those relayed post-

1960s, have not been challenged. There is not a scholarly discourse, like there is 

surrounding the WPA records, that has seriously evaluated both the merits and the 

limitations and possible drawbacks of these sources. The use of the WPA records, a 

similarly voluminous archive about black life in the nineteenth century, has spurred 

serious historiographical debate. Some historians see these documents as critical gems 

that offer brilliant insight into the lives of black people during slavery and freedom, while 

others dismiss them outright as anachronistic and the product of a prurient white 

fascination with the South. Still others find value in the ability of these records to reveal 

something important about vernacular culture.6 A similar debate or discourse about the 

Freedmen’s Bureau documents does not exist; instead these records are uncritically 
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heralded as priceless, based on the heroic efforts of the historians who have found and 

organized them. In many ways, such historians unquestionably reproduce the major 

themes of these documents without rigorously interrogating their existence and function. 

Newer work will and should bravely attempt to move beyond these constraints. In 

her forthcoming book on freedwomen during the Civil War, Thavolia Glymph provides 

haunting depictions of freedwomen being shot at by Union guards and raped in 

contraband camps while prayers were summoned for their children who had died in a war 

that was meant to give them an escape from oppression.7 One of the many virtues of 

Glymph’s new work is its formulation: by her own admission, the book rests on a 

collection of scattered notes and fractured pieces of evidence that do not offer a clear 

narrative or argument. Yet, her audacious effort to offer up a meditation might do more 

for Civil War historiography than the publication of a more clearly defined monograph. 

In writing a reflection, Glymph foregrounds the historian herself—no longer the 

omniscient narrator but an actor excavating those chilling and crushing details that often 

find little place in historical narratives hell-bent on seeing freedpeople as heroes.8 

Glymph’s use of first person combined with the elegant tone of her new work 

eloquently evokes Saidiya Hartman’s Lose Your Mother—a book that powerfully placed 

Hartman as scholar in the center of her analysis of the history and legacy of the Atlantic 

slave trade. Glymph justifies the meditative qualities of her project by calling it a work in 

process; yet scholars should not shy away from this approach in bigger book projects. 

Using meditation as a framework enables Glymph to discuss nuance, raise questions that 

typically do not get asked, allow the historian to enter the story, and, most of all, permit 

her to introduce fragmentary evidence where most historians build their book projects 
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around a fairly complete set of archival data that (over)promises the most thorough and 

complete portrait of a person, experience, or movement. 

Yet, what if the organizing principle of a book project lay in a commitment to the 

fragmentary and fractured evidence?9 What if the scraps of evidence dictated the 

argument and the arc? Some few historians—Jennifer Morgan and Tera Hunter, for 

instance—have done this, but most continue to operate from the premise that only the 

fully complete archival dataset can properly tell the history of the period.10 Yet, what if 

the glimpses provided by the incomplete archive are more accurate than the relentless 

focus of what was preserved for posterity? 

So much of the records about black people during the Civil War and 

Reconstruction, as in the case of the Freedmen’s Bureau records, exist today for a reason. 

These documents are often the result of particular bureaucratic and administrative 

functions as well as the ideological positions of a cohort of federal officials who took the 

notes and kept the records. But just because this is the most voluminous archive does not 

make it the most accurate or objective. What if the history of black people during the 

Civil War and Reconstruction can only be told as a string of anecdotes that defy the 

coherence and logic of a monograph?11 What if these scraps of evidence lead to a 

retelling of the Civil War? 

Since the 1960s, the history of black people in the Civil War has broadened our 

understanding of the period and introduced a range of actors who would have otherwise 

gone unacknowledged. But it did something else perhaps equally as profound: it brought 

a number of historians to the table who had thought that the Civil War was simply the 

province of white men grown fat on a steady diet of Bruce Catton’s books and summer 
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vacations on the battlefields. It showed some of us that the history of the Civil War was 

also our story to tell. To identify the resulting historiographical transformation as simply 

the result of identity politics would be to sharply undercut what has happened to the field. 

The rise of various minorities writing about the history of the Civil War and 

Reconstruction meant that something hooked them to the story—it may have been the 

battlefields and the political history, but it likely was a detail that they uncovered, a scrap 

of evidence that made them understand the war in a way that had not been named. 

Something brought them to the field, and it was these hunches that ultimately led them to 

write books that redefined the field. 

Yet, we are at an impasse now. With a few exemplary exceptions, the field 

reproduces similar historians with similar political commitments and historiographical 

objectives. As a result, those hunches, those moments of brave insight, those clues that 

might be able to tell the history differently are being drowned out in favor of the big book 

on the war or a volume that draws on a more comprehensive archive. The result has not 

been a redefining of the field but a continual regurgitation of the known. If we really 

want to think about the future of race studies during the Civil War and Reconstruction, 

we need to think harder about how and why we write. 
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British community’s demands for English government at both the federal and municipal 
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and African American historians. Hunter’s meticulous excavation of Georgian 
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post-civil rights historians examination of the archives, particularly the contribution of 

the Freedmen’s People and Society Project. Her focus on labor cogently exemplified the 



 10 

hallmarks of social history by paying attention to the “history from the bottom up,” while 
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rather it operated within a broader theoretical conceit that attempted to reconcile how 
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problem lies in the scholarship that neither traces the roots of black activism nor explains 
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