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Article Summary: “The Revolution that Failed”


“The Revolution that Failed,” written by James MacGregor Burns, details the tragically flawed efforts to transform the condition of the freedmen after the Civil War.  While a group of radical senators ambitiously sought to make substantial improvements for the freed slaves, their zeal for reform was not shared by President Andrew Johnson which led to the first President impeachment in U.S. history.  With the election of Ulysses S. Grant, the Republican Party focused their efforts on securing the franchise for African-American males.  However, the resulting 15th Amendment was far too weak to protect the newly enfranchised freedmen from the mob violence, property qualifications, literacy tests, and other measures southern states adopted to thwart black suffrage.  Along with the failings of the 15th Amendment, both educational efforts and attempts at land redistribution fell woefully short in significantly improving the lives of the freedmen.  While the Republicans in Washington tried to address these methods with the Enforcement Act of May 1870, by the middle of the decade, Reconstruction efforts “were running out of steam.”  Consequently, the vast majority of the freedmen remained in the same economic condition as before the Civil War.  Ultimately, the critical failure in Reconstruction was the inability of liberal leadership to provide transforming leadership.  The end of the Civil War brought great expectations for the future of African-Americans in the United States, but the failings of the Reconstruction efforts left them “in a condition of dependency” as they still found themselves marginalized in American society.
