


Slavery in the American South
Understanding slavery is vital to any understanding of the United States from its beginnings to the present day.

I.What is slavery


A.

Main Entry: 1slave 



Pronunciation: 'slAv
Function: noun
Etymology: Middle English sclave, from Old French or Medieval Latin; Old French esclave, from Medieval Latin sclavus, from Sclavus Slavic; from the frequent enslavement of Slavs in central Europe
1 : a person held in servitude as the chattel of another
2 : one that is completely subservient to a dominating influence
3 : a device (as the printer of a computer) that is directly responsive to another
4 : DRUDGE, TOILER
- slave adjective


B.Slavery has existed around the world throughout history



1.Some have argued that all societies are based upon



   dominance/submission relationships

a.Ex. medieval serfs, indentured servants, employers/employees, classes (?), imperialists/colonized




b.Hunting and gathering societies?

c.Marxism—all history is the history of class struggle…until?

d.Slavery is close to the extreme end of the 

   spectrum of dominance/submission



2.It is often easier to dominate someone if you define them



   as different or inferior




a.Think culture and identity…and being enculturated



             to believe that you possess characteristics that make




   you superior to someone else




b.You define them as “the other”




c.When backed up by economic, political,




   and social rewards, most will not question




   the equation

C.It is essential to understand the cultural meanings attached to the concept of slavery and how they fit into a “system”



1.Commonality is the concept of human “chattel”



2.Can be different understanding of who is a slave,



  why they are a slave, and how they will be treated



3.Examples: Ancient Greece and Rome

II.The slave system of the United States was inherited from Europe


A.Genovese: slavs, then Africans



1.Link to Renaissance/Capitalism and the Age of Exploration




a.Coincided with shortage of labor in the Americas

*****B. “Race-based slavery”



1.European view on Africans




a.Primative, ignorant, non-Christian and therefore 




  inferior




b.Just as there were nobles and commoners, there were




   Europeans and…others.

C.Europeans defined Indians and Africans (the other) in such a way as to claim that they were created by God for labor


1.Differences between countries (Spain, Portugal, England etc.)

III. Colonial Era


A.Status of slaves was vague



1.Not fully conceptualized as a system 




a.Worked side-by-side with indentured servants




b.South Carolina different—slave society at beginning



2.Number of slaves skyrocketed by 1680s

a.Mortality rates

b.English broke Dutch monopoly on slave trade

c.Prices dropped while demand rose

B.As numbers slaves increased colonies created “slave codes” defining slavery  (1660s—mid 18th C)



1.Slave was the chattel of the owner



2.If mother was a slave then the child was a slave



3.Slave for life unless emancipated



4.Slaves could be beaten, maimed, and executed if they rebelled



5.Could not testify against whites



6.Needed passes to travel



7.Could not be taught to read and write

IV.Revolutionary Era


A.Contradiction with Enlightenment ideals



1.Some detested the “peculiar institution”




a.Hoped it would die out

2. “I can only say that there is not a man living who wishes 

   more sincerely than I do to see a plan adopted for the 

   abolition of slavery.”  George Washington

3. “Maintaining slavery is like holding a wolf by the ears.

   You don’t like it, but you dare not let it go.”


a.Inferiority


b.Colonization

3.Most of the planter elite did not believe there

  was anything wrong with it


a.Looked back to Greece and Rome

     ***b.Think culture, identity, the other, power,


   dominance and submission


B.Issue was avoided at the Constitutional Convention



1.Would have been impossible to form the Union otherwise



*****2.Would remain an issue that would simmer and




   eventually explode with the Civil War

V.Early Republic


A.Eli Whitney’s cotton gin set the stage for rapid expansion


   of slavery (patented and produced 1794)



1. “King Cotton”




a.Britain and textile manufacturing


B.In the North increasing agitation of the “abolitionists”



1.Differing views



**2.Constant tension over free/slave states


C.Sectional differences were steadily growing



1.Two different views on slavery, two different views on the



   future of the United States




a.North was developing rapidly—manufacturing, 




  commerce, agriculture




b.South was overwhelmingly agrarian and felt threatened




 by the North




c.The North did not want to see the expanding country 




based upon the southern slave based economy

2. “On the north bank of the Ohio everything is activity, industry.  Labor is honored, there are no slaves.  Pass to the south bank and the scene changes so suddenly that you think yourself on the other side of the world.  The enterprising spirit is gone.”  Alexis de Tocquville.

3. “The abolitionists would raise the negros to a social and political equality with the whites and that being effected, we would soon see the present condition of the races reversed.  They and their northern allies would be the masters, and we the slaves.”  John C. Calhoun

VI.Slave system in the antebellum South


A.Social structure



1.One-third of population owned slaves

2.Seventy-five percent of slave owners were the “farmer” class with 80-160 acres and fewer than ten slaves

3.  Fifteen percent were the “gentry” class with up to 800 acres  and ten to twenty slaves

4.Twelve percent were the “planter” class with more than 800 acres and more than 20 slaves (sometimes in the hundreds)


B.New and old families



1.Old elite of VA and the Carolinas




a.Married amongst small number families



2.Planter class in new cotton region could be much



   less refined while still being rich


C.The rest of southern society was made up of middling farmers and 


   poor farmers



1.Poorest were referred to as “poor white trash”

VIII.Southern culture was to a high degree determined by the elite


A.Control of institutions: politics, law, education, religion, press



1.Defined the slave system that made them rich



2.Others believed in the “southern way of life”




a.More than just slavery but…



3.Poor whites very racist—status


B.The planter elite…a type of southern aristocracy



1.Very wealthy



2.Live in beautiful mansions



3.Fine luxury goods from Europe



4.Well read and cultured



5.Graceful and refined



6.Very patriarchal



7.Often military training for young men



8.Women were stylish, refined… “southern belles”




a.Often ran significant operations

*****C.Views on slavery



1.God created slaves to labor



2.Great civilizations based upon slavery



3.Whites were “paternal” in the slave system



4.Slaves were: stupid, lazy, childlike but sometimes violent, 



   promiscuous, prone to lying and stealing, and dependent on



   whites



5.Slaves had to be properly “shaped”




a.Had to reinforce their understanding of white 




  superiority and their dependency




b.Force them to understand that this was the “natural




  order” of things and that they were better off as 




  slaves enjoying the benefits of Christianity and 




   “civilization” than they had been in Africa



**6.What is truly amazing is the fact that the slave owners who



      had children by slave women viewed their children as 



      slaves and were even willing to sell them off.  What is also



      amazing is that the slave community, including the men



      married to the abused women, accepted these children 



      without reservations.

IX.Treatment


A.Valuable property



1.Could do with as one pleased but did not want to completely



  destroy unless necessary




a.Believed slaves had to be whipped occasionally




[Pic]



2.Argued that they were better off than poor white workers in 



   factories of the North or in England



3.Part of treatment depended upon what kind of slave



  one was




a.Field hands (58% women; 69% men)




b.House slaves (17% women; 2% men)




c.Remainder: 14% women sewing, cooking,




  weaving, cleaning, food processing; 17% men




  cattle herding, boat piloting, driving wagons;




  23% craftsmen, managers of other slaves



4.Living conditions




a.One room cabin, dirt floor, fire place or stove




b.Tried not to overcrowd—disease




c.Five to six avg.; cold and damp; hot




d.Crude furnishings




e.Minimal simple clothing




f.Food: adequate




g.Disease common: lockjaw, pneumonia, dysentery,




  parasites, cholera, malaria, rotten teeth




h.Child sent to the fields at 12



5.Worked very long hours for long periods of time




a.Worn out; worked sunrise to sunset…unless moon.




b.Aprx 4:100 lived to 60yo 



6.Whipping was fairly common; severity depended upon



   master




a.Some were sadistic and even maimed and killed

 


  slave




b.Was illegal to kill, but could justify




c.Usually social pressure was barrier

              ***7.Young slave women were considered available to the 

  masters and their sons

a. “God forgive us, that ours is a monstrous system.  Like the Patriarchs of old, our men live all in one house with their wives and their concubines, and the mulattoes one sees in every family exactly resemble the white children.  All the time they think themselves patterns, models of husbands and fathers.”

Mary Chestnut.



8.Always feared being sold off



9.Overseers especially hated

[Special note on the psychological damage of race-based slavery: general forced submission, “the other” and internal conflict, “dual souls.”]


*Franz Fanon 

***B.System necessitated interaction between slave owner and slave



1.Masters used carrot and stick approach




a.Extra food and privileges




b.Extra celebrations



2.Slaves expected certain things




a.Christmas




b.Weddings and parties



3.Always tried to outwit the master and get more




a.Was a game at times (traces of this today)



4.Could resist (see resistance section)

***********X.To understand what slavery meant to the slaves one must understand the African-American slave culture that emerged in the South.

This culture enabled the slaves to go beyond just surviving this horrible institution; it enabled them give at least some meaning to life.


A. “Africanisms” evolved in America and fused with European cult. 


     (much debate about subject); formed origins of Af-Am culture



1.Folkways and spirituality



2.Storytellin

Example: “Trickster tales” common to many cultures.  Africans brought animal stories with them from Africa.  They evolved and served to express the life experiences of the slaves.  Often a small helpless animal like a rabbit who outwits the fox. “Brer/Bruh rabbit” was a favorite.  



3.Music and dance--circular



[ex.—read and play]



4.Textiles-patterns and colors



5.Folk medicine



6.Linguistic patterns



a.Language games and double entendre—ridicule rituals

***B.Christian church



1.Created own style




a.Special music




b.Call response sermons



2.Symbols: Jacobs ladder, Moses etc.


C.Family was very, very important



1.Always terrified of family members being sold off




a.What slaves really wanted was to be free, to have




  a family, and a small farm




b.Aprx. 33% of all families were split up




c.Aprx. 20% of slave children were sold away from




  one or both parents


D.Resistance 



1. “Sambo?”



2.Slow down work



3.Break tools or damage livestock



4.Play sick



5.Steal food etc.



6.Escape 




a.Difficult to get away with

b.Punishment: (ex.) 1st time—whipping, 2nd time—branded  with “R” on right cheek, 3rd time—ear cropped and “R” branded on left cheek, 4th time—castration for men.  Often sold off if repeated ran away.



7.Burn buildings



8.Rebellion

  At the end of the day, slaves managed to create a vibrant African-American culture that enabled them to give at least some meaning to life in the midst of total deracination and degradation. 

