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These comments reveal much about the nature—a
_Slave-owner paternalism. To men like Cobb, it wa
pewerlessness that accentuated the need to lopd

that it entailed, f¥%as good republicafis they well knew theé potential -
for abuse that lay in“wych powesBut for most of them; it was the
nonmsgw_ rather than th&acodll misuse of power that was proble-
matical; they were, convisted that the system—and most slave
owners—was good, ang/that absges under it were: rare.

The slaves’ view wis. very differaqt. If the possibiliey of arbitrary
Qnmn.ﬂ:nnn.,om slaves’proved troubling t&articulate defendess of u._m.,m
ery, 1t was the ipCessant rea/ity of such tréiment that impressed the
staves. The sfaves were profoundly influended by slave-owner pa-
ternalism, 2hd as we shail see in the next chapter, they nxvnammnm ,
toward the masters some of the same ambivalent 8¢ lings the.masters
held toward them. Ultimately, however, -the slavedhad a very dif-
ferent perspective on master—slave relations from that of their own-

Antebellum Slavery:
- Slave Life

i

MASTERS NEVER ACHIEVED the.total domination they sought over
-their slaves. Despite the efforts of slave owners to regulate zil their
activities, the slaves lived in a world that was influenced but by no
means totally controlled by the slaveholders’ regime. Because pa-
ternalistic Southern masters interfered in the daily hves of ther
““people” more than mastess typically did in the Caribbean, Brazil,
of Russia, the independence of slave life was unusually restricted
in the antebellum South. Nevertheiess, the slaves managed to de-
velop their own semi-autonomous way of hfe, to interact with one
another on a basis that reflected shared values and customs. Slaves
~ar wotk were closely regulated, but away from work, they lived and
. loved, plaved and prayed, in a world largely unknown to the masters.
- Until recéntly, it was also a world largely unknown to historians.
- During the past two decades, however, as historians in general have
- .+"abandoned an almost exclusive focus on the rich, famous, and pow-
“- erful to pay attention to the lives of ordinary Americans—women,
" “blacks, immigrants, laborers, farmers, families—students of slavery
.. have probed with increasing sophistication the world of the slaves.
* . Considering slaves as subjects in their own right rather than merely
© s objects of white action, historians have striven to reconstruct their
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internal’ lives, including their families, religion, social organi

N . . \n.|
ton, folkways, values, and Tesistance w oppression, and have in o i

process dramatically revised our understanding of the pecuhiar i
stitution. .

I

L.» BRIEF AND SIMPLIFIED historiographicat survey provides a useful
_:n.ﬁoacncos to this development. Undil fairly recently, most hiss
tonans of slavery paid far more attention to the behavier of the
masters than to that of the slaves; slaves, the vast majority of whom
were illiterate and therefore left no writcen records, mw_unmmo.a m
their works.primarily as objects of white action. Scholars differed in
many of their evaluations of slavery~—some portrayed it as benign
«i_a.aamm others depicted ic as harshly exploitative—but with Hrm
partial exception of a tiny number of black and Marxist mn_._o_“ma..
they focused far more on what slavery did to the slaves than srmw
the slaves did themselves. . : B .
Uﬁ.izm the .man half of the twentieth CEntury, a major component
of this approach 'was often stmple racism; manifest in the belief that
blacks were, at best, imitadve of whites. Thus Ulrich B. Phillips,-

the era’s most celebrated and influential expert on slavery, combined ..
2 sophisticated portrait of the white planters’ life 2nd behavior with

crude passing generalizations abour the life and behavior of their
black slaves. Noting that “the planters had a saying.. . . that a negro
was what a white man made him,” Phillips portrayed the plantation
as a “'school constantly training and controlling pupils who were in
a backward state of civilization”; through this educational process
Hrw slaves “becamé largely standardized into the predofinant plan-
tation type.” He proceeded to list “the. traics which-prevailed” as
:.m: cagemness for society, ‘music and mermiment, a- fondness for
a_m.E.ﬁ. -+ -, a2 not flagrant sensuality, a receptiveness toward any
.‘w:m_on whose exercises were exhilarating, a proneness to supersti-
ton, a courteous acceptance of subordination, an avidity for praise,
a readiness for loyalty of a feudal sort, and last but not least, a
ro&.ng human repughance toward overwork.” Content with as-
serting such traits rather than demenstrating them, Phillips devoted

most of his attention to the way plafiters managed their slaves, not
to the slaves themselves.!

commitment to racial equality could-be just as compatible
bjectifying the: slaves as. was belief in white superiority. [n-
: because -stressing the cruelties of slavery usually led to fo-
ag.on the injuries done to slaves, it could casily reinforce rather
subvert a'historical mode! in which white slave owners and
gents acted and black-slaves w&re-acted upon. Thus, although

K . .n.,”&.,.Z.. Stampp’s “nco-abolitionist” book The Peculiar Institution

naingdithe treatmient—now the mistreatment—of siaves. Stampp

=t¥ookithe slaves far more mwnocm_x.ﬁ:m: did Phillips, but the sources

1at-Stampp. relied upon—plantation recotds, letters and diaries of
e owners, travel accounts written by Northern and European
sitors; who almost invariably stayed -with white hosts—revealed

slaves, whom.he portrayed as:“culterally rootiess people.”

e depiction-of -antebellum slaves as victims reached its peak
Stanley M. Elkins’s 1959 volume, Slavery: A Problem in American
[nstitutional and Intellectual Life, one of those rare historical works
thar not only arouse .,mmnanwndoszogﬂ% but also promote sharp
mm<nﬁmwum, of historical interpretation. Noting the absence of slave
rebellions in the American South equal in size or duration to those
in‘Brazil-and the Caribbean islands, Elkins argued that the unusually
harsh conditions faced by Southern slaves produced a “closed” en-
vironment that stripped them of their native African culture, pre-
vénted the emergence ~among them of any meaningful -social
relations, "and ‘titrned them into childlike “Sambos™ who almost
completely internalized the values of their masters. Unlike the mon-
archy and the established Church in Latin America, both of which
supposedly protected slaves from the worst abuses of bondage, noth-
1g came berween master and'slave in the South; slavery there was,
iike the Nazi concentration camp, 2 “‘total” institution that rendered
i victims psychologically defenseless: The Southern stave who,
“for his very psychic security, had to picture his master in some way
as the ‘good father,” ” was transformed into an emasculated, docile
Sambo who came to identify with that very master.?

Despite itsingenuity, the Elkins thesis soon carie under withering

T
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strack from critics who blasted it as contrived, illogical, and unsup-
ported by Q.:U.:.ﬁm_ evidence. Historians of Latin American slavery
disputed the notion that the Church and . Crown always mitigated
the severity of slavery, and comparative historians pointed to the
superior health and unique natural population growth of American
slaves to rebut the argument that the conditions they endured were

far harsher than those in the rest of the Americas. Other scholars.

disputed the utility of Elkins’s concentration-camp analogy, sug-
gested that apparent Sambo-like behavior was explicable without
recourse to theotics of slave infantilization (as a result of role-playing,
for example); and noted that after the Civil War the actions of
emancipated blacks were hardly childish or docile. Rescarch by
scholars seeking to test the Elkins thesis provided increasing evi-
dence that antebellum slaves lived not in a totally closed environ-
ment but rather in one that permitted the ¢emergence of enormous
vatiery and allowed siaves to pursue imporeant relationships with
" persons other than their mastels; including those to be found in

their families, churches, and communiues. By the 1970s, although

historians such as Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman had
borrowed Elkins’s idea that the slaves internaiized their owness’
ideals (the Protestant work ethic, according to Fogel and Engerman),
the Sambo thesis lay in tatters.

_Ironically, however, that thesis—and the controversy it pro-
voked—plaved a major role in redirecting historical scholarship on
slavery. As historians sought to rebut Elkins’s assertion of slave
docility, they found it necessary to focus far more than they pre-
viously had on the slaves as subjects in their own right rather than
as objects of white treatment. The effort to test the Sambo thesis
thus combined with the new historical interest in the lives of ordinary
people to bring the slaves themselves to center stage in-the drama
of slavery. This new focus came to full fruition during the 1970s,
as historians produced an avalanche of works seeking to rediscover
the slave experience. For the first time, that experience became the
major (although by no means the only) focus of historical research
on antebellum Southern slavery. _

As the focus of historical attention shifted increasingly to the

slaves, historians found themselves forced to exploit “new” kinds

of historical sources, which had previously been little used, to shed
light on the slaves’ world. Scholars probed archaeological remains,
analyzed black folklore, and toiled over statistical data culled from
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census reports and plantation records, but in their efforts to explore
stave thoughr and behavior they found two kinds of sources espe-
cially useful: autobiographies of former slaves (some written after
escape 1o the North and some after emancipation) and interviews

. with former slaves, the most extensive collection of which was taken

‘under the auspices of the Federal Writers’ Project during the 1930s.
It 15 largely on the basis of these sources that histonans have redi-
rected their attention {o the slaves, a redirection that has been more
productive for the antebeilum South than anywhere else because
historical records that illurminarte slavery from the slaves’ -vantage
point are far more abundant for the slave South than for any other
slave sociecy.

Using slave sources 1o explore the slaves’ “consciousness’”—rtheir
thought, ideology, values, and identification—is a task of enormous
difficulty, because these sources, although highly revealing, zre also
often highly problematical. Because most of them ilJustrate the late
antebeltum period, they encourage scholars either to focus on that
period or to generalize from it about earlier times, in the process

_losing sight of significant changes that occurred over time. Equally

serious are. problems associated with interpreting autobiographres
that were often written a5 deliberate acts of abolitionist propaganda
and interpreting recollections of very old- men and women about
their vouth three-quarters of a century earlier, especially when most
of those recollections were elicited in interviews conducted by white
Southerners in an era of black racial subordination. Historians have
at times been 0o eager to take slave avtobiographies and interviews
at face value—an inappropnate approach with any historical decu-
ment—and to construct on their basis an idealized vession of slave
behavior. ‘
Nevertheless, when used with proper caution and sensitivity, and
supplemented with additional evidence {including inferences drawn

from actual behavior), autobiographies and interviews constitute an

extremely important window on the minds of the slaves and have
enabled scholars of the 1970s and 1980s to revise radically our un-
derstanding of American slavery. Although these scholars do not
agree with one another in all particulars, the great majority of them
have abandoned the victimization mode! in favor of an emphasis on
the slaves’ restliency and autonomy. As I m,mmmomﬁ below, I believe
that some of these arguments for siave autonomy have been over-

“stated and eventually will be modified on the basis of future evi-
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dence. It iz clear, however, that whatever such modifications may
occur, we have in m‘aﬁmn?n_q short time learned an enormous amounk
about the lives of those who were for too long ignored in the study
of slavery: the siaves. Those lives are the subject of this chaprer. -

ITI

.IEAOn?ZWmX»EZ-Zo the lives and behavior of antebeltum slaves
have disagreed on numerous points, but they have been virtually
" unanimous in finding that Elkins erred in.depicting a world in- which
slaves had no “‘meaningful others” aside from their masters. Of
course, slaves lived under widely varying conditions, and some may
have experienced the totally controlled, “‘closed” system described
by Elkins. For the vast majority, however,. slavery never provided
such a hermetically sealed environment; beings who'were in theoty
totally dependent on their masters were able in practice to forge a
semt-autonomous world, based o a multiplicity of social relarion-
ships, which accentuated their own distincrive customs and vatues.
In this endeavor, they looked for support most of alf to their families
and their religion.- . '

Families provided a crucial if fragile buffer, shielding slaves
from the worst rigors of slavery. Although the transatlantic slave
trade, exceptionally high moruality rates, and .the excess of men
over women among newly imported slaves decimated African fam-
ifies, the emergence of a predominantly creole slave population
created the basic preconditions for family re-creation. A new African-
American family structure took rooc in the cighteenth century and
sptead throughout the South, along with slavery, in the nineteenth:
Those families were not, of course, untouched by slavery, Even
under the best of circumstances, slave families lacked the instiru-
tional and legal support enjoyed by those that were free, and m
extreme cases masters could not only hinder but prevent the de-
velopment of normal family relations; Frederick Douglass, taken
from his mother as an infant, recalled it as “2 common custom, in
the part of Maryland from which I ran away, to part children from
thetr mothers at a very early age.”™ But historians now know that
mn the South as a whole, separation of young children from their
mothers was relatively unusual. Antebeltum slaves lived in families,
legally recognized or not, and the majority of slave chiidren gre

-

Anrebellum Slavery: Slave Life 139

with their mothers and-—somewhar less often—their fathers.
Slave owners were usually aware of, and considered themselves

srong supporters of, slave families. Mouvated by both a paternalistic

neern for the well-being of their “people’” and a calculating regard

s for their own economie intertest, slave owners paid increasing atten-
e tion to the family lives of their slaves. Antebellum masters usually
assigned one slave family (much less ofien two) to a cabin, grouped

slaves according to families in planwtion censuses, and promoted
“family. morality”" among their people in a variety of ways, including
unishing adultery and divorce, insisting on early marriage, allowing

~(or not allowing) marriage “abroad,” and less often purchasing

spouses of favored servants. The actions of the masters were in
many ways contradictory: they not only supported slave families but
also disrupted them, through forced separations and forced sex. Still,
their actions as supporters served to some extent to limit the impact
of their actions as disrupters, and to make possible, despite the
hosule environment, a family life among slaves that was vital if con-
stantly at risk. Indeed, historians Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L.
Engerman have gone so far as to atrribute the strength of antebellum
slave families primarily. to the support they received from slave
owners.

Most other historians have stressed the actions of the slaves them-
selves in building and defending their families, often against over-
whelming odds. As a result of research by Herbert G. Gutman and
other scholars, we now know a great deal about the structure of
slave families. Like most other Americans and Western Europeans
(but unlike many Eastern Europeans, Asians, and Africans), South-
ern slaves usually hived in nuclear (or “simple™) households: facher,
S.OHTQ.. and children: In the most recent study of slave .*.m_dw:nw_
Ann Patton Malone, who examined a sample of 19,329 slaves in
Louisiana between 1810 and 1864, found that 73 percent of these
slaves lived in simpleihouseholds composed either of married cou-
ples with or without children or of single parents with children, and
an‘additional 18.3 percent lived alone; only 8.7 percent of the slaves
lived in more complex “‘multiple,” “extended,” or “non-nuclear
households. Throughout the South, families were large, with the
average woman giving birth o about seven children over the course
of her childbearing years and the rypical slave cabin containing four
to seven residents at any given time. Marriages, unless broken by
sale, were usually Jong-lasting. Families constitured » fundamental

(2]
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spitg’of the strenuous efforts of their owners to keep them illiterates

. extremely careful of what they said in frorit of whites. As childsen

Ly

- times gradually through incremental discoveries, sometimes at once
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about 5 percent of slaves (two-thirds of them male) interviewed:
the Federal Writers” Project recollected being taught to read un
slavery, most often by sympathetic whites. {Other slaves, howeve
learned to read on their own or with the.heip of othér blacks,:

Slave children learned at an early age that they had to confor
1o the wishes of two sets of authoriti€s—their parents and-th
owners—both of whom were involved in their upbringing. Such
competing claims on their loyaity could be confusing. Evidence 3
the masters’ authority was readily apparent in their dealings with

adulr slaves; children who saw their parents verbally or physicall 7

abused without resisting could not fail to draw the dppropriate lesso
about where real power lay. At the same titne, parents struggled to
provide their children with love and attention and passed on famity
lore as well as customs and values, With the help of friends and
relatives, parents sang to their children, told them stories, exposed
them to their version of Chiristianity, and brought them up to be

aged, they became increasingly aware of theirunfree status, some-

through a traumatic event—a whipping, a comment by a white
playmate, sale of 2 loved one-—that brought home the reaiity of
their situation. :

Although families provided slaves with a basic refuge from the
horrors of slavery, this refuge was always insecure. Masters who.
preached the importance of-family life subverted their own message
by constantly intedfering with their people’s families: they sold,
raped, and whipped, and even under the best of circumstances they
insisted on their right, as paternalistic, ,@:mamm.:mq,.mo. direct the up-
bringing of children. Slaves struggled valiantly to lead “normel”
lives, and in doing so they relied most heavily on their famihes, but
their lack of power vis-3-vis their masters rendered those families -
extremely vulnerable. Although we have learned a great deat about
the structure of slave families, we _._mm,a learned much less about -
their inner dynamics—how- slaves actually’interacted with one m:ﬂ.
other at home—and it.is a mistzke t0 assume, on the basis of wide-
spread stereotypical assertions in slave narratives, that those families
were always loving. Pointing to “overzealousness in revising earlier
misconceptions concerning the compositions of the siave family and
community,” Ann Malene has receatly warned against the corrent
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“the cozy American
mily unit of mom, dad, and the kids.””® Her warning 1s pertinent.
sves had their own households, in which they were husbands,
es, parents, children, friends, and lovers, but as Elizabeth Fox-
movese has forcefully argued in her recent book Weshin the Plan-
fon Household, those same slaves were also members of their mas- -
" houscholds and could never totally escape their dependence on

v

5IKE-SLAVE FAMILIES, ,w_m<n religion exhibited fragiie autonomy and
evolution over time. During most of the colonial period, white efforts
to proselytize among blacks were sporadic, and first- or second-
generation African-Americans were at best indiffercnt to the Chris-
itian message; the second half of the eighteenth century saw wide-
;spread conversion of blacks to Christianity, a process that accelerated
in'the religious revivals of the early nineteenth century; by the late
antebellum period, evangelical Christianity had emerged throughout
the South as a central feature of slave life. The slaves’ exposute to
Christianity was uneven: some lived-in isolated areas without ready
-decessito religious services; and others were subject to the arbitrary
whim of masters who prevented them from attending church. But
antebéllum slaves increasingly experienced a number of over
lapping—sometimes competing—religious influences, from pater-
nalistic masters who prayed and read the Bible with their “people,”
from white religious denominations that mounted a “‘mission to the
slaves,” and from the “invisible church” that operated quasi-secretly
arong the slaves themselves. Most mid-nineteenth-century slaves,
unlike their ancestors 2 century earlier, were devoutly Chrstian.

. Like slave families, the “invisible church’ possessed a number
of distinctive features that reveal how blacks adapted white forms
to their own needs. Slaves who assembled in the quarters, in open-
air “hush arbors,” and in space sometimes provided by white
-churches spurned the lectures they received elsewhere on obedience
to authority as a-central tenet of Christianity in favor of a religion
-of the oppressed that promised them deliverance from their earthly
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survival mechanism, enabling the slaves to resist the kind of

humanization that Elkins believed they underwent. Slaves may haye

- . - v 0
owed their masters instantaneous and unquestigned obedience,

in the bosoms of their families they loved, laughed, quarreled,

schemed, sang, and endured, much as free people did.

them from prevailing norms among white Southerners and reveal
the degree to which those families were created by the staves therns
,ma?om. .m::\om used naming practices to solidify family ties threats
ened .s.:“r rapture, naming children after fathers and grandfathe

especially frequently because male relatives were more likely than
female to be sold away. Although whites did not mnx:cﬁaamn (ot

often even know of) the practice, many slaves took surnames, for ¢
the sake of family unicy as well as family dignity; as former slave

Robert Smalls testified in 1863, although “among themselves they
use their tites [surnames] . . . before their masters they do not
speak of their titles ac all.”s . ‘ :

The slaves’ marital standards differed in significant ways from
3.93 of their owners. Although slaves expected each other to be
@98_ in marriage, they did not put much stock in the prevailing
Victorian notion of premarital sexual abstinence: sexual experimen-

tauion before marriage (not always with the ultimate spouse) was

widespread and aroused little stigma among them. Ualike Southern
Emnmﬂ.m, however, slaves strictly adhered to marital exogamy, shun-
ning marriage with first cousins. As this practice indicares, living in
nuclear families did not preclude the existence of extended kinship
networks among slaves, who often exhibited impressive awareness
of and attachments to more distant familial relations. _ |

. The role and status of women in slave families were also distinc-
tive. Recent research has dispelled the once common.stereotype of
a Eaﬁ_n:n slave “matriarchy,” predicated on weak ties of affection
between slave men and their families. Still, for at least two reasons

slave %.mn::nm were less male-dominated than free families Jﬁmom:m
were in the nineteenth century. First, slave men lacked the legal

authority over their wives that free ‘men possessed. When free -

women married, they fost a variety of rights, including the right to

own and dispose of property, and became legally subordinated to -

their husbands. Because slave families lacked legal status, however

3

women who married were not automatically subjected to legal de- -

basement; slave husbands had no more property rights than did their

Stave families exhibired a number of fearures that &ma,asnmﬂn%wm
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es. who maintained “equal or near equal status with theit hus-
5.7 Second, slave women were more likely than their husbands
i “home.” They ran away, were sold off, and were hired out
Eldcss often than men; in marriages abroad, it was the husbands
fer than the wives who typically traveled to visit their families
e :weelkends. For these reasons, mother-headed households, al-
wagh not the norm, were relatively common; Malone found that
put one-third of the nuclear houscholds in Louisiana were
caded by a single parent, in the vast majority”of cases the mother.
short, slave women provided basic continuity to families—and
munities—faced with disruption,

Children growing up as slaves faced contradictory experiences that
veal both the importance and the fragility of family life under
avery. Young children often enjoyed substantially greater freedom
“than their elders. Although very large plantations sometimes had
aurseries, most children received relatively little supervision; with
their parents and older siblings at work, they spent much of their
vme playing among themselves—and often with local white chil-
dren. “The first seven or eight vears of the slave-boy's life are about
a5 full of sweet content as those of the most favored and petted
whize children of the slaveholder,” recalled Frederick Douglass; not-
ing that “‘he literally runs wild,” Douglass portrayed the “slave-boy”
a5 “‘a spirited, joyous, uproarious, and happy boy, upon whom trou-
“bles fall only like water on a duck’s back.”” Some biack autobiog-
raphers and interviewees later remembered that as children they
were literally unaware of being slaves. {The relative freedom af-
forded many slave children is one reason that the Federal Writers’
‘Project interviews must be used with extreme caution in recon-
structing- the lives of adults; two-thirds of those interviewed were
born after 1859 and were thus ten vears old or younger at the out-
break of the Civil War.})

.Still, children were hardly untouched by slavery. In a variety of
ways, masters interfered extensively in their lives, bringing some to
the “‘big house™ to serve as domestics and assigning others “light”
chores that became increasingly onerous until they were put to reg-
~-ular field work, usually between the ages of eight and twelve. Slave
owners insisted on naming some slave children, against the wishes
of (and sometimes competing with names awarded by) their parents,
and exposed children to their version of Christianity. Siave owneis
also sometimes taught household “'pets” how to read and write:
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troubles. White ministers from staid denominations that appea!
primarily to upper-class patshioners-had special difficuity in atera
ing slaves: Presbyterian minister Charles G: Jones noted that whes
he lectured a group of slaves in Liberty County, Georgia, on th
Christian virwe of obedience, “one half of my audience deliberate};
rose up and walked off with themselves, and those that remaine
looked anything . but mmammna.:.mmg:ma% Harriet Jacobs. recalle
how when an Episcopal clergyman: began helding separzte services
for blacks in Edenton, North Carolina, “his colored members were,
very few, and also very respectable”; soon after, displeased with
the injunction that “if you disobey your carthly master, vou offend
your heavenly Master,” “‘the slaves left, and went w enjoy a Meth-
odist shout.” White Methodists and Baptists had far more success
with the slaves than did Presbyterians and Episcopalians, but they,
too, often found blacks leery of what they heard. “Dat ole white
preacher jest was telling us slaves to be good to oul marsters,”
recalled former slave. Cornelius Garner. “We zin’t keer'd a bif "bout
dat stuff he was telling us "cause we wanted to sing, pray, and serve
God in our.own way.””” :

The religious services of the slaves differed appreciably from those
provided for them by whites. Accounts of Moses leading his people
out of bondage replaced injunctions . to obey authority. Although
self-called black preachers, often illiterate and almost always igno-
rant of the fine points of theology, stressed the importance of vir-
tuous behavior, they ignored the traditional Protestant emphasis on
human depravity; the slaves’ Christianity was 2 religion of the heart
in which they could lose themselves in ecstatic joy, their God a
redeemer and friend with whom they could communicate on a pet-
sonal basis. A high level 6f emotional fervor charzcterized Southern
evangelical Protestantism,- whether white or black, but blatk Bap-
tists and Methodists took this “enthusiasm” to 2 level that often
shocked white observers—especially those of “genteel™ back-
grounds, whose religious behavior was likely to be more re-
strained—and derided white Christianity as stwfly and bloodless.
Presbyterian minister R. Q. Mallard opined that a black revival
meeting he witnessed in 1859 lacked any. true religion, for it con-
sisted of “one loud monotonous strain, interrupted by . . . groans
and screamns and clapping of hands,” but many slaves belieted their
masters lacked true religious feeling: “You see,™ one explained later,
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u. h-uﬂﬂn:mo B . .

Despite the distinctive features of the Emo._m Chuistianity that
erged in the siave quarters, that Or:mﬁ_m:_Q.SmM marked by
rvasive white influence and indeed was itself a sign of the degree
which the masters impinged on the lives of their slaves, Dnffer-

#nces berween- black and white religious practices were significant

Because those differences reveal the slaves -as subjects whose be-

jetims -of white action, but from a broad view those differences
st be regarded as relatively minor. Not only did the slaves adopt
he general religion of their masters—Christianity—but &o%m;o
75 adhered. to the same specific (usvally Protestant) denominations.
# Antebellum Southern blacks were, like antebellum Seuthern whites,
wm most often Baptists and Methodists, with much smalier numbers of
: Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Catholics, and memberts of other sects.
There were differences between black and white Baptists and be-
tween black and white Methodists, but there were also differences
between black Baptists and black Methodists, or for that Bmﬂ_nﬂ
between white Baptists and white Presbyterians. American Q..:_m-
tianity constituted an amorphous and highiy voﬂoqomnnnoﬁ a:m_o.?
within which slaves found it easy to develop their own variants while
remaining part of the mainstream. o
Equally important, the shared religious heritage of white and black
"Southerners provided important bases of contact between them.
Much of this contact occurred within the confines of slave-ownert
mmnoam:m!, as masters increasingly embraced the “mission to the
slaves.” Much of it, however, ‘transcended the master—slave sela-
tionship and thrust blacks and whites together as _un:w.aaa in an
environment that at least temporarily subverted CONSCIOUSNESs of
. class and race. if the religious exposure of some slaves n.o:m_mﬁ.na
‘primarily of slave owners reading the Bible to them, praying E_.n_._
them, and arranging for special services where they heard o»,.O:.:m-
tian duty to obey their masters, that of others included mﬂﬁn:n:nm
interracial revival meetings as well as services that exhibited a high
level of Christian fellowship. Several recent historians have empha-
sized the degree to which many white and black woc%ogma.mwmnna
not just similar religious views but common religious expernences.
“I'TIhe normative worship experience of blacks in the antebellum
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South was in-a biracial church,” suggested John B. Boles; althod
slaves usually sac in segregated slave galleries, "“black and whi

co-worshipers heard the same sermons, were baptized and tock come

frori

munion Momn%ab and upof death were buried in .the same cem
eteries, It . . . _

Whether slaves worshipped separately -or with whites, historiat

have Soanﬁ_.% been so:impressed by the force of slave religion tha
they have may well have exaggerated its universality and stighte

some of its contradictory implications. Many slaves lacked zccess 1é

_Tegular feligious services, either because they lived in remote areas
ot because they had owners who regarded their religious aspitations
with ,&m,Smﬂn. Bennet H. Barrow's. plancation diary (1836—46), for
example; 1s filled with expressions of disgust at the refigious enthu-
siasm of both whites and blacks: he: frequently forbade his slaves. to
attend nearby. religious meetings, and when sixteen slaves tempo-

rarily ran away from a neighboring plantation e blamed the flight

on .nrw:..oinnim “having them preached to for 4 or 5 years past,”
an action that constituted the ‘‘greatest piece of foolishness any one

[was] ever guilty of.” Other slaves were simply uninterested in

Mn:mmo:. and, .in the words of slave autobiographer Henry Bibb,
resort{ed] to the woods in: targe numbers on [Sundavs] to gamble,

fight, get drunk, and break the Sabbath.” Although Bibb-expressed .

typical nineteenth-century outrage-at such desecration of the Sab-
U.mﬂF many slaves eagerly looked: forward to their day “off” as a
time to work on their garden-ploss, spend time with their families,
and simply relax.'?.

Christianity had to compete for the slaves’ time and attention not
-only with secular concerns but also with 2 host of pre-Christian
beliefs and practices that persisted even among ardent Baptists and
Methodists. Slaves commonly ‘resorted 1o potions; condoctions,
charms,. and .rituals to ward off evil, ‘cure sickness, .rm:.m enemies,
and produce amorous behavior. Dellje Lewis, interviewed in the
Mwmcm for the Federal Writers’ Project, described some of the magic
.Soxm she had learned from her midwife. grandmother, tricks that
included both folk remedies-such as-prescribing cloves and whiskey
to ease the pain of childbirth ‘and magic rituals such as putting a
fresh egg at the door of a sick:person to prevent anyone from om_..wa:m
%o.SoS. “If you is anxious fo’ yo' sweetheart to come back f'um
2 trip,” she added, “put a pin in de groun’ wid de poiat up an’ den

‘anything,” but he added that “'vou have gor o ralk wid God an’
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a aig on-de point. When all de insides runs outen de aig yo

fweetheart will return. ™"

Although educated whites derided such “supersuition” and slave
toblographers seeking to appeal to “enlightened” nineteenth-
ntuty sensibilities wrote of it with extreme embarrassment, magic,

#2gonjuring, and foik medicine continued to exercise a powerful hold

ver most antebellum slaves—at the same time that those siaves

rip, .
5o considered themselves practicing Christians. Indeed, it was not

mcommon for slaves to develop pracfices that fused Christian and
von-Christian elements, as in the method described by autobiog-

rapher Jacob Stroyer of warching how a Bible turned when hung by
-a string to determine whether an accused person was guilty of steal-

ing. One reason slaves were so easily able w0 combine belief in
Christianizy with belief.in conjurers, witches, and spirits is that many
apparently saw little difference berween the two; noting that his
father was a root doctor who could cure the sick, George White
explained that he, too, knew “all de roots” and could “‘cure most
ask him to help out.”"?

The particular combination of Christian and pre-Christian religion
that coexisted in .the slave quarters originated, of course. in the
contact and interaction of African and European cultures and was
one component of the new, African-American culture that resulted
from the enslavement of blacks in America. This combination. bore
striking resemblance, however, to the mixture of Christizn and pre-
Christian beliefs embraced by many of the European immigrants to
America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when, as
historians such 2s Jon Butler have recently stressed, adherence to
Christian theology consututed a thin veneer beneath which flour-
ished widespread belief in magic and the occult. The similanity
between the pre-modern worldviews held by whites and blacks in
the South facilitated the continuing interaction between them in
the antebellum period, in both Christian and non-Christian mani-
festations. It was by no means unknown for lower-class whites to
consult black conjurers.

Slave magic and slave Christianity coexisted, but appropriated
different spheres. Magic was most often directed at a concrete and
immediate goal: to cure an illness, punish a rival suitor, prevent an
overseer from applying the tash. Christianity was inevitably more
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and jubilees,” remarked ex-slave Abraham Chambers in a typical
recollection. “Some clap and some play de fiddle, and, man, dey*
danced most all night.”"'$ Christmas, harvesttime, corn shucking,
and hog killing provided occasions for celebrations that staves eageriy
anticipated and fong remembered. :

‘Away from the immediate control of white authorities, slaves de-
veloped their own trad

ttions and customs that reflected shared val-.
ues. Forged out of varying combinations of African and European
cultural practices, these customs differed over time and space. In
southern Louisiana, voodeo, a syncretic, highly ritualized tefigion
based on African beliefs fused with elements of French Catholicism,
moc_.mmrna, but it was unknown in most of the South; in the low
country of South Carolina -and Georgia, Gullah, reinforced by geo-
graphic 1solation and a huge slave majoriry, fostered a distinctive.
slave culture, for, ag historian Charles Joyner has pointed out,
“speech communities, to an even greater extent than political com-
munities, imply a shared culture ang world view. "7

Hie stereotype of slave passivity, roéndnm many mo:o._ma_ lurched

'the other extreme, lacing their writings é:r.m: m<m8ﬂ<a m,ﬁ.,mh”wmn
“celebration in which terms like :.nom‘_nin_,m? culture, n-
ip ties,” “solidarity,” and “human dignicy .Hm_u_mnoa those M_Wo
¢ pesting victimization, and presenting such 2 wo__.n_ﬁocm owﬁﬂm: 0 _& :
i the quarters that slavery :mn;mnosnamo?aois the background.
*To understand the nature of education in the m_w<n quarter com-
munity 1s to come to grips with the papadox of :._m, Hﬁﬁa mmmwnq .

wrote historian Thomas L. Webber in Houm. By passing ”_._M:
unique set of cultural themes from generation to generation, m e
members of the quarter community Snﬂa..m_u_o 0 resist most of w ite
teaching, set themselves apart from ,..i_.:mo society, and mold their
own-cultaral norms and group identity. While sull _amm_E &m‘,ﬁm,
the black men, women, and children of the quarter ooaﬂsc:_ﬂw
successfully protected their psychological .freedom and no._owaﬁo ﬁ
their human dignity.” ¥ I believe that an even-handed appraisal mus

1

2
A

not only incorporate the important revisionist work of the n.mmmn aﬂo
% Nevertheless, common experiences—and the domestic slave decades but also come to grips with n:n._:mnoc:E of slave Ui mu the
e trade—shaped a shared cultural’mainstream in much of the slave limits to slave autonomy, and the particular character that “com-
= South. Slaves dre

=7

ssed up for church on Sundays,. favoring bright

munity” assumed among the slaves. These stemmed both from the
colors to distinguish their appearance from the normal workaday

. . ar
inherent realities of slavery in general and from the specific ch

i

BT
e
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‘attite. They sang spirituals and work songs, often using an anti-
phonal, call-and-response pattern of African origin. They told stories
that, like folktales clsewhere, were filled with ghosts, spirits,
animals, and didactic lessons for the young. They pu

on proper wedding and funeral ceremontes, which,
peasant cultures, provided occasions for marking key points of tran-
sition in the human experience and assumed enormous ‘symbolic
importance. In many of these ways, the slaves-approached 2 kind
of peasant autonomy, developing their own folkways even while
under conditions of severe econamic and political dependence.

It is important, however, o keep in mind the limitations to this
slave autonomy. What is at issue is not whether slaves developed
their own customs and cultural activities but the nature of those
customs and activities: the degree to-which they were.able to operate
free from white influence and the degree to which they indicated
communal values and behavior. Because historians for many vears
paid lite attention to the slaves’ internal lives, accentuating the
strength of the “‘slave community” served as a much needed his-
torical corrective in the 19705 and 1980s. In their effores to dispel

talking
t great emphasis
as in traditional

istics of Southern slavery in particular. o
mn%ﬂwﬁ_mwﬁmﬁncm slave life in the South changed Emm_mnms% o<a“
two and a half centuries. Some of the most emphasized 833%3
features of that life—for example, the central @n_ of slave
Christianity—developed relatively lae and were QGEENE or:mam-
teristics only during the last years-of the slave regime. Ot nam|.
most notably African cuitural influences—were strongest ﬁ_wmmw.
when the arrival of new slaves from Africa Un.:uoacm"oa knowle m_m
of traditional ways, but gradually weakened in most of ﬁ,:o Mocﬂ
among slaves who were second-, third-, m:w_n_ moc:r-moummmcoh ; Mﬂ_mmm
icans. By ignonng these changes-over tume, ﬂnnnmmoﬁ_:m the ‘
past can distort the reality of slave _.wmo at any specific ﬂoan:ﬁrwwo
suggest the exisience of a ma:na_ﬂna communal culture w
constituent parts did not always coexist. S
A comparative perspective makes clear some of the .um.ﬁ :
limitations to both slave autonomy-and w_.mg communality in m =
antebellum South. Some of these limitations were demograp Hny
The relatively small size of most Southern holdings, Smnﬁrnmn a_ﬂ_ﬂ._
the high population ratio of whites to blacks, meant that most Sou

Faa

—_
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abstract, more _o:m-ﬁnn.; in orientation: the _.Q&mam It ﬁmoﬂ_woa Wi
not in this wodd but in the next. As such, it exercised diverse
contradictory influences. It provided enotmous comiort - an of
pressed people, but in doing so it offered them an escape that coud
temper their real-world: aommuo,uqo.no oppression. Why struggle
improve conditions in this world when the virtuous would recerv
everlastung happiness in the next?

Although slave owners had long disagreed over the likely impact

of Christianity on their slaves, by the late zntebelium vears che vast

majority had concluded that religion would make them more docil
and obedient rather than more troublesome. Although the evidence
1s mixed, they may well have been correct. At times, Christianity
could produce the fervor of a Nat Turner determined to wreak

vengeance on the wicked. It could also create a culture of collab-

oration, one that emphasized rendering unto Caesar what was Cae-

sar's. Moré often than either of these, however, it appears 10 have

fostered in- the slaves both 2 sense of short-term resignation and
fatalism and a belief in eventual freedom. Under existing conditions,
deliverance was something to be prayed for 2nd awaited, novworked
for and created. Under different conditions, however, that deliv-
erance could cerainly be helped along.

A%

THE SLAVE COMMUNITY has become one of the central—albeit least
well defined—concerns of recent historians of slavery. Eager to rebur
images of slave passivity and docility; many of these historians have
elevated the slave community to an ali-embracing agency that gave
order to the slaves’ lives, expressed their deepest aspirations, and
prevented their noaﬁ_nﬁn victimtization. In the process, m:o‘m have
offered a real corrective to previous, one-sided interpretations that
treated slaves Jargely as objects of white action rather than as subjects
in their own right. At the same time, however, they have often
retfied “slave community,” a slippery and emotionally laden term
unused in antebellum years and used with varying (often unspeci-
fied) meanings today; “as the word is currently used, . . .”" Clarence
E. Walker has recently suggested, ‘‘[community] is a romantic con-
struct that obscures more than.it reveals.”*® They have also come
dangercusly close to replacing a mythical world in which slaves were
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z.., hardly slaves at all. :

v evaluation of the problem of “‘community”’ must come 0
s with two partially distinct but interrelated questions, those of
tonomy and communality. The first of these involves the degree

scred on the basis of mutuality and collective interests. Resolving
ficse questions is difficult, because levels of slave autonomy and
communality were by no means synenymous (substantial autonomy
fid not necessarily imply substantial communality), because neither
Wwas constant over time or space, and because behavior, sharply
mited by physical constraints, was closely hinked to but never en-
tirely a function of thought. The historian needs wo disunguish be-
gween the elusive bundle of mental processes that represented the
way slavés thought—"consciousness,” “‘worldview,” “ideology.”
“mentality”’ —and the behavioral patterns that represenied the way
they acted.

As.the existence of slive families and slave religion indicates,
large numbers of slaves throughout the antebelium South were able
to forge ties other than the master—slave relationship that was central
to slavery, in the process éreating social and culiural formations that
were essentially peripheral 1o that relationship even though they
operated within its overall context. For the majority of slaves who
lived on or near plantations, it was the slave quarters that provided
the setting and the cpportunity for unm.&:w lives parually free from
white supervision. Composed of cabins grouped rogether to form a
slave “village,” the guarters was typically set a considerable distance

-from the master’'s “‘big house,” to shield planter families from the
g P

intrusive presence of a large slave population. This isolation of the
quarters, -although primarily for the convenience of the masters,
provided an important measure of privacy w the slaves, affording

"them a real if insecure refuge from the outside world.

Within the quarters, slaves engaged in a myriad of “leisure” ac-

“tivities that belied their condition as human property. When the

master’s-work was done, they ate, sang, praved, played, taiked,
n_:m.:a?a. made iove, hunted, fished, named babies, cleaned house,
tended their garden plots, and rested. They strove to fill their lives
with pleasurable activities that would enable them to transcend their
status as slaves. “Whoopee, didn’ us have good Sa’dd’y night frofics
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“gualitatively distinct form of subordination” that left its victims far
“$ess control over their lives than other forms of unfree and acma_-
m.nn labor.2’ In short, slaves did not really form communities in the
ense that peasants did. As T will suggest in section VII, however,
§n4 did develop a common identification that substuitured for—and
“ehas often been-confused with—a sense of community.
Aedf slaves in general were unable to achieve the kind of folk au-
tonomy cypically enjoyed by dependent peasants, American slaves
faced obstacles that in important respects made their struggle for
‘independence especially difficelt. In much of the Caribbean, and
w-2 lesser extent in Brazil, slaves approached a ‘‘proto-peasant”
status based on a substantial degree of economic independence.
Assigned “‘provision grounds’ in much the same way that Russian
' serfs were allotred land, slaves culuvated their “own’” land, provid-
ing their own sustenance and selling the surplus in flourishing local
markets: in the process, they acquired their “own” property as well
as a strong sense of their rights and povileges. Southern slave own-
ers. however, rarely allowed their slaves this kind of economic in-
dependence. Historians such as Ira Berdin and Phitip D. Morgan
“have recently explored the development of an internal slave econ-
omy in the South, noting the widespread existence of garden
plots—which slaves came to regard as theirs by right-—as well as
the .buying, selling, and bartering by slaves that ensued. But the
internal economy faced severe limitations in the antebeitum Scuth,
where, as we have seen, slave owners assiduously strove to keep
their people in a state of complete dependence. Commercial activity
on the part of siaves was most highly developed in the low country
of South Carolina and Georgia, where the task system and wide-
" spread owner absenteeism created particularly favorable conditions,
but even there it was on a modest scale by Caribbean standards. In
most of the South, although masters often allowed their slaves to
have garden plots, those masters usually kept control of slave pro-
vision, took pains to limit garden plots to at best a supplementary
role, and imposed severe restrictions on any commercial activity on
the part of the slaves.

. Economic dependence did not, of course, totally preciude the
development of social and cultural autonomy among the slaves; even

ern slaves came in contact with whites far more often than did these
in Jamaica or Saint Domingue. Reinforcing these demo graphic reak
ities was the paternalistic meddiing of resident masiers who, as w
have seen, stiove to crder ﬁ_.Em_J. every element of their slaves®
lives. Southern slaves persistently endeavored to augment their 50z
tial autonomy, taking advantage of every opportunity provided them
to manage their own affairs in their own ways, but in theic efféits
to maximize their day-to-day independence they faced unusually
severe limitations, even for slaves, Slaves in Saint Domingue and
Jamaica lived in a world that was overwhelmingly black, a werld in
which European planters felt intensely uncomfortable -and ‘from
which they frequently retreated; serfs in Russia hived in a world that
was even more everwhelmingly peasant, one alien to and usuaily
avoided by their noble masters. Southern slaves, by contrast, fived
in, and had to adjust to, the world of their masters.

The slaves’ status as societal outsiders impeded their ability to
carve for themselves the kind of autonomy typicaily enjoyed by
dependent peasants. Even where the dependence of such peasants
was most extreme—as in Russia, where serfs were in many ways
indistinguishable from slaves—peasants were typically regarded as
constituting the lowest clement of society, and enjoyed certain
clearly delineated rights (either by law or custom), _:n_:a_:m the
right to marry, hold land, and form communal organizations. ‘Sto-
dents of peasant life in diverse areas of the world have recently
emphasized “community” as an onmEEmm principle of rural life.
Communities had geographic, economic, and political _ummnm“_ they
were marked by intense attachment to place, a corresponding dis-
trust of outsiders, a sense of collective interests {often centered on
property rights), and the formation of institutions designed ro protect
those. interests. Above all, 2 village community was composed geo-
graphicaily, by people living in one locality and having a sense of a
shared past and mutual responsibility. “To belong to a rural com-
munity,” sociologist Victor V. Magagna has stated, “was to belong
to a specific place with a particular history.”'®

Slaves, by conrrast, generally lacked the econormic and institu-
tional bases for “communiry,” as well as the local attachments that
mnooaﬁm:_ng them. They did not constirute the bottom level of ' >
society so much as outsiders to it; that socicty provided no formal under the most adverse of circumstances, .m_m.e.nm strove in .oocnnomm
recognition of what traditicn sanctified a5 theirs by right. It is for : ~ small ways to wrest as :Em_..v control of m_..n: hives ».33 thelr masters
this reason that historian James Oskes insists that slavery was "a : as they could. The conditions under which they lived, however,
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mcgonnna them to c:cmcm:% pervasive outside influence as pater,

. nalistic masters strove to control their every action. Those cdnditions:
also impeded collective action on théir part and fostered an ethes 3%
in which individuals struggled to find nyoz niche mma make the best
of a bad situation. - - Ce

‘Slave folktales offer suggestive _m sometimes n:ﬁ:& cluesto the
consciousness of the quarters. ‘Thirough stortes of talking animals,
ghosts, and magic as well as those: offering semi-realistic depictions 4%
of- ﬁ_msS:o: relations, slaves entertained-one. another,. expressed
fears and longings, and presented their children with didactic lessons
on how to getalong in a mom,om?aom world. A number-of scholarly
debates have swirled over the origins, transcription, and intérpre-
tation of these tales, but researchets have properly seen their very
existence as strong evidence of autonomous slave behavior and con-

~ sciousness. Animal trickster tales, iri which small but smart animals
typically outsmart those that are large and QCBF. as well as stories
centered on pefsistent rivalry between' “Old Master” and his slave
“John or Jack, provided only. thinly disguised reference-to surrounding
social relations:and enabled the slaves to poke vicaricus fun at their
masters, themselves, and the world in which they lived.

»-But in-addition to pointing. to slave autonomy, those tales aiso

offer revealing:hints conceming the slaves’ mentality. and SUgEEST-.
the himits to their communal consciousness. Notably absent frem
Southern slave folklore are stories depicting heroic behavior—stories-
of dragon slayers, popular liberators, or people who sacrificed them-
selves-for the good of the whole. Rather, the deminant themes are

“trickery, subterfuge, and securing as much as-possible of a desired
item (often food) for oneself. Justice, fair play, and compassion for
one’s-rivals rarely emergé as desirable chatactéristics. In shart, Sur-
viving in a heartless world assumes overriding _Bnczmnno as. his-
torian Michael Flusche perceptively argued, “The recurring themes
of these stories suggest that slavery tended to n:momann an atomistic,
tndividualistic world view among the slaves and that the'slaves’ sense:-
of community was more complicated than simple c:_Q 1n .nrn face
of white oppression.”*?!

The existence of antisocial behavior in slave folktales mvocma not
be surprising; such behavior is present in the folktales of many
peoples and does not necessarily. indicate an acceptance of antisocial -
values. (The slaves’ Christianity did emphasize idealism and heroic -
figures such as Moses.) The highly competitive and aggressive be-

avior featured in so many slave stories, however, should serve tw
ialert us to a notable fact: the grubby reality of day-to-day social
aelations in the quarters—with all the conflicts and jealousies that
Ancvitably exist in human relations even under the best of
-sircumstances—has been almost totally unexplored by historians
mterested in demonstrating the vitality of the slave community.
“Slaves struggled against overwhelming odds to buiid decent lives
for themselves and took pleasure when they could in their friends
and families. They were also human beings, however, and exhibited
the full panoply of human failings, including their share of theft,
violence, jealousy, deceir, wife beating, and child abuse. Slaves
successfully resisted being turned nto docile, obedient creatures of
their masters’ will; they did not turn the “slave community’ into
utopia.

ot

Vi

AN EXAMINATION of the ways in which Southern slaves resisted
their thralfdom and struggled to improve their condition helps clarify
the nature of their social outlook as well as their social relations.
Conducting such an examination is tricky, because it must rely
heavily on behavior—f{requently reconstructed on the basis of frag-
mentary evidence—to explore thought, while at the same time
avoiding the tendency to inflate every minor expression of pique,
into.a sign of covert revolutionary activity. Perhaps in part for this
reason, there has been remarkably lictle good historical work done
on the resistance of Southern slaves. Nevertheless, because the very
act of resisting authority involved expressing sentiments that were
normally unvoiced, that resistance—its forms and frequency as well
as its character and consequences—can provide revealing insights
into the worldview of the slaves.

Concrete political realities (that is, power relationships} shaped
the specific patterns of resistance in the slave South. The high ratio
of whites to blacks, the relatively small size and dispersed nature
of slaveholdings, the presence of well-armed resident masters who
“wok an active interest in local affairs, and—-with the importznt
" exceptions of the War for Independence and the Civil War—the
region’s political stability combined to create conditions that were
extremely unfavorable for armed rebellion. It is hardly surprising,

— —
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a boat to Philadelphia, all the time worrying that the considecable;

- contrast between his friend’s description and his own appearance;
would lead to his detection; Henry Box'Brown had himself shippe
in a crate from Richmond to Philadelphia. Some runawavs received;
food and shelter from sympathetic blacks and whites—the fabled:
“Underground Railroad”—on their trek to freedom, 2nd others were
fortunate enough to have the guidance of a “conductor” such s
Harriet Tubman, who, following her own. escape from bondage,:
returned repeatedly to Maryland’s Eastern Shore to shepherd others
to freedom.

Most fugitives to the Noreh, however, made the journey alone,
on foot, traveling by night and resting by day and taking care to
avoid blacks as well as whites because, as Wiiliam Wells Brown later
put it, “twenty-one years in slavery had taught me that there were
traitors even among colored people.”?® Perhaps one thousand run-
aways per year managed to reach the North during the late ante-:
belium: years, the great majority young males from the upper-South
states of Maryland, Virginia, Kentucky, and Missouri; many more
attempted the feat but suffered capture (and return home) in the
process. Despite conditions that rendered escape to the North ex-
traordinarily difficult, tens of thousands of slaves showed their hatred
of slavery by “voting with their feet” for freedom. = -

An even larger number of fugitives remained in the South. As in
the colonial period, most runaway slaves hid out within a few miles
of their homes. A few managed to elude capture for profonged
periods, either on their own—by holing up in caves and other rural
retreats or by making their way to cities and merging with the free
black population—or in groups of escaped slaves known as maroons
that found refuge on the frontier and in unsetded internal areas such
as the Great Dismal Swamp along the border between Virginia and -
North Carolina. But long-term survival on the loose was relatively
rare in the antebellum South: the increasing density of settlement,
improved communication, and the local hegemony of resident mas-
ters facilitated the capture of fugitives, and maroon colonies in the
South never rivaled those in Brazil, Surinam, or Jamaica in numbers,
size, or durabilicy. .

The vast majority of fugitives were temporary runaways. Most
large plantations and many smaller holdings as well suffered from -
persistent truancy, as dissatisfied slaves “took off,” lurking in the
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woods, visiting friends and relatives, or sornetimes concealing them-

tves in outbuildings on their owners’ plantations. Some such va-

Sgrants returned home on their own, tired and hungry, after a few

ys of uneasy freedom; others were eventuaily tracked down by

ritated masters and overseers or wirned in by loyal siaves hoping
£ For a reward; still others proved more elusive. “I am sorry to héar

3

of your having so many runaways from the plantation,” wrote a

member of a prominent South Carolina planting family o -his
?692 describing his awn unsuccessful attempt, accompanied by

“a parcel of overseers and professional negro hunters with nine

dogs,” to find fugitives who were hiding out in an area “known o
 be a safe and unmolested refuge for runaways.” Advising his brother
: w0 use dogs to track down his truants, the letter writer warned that

“the utmost secrecy and caution should be observed, as it is extremely
difficult to prevent the runaways from being :&o:.:oa of ‘a search
after chem being in preparation.”* _

Slave owners complained vociferously about the “thoughtless-
ness” and “ingratitcude’™ of truants, but many masters ancG overseers
ook temporary flight as a virtual given, 2 foutine annoyance that
went with the job of slave manager and underlined the need for
constant vigilance. Slave owners rarely bothered to advertise: for
slaves thought to be in the vicinity (the way they did for those
headed North), or to hire slave catchers to track them down, Al-
though slaves who repeatedly absconded and those whose prolonged
absence caused their masters unusual aggravation and expense could,
expect to be severely punished, runaways who returned home
quickly on their own sometimes received little more than verbal
harangues or “light” whippings.

More threatening, althdugh less common, was a second form of
intermediate resistance, through which slaves directly confronted
masters and their assistants by force. Slave owners, embarrassed by
such blatant challenge to their authority, rarely described these con-
frontations in detail; and their precise frequency is impossible to
gauge. Nevertheless, ex-slave interviews and m:ﬁocwomam?nmn as
well as judicial records and oblique references in pianter journals,
paint to a surprisingly widespread pattern of small-scale confronta-
tions in which slaves offered physical resistance to owners, overseers,
and hirers. At times, such resistance resulied in the death of the
assauited white authority, but murder was rarely the goal of these

(@
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then, that American slaves engaged in few such rebellions, and
those few were by international standards small and easiiv
pressed. Some of the most noted “consptiracies,” m_un_cn::m,. th
Fa by Gabriel Prosser in Virginia in 1800 and bv Denmark Ves
in South Carolina in 1822, were nipped in the bud before any ouf;
.U.&mw of violence by a combination of white vigilance and bl 3
Em.o_ﬂana“ others, such as that in New York City in 1741, may h
existed only in the minds of panicked whites o ;

The handful of surrections that actually came off were invariab
tocal outbreaks that were quickiy crushed with a minimum of armed
force; none lasted more than acouple of days, threatened more than
local rm.doﬁ or overcame the repressive efforts of local authorities.
These revolts included the mﬂo.:.o rebeliion of 1739, in which seversl

dozen slaves near Charleston killed a number of whites but were :

B_E_aa. the same day by armed ﬁ_mm:naw a larger but more obscure
.owon in 1811 in which some two hundred slaves tried to march on
New Orleans before meeting the same fate: m:n_“ most famous of
all, the Turner insurrection of 1831, which for two days produced
bm:_o..],man._ fifty-nine  deaths—among whites' of Southampton
OQ..SQ,V,.{.:%EP before local residents succeeded in capturing or
killing most of the seventy-odd rebels. (Their charismatic leader
Nat Turner, managed 1o hide out in the woods eluding Em.nc.aca_,m
for more than two months before being seized, tied, and*han ged.)
Although these and other cutbreaks sowed fear in the heargs of
mmmﬁ:oﬁoa and-served as sources -of inspiration for slaves (and
generations of their descendants), - they never came close to threat.
ening the security of the slave regime. Nothing in the South re-
:682.. tesembled the Haitian insurrection in which the slaves took
mm4m:~»mn of the French Revolution 1o wage 2 triumphant revolu-
tonary war of their own, or the massive “peasant wars” of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in which hundreds of thou-
sands of Russian sefs joined other downtrodden peasants, cossacks
and town dwellers in protracted although ultimately c:mcoonmmm:m
assaults on established authority. In contrast to Russia and Hait;
(and, 10 a _.ammnq extent, much of the Caribbean znd Brazil), the
South had a balance of forces that was profoundly inhospitable to
Bmmmm.ﬁu collective tesistance. The waves of repression that followed
cach insurrection, conspiracy, and rumored conspiracy simply rein-
forced what was obvious t0 most slaves: under existing conditions
armed revolt was folly. u.
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bsence of massive rebellion, however, hardly indicated passive
prance of slavery. In a wide variety of ways, slaves expressed
- dissazisfaction with the conditions they were forced e endure.
wecommon, but also mest difficult to isolate, was a collection of

Wes that historians have labeled “sifent sabotage” or “'day-to-day

_,m.w,,.y.a:nﬁz acts through which slaves, without threatening the se-
gty of the slave regime, caused considerable aggravation to in-
idual slave cwners. Throughout the Sowth, slaves dragged their

t, pretended to misunderstand orders, feigned iliness, “acciden-

BT broke agricultural implements, and stole coveted items (es-
s : . . . . L
pecially food) from their owners, viewing such appropriation as

ing"” what rightfully belonged to them. In noting that the slaves
ommonty adhered to “the agrarian notion . . . that the resuit of

“lrbour belongs of right to the labourer,” Fredesick Law Olmsted

Brew attention to a fact widely recognized by slaves and slave owners
slike; as former slave Charles Ball put it, “I was never acquainted
vith a slave who believed, that he violated any rule of morality by
appropriating to himself any thing that belonged to his master, if it
svas necessary to his comfore.”'# :

‘Silent sabotage had ambiguous implications. It provided an ac-
cessible outlet through which slaves could express their frustrations:
with relatively licde risk, but it also served to {oster patterns of
behavior that accentuated dissembling and shirking, and to reinforce
among whites the notion that blacks were by nature lazy, foolish,
and thieving. A pervasive irritant to masters, it represented a bor-
derline form of resistance that did net directly challenge authority
“and that merged imperceptibly with the impulse commen among
slaves and non-slaves alike o get away with something.

" Far more clear-cut were two intermedtate forms of resistance that,
unlike rebellion, occurred with great frequency and, unlike sient
sabotage, represented direct challenges to slave owners and therr
employees. Of these, running away was by far the most common,
In-the antebellum period, unlike the colonial, the existence of free.

states to the north served as 2 powerful magnet to those who dreamed
of escaping bondage. Reaching the North could be a task of almost
herculean proportions requiring endurance, evasion of slave catch-
ers, and deception of suspicious whites. Fugitives resorted to a
variety of imaginative devices to achieve their goals. Frederick
Douglass borrowed the identification papers of a free black sailor
- and took a train from Baitimore to Wilmington, Delaware, and then
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slaves who assault i ities: : i ire
s mho. 5 .Eﬂna Sw;n.mcﬂsozsnmu slaves occasionally conspindd; vii
ither .in :.:acm:% or with comrades, to do awzy. with ha
EM..:omlIUo_mo?,-maoP and “accidents’” were the preferred me
0 .mlvcﬂ. ﬂr.n far more numerous digect confrontations were sual
opportunistic encounters involving less planning than impulsive:
_wmopmowﬁo _.:S_Q.mc_o .Eo,qcnmso:. Confrontations were often fok s
nws.o Y flight mmnw.nm_mﬁoa, pondering the likely no:man?n:nnm 4
CIr actions, opted to give their e : .
nra &
o _ g ged targets 2 chance to coolin
. .ﬂ:ro:mr slave confrontations had RWTIErous scenarios, they oy
1cally occurred when bondsmen, and less often bondswomen, wﬁ

sremost striking characteristics of that resistance—aside from its very

~ithan-as communal representatives. Slaves learned by experience that
such individual resistance—although by no means nsk-free—had

that they were being pushed too far and determined to resist. |
Alabama, a slave named Abram claimed to be sick and © .
m_oSJu., when ordered to work by the overseer, who.for good measure
‘gave him a lash with his whip; the enraged Abram grabbed the whi
mma a gun from the overseer, knocked him to the ground, bit off M
ptece nm his ear, and in turn received aknife wound as they m,nEmmqna
Swm,a.mn William Lee got tired of the beatings he suffered from ZW
mistress, ﬁ.ro would hold his head betweeén her knees and “whack
away” on his back, so he grabbed her legs m:a :_uoa.:w. carried ole
missus out an’ thro’ her on de ground jes’ as hard as | n,oca "
Frederick Douglass, hired for 2 year to an abusive “slave U_,mmwo.ﬂ
named Edward Covey, suffered mistrearment in silence for six
months before finally refusing to submit 1o more and resisting when
Covey attempted o whip him; the two men struggled with each
other for a E&onmoa period before Douglass’s adversary “gave up
n:o. contest.” Although Covey chided the recalcitrant slave pro-
claiming, “I would not have whipped you half so-much as M., have
_ w»q you not resisted,” Douglass noted in his autobiography that
the fact was, fe kad nor whipped me ar all % ,
. Ific is impossible to determine exactly how often slaves took part
.:._.n:a kind of confrontation with which Douglass challenged Covey
115 clear that such action, together with the flight in which Docmr&%
m_mo engaged, represented by far the most characteristic and sig-
_.:m.om:ﬁ forms of direct slave protest. Indeed, these a.zoq forms of
resistance occurred so often, and with such congistency, that they
may be regarded as pervasive features of antebellum slavery, features
that clearly give the lie to assertions of general slave non:,wnmso:ﬂ._

They also provide significant clues to understanding the worldview
as well as the world of the bondspeople.

LR}

“moved off

sthe greatest chance of success.

This was true of both confrontations and flight. Physical confron-
tation initiated by a large group of slaves was indistinguishable from
revolt in the eyes of most slave owners, and invarably called forch
swift and merciless response. Slaves who challenged a group of
whites also faced almost certain repression, because the nature of
the conflict transformed it from a struggle berween two individuals
into an affront to the honor of those chalienged, however they might
respond in private, masters could not tolerate public assaults on their
zuthority. Slaves who ran away found that they could wravel most
safely in a white-dominated world either alone or in pairs; larger
groups of fugitives inevitably risked attracting attention and lost
mobility. In short, the particular conditions under which Southem
slaves lived permitted a significant degree of individual resistance
but severely discouraged collective protest.

This should not be taken to imply an absence, of cooperation
among sltaves resisting authority. Slaves joined together to pilfer their
masters’ larders. as well as, less often, to burn their barns and poison
their food. Despite the existence of slave informers, many bonds-*
people protected those accused of criminal behavior if that behavior
was directed at whites rather than at other slaves, and slave owners
trying to identify the perpetrators of vandalism or theft often ran
into a wall of silence when they questioned their people. Fugitives
rightty feared being betrayed by slaves seeking to curry favor with
authorities, but some runaways received food, shelter, and guidance
from sympathetic blacks, both slave and free; Harriet Jacobs hid for
seven vears in the attic of her grandmother, a respected free black
"wormnan who kept her secret and eventually helped her escape to
the North.
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But although there was eXtensive coo i
sisting authority,
uals. Slaves lacked any kind of institutionaf body like ‘the Russia

|

peasant commune, which represented a whole village or estate and
made decisions on behalf of all peasants. Decisions to flee or confront
through collective delib=
indeed.:
ually took care #or to inform others and
dom. Although occaswonally a large group
ght by a slave patroi in a-forbidden night=
might put up spirited if futile resistance, virtuzlly never

authorities were not reached communaliy,
eration, but m:amia:m_@,, through private deliberation;
slaves planning to €scape us
thus risk cheir chance at free
of slaves, unexpectedly cau
time revelry, )
in the antebellum South did all the slav
collectively t0-g0 on strtke or run away,
The pattern of slave resistance in the a
0 a complex environment that per

€5 on a plantation decide
as serfs often did in Russia.
ntebellum South thus points
mitted” extensive cooperation

among slaves but at the same time severely limited the kinds of

communal behavior that were-possible.
Examining when and wh

y slaves resisted yields equally significant
observations.

The trigger for slave flight and confrontations almost
always consisted of a violation by white authorities of commonly
accepted standards of behavior. No matter how much they detested
slavery, the balance.of forces—and the need to get on with their
lives, even under harsh conditions—prevented slaves from engiging
in constant struggle against it; resistince was by no means random,
Or constant across time and space. Certain actions by slave owners
and their agencs, however, were clearly intolerable. These included
most notably excessive or unjustified punishment—that is, punish-
ment that exceeded “normal” parameters.or thatwas meted out for
misdeeds not actually committed—bur also a-host of.other breaches
of civilized treatment, including separation of family members, sex-
ual assaults, and arbitrary or erratic management. The death of an
owner was also a particularly stressful time for: slaves, because no
one could be sure what would follow; estates were often broken up
to pay off debts or'satisty claims of heirs; and art the very least the
slaves would have 10 adjust to a new owner, who would want tg
establish his or her own authority and woeuld be likely to have new

ideas.of how things should be done. It is not surprsing, then, that
such death occasioned heightened concern on. the part of slaves,
concern that could manifest itself in real (if ambivalent} grief as well

-as flight and resistance o new rules and regulations.
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- Although there were variations in the n:ncBmS:oo.m m::owmaﬁm
ecisions to run away or confront &Zﬂnmloo:.mo:nmn._o:m and tem-
porary flight were frequendy W:‘_vc_m.,.un acts, immediate uombo_mwwm
to unacceptable behavior, whereas flight to the Zo.zr rmore 0 )
came after considerable thought and even nqommﬂmao:-.lﬁvnmn e-
isions almost always rested on specific grievances &m.ﬂ triggered the
etermination to act. In their mcﬁogomnm@rwo.m_ fugitive _wmmﬁwm typ-
cally combined assertion of what Henry Bibb called “a _o:m_.:m.
-desire to be free” with réference to some catalyst, most nﬁow._ﬁm _
volving punishment, Hrm,“n caused them to mnn.o: that aom:nmu _
decided to flee in 1835, when his Kentucky mistress mem: abusing
him physically, “every day flogging me, boxing, pulling my amMm
and scoiding.” As this example suggests, mv:mo o.»,» slave woocmnm:d
to reatively lenient treatment was especially _:.mofw to provoke ﬁo-
sistance. Frederick Douglass found hirer Covey's .mvz.mn omwwo_mﬁ. y
hard to take because he had been used to the privileged life of a
house servant in Baltimore; Isaac Hramaoﬂﬁo:.q sold to Woc%_,w”w
after enjoying considerable freedom as m,:_um_.wﬁ _:.Wowmcon<wNoa ¢
“all the privileges were taken from me” and decided 0 m, ﬁm:a
the North.?® But virtually any substantial change was ::maﬂmzmﬁ .
therefore conducive to resistance, @oﬁr._uoom:mo it nvﬂwmnna_m es mau
lished procedures and because it nmwﬂaano_ slaves that those p

: no means immautable, , . ‘
nomwnmmoWMnM_wNocmr a general hatred Om. mmmdoQ. and yearning mow
freedom underlay slave resistance, wm_._.._.ncmma circumstances m.an.
voked individual decisions to resist. Despite their bitter aaﬁﬂ“%r
of bondage, on a day-to-day level most m_m<nm.omq_:o to MQBM: i
their conditions—because they had litde nro,oou:lﬂzswm: b
while to maximize theirautonomy and preserve as :m.ra the e
* privileges they were allowed to enjoy. When &oww :m*”_ﬂMmMMM -
olated, however, slaves were likely S.Bmvosa. Their resis co thus
"poInts both t a shared if never precisely defined cnnna_”m: nmﬂm“
what was acceptabie and what was ::moonunmw_o. within € W mm el
framework of a hated system, and 1o a conservative mentality inder
which slaves for the most part grudgingly Emma n.roum v%mhoqﬁ_ﬂ 2
oppressive reality but, when pushed too far, resisted beha

i hat understanding. . o
Sm_w Mﬂ% slave resistance represented specific responses ww Eaﬂm
viduals to intolerable situations rather than Eco_ccozmﬂn o:MHnn
overthrow the system, the consequences were nevertheless o

——

N
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M&%ﬁwm: occasional benefit of the doubt. Slave resistance never
sousty threatened the security of the regime, but such resistance
‘tgnstituted an. important part of the slaves’ efforts to shape their
com lives.
v»% Patterns of slave resistance, like slave folkiore and recollections,
-thus point to the complex, even contradictory, nature of the con-
“sZiousness that developed in the quarters as the slaves mana ged to’
“carve for themselves a partially autonomous world even white subject
# extensive white controls. Intense individualism coexisted with
idespread cooperation among individuals. Associative behavior was
pervasive as slaves interracted with one another in their families and
churches, as well as through friendships and self-help networks. At
‘the same time those slaves lacked the communal institutions—and
oyalties—that typically united peasant villagers throughout much
of the world.
~Of course, antebellum Southern slaves, like people everywhere,
felt diverse, overlapping attachments: to self, family, friends, lo-
-cality, class, and ethnicity. But evidence suggests that they usually
identified most strongly at the two extremes, as individual and family
members on the one side and as slaves—or even blacks—on the
other, with relatively weak intermediate ties to local “communities.”
Plantation residents facked, for example, the intense sense of one-
ness with each other that Russian serf villagers exhibited, 2 sense
of oneness that often produced equally intense suspicion of and.
even hostility to all outsiders, including serfs from neighboring
villages. .

Except in isolated areas, the slaves’ geographic mobility combined
. with their lack of institutional autonomy to reduce local distinctions
and attachments and create instead a common stave culture with
which residents of widely scattered farms and plantations could iden-
tify. Just as the slaves’ attenuated occupational differentiation re-
duced status conflict on given holdings, so, wo, did the absence of
sharp geographic-based differences make it easier for slaves to see
themselves as one with other slaves, and indeed with other blacks
n general, whether slave or free.

Racial identification among slaves drew strength from several
sources. Because slaves constituted an overwhelming majority of the
black population in most of the South, the line separating white
from black approximated that separating free from slave, and it was
easy for slaves, and their masters, © confuse race with class. Slaves

away w00 often could find themselves brutally whipped, sold dows
the river, or even killed, and most could expect to Rom?a at lea
some physical punishment for their insolence. Many, however, we
decidedly more fortunate. Some fugitives reached .mro Zo:_.,_ .m.q.,
oﬂ_.‘unmm remained on the loose for protracted periods-in the mwc%
mc.: others, together with slaves who confronted white authorities
gained ameliorated treatment for themselves even under m_m<n2.,
mﬁo.té m_mqw owner, overseer, and hirer had to consider, on a &mwr.
basis, how individual siaves would respond to spectfic Qn,m.ﬁgn:m m:m
ﬁ_._oa.goa a particular action—a whipping or a new rule—was worth
the :mw of the response it might proveke. Slaves who gained a
reputation for standing up to authority often mmm:__& a measure of
tespect and tolerance from white authorities and secured for th
seives greater freedom of action. o
This w “ u ,
“bad miggers” who made s cens hat ey ontdnor L sepors
. -not let anyone
touch them S:_._oc_ﬂ trouble—and of those who [ashed out at or ran
away from tormentors after meckly submitting to their oppression
It was common knowledge among both whites and blacks that Eaﬁw
were 2 few slaves who were so “mean’ that it was not worth messin
wﬁ: mraa:“ although whites sometimes made “special efforts Hm
tame .q such recalcitrants, many masters and overscers decided that
aanﬁm_os was the better part of valor and gave free rein o those
who did.not make too much trouble. Bur as Frederick Uo: glass and
numerous other slaves showed, under the right o:.oc_.:m_“m_”.nnm pre-
ﬁoc&% Qmo«.nmzo slaves could also prove remarkably resistant; what
is more, their resistance could have equally beneficial results. @EE
the six months that Douglass remained with Covey after their mm_._.nm
Covey never again tried to whip him. Douglass drew the mﬁ?ouﬁmmﬁm

_WMMO_W mﬂﬂ.ﬂ—‘m__N.:._ ﬁ_g L ‘ W . Qfte w w
3 m a 70 15 m.: ] i

. w.m.mﬁmnn:nm up to and running away from their masters, then
tndividual slaves helped set limits to their own o_uwmammmow.u.u_,:ﬂw
aiso helped set limits to the oppression of their fellow slaves. for no
stave owner or overseer could ever be entirely sure in SEnw.m_u ar-
n:n_m compliant soul there secretly lurked the heart of 2 “bad mw -
ger,” and rather than find out the hard way, it did not hurt to m?mn
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and slave owners alike commonly used racial terminology: if a
spoke of “‘my negroes” (or “my niggers”) to refer to his or her s
those slaves also called each other “niggers” or “colored fol
looked upon whites in general as their oppressors. “White folk
5w,,.5m:< different from darkies,” explained one ex-slave. @
.a_monopn in color, in talk and in ’ligion and beliefs. We's diff
In every way and can never be spected to think or live alikes
Such views drew support from the virulent white racism of ms

tween slaves and free blacks.
Substituting for a communal identification with one's local maq_?
then, was a generalized racial consciousness that at times approach i
but never quite Bﬂmoa into class consciousness. The use
- “brother,” “sister,” “avnt,” and “uncle” as rerms of n:anm:.:aw,
commonly applied to blacks' whether physically related or not sy
gests an outlook that incorporated alf blacks as members of a kifi
of giant éxtended family, or community of the whole. So, two, do
the patterns of slave resistance, which, despite their individual ma

ifestation, showed such consistency in form and origin that theys

clearly reflected shared values that existed among blacks across thé
South.

VIII

THE COMPLEXITY of slave identification in the antebellum South’

teflected a world full of contradictions and ambiguities. In describing
s.:m. world, historians have largely swung away from a model of
© victimization to one of autonomy, from a view of slaves as objects
acted upon to one of independent beings defying the theory of
slavery by leading their own lives. A balanced appraisal must rec-
ognize the validity as well as the exaggeration of both these models:
slaves were subjects who strove with considerable success to carve

for themselves areas of partial autonomy within 2 system designed

to exploit their labor, but they were also victims of that system and
the power relations that went with it. If the slaves helped make

e

thetr own world, they nevertheless remained slaves, and the “in:

ternal” Jives they forged in the quarters operated within the confines
of the political, economic, and social hegemony of white slave ~mn-

T
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who-interfered in the daily lives of their “people” far more
sively thar most masters did elsewhere.

complexity of this world and of the social relations 1t engen-
ris-suggested.not just in the self-identity of the slaves but also
ir judgments—as expressed in subsequent autobiographies and
il interviews—of their owners. Slavery itself they remembered as
bidrbaric institution,. and most had bitter memories of particular
gstices they had endured. I kin tell you things about slavery
s dat would make vo' blood bile, but dey’s oo terrible. I jus’
o forgit,” Amy Chapman told an interviewer. After describing
ies of tortures, she abruptly stopped; declaring, “T ain’t never
* nobody all dis an’ ain’t gwine tell you no mo’.” Delia Garlic’s
mories were equally painful: “Dem days was hell,” she recalled
! ﬁz 2z . . -

ut many former slaves nn:.ﬁnﬁa their overall condemnation of

#ivery with foat recollections of particular experiences and sym-

gihetic portrayals of particular owners, and testified to the pervasive
re of slave-owner patérnalism. “‘Slavery did its best to make me
etched,”” wrote Josiah®Henson, “but, along with memories of miry

gsm frosted feet, wearv toil under the blazing sun, curses and’

“hiows, there flock in others, of jolly Christmis.times, dances before
old massa’s door for the first diink of egg-nog, extra meat at holiday
mes; midnight-visits to apple-orchards, broiling stray chickens; and

fist-rate tricks to dodge work.” Like numerous other autobiogra-
phers; Charles Ball distinguished mrmﬂu_« among his various owners,

terming one of three masters he had in Maryland “an unfeeling
soan’” but praising the other two and declaring that “my raistresses,
in Marvland, were all good women™; although his Georgia master
once gave him a brutal whipping—for no reason except that he had
not received onc since childhood—Ball recalied that he “really
loved™ that master; and when he died “I felt that 1 had lost the
only friend I had in the world.”*®

A remarkably cornmon pattern in the recollections of ?5._2 slaves
juxtapesed benign judgments of their swn masters with harsh de-
nunciations of the cruelties of neighboring stave owners and of slav-
ery in.general. Mandy McCullough Gosby of Alabama was typical
of many ex-slaves in contrasting her owner, who was “good to his
black folks” and rarely resorted to the lash, with other masters: “on
some places close to us,” she remembered, . “they whipped unuil
blood run down.” Lillian Clarke of Virginia told a similar story:

e

—
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although her parents reéceived kind treatment from cheir Qcﬁxﬂ.m...va
master on -the adjoining plantation was ‘‘mighty mean to
slaves.”*' The pattern was by fio means universal: some ex-slave
had nothing good to say of their masters, and others presented
best mixed portraits. It was widespread enough, however, t
highly significant, as well as to be recognized by a2 number of:
staves themselves, who commented, frequently with some em
rassment, on the vicarious pride that many bondsmen took in
wealth, power, and benevolence of their masters. As Frederic
Douglass noted, it was common for slaves to fight over who had.t
best owner, for “they seemed to think that the greatness ofithed
rasters was transferable to themselves,”3? .
This juxtaposition of general condemnation of slavery with expr
sions of affection for particular slaveholders is subject to a variety
interpretations, most of which cannot be explored here. In som
cases, blacks who sang the praises of their owners were no doub
* protecting themselves against possible trouble: one could never b
sure when criticism of a white might be considered rude ot uppity:
nd prudent discretion dictated extreme cautien when discussin
Slavery and slave owners in front of whites. But the pattern is eviden
in such a broad array of ex-slave testimony, encompassing such-
variety of genres——antebellum autobiographies left by ?wwm?nw who.
escaped to the North as well as those written after the Civil War b
blacks who remained in the South, narratives dating from the #860s
and those dating: from the 1930s, interviews conducted by whites
and those conducted by blacks—that it is impossible to attribute ©
exclusively to dissembling. ,

Slavery as a system was intrinsically exploitative, brutal, and un-
just, and on a general level virtually all slaves detested. it and longed
for the day when they would be free. On an individual, "personal,
and day-to-day level, however, many slaves experienced pleasure
as well as pain, and had contacts with whites that-extended far
beyond the exploitation of labor. The American version of this ex-
ploitative, brutal, and unjust system developed under conditions
that at the same time left the slaves room to.develop their own vital
but-fragile subculture and produced particularly intense, and con-
tradictory, relations between masters and slaves, relations that were
marked by affection and intimacy as well as by fear, brute force
-and calculationr of self-interest.

6

The White South:
Sociery, Economy, {deology

- SEAVERY AFFECTED the whole South, not just the slaves. Because

Southerners, both white and black, also differed from other Amer-
wedns. Because the antebellum South was a slave society, not merely
liisociery in which some people were slaves, few areas of life there
.ﬁomﬁoa the touch of the peculiar institution. What is more, the
‘gentrality of slavery to the South became increasingly pronounced
uring the half century preceding the Civil War.

" During the past two decades, scholars have probed with new
‘séphistication the pervasive impact of slavery on the antebellum
South. Slavery undergirded the Southern economy, Southern poli-
“dcs, and, increasingly, Southern literary expression. Slavery also
buttressed the religious orthodoxy that set the South apart from the
Nerth, undermined the growth of 2 vanety of reform movements,
and helped shape virtually every facet of social relations, from che
law and schooling to the position of women. By the eve of the Civil
War, slavery virtually defined the South to both Southerners and

k]
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