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N T H E E v E N t l r c o f J a n u a r yr z , r 8 6 5 ,t w e n t y l e a d e r so f t l i e l o c a l
black community gathered in Savannah,Georgia,,for a discussion
with General William T. Sherman and Edwin M. Stanton- the
Union's secretaryof war. The encountertook placeat a pivotal moment in
American history'.Lessthan three weeksearlier.Sherman,at the headof a
sixty-thousand-manUnion army, had captured the city, completing his
March to the Sea,which cut a swath of destructionthrough one of the most
productive regionsof the slaveSouth. On the horizon loomed the final collapse of the Confederacy,the irrevocabledestruction of slavery,and the
turbulent postwar era known as Reconstruction.Americans, black and
white. would now have to come to terms with the war's legacy,and decide
whether they would build an interracialdemocracyon the ashesof the Old
South.
One of the most remarkableinterchangesof those momentous years,
the "Colloquy" betweenSherman,Stanton,and the black leadersoffered a
rare lens through which the experienceof slavery and the aspirationsthat
would help ro shapeReconstructioncame into sharp focus. The meeting,
which took place in the house where Slterman had establishedhis headquarters in Savannah,was the brainchild of SecretaryStanton, who, the
general later recalled, "seemed desirousof coming into contact with the
negroesto confer with them." It was Shermanwho invited "the most intelligent ol-the negroes" of the city to the gathering.The immediatepurpose
was to assistUnion authorities in devising a plan to deal with the tens of
thousandsof slavesq4ro had abandonedGeorgia and Soutli Carolina plantationsand followed his army to the city. But in its deepersignificance,the
discussion,conductedin a dignified. almost solemnmanner,revealedhow
the experienceof bondagehad shapedAfrican Americans' ideasand hopes
at the moment of emancipation.
The group that met with Sherman and Stanton, mostly Baptist and
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f'r'cedom,it underscoredboth the diversity of the black experienceunder
,lavery and the common culture-the institutions. values. and aspirarions-that African Arnericanshad managedto constructbefore the Civil
\\'ar in the face of the extraordinary rePressionand dislocationsvisited by
slavery.
The group that met with Sherrnan\vashardly typicalof all blacks.Only
of the nation's black population was free in 186o,but five of the
percent
i
r\!.entymen who met with Shermanwere freeborn,and of tlie remainder,
no fewer thirn six had obtainedtheir liberty be{brethe war. either bv selfpurchaseor through the will of a deceasedowner. Although tlie iaw forbade teaching slaves to read and write. several at the Colloquy were
literate.Houston had been taught to readby white sailorswhile working in
the city's Marine Hospital. Lynch, ttre only Participantin the Colloquy to
live in the North before the war, had been educatedat Kimball Union
Academy.in New Hampshire, taught school in Jamaica,New York. and
preachedfor the African lMethodistEpiscopalChurch in Indiana prior to
rlJ6o.These were men of talent. ambition. and standing.fully preparedfor
Genera/ S/term,tn's .Savannay', /tcadguarters, the rcsidence of cotton merchant
Charle.r Green

Methodist ministers. included several men who had already achieved
prominence among Savannah'sAfrican American population and who
N.ouldshortly assumepositionsof leadershipin Reconsrrucrion.ulysses L.
I{ouston, v'ho had worked as:r houseservanrand butcher while in slavery,
had sincer86r beenpasrorof the cirv's Third African Baptistchurch. He
would go on to take part in the statewideblack convenrion of rg(t6,where
representativesof the freedpeopledemandedthe right to vore and equality
befcrrethe law. and to servein the statelegislature.Jamesporter. an Episcopai vestryman,before the war operateda clandestineand illeeai school for
black children, who "kept rheir secret with their studies; ar home." He
would soon help to organize rhe Georgia Equal Rights Association. and,
like Houston, become one of the era's black lawmakers.JamesD. Lynch
would rise to prominencein Mississippi'sReconstruction,serv.ingas secretary of stateand v'inning a reputation. in the words of a white contemporar); as "a great orator, lluid and graceful," who "stirred the emotions" of
his black listeners"as no other rnan could do." Most of the other colloquy
participantswould play major roles in the consolidation of independent
black churches,one of the signal developmentsof the postwar years.
If the Colloquv looked forward to the era of Reconstruction.it also
shed light backward onto slaverl'.Taking place,as it were, ar the dawn of

the challengesof freedom.
The conversationwith Sherman and Stanton revealedthat the black
leaderspossessedclear concePtionsof slavery and fieedom. The grolrP
chose at its spokesmanGarrison Frazier, a Baptistminister who had purchasedthe liberty of his wife and himself in r816.Asked what he understood by slavery.Fra'zierrespondedthat it meant one person's"receiving
by irresistiblepower the work of another man, and not by his consent."
Freedom he defined as "placing us n here we could reap the fruit of our
own labor. and take care of ourselves";the bestv/ay to accomplishthis was
"to have lar-rd.and turn it and till it by our own labor." Frazieralsoalfirmed
(despitepro-slavery dogma to the contrary) that blacks. free and slave.
possessed"sufficient intelligence" to maintain themselvesin freedom and
to enjoy the equalprotectionof the laws. Here were the goals-the right to
the fruits of one's labor, accessto land. equalrightsascitizens--that would
animateblack politics during and after Reconstruction.
Despite Frazier'soptimism about blacks'capacityto takefull advantage
of emancipation,slavery cast a long shadow over the discussion.Asked
whether blackspref'erredto live in communitiesof their own or "scattered
among the whites," he replied: "I would prefer to live bv ourselves,lbr
there is a prejudice againstus in the South that will takeyears to get over."
(On this point alone.disagreementfollov'ed.,ft-rrLynch insistedit v'ould be
best for the racesto live together;all the others.however,agreedwith Frazier.) At the sametime, Frazier affirmed the loyalty of African Americans,
fiee and slave,to the f-ederalFovernn'Ient."If the prayersthat have gone uP
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.wasa regularizedbusinessin which
fiom r 5oointo the nineteenthcentury.
Europeanmerchants.Africart traders.and American plantersengagedin a
complex and profitable bargaining over human lives. Most Africans were
shippedin inhuman conditions. "The height, sometimes'betweendecks."
$rrote one slavetrader, "srasonlY r8 inches.so that the unfbrtunatehuman
beingscoulclnot turn around, or even on their sides. . . and here tiley are
,r,r"lly chainedto the decksby their necksand legs." Olaudah Equiano,the

for the Union armv could be read out," he added, "you would not get
through them thesetwo weeks." As for Shermanhimself-,Frazier remarked
that blacks viewed him as a man "specially set apart by God" to "accomplish this work" of emancipation.

Bv rnE TrME of the SavannahColloquy,slaverywasan old institutionin
'fwo
America.
and a half centurieshad passedsincethe 6rst African Americansset foot in Britain's mainland colonies.Before the American Revoludon, slavery existedin all the colonies,and in SpanishFlorida and French
Louisiana,areassubsequentlyabsorbedinto the United States.Slaveryis as
old as human civilization itself. It was central to the societiesof ancient
Greeceand Rome. After dying out in northern Europe after the collapseof
the Roman empire, it persistedin the Mediterraneanworld. where a slave
trade in Slavic peoples survived into the fifteenth century. (The English
word s/,tveryderives {rom S/at".)Slaverv in Aliica long predated t}re coming of Europeansand the opening of the mammoth transatlanticslavetrade
in the sixteenthcentury.
The slave systemthat arosein the western hemispherediffered in significar-rt
ways from others that precededit. Traditionally, Afiicans enslaved
on their own continent tendedto be criminals,debtors,and captivesin war.
They worked within the householdsof their owners and had well-defined
rights. such as possessingproperty and marrying free persons.It was not
uncommon for slavesin Afiica to acquire their freedom. Slavery was one
of severalforms of labor, not the basisof the overall economy as it would
become in large parts of the New World. In the v,'esternhemisphere,by
contrast.slavervcenteredon the plantation system.in q.'hichlarge concentratiorls of slave laborers under the control of a single owner produced
goods-sugar, tobacco,rice, and cotton-for the world market. The fact
that slavesgreatly outnumberedwhites in plantation regions magnifiedthe
prospectsfcrrresistanceand made it necessaryto police the svstemrigidly.
Labor on slave plantations was far more demanding than in household
slavery, and the death rate among slavesmuch higher. And New World
slavery was a racial svstem. Unlike in the ancient world or Africa. slaves
who managed to become lree remained distinct becauseof their color, a
mark of bondageand a visible sign of being consideredunworthy of incorporatior-las equalsinto free society.
Slaverl' proved indispensableto the settlementand developmentof the
'World.
New
Of the approxirnatelyrz.5 million persons who crossedthe
Atlantic to live in the western hemispherebetween r5oo and r8zo, perhaps
ro million were African slaves.The Adantic slavetrade. which flourished
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eleven-year-oldson of a West Afiican village chief, kidnapped by slave
in
tradersin tlie r Tiost later r,r.rotea widel,Vread accountof his experiences.
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which he described
on the ship that carried him to slaveryin Barbados.Diseasespreadrapidly
thrown overboard tu prevent epion slave ships; sometines the ill l;\,'ere
demics.The coloniesthat becamethe United Statesattracteda higher percentageof free immigrants than other parts of the New World. Even here.
however, of some Soo,oooarrivals between fto7 and r77o, more than
3oo,ooowere slaves.
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interior o.l-a
A diagrarn.from an t.loS report on the African 'slat'e trade shows the
r. I
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The first massconsumergoodsin internationaltrade were producedby
slaves-sugar, rice, coffee.and tobacco.The rising demandfor theseproducts fueled the rapid growth of the Atlantic slavetrade. The prolits fiom
slavery stimulated the rise of British ports such as Liverpool and Bristol,
and the growth of banking, shipbuilding, and insurance,and helped to
finance the early industrial revolution. The centrality of slavery to the
economy of the British empire encouragedan ever-closeridentificationof
freedom with whites and slavery u'ith blacks. This is not to say that all
whites enjoyed equalitlr Many gradationsof fieedom coexistedin colonial
America. The majority of English seftlerswho crosseclthe Atlantic in the
seventeenthand eighteenth centuries came as indentured servatltswho
agreed to labor for a period of vears in exchangefor passage.Even after
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tandtess,anctunable to
l,'.,, ,"r* of labor ended, -#":,::"r"."',
meet the property clualificationslbr voting.
Slavery and ideas about innate racial dilference developed slowly in
seventeenth-centuryAmerica. Some early black arrivals were apparentlv
treatedas servantsrather than slaves,and gainedtheir freedom after a fixed
term of labor. Not until the r66os did the laws of Virginia and Marvland
explicitly refer to slavery. As tobacco planting spread and the demand
for labor increased,however, the condition of black and white servants
'(f{2sg"-1he
idea that humanity is divided into welldiverged sharply
defined groups associatedu.ith skin color--is a modern concept that had
not fully developedin the seventeenthcentury.Nor had "1;1sisrn"-an ideology basedon the belief that some racesare inherently superior to others
and entitled to rule over them. But as slaverybecamenrore and more central to the colonial economy,views of race hardened.ln ry62. the Quaker
abolitionistJohn Woolman commentedon the strengthof "the idea of sla'u'ery being connectedn ith dre black color. and liberty with the white."
By the mid-eighteenthcentury,slavesaccountedfor nearly half of virginia's population. Virginia had changedfrom a "society with slaves,"in
which slavery was one systemof labor among others, to a "slave society,"
where the institution stood at the center of the economic process.Slavery
fbrmed the basisof the economy, and the foundation of a powerful local
rulins class,in the entire region from Maryland south to Georgia.
Slaveryalsoexistedin the middle and northern colonies,although there,
slavesgenerally worked on small farms or in their owners' homes or shops
rather than on large plantations.Nonetheless.in r7'16.New York City's
z,llo slavescomprisedone-fifth of its totalpopulation. Among citieson the
North American continent, only Charleston and New Orleans counted
more slavesthan Neu, \i:rk. As immigration from Europe increased,the
proportion of slaves in the u'orkforce outside the southern colonies
declined.But areaswhere slaverl'n'asonly a minor institution still profited
and Rhode Island
lrorn slavelabor. Merchantsin New York, N{assachusetts,
participatedactively in the slavetrade. shipping slavesfrom Alrica to the
Caribbean or the South. N{uch of the grain, fish, and livestock exported
from Pennsyivaniaand otlter northern colonieswas destinedfor the slave
plantationsof the West Indies.
Tlie colonial era witnessedthe simultaneousexpansionof {reedomand
slaveryin Britain's Atlantic empire.These were the yearswhen the idea of
the "lreeborn Englishman" becamepowerfully entrenchedin the outlook
of both colonistsand Britons. Yet the eighteenthcentury was also the great
era of the Atlantic slave trade. a commerce increasingly dorninated by
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British merchants and sliips. During that century more than half the
Afiicans shippedro the New \X/orldasslaveswere carriedon British vessels.
The An"rericanRevolution threw the future of slavery into doubt.
When Thomas Jeffersonin r77(>proclaimedmankind's inalienableright to
liberty, and he and other leadersof the new nation spoke of the United
Statesas an asylum of freedom fbr the oppressedpeoplesof the world, one
American in live was a black slave (including more than one itundred
owned bv Jeffersonhimself). The same colonial newspapersthat carried
arguments against British policies and accountsof resistanceto British
ryranny also printed advertisementsfor the saleof slaves.The Revolution
did, however, make slavery for the first time a matter of widespreadpublic
debate.It inspiredchargesof hypocrisy,not only from British opponentsof
independencebut also within America. How strong, u'ondered Abigail
Adams, could the "passion for liberty" be among those "accustomedto
deprive their fellow citizens of theirs"i But the Revolution also inspired
hopes that the institution of slavery could be eliminated fiom American
life.
The languageof liberty echoedin slavecommunities.North and South.
The first concretestePstoward emancipationin the North were "freedom
petition5"-arguments for emancipation presented to New England's
courtsby slaveswho claimedthe rhetoric of liberty fbr themselves.In ry76,
militia
Lemuel Haynes, a black minister who servedin the Massachusetts
during the War of Independence,penned an antislaveryessay.If liberty
were truly "an innate principle" fbr all mankind," Hayneswrote' "even an
African [had] as equally good a right to his liberty in common with Englishmen." The British offered freedom to slaveswho joined the royal
cause)and nearly one hundred thousand desertedtheir owners; twenty
thousandof them accompaniedthe British out of the country at the end of
the war-to Europe, Canada.Afiica, and, in some cases,reenslavementin
the West Indies. Perhapsfive thousandescapedbondageby enlistingin the
Revolutionary army or local American militiaslvlotivatedby devotion to revolutionary ideals.a considerablenumber
of southern slaveholders,especiallyin Virginia and Ir4arvland.voluntarily
emancipatedtheir slavesduring the r78os and r79os.The most famous to
do so v,as George V.ashington,who died in r799. His will provided for the
emancipationof his nearly three hundred slavesupon the deathof his wife.
Nlartha.and for the educationof the black children so that they could supporr themselvesin freedorn.Perhapsfearing that the executorsof his will
would seek to subvert this provision, Washington couched it in forceful
language.He ordered his family to "see that tltis clause,resPectingslaves,
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do hereby expresslyfcrrbidthe sale . . . of any slave
I may die possessedof, under any pretencewhatsoever." (uncomfortable
living among men and women who looked lbrward to gaining their freedom upon her death, Ntartha Washington liberated the {arnily slavesthe
following year.) George vrashingtonwas the only founding father to liberate his slavesin this manner. Thomas Jefferson'swill, by contrast, provided for the freedom of only five slaves,,all of them relatives of Sally
Hemings, a slave woman with whom he appearsto liave fathered one or
more children.
By the beginning of the nineteenthcentury, all the northern stateshad
provided for gradual emancipation.Statelaws generallyprovided that children henceforth born to sla','eswould become free after working for their
oq/ner until adulthood, to compensatehim for the loss of property rights.
Thus, the end of slavery in the North was a drawn-out process.In rBro,
there were fifry thousandlree blacksin the North, but twenty-seventhousand slavesremained.A handful of elderly slavesstill lived in Neu,
Jersey
in r86r, when the Civil War began.
Nonetheless,the first large communities of free African Americans
now cameinto existence.By r86o, the number of free blackswould increase
to nearly half a million. A majority lived in the slavestares)where they had
been born and had family connecrions.In cities such as charleston and
New orleans, the free black community included numerous persons of
education. wealth. and professional accomplishmenr-individuals well
positionedto take the lead in black politics in the early yearsof Reconstruction. Some free blacks owned slaves;a few were even plantation owners.
Most free blacks. however, worked as poor urban or rural laborers and
enjoyed few rights other than not being considered a form of property.
willis Hodges, a freeborn Virginian active in the antislavery movemenr
before the Civil W'ar and in Reconstructionpolitics afterward, described
fiee blacksand slavesas "one man of sorrow." But despitenumeroushardships,the very existenceof free blacksoffered a standingrefurationof slaveholders' argument that African Americanscould survive only in bondage.
Despite abolition in the North, slavery not only survived the Revolution but also in some ways emergedfrom it srrengthened.No stepstov,ard
abolition took placein the South, where slavery\r,ascentral to the economy
and where the large sizeof the black population fueled the widespreadconviction that two races,if free, could not live togetheron a basisof peaceand
equality.Slavery,moreover,was deeply embeddedin the new t-ederalconstitution (although it was nor named in that documenr; slaveswere called
"other persons."as a concessionto the sensibilitiesof delegateswho feared
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the word slaverywould "contaminate the glorious fabric of American liberty"). The Constitution allowed the slavetrade from Africa to continue
for twenty more years and required statesto return to their owners fugitives from bondage.It provided that three-fifthsof the slavepopulationbe
counted in allocating electoral votes and congressmenamong the states.
(The ratio was a compromisebetweenthe southerndesirethat allthe slaves
be counted and the northern insistencethat none be.) Taken together,these
measuresensuredan increasein the slavepopulation becauseof renewed
imports from Africa and gave the slave South far greater Power in national
life than its free population warranted. Slavery.moreover,helpedto shape
the identity, the senseof seli of all Americans. The first Naturalization
Act, of r79o, which createda uniform systemof immigration, restrictedthe
processof becoming a citizen from abroad to "free white persons."Thus,
from the outset, a racial definition of American citizenshipwas built into
nationallaw.
Slavery not only survived the American Revolution, but also soon
entered a period of unprecedentedexpansion.As in the colonial era, the
economic interestsof the North, and of England. remained intertwined
with slavery.The industrial revolution in England. soon replicatedin the
antebellumNorth, createdan insatiabledesirefor cotton, the raw material
of the early textile industry. Cotton had been grown for thotrsandsof years
in many parts of the globe. The conquistadorCorteswas impressedby the
high quality of woven cotton clothing worn by the Aztecs.But in the nineteenth century, cotton assumedan unprecedentedrole in the world economy. Cotton production grev' from fewer than three thousand bales in
rTgo to nearly five million baleson the eve of the Civil War. By then, cotton was by far the most important export of the United States.
As the nation expandedwestward, so too did slavery,giving rise to the
Cotton Kingdom of Alabama, Mississippi,Louisiana, and Texas, which
soon becamethe new center of gravity of American slavery.Becauseof its
high rate of natural increase(about equal to that of whites), the slavepopulation grew apace)even after the importation of enslavedAfricans was
barred in r8o8. On the eve of the Civil War. there were nearly four million
slaves,and the South had become the largest)most powerful slavesociety
the modern world had known. By r86o' the economicvalue of property in
slavesamounted to more than the sum of all the money investedin railroads,banks,and factoriesin the United States.
The slave system varied markedly in diff'erent Parts of the South. In
r86o, 4o percent of the slavesstill lived in the uPper South, where smalland medium-size farms, rather than large plantations, predominated.
Throughout the South, slavesengagedin virtually every kind of economic
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skilled artisansancl field hands. ,tgriculrural slaves,young and old, male
and f'emale,generally were required to labor from sunup to "first dark,"
often under the close supen'ision of an overseeror driver. Slavesgrew a
variety of crops, including rice, sugar, and tobacco,but the "white gold,"
cotton, was central to the southern and national economies.Labor in the
cotton fields was arduous and incessant,especially when an overseer
directed the work. "The requisite qualificationsfor an overseer," wrote
solomon Northup, a free black who spent twelve years in slavery after
being kidnapped from the North. "are utter heartlessness,
brutality, and
cruelty. It is his businessto produce large crops.no mamer[what rhe] cosr."
Slaves also worked in southern ciries, where skilled laborers often
enjoyed far better conditions than on plantations.Frederick Douglass,who
escapedliom slavery as a young man and went on to become the era's
greatestabolitionist wrirer and orator, later recalledbeing sent ro work in
Baltimore from rural Maryland: "Insread of the cold, damp floor of my
master'skitchen, I found myself on carpers;for the corn bay in winter, I
now had a good straw bed, well furnished with covers.For the coarsecornmeal in the morning I now had good bread, and mush [a loaf made from
cornmeal] occasionally;for my poor tow-linen shirt, reachingto my knees,
I had good cleanclothes.I was really well-off-." Skilled urban slavessuchas
Douglasswere sometimesallowed to "hire their own 6lmg"-1hat is, to live
on their own and make their own labor arrangements.surrendering their
earnings to their owner. ulysses Houston. one of the group at the colloquy. v'orked in this manner as a butcher in prewar Savannah.Such slaves
had a wide range of choicesin living arrangements:they could rent rooms
in a boardinghouse,live with family members,or stay in the homes of free
blacks.They spenttheir nonworking time as they wished. Their experience
produced a sense of independenceand broad experience that helps to
explainwhy so many urban slaveartisansemergedas political leadersafter
the Civil War.
Three out of fbur white sourhern families did not own slaves.since
plantersmonopolized the best land, most small white farmers lived outside
the plantation belt, in hilly areasunsuitablefor cotton production. They
worked the land using family labor rather than slavesor hired workers.
Many southernfarmers lived comfortablelives of economicself-sufirciency
remote from the market revolution. They raised livestock and grew {bod
for their f-amilies,and purchasedrelatively few goods at local stores.Those
residing on marginal land in isolated liill areas and in the Appalachian
mountains were often desperatelypoor and. since nearly all the southern
stateslacked systemsof free public education, more often illiterate than
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their northern counterparts.Rarely in the antebellumperiod dicl the nonslaveholdingmajority pose a political threat to the planter domination of
southern politics. But, especiallvin the moutrtain areas.nlany poor whites
remainedloyal to the Union during the Civil \Xiar.During Reconstruction.
somern,ouldbecomescalawags-southern-born wltite Republicanswilling
to support civil and political riglrts tbr the lbrmer slaves.
It is essentialto bear in mind the overwhelming economicand political
po\ver of slaveryin order to :rppreciatethe radicalismof emancipationand
Reconsrruction.Plantersdominated antebellumsouthernsocietyarrdpolitics, itnd exerted enormous influence in national affairs as well. Tlte
wealthiestAmericansbetore the Civil War were plantersin the South Carolina lo*, counrry (where rice was tlte principal crop) and the Mississippi
\ralley c()tton region arounclNatchez. Frederick Stanton,a cotton broker
turned planter in the Natchezarea.owned +++slavesand more than r5,ooo
and Louisiana.The South's"peculiarinstituacresof land in l\{ississippi
tion" enrichedmany northernersasx.ell. Northern siripscarriedcotton to
Nev, \ork and Europe, northern bankersand rnerchantsfinancedthe cotton crop, northern companiesinsuredit, and northern f-actoriesturned cotsl:rvery,but they rcmained
ton into textiles.The "lree srates"had ab<,rlislied
intimatelylinked to the peculiarinstitution.
As the nineteenth century progressed,tlte economic importalrce of
slavery increasedsteadily,even as the institutioncame under increasing
criticism lrom relirrmers in the North and front tlte slaves themselves.
Vrhite southerners found themselvesmore and more dependent on an
institution under assaultfrom withiu and N,'ithout.In response,the southern statesdrew tighter and tighter the bonds of slaverl'.closing off nearly
everv avenue to freedom and increasing the severity of tfie laws under
rvhich slaveslived and labored.
Befbrethe law, siaveswere property with virtually no legalrights' Completely subjectro the will of their mastersand. more generally.of the u'hite
community, they could be bought and sold.leased.fought o'"'critl court) and
passed()n to r)ne's descendants.Blacks and whites were tried itr separate
courts. No black. free or slave. could owll arms, strike a white man' or
emplov a v,hite sefvant. Any white person could apprehendany black to
demanda certificateof freedomor a passfrom tlte black person'so\\/nergiving permission for him to be away from his place of residence.In cases
where one parentwas fiee and one slave,the statusof a child v''asdetermined
by that of the mother. This provision, first enacteclinto lari,in seventeenthcenrury Virginia. openedthe cloorto dle serualexploitationof slavewomen
by their o\vnersby ensuringthat any ofTspringwould liaveno legal claim on
their farhers.rnho would own them as propert)'.Slaves'family ties had no
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legal standing,slavescoulclnot leavethe plantarion
or h<;ldnreetingswithr-rutthe permissio. of their owners, ar-,d,ro aspect
.f their lives, no matter
h.u'intimate. \I'asbeyond the reachof their oorn"rr'
i'terf'erence.
The entire systemof southern justice.liom the
statemilitia and courts
to slave patrols in each locality. was committed
to enforcing the masters,
control o'er their:human propert)-.In one cerebrated
casera Missouri court
consideredthe "crime" of celia, a slavev,rro liacr
kilred her masrer while
resistinga sex,al assault.Statelaw deemed "anv
wonlan,, in such circum_
stancesto be acting in self-def-ense.
Bur celia, tlre court ruled, s,as nor)
legally speaking.a "woman." She was a slave.
whosemaster6ad complete
power over her person. The cclurt sentencedher
to cleath.Ho-",r"r, ,irr."
celia was pre€lnant:,
her execurionwas postponeduntil the chilcr
n,asborn,
so as nor to deprive Celia'sovurrer'sheirs of rheir
property rights.
Slavery,wrote Thomas Jeff-erson,
was "a p"rp"rrur exerciseof the most
boisterouspassions,rhe most unremitting despuism.,,
r\,{asters
had almost
complete discretion in inflicting punishme't.
ancl rare was the slave who
wenr rhrough his or her rife without experiencing
a whipping. Even rhe
mosr genrlemanly and prominenr owners inrricted
brutal, ofien sadistic
punishments.v/esley Norris, a slaveof confederate
generalRobert E. Lee,
later recalledhow after he and his farnily hu.l
att.mited t. run away, Lee
ordered a local constable"r' strip us to the waist
u.,d gi,u" us fifty lashes
each-" Lee. Norris added,"stood b1,.and liequently
.r-,ioln.d tlie constable
to'lay it on well,' " then orderedhim "to thor,r.,ghiy
*rrh o.,, backs,'with
saltwaterto increasethe pain. At the cotton pl"r,t"tion,
in Tennesseeand
Nfississippi
owned by PresidentJamesK. polk, conditions
were so brutal
that onlv half the slavechirdren rived to the age of
fifteen.
In the f-aceof this grim reality, slavesnever surrenclered
their desirefor
freedom or their efforts to carve out a degree
of autonomy in their day_to_
day lives. Despite overwhelming ocrds,,-lurr",succeeclecl
in creating loose
standardsof expected ri.'ork patterns for themselves
that included ,,free
time," spacei'which to forge a serni-independent
culrure. centeredon the
family and church. This enabledthem to passfrom
generarlonto generation a set of ideas and values fundamentalll, at
o.ris with those of their
owners) ideas and values articulated at dre
Savan'ah colloquy a.cl in
countlessother venuesas the war clrew to a close.
The slave .o*-unity
was the seedbedfor the ways Africa'Americans
respondedto th".omirrg
of emancipation and shouldered the responsibilities
of fieedom duri,-,!
Reconstruction.
The fbrging of a distinctiveAtiican American curture
was a long, com_
plex process.The nearly three hundred thousand
Africans brouglrt to the
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mainland coloniesduring the eighteenttrcenturv were not a single people.
They came from different cultures, spoke difhrent languages,and practiced many religions. Slavery threw together individualswho x'ould never
otherwise have encounteredone another and who had never considered
their color or their residenceon the samecontinent a sourceof identity or
unit\r The processof creating a cohesiveAfrican American culrure and
communitl' took many years)and proceededat clifferentrates in diff-erent
regions.
For most of the eighteenth century, the majority of American slaves
were African by birth. For many years, thev spoke African languaees.
Advertisementsseekinginfcrrmationabout runawaysoften describedthem
by African origin ("young Gambia Negro." "new BanbaraNegro fellow")
and spokeof their bearing on their bodies "country 11n1[s"-visible signs
of ethnic identity in Afiica. Elements of African culture were evident
thror-rghoutthe sr-,utherncoloniesin eighteenth-centuryAmerisa-in th6
narnesof slaves,in their religions(including.in someareas,Islam),in their
African food, music, rituals,and dance.CharlesHansfcrrd,a v&ite Virginiir

An arutny'rnous late-eig/tteenth-centrtr't, painting

depicts a wedding cerem,trt-\'in

the slave quarter.t. r+'here,bv AJiican custonll the lrrtde and groom jump oter a
stick.
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b l a c k s m i t h , n o t e c l i n a t 7 g p o e m t h a t h e h a d f r e q u e n t l y h e a r d s l a v e ss p e a k
o f t h e i r d e s i r e t o " r e e n j c - r y "l i f - ei n A t r i c a :

I o.fiu,it/tp/easure/tat,cob.rert,',!
hov,t/tct,
Their.sulty c()upz7y's
ruorthstriveto displa.y
ht broken/anguage./tot+,
theyf roi..se
their case
AnJ happirtes.s
w/tenin their nai.vep/oce . . .
Hou' tuou/diltcy dangersconrtandfctins entlurc
If'n rhclr countn,thevcou/d get,yccure./
Bv the nineteentllcentur\r.slavesno longeridentifiedthemselves
asIbo.
Ashanti. loruba. anclso on. but as African Americans.The \Xrarof Inclependencedisrupted the slave trade to North America. 'rhe trade resumed
brieflf in the early'nineteentll
century.but Congressprohibiteclthe furrher
irnportation of slaves in rsolJ. Hencefrrrth, the slave population grew
almost entirely by natural increirse.In music. art, fcilklore.language-and
religion, the slaves'cultural expressions
emergedas a synrhesisof Afiican
traditions, European elements,and c'nditions in America. The values
expressedduring Reconstructiotrs.ere rooted in the culture ttrat sjarres
developedin bondage.
At the center of the slavecommunirv stood the familr,.even though tl-re
law did not recognr'zeslave marriagesand many q.ere disrupted by sales.
Becauseof the exigenciesof life under slavery,many kinds of familv srructures coexisted in slave cclmmunities.Iv{ost adults livecl in ts,o-parenr
households,with ties that ofien lasteda lifetime. But the slavecommur-riry
had a significantly higher number of fenrale-headedhouse|elds than
among v'hites. and f-amiliesin v4ricli grandparents.orher relatives.or even
non-kin assumedresponsibility for raising children x,ho had beerr separated liom their parents.To solidify a senseof f-amilyconrirruity,slavesfrequently named children after cousins. uncles, grandparents, ancl other
relatives-They developed"fictive" kin relationsthat supplementecl
bloocl
ties. Frederick Douglass recalledthat on rhe plantation u.herehe grew up,
skilled slaves"were called 'uncles' bv all the vounger slaves,not because
they really sr-tstained
that relationshipto anv, but ;rs a mark of plantatign
etiquette,a mark of respectdue fiom the younger to the older slaves.,,Nor
did the slavet-amilvsiniply nrirror kinsliip parrernsamong whites.Slaves.
for example,did not marry their first cousins,a practice common among
n ' l r i t es o u t l l e n r e r s .
The slave famih' existed with the consranrthreat of clisruption. Tlie
peopling of the Corron Kinedom inr,'olvedan immense tbrced migration.
Bet$1eellrSooand t36o, at leastone miiiion slaveswere transpor-tecl
frorn
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older southern states to the
plantationsof the Deep South.
Fear of salepervadedslavelife'
"Mother, is N{assag'wineto sell
us tomorrowl" ran a line in a

and$lock.
$deol $laues

srocK," announced the r 852
aucrion of propertY belonging
to a recently deceasedGeor-

SEPARATE, OR IN LOTS, AS BEST
SUITSTHE PURCHASER.''

Nlost of the slaves sold in
the interstatetrade were Young
men and women below the age
of thirty. "It is better to buY

t^

'iotlJ^sl.

ral

IL

rl.b

rFg,

.t

@
-d

*l

dfv,

tL

l'F

h

bbr

I
I
t
I
t
e
?
s
;
rc
ii

t{d
viot r
l.ltd.
U"a
Adrr
Ai"r
Tnda
kiil'.
;;;
'
S.trr
ii*'t""

!7
16
0
17
4
{l
ll
P
!
l0
$

ll
ii
ri
ii

m,T,;'I
fiI*"
iirl
il**ra

ls
ll
t

tu

d[

.lro
rbt

hm
ot b

h

,.

dstt

lo lM

k'

(t6t

rlll

*lthlr

t$o

ltrE

k

ryr't'
i'm(!
l'1111&
^1.'tl
{srr'
r'((ir4
6tir!
Nrr'

;;'lij
'rorl
5:"r

lhcr6{t
Hd
!K
t.tuo, ha "d
bt
Ltltlt
sedr
rr& &d
kis
Nd, cod
Hrs
PrlD. wom'r'
t@'
c'd, Bc.rrr
P'le
{' }LH
Gid. lfu
he
Hdd tud
ftld
R(.br{Irsl{
ht,
|#r
tb
hlEib
uaffitd
hlr x.n
Nu'k
'd
lhlry
Clrr'
S6'n Yflh'
HEtorL
Rr. hbd
hd
Hd
tuu
Hil
Hd.
Pil!.cdd
H. kod drl Huh
hd
Ptu
cslor
t'd tutu.
Ptu
Rkr {rd

rlb

H
'b

nlq Forv
o' tt@

trKb'

$k

tu

r'r" rl
!5orrl
{1!c!
rn s
l w' 00
8(o @
| @o oo
r'r4 ft
7{(co
$ooo
ioc 10
FNm
qo@
r ' 2 s' m
r'Nlt
iG'''
N@
'trm
j
lstr$
1:to0l
'trJ

dl ffots
til

sYtt

C'nk
dll

ro'

Eli
nll'rslt

tl':i1'{('
urrrr

tn'dr '' Holx
f.?*f,
P*uuur'
Hrndtt'& Uub
rk' tud fr Pnr'

rt fti

Y't"o

hvlctr'

Pb!(Gt
Pdn. li.'
..d N$*d{
Hssott
RF.. tinruaJ.
Wo@n'
Cdor.
IU6'
(krot.
Youla Mit
fin.
lh
Hrod' I ' rybr Psr
Hrnd.
Prit.. ktoo
(ot
W
Xrc
Gd
Nrn
!.iecotr@
Hrndv la lcitcb.n,
tru crrF!!'r'
|'*
ho

b. oa.td
Mt
ti*
H

]k"

Nrtr6'

lha

{'

t:(N) t
prtdort

bftrf@ltt'

ttu
irb

n
P
I
rl
t
rr
16
rr
{
lr
5\
il
,7
19
b
t9
{?
&
tt
f

ii a;i;.
il r"*"
ii
i'i.itr
i6 i;6
nv
ir irfu
;i
n;
il
en..irii.itt
ii
tr i;
6
xi*
j',tr.
w
ii
i; it;;;
Iir r*
i"
irin
rtt
i
;t
i;;
iz i*t.
i; ;;ii
u*r
nti
/it
s
i;*

et
iktlt

aw
4

Hc0otl'iN'
4t lhr 14lr

ta'lt'

'tni

4ttd

Lot-

tt l>tlqtt

t'l'tttEE

L,TB
kpl'

Qertlo'

ltdadt
t*I&14

6.

tr"

htlmc'

lbt"l
(,lF TIt,:
tronnor'

o ak

a.ki

llit
Sr

OF SLAVES ANT)

gia planter. It listed thirtY-six
individuals. ranging from an
infant to a sixty-nine-year-old
womanr and ended x'ith the
wILL BEsoLD
proviso: "SLAVES
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popular slavesong. Slavetraders gave little attention to Preserving famil;' ties. A Public
notice.
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An t,l5z pub/ic notice annotutcest/te
sa/eof thirry-six AJiican Americans in
Savannah.Ceorgia.

none in f'amilies." wrote one
slavetrader, "but to selectonlY
choice,first rare,young liandsfrom r4 ro 2i yearsof age(buying no children
or aged negroes)." Whatever the slaves'age, saleswere a human tragedy
that disruptedestablishedpatternsof life almostasseverelyiis I'radthe original forced passagetrom Africa- "N'{ydear wife." a Georgia slavewrote in
r858, "I take the pleasureof writing you thesefew [lines]with much regret
to inform you that I am sold. . . . Give my love to my f ather and mother and
tell them good bye for me, and if we shall not meet in this world I hope to
meet in heaven. My dear wife for vou and my children mY Pen cannot
expressthe grief I feel to be parted from you all. I remain, your truly husband until death, Abream Scriven." In the early days of Reconstruction,
thousandsof freedmenand -women seekingto locatetamily membersfrom
whom they had been separatedwhile in slaverywould placeadvertisements
in newspapersanclsolicit aid from the Freedmen'sBureau,a f-ederalagency
establishedin r865 to offer relief to destitutesoudrefnersrPromote education and health cafe among the fieedmen' secureequal iustice in southern
courts"and in other waYSoverseethe transitionfiorn slaveryto freedom'

r"*
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thoushtrrerawr,r:::,::-JT:,,*rt

orsraves
to ownprop-

-: many in fact
erty,
acquiredpossessions
by sellinf produce raised..on rheir
own time," sometimesin garden prors
assigrr"d"tothem by their owners.
"All the slaveson the place,"
o.r" Mirri*sippi srave rater recailed, ,,had
patchesof land . . . to work as their own.',
on Sundays,a white visitor to
Natchez observed. slaves wourd '.reave
their prant"norr. and come intir
town to disposeof their produce and
ray in their own ri*re ruxuries.,,In
charleston and savan.ah, sravewomen
dominated trading in the officiar
town markets. other slaves receivecl
payments from their owners as a
reward fbr good behavior,or to induce
them to rabor for ronger hours than
tradirio'had estabrished.slaveswho
accumuraredproperty passedit on to
their descendanrs,_rhus
strengtheningfamily ties. irrid"rr."
of the srrong
senseof properry thar deveropedin some
parrsof the South maybe found in
petitions filed by former slaveswith rhe
sourhern claims commission, a
governmenragencyestablishedafter the,i\.,ar
to reimburseloyal south"r.r".,
for wartime property rosses."My ord
parenrsused to raisepoultry and pigs
etc and they gave me some," one claimant
tolcl the commission. ..That is
how I got a srart." The experienceof v,,orking
under their own direction and
of marketing produc" they had grown
as sravesherpedro prepareAfrican
Americans for involvement in the market
economy iurirrg Reconsrruction.
In some ways' gender rores under
slavery differed dramaticaily from
those in the larger societ1,.Sravemen
and women experienced,in a sense,
the-equalityof pou'erlessness.
The ni'eteenth century,, ,,.ult of domesticitx" whicir definedthe home as a woman's
proper rph"r., did not apply to
slar"en'omen,many of whom regurarry
worked in the fierdsancrwereunabre
to devote much time to child rearing.
slave men were not the economic
providers for their f'amilies.nor couldlhey
protect their familiesfrom phys_
ical or sexualabuseby owners and overseers)
or determinewhen and under
what conditionstheir chilclrenworked.
In other ways, however, more conventionar
gender roles prevailed.
whe' worki'g "on rheir own time,"
srave-"., .t oif.J *ooa, huntecr,and
fished' while -"-:l
u,ashecr.sewecl,ancrassum.i p.i-ury
responsibility
fcrr the care of children. But whatever
its ,r.r.,ur" or internal arrange_
ments) the sla'e family was central to
the African American community,
allowing for the transmissionof values,
traditions, and survivar strate_
gies-in a w'ord, of slave guhulg-from
one generation to the next. And
when freedom camefor slaves,regarizing
their larriages and consoridating
their families were am()ngthei, hrghest
priorities.
A secondpillar of sravelife n as rerigion.
slavesdeveropeda distinctive
versi.n of christia.ity tliat q,ould
play a crucial role in the lieconstrucrion
era and. indeed, down to trie pr"r.r,,
d"y. so-" bracks,free and srave.had
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takenpart in the religious revivals of the colonial era known as the "Grear
Av,.akening."and even more were swept into the South's Baptist and
Methodist churchesduring the SecondGreat Awakening of the late eighteenthand early nineteenthcenturies.As one preacherrecalledof tlie great
camp meeting that drew thousandsof worshipers to Cane Ridge, Kentucky in r8or, no distinctionswere rnade"as to age,sex,color,or anything
of a temporary nature; old and young, male and 1-emale.
black and white.
had equal privilege to minister tlie light which drev received.in qrhatever
way the Spirit directed." hnbued with devotion inspired by the Second
Great Awakening, many owners welcomed missionarieswho preachedto
slaves;some even built chapelson their plantationsand encouragedslaves
to worship there. \\/hite ministers brought by owners to preach to the
slavesusuallv invoked biblical passagesenjoining servantsto obey their
masters.One slave later recalledbeing told in a sermon "hoq. good God
u,asin bringing us over to tliis country from dark and benightedAtrica and
permitting us to listen to the sound of the gospel." Especially in cities.
slavesalso worshiped in biracial cor.rgregations
headedby white ministers,
where they generally were required to sit in the back pev/sor upstairs.

An ettgrat'ing entitlcdFamilv'Worship

in a Plantation jn South Carriina.puh-

lishel it a Briti.th illustr,tted weekfu during rhe Cilil trY'ar. ,/ey,ict.r the scene in a
"rurle chape/" of a Port Roltal, SoutA Carolina. p/anratir.,n.
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Nonetheless,much of slave rerigion flourished
outside the owner,s
oversisltt' Before the Civil War, urban liee blacks
establishedtheir own
churcires.These instirutions, at which many slaves
as well as free blacks
v'orshiped, became training grounds for postwar
black leadership and
schools'in a sense,of self-government.At the First
African Baptist Churc6
of Richmond, virginia. a committee of deaconsjudgecl
ani disciplinecl
memberslbr breachesof church ruresand immoral
behavior such as adul_
tery, and settled disputesover issuessuch as disputed
debts. The church
"court" was the only place where African
Americans administeredjustice
amorr€ftherrrselves,
without the intervention of an owner or the law.
Most
of the leadersof the Richmond church were free
blacks,but in rg4g, thirty
congregantspetitioned for a change in the constitution
of the .h,rr.h tl
allow allmale members,including slaves,ro vore in the
selectionof the pas_
tor and deacons.
The heart of slavereligion lay in the secrerreligious
gatheringswhere
slave minisrers preacheda gospel of endura...
transcendencein the
"rrd
face of hardship,and hope for liberarionfrom bondage.
Even though it was
illegal fbr slaves to gather without a wriite p".rorfb.ing
presenr, every
planration had its black preacher,usually ,lurr" with
little formal educa*
tion but rhetorical ability and famiriarity" with the
Bible. A blending of
African traditions and christian belief, slave religion
was practiced in
"praise meetings" that were replete
with shoutr, d.nl"r, and frequenterno_
tional interchangesbetweenpreacherand congregation.
Slavesadopted those parts of christianity thut spoke
most directly to
their own experiencesand aspirations.They ."1".t"d
the fundamentalist
doctrine of original sin, and saw God as a personal
presencein the world,
who promised eventual deliverance from btndage.
c",-,rrul to slave chris_
tianity was the compelling biblical story of Exodus,
in which a chosen
people suffers a long period of bondage only to
be releasedthrough trre
intervention of providence.(Hence, Georgia slaves
understandingGeneral
Sherman to be a divinely appointed savior.) Their
preacherseriphasized
other biblical sroriesas well that depictedthe weak
defeatingth" .trong o,
triumphing over adversity-purrid and Goliath, Daniel
escapingfromlh"
lion's den' Jonah and the whale, Samson destroying
the temple (even
though he perished in the process).when th.y
,"ng,'i.1,n bound for the
land of canaan," slavesmeant not only relief from
*Jrtaty toils in an afrer_
lifebut also escapingro the North or, in God's
time, the t.euki.,g of slav_
ery's chains.
In the slaves'"gcspel of freedom," pray"rs for an
enclto slavery were
ever present. one former slave.Alice sewell, later
recalled typicai secrer
religious gatherings:"we used to srip off in the
woods in the old slavedays
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on Sunday evening s'ay down in the swampsto sing and pray to our own
liking. \\/e prayed tbr this dal' of freedom. We come from fbur and five
miles to pray together to God that if u'e didn't live to seeit, to pleaselet our
children live to see a better day and be free." At the end of the service,
Sewell continued, "s'e used to sing '\Xrewalk about and shakehands,fhre
vou well my sisters,I am going home.' "
A desire to reurdthe Bible was one reasonernumber of slavessecretll',
and in violation of southern larv.learnedto read. Others recognizedin literacy an element of liberation. F'rederickDouglass was one who taught
hirnself to both read and write. "From drat moment." he later v.rote. he
understood that knowledge was "the pathway from slavery to fi'eedom."
The thirst for educationso prominent among lbrmer slavesduring f{econstruction originated during slavery.
"Fteedom," a black minister declared,"lived in the black heart long
before fieedom x'as born." If masters devised an elaborate ideologv
defendingslaveryas a benign, paternalistsystemthat servedthe bestinterestsof x'hite and black alike, slavesdevelopedtheir own worldview. centered on their desirelor liberation. Even the most ignorant slave.observed
Solomon Northup, could not "fail to observethe differencebetweentheir
own condition and the meanestwhite man's. and to reahzethe injusticeof
lar.vswhich place it within [the owner's] power not only ro appropriatet]re
proAtsof tlteir industrl',but to subjectthem to unmediatedand unprovoked
punishmentwithout remedy."
The world of most rural slaveswas boundedby their localcommunities
and kin. They becameextremely f)miliar with the local landscape,crops.
and popr.rlation.and sathered with slavesfrom nearby farms and plantations to celebratemarriages,attend funerals.and tor Christmasand Fourth
of July celebrations.Most, hol'ever. had little knowledge of the larger
world.
Nonetheless,slirvescould rxrt remain indifferent tcl the currents of
thouglit unleashedby the American Revolution, or ro the language o[
democracy and liberty that suffused tlie society around them. Slaves,as
Garrison Fr:rzier remarked during the Colloc1u%appreciatedtltat slaverl'
v/as, at base, a system of coercion in which one group appropriated tlie
labor of another. ("\\'g raisethe bread / Thel'give ns the crust," declared
one slirve son$, another told how the slaves "m:tke the cotton and
corn / And the white folks getsthe money.") Their "grapevine telegraph"
brought fragments of news about national and even international events.
from American presidentialelectionsto the re'u'olutions
of rtt4Bin Europe.
They listened to political discussionsamong their owners and Fourth of
July orations in southenl tou/ns. They learnedthat African Americans in
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the North lived as free men and r*,omen.not slaves,and that a conflict 6ver
slavervwas disrupting national politics. Robert smalls, later a major political leader during Reconstruction,recalledhow as a boy on a south carolina plantationhe heard of FrederickDouglassfrc,m a literateslavewho
managedto acquire a copy of one of Douglass'sspeeches.slaves adopted
the nation's democratic and egalitarian rhetoric as their own. ,.I am in a
Iand of liberty," wrore Joseph Taper, a virginia slave who escapedto
canada around r84o. "Here man is as God intendedhe shouldbe . . . not
like the sourhernlaws which pur man, made in the image of God. on a level
with brutes."
During Rect.rnstruction,
the semi-independentinstitutions of the slave
quartersand the distinctive beliefsslaveshad developedwould blossomin
the emergenceof black schools,churches,benevolentsocieties,and political institutions.Former slaveswould stakea claim to the rights of American citizensthey had long been denied.The sociarand polidcal agendathat
Afiican Americans would articulate during Reconstruction-civil and
politicalequality,the strengtheningof the black communiry, and autonomy
in their working lives-flowed directly out of their experiencein slavery.
Before the civil war, however, confronted by federal, state,and local
authoritiescommitted to maintaining the stability of slavery,and oumumbered by white southerners.slaveshad little opportunity to expresstheir
desirefor freedomthrough outright rebellion.Generally,resistanceto slavery had to take other fbrms. Most common was "day-to-day resistancs',feigning illness,doing poor work, abusinganimals,breaking tools. ..They
break and destroy more farming utensils," one planter complained, ,,ruin
more carts, break more gates, spoil more cattle and horses, and commit
more wasre than five times their number of white laborers do." one over_
seer on a Maryland plantation complained that slavesunder his direction
"get much more dissatisfiedevery year and troublesomefor
they say that
they ought all to be at their liberty and they think that I am the causethar
they are not."
Then there were the unknown number of slaveswho ran awav. either
to the North, to southern cities,or to isolatedrural areassuch as the Great
Dismal swamp of virginia or the Florida Everglades.Running away was a
constantfeature of sla'ery from its earliestdays in America. colonial and
nineteenth-centurynewspaperswere lilled with advertisementsfor fugitive
slaves.These noticesdescribedtlie appearanceand skills of the fugitive
and
included such comments as "ran away without any cause,',and ,,he has
grezrtnotions of freedom." The difficulties of escaperil,,ere
enormous, but
the number of runaways was significantenough by rg5o for southern congressmenro securepassageof the Fugitive slave Act, which made the fed_
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eral government responsiblefor returning escapedslavesto their masters.
The passageof the law greatly exacerbatedtensionsbetween North and
South. lvlany norrherners who did not consider themselvesabolitionists
reactedwitli disgust when federal marshalsenteredtheir communitiesto
seizefugitil'e slavesand return them to the South.
lv{ostescapeeswere young men u'ithout wives or childrenl for women.
escaping accompanied by a child was nearly impossible, and leaving
children behind was a step that few were willing to contemPlate.Some
fugitives p'ere aided by svmpathetic abolitionistsorganized into a loose
organization-1hs Underground Railroad. Most, like Oouglass.u.ho borrowed tlie papers of a free black sailor, or the light-skinned William and
Ellen Craft, u.ho impersonated a sickly owner traveling with a slave,
escapedon rheir own initiative, with little assistanceother than from free
blacks or other slaves.A few courageousindividuals made forays into the
South to liberate slaves.The best known was Harriet Tubman. Born in
lv{arylandin r8zo, Tubman escapedto Philadelphiain r849 and during the
next decaderisked her life by making numerous trips back to her stateof
birth to lead relativesand other slavesto freedom.
Despite enormous obstacles,slaverebellionssometimesdisturbedslavery's outward face of tranquility. In r8oo, Gabriel. a Virginia slaveblacksmith, with his brother Martin, a preacher,deviseda plan wherebv armed
slaveswould march on Richmond, massacremost of the white population,
and possibly sail to Haiti, where a slaveinsurrectionin the I79oshad liberated the black population there. The plot was discovered,and tile leaders
arrested.Like other Virginians, participantsin Gabriel'sconspiracyspoke
the language of liberty forged in the American Revolution. They even
planned to carry a banner emblazonedwitli a version of Patrick Henrv's
l-amousslogan: DEATHoR LIBERTI'.
Twenty-two years later, another slaveconspiracywas uncovered.this
time led by a free African American, Denmark Vesey of Charleston.
Vesey'soutlook reflectedthe varied sourcesof black ideology.He was fond
of quoting the Bible to condemn slavery;he also drew on the Declaration
of Independence.and carefully followed debatesin Congressbetween r 8r9
and rSzr over the admissionof Missourito the Union as a slavestate.The
best-known slave rebel was Nat Turner, a slavepreacherin Southampton
Countv. Virginia, who in r83r led a band that marchedthroush the countryside and killed some sixty whites until subduedby the militia. When
asked after his capture to admit that he had been "mistaken," Turner
replied: "Was not Christ crucifiedl"
All theserebellions.and, indeed.rumors of insurrectionin many other
years, were greeted by widespreadpanic among southern whites, brutal
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retribution against Afiican Americans, and the tightening of laws and
patrols policing the slavesystem.In the aftermath of the Turner rebellion,
for example,the Virginia legislature,fearing, as one member put it. that "a
Nat Turner might be iu everv family," briefly debateda plan firr gradual
emancipation.The lal.makers decidedinsteadto strengthentlle militia ancl
bar blacks from acting as preachers.As tlte sectionalcontroversy accelerated, the South turned in upon itself. It suppressedany sign of dissention
among whites and imposed nev' restrictions on both the slave and free
black populations. The prospects for rebellion became more and more
remote. The balanceof pov'er in the South would have to changedramaticallv befbre siavescould liontallv- challengethe system. That would not
happen until the Union army entered the South during the Civil Srar.
Vrhen it did. blacks bv the tens of thousandsq,ould abandon the plantations, fatally undermining the peculiar institution.
For some decades,it appearedthat slavesand free blacks were trearly
the only Americans willing to challenge slavery. After the antislavery
impulsespawnedby the American Revolutiondied out. the slaveryquestion f'adedfrom national life. Those n'hites willing to contemplatean end
to bondagealmost alv'ayscoupled callslbr abolition s.ith the suggestionof
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colonization-d1s deportation of the black population to Africa, the
Caribbean, or Central America. Colonizationists acceptedthe premise
written into the NaturalizationAct of ry9o (and reaffirmedas the law of the
land by the Supreme Court in the Dred Scott decision of 1857)that the
was a political community of whites. and that no black perUnited Startes
son could be a citizen.
It was the rise of the abolitionist movement in the late rSzosand r83os
that put the slavery question back on the national agenda.Abolitionism
was only one of the era's numerous efforts to improve American society.
Reformers establishedorganizationsthat worked to Preventthe manufacture and saleof liquor, improve conditionsin prisons,expandpublic education. uplift the condition of wage laborers.and reorganizesociety on the
basis of coopefation rather than competitive individualism. Nearly all
these groups worked to convert public opinion to their cause.They sent
out speakersrgatheredsignatureson petitions,and publishedpamphlets.
Many of thesereform movementsdrew their inspiration from the Second Great Awakening. God, the revivalist preachersmaintained,had createdman asa "free moralagent." Sinnerscould not only reform themselves
but also remakethe world. The revivalspopularizedthe outlook known as
"perfectionism," which saw both individualsand societyat large ascapable
of infinite improvement. Under the impact of the revivals, older reform
effbrts moved in a new, radical direction. Temperance (which literally
means moderation in the consumPtionof liquor) was transformed into a
crusadeto eliminate drinking entirely. Criticism of war becameoutright
pacifism.And critics of slavery now demandednot gradual emancipation
but immediateand total abolition.
Beginning with the appearancein r8z9 of the free black writer David
Walker's Appeal-a stirring call for emancipation-and the publication
two years later of the first issue of The Liberaror. edrtedby Willianr Lloyd
Garrison, a new, militant abolitionist movement burst onfo the national
scene.Walker's condemnationof slavery cited the Bible and the Declaration of Independence,but he went beyond thesefamiliar argumentsto call
on blacksto take pride in the achievementsof ancientAfrican civilizations
and to claim all their rights asAmericans."Tell us no more about colonizationr" Walker wrote) addressingwhite readers,"for America is as much
our country as it is yours. . . . We have enrichedit with our b/ood,tndtears."
Like Walker, the nes/ generation of abolitionistsinsisted that blacks
were Americans,entitled to all the rights of free citizens.It was their anticolonization position as much as their attack on slavery that won tl-rem
widespreadsupport among northern free blacks.Indeed, the first national
black convention, held in Philadelphiain r8t7. x,as convenedexplicitly to
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naturally occurred to me) that if rights were founded in moral being, then
the circumstanceof sex could not give to man higher rights and responsibilities,,than to woman." Abolitionist women such as Grimk6 and her sister, Sarah,helped launch the long struggle tbr equal rights for American
women.
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the cclntestover slavery gave new meaningto such core ideasof
American political culture aspersonalliberty, political community, and the
rights attaclted to American citizenship' The abolitionists Put forward
notions widely condemnedin the r81os,but that three decadeslater would
be incorporatedinto the laws and constitutionalamendmentsof the Reconsrrucriong1a-dln1 any personborn in the United Statesshould be entitled
to American citizenship and that all citizens should be accorded equal
rights before the law, regardlessof race.
In contrast to the official definition of nationhood bounded by race,
abolitionistsinsistedon the "Americanness"of slavesand free blacks'Lydia
Maria Child's popular r833 treatise,An Appeal in Favor of That Cl,tssof
Americaru CattedAfricans, insisted that blackswere fellow countrymen' not
foreigners or a permanently inferior caste.They should no more be con-

Tltemastltcad
o/'The Liberator

repudiate the doctrines of the American Colonization Society,founded a
few months earlier by a group of prominent political and social figures
from both North and South. and tc-rclaim all the rights of citizenshiplbr
African Americans."V/e haveno wish to separatefrom our presenthomes,"
the convention'sresolutionsdeclared.In the years that f<rllowed,a number
of biack organizationsremoved the word African lrorn their names,hoping
to eliminate a possiblereason for American-born blacks' being deported
from the land of their birth.
The aholitionist movement engaged the energies of thousands of
northern women. who circulated petitions, distributed literature, and, in
some cases,broke with the prevailing assumptionthat they should remain
in the "private" sphereby delivering public lectureson the evils of slavery.
Some of these women found in abolitionist doctrines a challengeto their
own subordinatestatusin American society."Since I engagedin the investigation of the rights of the slave."wrote Angelina Grimke, the daughterof
a South Carolina slaveon'nerrr,'hoconverted to Quakerism and abolitionism q,'hileliving in Philadelphia,"I have necessarilybeen led to a better
understanding of my own; for I have found the Anti-Slavery cause to
be . . . the school in which human rights are more fully investigated,and
better understood and taught. than in any other freform] enterprise.. . .
Here we are led to examinewhy human beingshave any rights. . . . Now it

sideredAfricans than whites were Englishmen.Thus, the movement challenged not only southern slavery,but the racial proscription that confined
free blacks in the North to second-classstatus.(Between rSoo and t86o,
every free statethat enteredthe Union, with the sole exceptionof Maine,
restrictedsuffrageto white males.and Neu'York and Pennsylvania,home
to significant free black communities, took away the votillg rights that
African Americanshad once enioyed.)
Many white abolitionistsshared,to somedegree,the racialpreiudicesof
their era. But what is remarkableis how many were ableto rise abovethem'
'v,rhite'is on the statute-bookof Massachusetts,"
declared
"While the word
Edmund Quincy,,an acrive associateof William Lloyd Garrison, "Massachusettsis a slavestate." Abolitionists' battlesfor northern blacks' right to
vote) to enioy accessto educationand public accommodation,and to serve
such as the integration of the
in the militia achievedonly a few successes,
public schools,ordered by the legislaturein r855' But these
Massachusetts
campaignshelped to lay the legal and political groundwork for the campaignsfor equal rights that were centralto the politics of Reconstruction.
Most adamantin contendingthat the struggleagainstslaveryrequireda
redefinitionof the nation asa whole q,ereblack membersof the abolitionist
crusade."He who hasendured the cruel Pangsof slavery,"s'rote Douglass
in t847, "is the man to advocatelibertv." Black abolitionistsdevelopedan
understandingof freedom that went well beyond the usageof their white
contemporaries. "The real battleground between liberty and slavery,"
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wrote black editor SamuelCornish, "is prejudiceagainstcolor." N{orethan
v'hite ;rbolitionists,as well, black abolitionists identified the widespread
poverty of the free black population as a consequenceof slavery, and
insistedthat freedom meant some form of economic autonomy. It must be
part of the "great wc)rk" of the antislavery crusade,insisted Charles L.
Reason,"to abolish not only chattel slavery,but that other kind of slavery.
which. lor generation after generation. dooms an oppressedpeople to a
condition of dependenceand pauperism." Dozens of black abolitionists
would lnove soudr after the Civil War to take part in Reconstruction,
bringing with them the experienceof long yearsof struggle for equal rights
and economic opportunity.
Biack abolitionists,and free blacks generally, repudiated rhe narion's
self-definitionas a land of liberty. Indeed, to counter what they viewed as
the hvpocrisv of IndependenceDay celebrations.they developedan alternative calendarof celebrations,centeredon August r, the anniversary of
emancipationin the British W.estIndies in r8j3. (This carried the disrurbing implication that Britain, not the United Srates,now representedliberty
on dle world stage.)But even as they condemnedthe hypocrisy of a nation
that proclaimed belief in freedom yet daily commirted "practicesmore
shocking and bloody" than any other, in Douglass'swords, abolitionists
laid claim ro the founders' legacy. By abolisliing slavery, Douglass proclaimed, the United Statescould reinvigoraterhe promise of the Declaration of Independenceand recapturethe country's original mission as an
asylurn of libertl'. In his autobiography X.Iy Bondage and My Freedom,
Douglass claimed as forebears not only the founding fathers but slave
rebelssuch :rsGabriel. Denmark Vesey,and Nat Turner. In their desirefor
freedom, he seemedto argue, the slaveswere truer to the nation's underlyine principles than the white Americans who annually celebratedthe
F o u r r ho f J u l y .
The abolitionists never consrituredmore rhan a small porrion of the
nortltern population. Indeed.in tlie r83os,their activitieswere greetedwith
as much hostility in the free statesasin the slaveSouth. Initiallv. abolitionist meetings were broken up by mobs, a number of their presseswere
destroved,and Congress refused to receive their petitions. Slowly, however,the abolitionistssucceededin shatteringtlie conspiracyof silencethat
sought to preservenational unity (and tlie profits derived fiom slavelabor)
by excluding slaverytrom politicaldebate.
Sincethe Constitutional Convention,slaveryhad occasionallyemerged
as a point of contention in American politics. Generally,it becamea political issue when territorial acquisitionsraised tlie question of whether the
peculiarinstitution would be permitted to continueits westward expansion,

This prinr ,!epicts a./u/1' t,9.15nigltttime itnti-d1,o/itic,ni.straid on rlte Charle.ston.
.\'r,utA ('aro/tlna. pr,.rt ,tt'ft'ce.The cr,,rJ brokt inut tie l'uilJlilg, rt'illored tzntis/or'ery nai/. ,tnd burned ir in t/tc .street.

thus affecting

both the balance of power

between

North

and South and the

p r ( ) s p e c t sf c r r f r e e c i t i z e n s m i u r a t i n g t o n e \ ' " ' l a n d s . N { i s s o u r i ' s r e q u e s t t o b e
admitted t() the Unior-ras a slave state had inspired a colltroversy that was
settled by the I\'lissouri Compromise in t8zr, which barred slavery fiom
expanding into most of the remainder of the Louisiatra Purcliase territorl'.
In the r84os, as a result of the ]v{exican-American V''ar. a vast ne\v area \!'as
a d d e d t o t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s .a n d t h e q u e s t i ( ) n o f s l a v e r y ' s s t a t u s a g a i n c a m e
to the fore. The lead was taken by politicians speaking the languase of "free
soil" for settlersdesiring t() rnove to the'West, rather than the moral vocabnlarv of the abolition movement. But the growing desire among nortlterners to restrict slavery's expansion reflected how abolitionist petitionsr
speeches,and publications had begun to aft-ectpublic cipinion.
()nce again, compromise settled the slavery issue. In r85o. Congress
aclmitted Caiifcirnia as a free state. decreed that local irihabitants could
clecicle whether or not to pennit slaver\, in the rest of the lancl recently
ac<luired from N{exico. and enacted a stringent nev' lugitive slave law that
r n a d e t h e l e d e r a l g o v e r n m e n t . n o t t h e s t i r t e s ,r e s p o n s i b l e l o r a p p r e h e n d i n g
and returning runarv:.rys.Harriet A. Jacobs, one of tl're ferv f-emaleslaves tcr
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publish a narrative of her experiences.recalledhow the new law inspired "a
reign of terror to the colored population" of the North, who feared that,

slavery's expansion once ancl for all. In tlte nes,' part\r. belief in the superi-

even if born fiee, they might be improperly su'eptuP by its draconianProvisions. which did nc'rtallow the accusedfugitive to testify in his or lter own
behalf. [n New York Cit,v, "many families, who had lived in the city for
ts/enty years.fled from it now," while others, such as Jacobsherself, "sel-

" f r e e s o c i e t y " a n d " s l a v e s o c i e t y " c c l a l e s c e di n t o a c o m p r e h e n s i v e n o r l d -

oritv of the "free labor" system of the North and tlre incompatibility

of

view. Republicans saw slzrvery's expatrsion as an obstacle t() progress,
opportunity. and democracl'.
No one expressed this vision more eloquently tlian Abriiham Lincoln.

dom vennrred into the streets." Severalthousand northern blacks sought
safetvin Canada.The sight of so many refugeesseekingliberty in a fcrreign
land cast an ironic light on the familiar image of the United Statesas an
asylum for freedom. Some Afiican American leaders.such as lf{artin R.
Delan_y.lzrterdubbed the "father" of black nationalism,concludedthat the
black population should emigrateen masse.to find a homelandin Africa or
the Caribbeanwhere they could becomepart of "the ruling elementof the
country" and enjoy the equality fhat seemed ever more remote in the

I l a v i n g s e r v e d a n u m b e r o f t e r m s i n t h e I l l i n o i s l e g i s l a t u r e a n d t w c , rv e a r s i n
Congress in the rB4os. Lincoin irad retired fior-n active political involvement in r 849. He was swept back into politics by the Kansas-NebraskaAct.
FIis career illustrated how much northern public opinion had changed
regarding slavery and race, and how far it sti1l had to gr-,.
Lincoln srils not an advclcateof immediate emancipation. He revered
the Union and the Constitution and was u,illing to compromise with the
South to preserve tl-rem. FIis speeches combined the moral fervor of the

United Stirtes.
The political peace ushered in by the Compromise of r85o lasted
exactly four years.When Congressin r854approved the Kansas-Nebraska
Act, repealing the N{issouriCompromise and opening a vast new area in
the nation'sheartlandto slavery.party linesshatteredand a new organization. tlte RepublicanParty, rose to prominence on a platform of stopping

abolitionists with the respect fbr order and the Constitution of more cons e r v a t i v e n o r t h e r n e r s . " l [ t a t e i t , " h e s a i d i n r 8 5 . 1o I t h e p r o s p e c t o f s l a v ery's expansion. "because of the monstrous injustice of slavery itself. I hate
it because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the
$/o1li-snables
r-rsas hypocrites

the enemies of free institutions, with plausibiliry, to taunt
causes the real friends of fieedom to doubt our sincer-

ity." If slavery were allowed to expand, lte warned. the "love oi liberty"
u,ould be extinguished and u,ith it Atrerica's special mission to be a symbol
E
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of democracy for the entire world.
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Lincoln once remarked that he "ltated slavery, I think as much as any

'ltr'

abolitionist." \€t he shared rnany of the era's racial prejudices, allirming in
r858 that he did not favor blacks'voting or holding office in lllinois, and
frequently speaking of colonizing African Americans outside the countrl'.
I n t h i s , h e r e p r e s e n t e d t h e m a i n s t r e a m o f n o r t h e r r - ro p i n i o n . b v n o w c o n vinced that slavery posed a threat to "free societ1,." but still convinced of
tlre inherent inferiority

of African Americans. Only during the Civil V/ar,

under the impact of the disintegration of slavery ancl the service of black
s<,lcliersin the Union arm\1 N'ould Lir-rcoln begin to envision the United
States of the future as a biracial society.
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maintained that slavery violated the essential
- p e r s o n a l l i b e r t 1 , ,p o l i t i c a l d e m o c r a c v . a n d t h e

opportunity to rise in tlie social scale. "I want every man to have the
chance," he proclaimed, "ernd I believe a biack man is entitled to it, in

Fcarint re.si.rtdnce.fic,m aho/itioni.rt.r, on Apri/ t5, t8-5t, thrca /tundred armel
Ilt,.sronpo/ice ond JeJera/ nnr.rAu/.r escorted-fitgitirc .';/at'e Thoma.r S#l.r to a Nat'v

which lte can better his conclition." Like Garrison Frazier in the Colloquy
',r'ithGeneral Sherman several yeals lafer, Lincoln declared that the slave

ship that returned him rr.,slaverv in Ceorgia.

wirs, in essence, a laborer illegitimately cleprived of the fruits of his labor.
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. i e h t n r i t b e e c p a l t o w h i t e s i n a l l r e s p e c t s .b u t i n
B l i r c k s . L i n c o l n : : i d d e c lm
their "natural right" to tlte frtrits of their labor. they were "my equal atrd
the equalof :rll others."
The rise of the Republican Party greatly heighteneclsectional tensions.
T t r e s e N ' e r e l u r t h e r e x a c e r b a r e c li n C ) c t o b e r r 8 ; 9 . v ' h e n t h e a b o l i t i o n i s t
John Brown led a b:rncl of twentv-t'wo men in an assault on tlte federal arsenal :rt Harpers Ferry', Virginia. A deeply leligious man long associateclwith
the abolitionist causc. Browr-r had been persuacleclb), readir-rgthe Old Test a m e n r t h a t ( i o d r r . r t e n d e dt o i n f l i c t H i s p u n i s h m e n t o n a s o c i e t y b l i u h t e d b y
the sin of slaveholcline. He hinrself x'oulcl be the instrument of divine
u,rath, b1' sparking a slave insurrection that v'oulcl sweep away the peculiar
institution.
N { i l i t a r i l r . , B r o w n ' s p l o t r n a d e l i t t l e s e n s e .l V I o s to f ' h i s m e n \ v e r e k i l l e d o r
c a p t r l r e d . a n d B r o w l r h i m s e l f . c o n v i c t e c l o i t r e a s r . r na g i r i n s t V i r g i n i a . n ' a s
erecuted. N{ore signifrcant wirs the resp()nse to his raid. Irt tlte Sonth,
Broq,n inspired a reacti()n bordering cin hvsteria. even though r-rota single
slave (of whorn. in f act. there were very tew in the vicinity of Harpers
Ferry) had joined hirn. [n the North. Brown becatne a martyr. a symbolof
selfless devc,tion to a tnorai cause. To blacks, especially, he long remained
a hero. One black q/oman. Frances Ellen \\ratkins, rvrote to Browt'r before
his execution, "\bur

martyr grave x'ill be a szrcredaltar upon which
men will record their vows of
trndvirrg hatred to that system
q.'hiclr tramples on man and
bids defiance to God."
response to Br(iwn's

The

actions

suggested thar more and nr<,'re
Americ:ins had come to believe
that the slavery question v'ould
never be settlecl except througlr
violence.
A little lessthan a year afier
Ilrown's

execution, Abraham

Lincoln

rt,'as elected the na-

tion's first Republican presic l e n t .I n t h e e v e s r i i m a n y w h i t e
southerners, Lincoln's victory
recent[1' ,li-scot,eredJrtgucrreowpe lorrrait takert in tt|q1 [,1 African Arneric,tn

A

p hu t og ra7,Aer 11ug u: t us II as/t i rtg t,, n .,/to rt's
grerv /tis .fornou.s
John Brou,n lre.fbra he
lredrd.

placed tiieir future at the mercy
of a party avowedly hostile to
their region's values and interests. Those wlto advocated se-
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cession feared that Lincoln's election heralded a fundamental shift in
national power) in which the slaveholding states,w4rich had dominated
American politics sincethe adoption of the Constitution,would hencefortir
find themselvesin a shrinking minority. Lincoln had not receiveda single
vote in most of the South. His victory demonstratedthat a united North
nc)wpossessed
the power to determine rhe nation's future. During the late
r85os,southern leadershad bent every effort ro strengthenthe bonds of
slirvery."slavery is our king," declareda South Carolina politician in r 86o.
"slavery is our truth, slavery is our divine right." Rather than accept
minority statusin a nation governedby their opponenrs,Deep South political leadersboldly struck for their region's independence.
In the wake of Lincoln's election. seven states of the Deep South
secededfrom the union and formed the confederate Staresof America.
South carolina's "Declaration of the Immediate causes of Secession"
placedfear for the future of slaveryat the centerof the crisis:experience,ir
proclaimed, had shown "that slaveholdingstarescannot be safein subjection to non-slaveholdingstates."on April rz, r86r. Confederatebatteries
lired on Fort Sumter, an enclaveof union control in charleston Harbor,
inaugurating the Civil War. At the outset, PresidentLincoln insistedthat
the administration'saim was ro preservethe union, not to abolishslavery.
'fo
the slaves,however, the outbreak of war heraldedthe long-awaitedday
of 1ubilee.Acting on this conviction, African Americansnow rook actions
that propelled a reluctantwhite America down the path to emancipation.

