VARYING VIEWPOINTS B

What Was .thé True. Néiure of Siavery?

v the early twentieth century, the predictable ac-

counts of slavery written by partisans of the North
or South had receded in favor of a romantic vision of
the Old South conveyed through popular literature,
myth, and, increasingly, scholarship. That vision was
persuasively validated by the publication of Ulrich
Bonnell Phillips's landmark study, American Negro
Stavery (1918). Phillips made three key arguments.
First, he claimed that slavery was a dying economic
institution, unprofitable to the slaveowner and an ob-
stacle to the economic development of the South as a
whole. Second, he contended that slavery was a rather
benign institution and thal (the planters, contrary (o
abolitionist charges of ruthless exploitation, treated
their chattels with kindly paternalism. Third, he re-
flected the dominant racial attitudes of his time in his
belicf that blacks were inferior and submissive by na-
ture and did not abhor the institution that enslaved
them.

For nearly a century, historians have debated
these assertions, sometimes heatedly. More sophisti-
cated economic analysis has refuted Phillips’s claim
that slavery would have withered away without a war.
Economic historians have demonstrated that slavery
was a viable, profitable, expanding ¢conomic system
angd thal slaves constituted a worthwhile investment
for thelr owners. The price of a prime field hand rose
dramatically, even in the 1850s.

No such definitive conclusion has yet been reached
in the disputes over slave treatiment. Frank Tannen-
baum's classic comparative study, Slave and Citizen
(1947), argued that slavery was more humane in Latin

America than in the United States, leaving a legacy ¢

af less sharply defined racial castes there. Beginning
in the late 1950s, historians came increasingly o em-
phasize the harshness of the U.5. slave system. One
study, Stanley Elking's Slavery (1959), went so farasio
compare e “peculiar institution” to the Nazi con-
centration camps of World War [I, Both were “total
institutions,” Elkins contended, which “infantilized’
their victims.

More recently, scholars such as Eugene Genovese
have moved beyond debating whether slavery was
kind or cruel. Without diminishing the deprivations
and pains of slavery, Genovese has conceded that slav-
ery embraced a strange form of paternalism, a 5y5-
tem that reflected not the benevolence of souther®
slavehalders, but their need to control and coux work
out of their reluctant and often recalcitrant “invest
menis.” Furthermore, within this paternalistic gysterh
hlack slaves were able to make reciprocal dema ndf of
their white owners and to protect a "culturalspace g
their own in which family and religion particuiarly
could flourish. The crowning paradox of slaveholder
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manity of their slaves and thereby subverwed the rac-
ist underpinnings upon which their slave society
existed.

The revised conceptions of the masier-slave rela-
tjonship @lso spilled aver into the debate about slave
personality. Elkins accepted Phillips's portrait of the
glave as a childlike “Sambg” but saw it as a conse-
quence of slavery rather than a congenital attribute
of African Americans. Kenneth Stampp, rejecting (he
Sambo stereotype, stressed the frequency and vari-
ety of slave resistance, both mild and militant, A
third view, Imaginatively documented in the work of
Lawrence Levine, argued that the Sambo character
was an act, an image that slaves used to confound
theirmasters without incurring punishment. Levine's
Black Cultrre and Black Consciousness (1977) shares
with books hy John Biassingame and Herbert Gutman
an emphasis on the tenacity with which slaves main-
tained their own culture and kin relations, despite the
hardships of bandage, Most recently, historians have
artempled to avold the polarity of repression versus
autonomy. They assert the debasing oppression of
slavery, while also acknowledging slaves' ability to re-
sist the dehumanizing effects of enslavement. The
challenge before historians today is to capture the
vibrancy of slave culture and its legacy for African
American society after emancipation, without dimin-
ishing the brutality of life under the southern slave
regime.

Ancw sensitivity to gender, spurred by the grow-
ing field of wormen's history, has also expanded the
horizons of slavery studies. Historians such as Eliza-
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beth Fox-Genovese, Jacqueline Jones, and Catherine
Clinton have locused on the ways in which slavery
differed for men and women, both slaves and slave-
holders. Enslaved black women, for example, had the
unigue task of negotiating an identity out of their dual
responsibilities as plantation laborer, even sametimes
caretaker of white women and children, and anchor
of the black family. By tracing the interconnectedness
of race and gender in the American Soutl, these his-
torians have also shown how slavery shaped concep-
tions of masculinity and femininity within southern
society, further distinguishing its culture from that of
the North.

Scholarship on slavery continues to grow. The
newest work by Philip D, Morgan and [ra Berlin has
drawn attention to how both the institution of slavery
and the experience of the enslaved changed over time.
They have contended that slavery was far fram mono-
tithic. Rather, it adapted to particular geographic and
environmental factors, which influenced the diet and
work routines of slaves and shaped the degree of au-
tonomy in family tife and culture that slaves were able
ta carve out. Slavery also changed from one genera-
tion to the next, As southern slaveholders responded
to new social and cconomic conditions, they gradu-
ally altered the legal starus of slaves, making slavery
a hereditary condition, oullawing manumission in
many places, rendering freedom for the enslaved in-
creasingly difficult fo attain, and placing anerous re-
strictions on the work opportunities and mobility of
free African Americans.
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A complete, annotated bibliography for this chapter—along
with brief descriptions of the People to Know and additional
review materials —may be found at

g_i www.cengage.com/history/kennsdy/ampageantide
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No issue in American history has pro-
duced a richer literature or a more spir-
ited debate than the nature of American
slavery. The debate began even before
the Civil War, when abolitionists strove
to expose slavery to the world as a bru-
tal, dehumanizing institution, while
southern defenders of slavery tried to
depict it as a benevolent, paternalistic
system. That same debate continued for
a time after the Civil War; but by the late
nineteenth century, with white Ameri-
cans eager for sectional conciliation,
both northern and southern chroniclers
of slavery began to accept a romanti-
cized and unthreatening picture of the
Old South and its “peculiar institution.”

The first major scholarly examina-
tion of slavery was fully within this ro-
mantic tradition. Ulrich B. Phillips’s
American Negro Slavery (1918) por-
| trayed slavery as an essentially benign
i institution in which kindly masters
| 1ooked after submissive, childlike, and
generally contented African Ameri-
cans. Phillips’s apologia for slavery re-
mained the authoritative work on the
subject for nearly thirty years.

in the 1940s, as concern about
racial injustice increasingly engaged
the attention of white Americans, chal-
lenges to Phillips began to emerge. in
1941, Melville J. Herskovits challenged
Phillips’s contention that black Ameri-
cans retained little of their African cul-
tural inheritance. In 1943, Herbert
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Aptheker published a chronicle of
slave revolts as a way of challenging
Phillips’s claim that blacks were sub-

| missive and content.

A somewhat different challenge to
Phillips emerged in the 1950s from his-
torians who emphasized the brutality of
the institution. Kenneth Stampp’s The
Peculiar Institution (1956) and, even
more damningly, Stanley Elkins's Slavery
(1959) described a labor system that did
serious physical and psychological dam-
age to its victims. Stampp and Elkins
portrayed slavery as something like a
prison, in which men and women had
virtually no space in which to develop
their own social and cultural lives.
Elkins compared the system to Nazi
concentration camps during World War
II and likened the childlike “Sambo” per-
sonality of slavery to the distortions of
character that many scholars believed
the Holocaust had produced.

In the early 1970s, an explosion of
new scholarship on slavery shifted the

emphasis away from the damage the sys-

tem inflicted on African Americans and
toward the striking success of the slaves
in building a culture of their own despite
their enslavement. John Blassingame in
1973, echoing Herskovits’s claims of
thirty years earlier, argued that“the most
remarkable aspect of the whole process
of enslavement is the extent to which
the American-born slaves were able to
retain their ancestors’ culture” Herbert
Gutman, in The Black Family in Slavery
and Freedom (1976) challenged the pre-
vailing belief that slavery had weakened
and even destroyed the African-American
family. On the contrary, he argued, the
black family survived slavery with
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impressive strength, although with some
significant differences from the prevail-
ing form of the white family. Eugene
Genovese's Roll, Jordan, Roll (1974) and
other works revealed how African
Americans manipulated the paternalist
assumptions at the heart of slavery to
build a large cultural space of their own
within the system where they could de-
velop their own family life, social tradi-
tions, and religious patterns. That same
year, Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman
published their controversial Time on
the Cross, a highly quantitative study that
supported some of the claims of Gutman
and Genovese about black achievement,

but that went much further in portraying |

slavery as a successful and reasonably
humane (if ultimately immoral) system.
Slave workers, they argued, were better
treated and lived in greater comfort than
most northern industrial workers of the
same era. Their conclusions produced a
storm of criticism.

Some of the most important recent
scholarship on slavery has focused on
the role of women within it. Elizabeth
Fox-Genovese's Within the Plantation
Household (1988) examined the lives of
both white and black women on the
plantation. Rejecting the claims of some
feminist historians that black and white
women shared a common female ider-
tity born of their shared subordination 1@
men, she portrayed slave women a5 de-
fined by their dual roles as members of
the plantation work force and anchors of
the black family. Slave women, she ar
gued, professed loyalty to their mis-
tresses when forced to serve them a5
domestics; but their real loyalty remain
to their own communities and familes:
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