FacultyEXPRESS article request

request# 743844 | IINNTHININRNIIN 1

Call #: E184.A1 V35 1995 - VPL 5th floor

Notes: | don't need the whole book, but would very much
appreciate a pdf of chapter 7, pp. 136-174. Thank you!

Journal Title: Roots of American Racism: Essays on the
Colonial Experience

Volume:
Issue:
Month/Year: 1995

Pages: 136-174
Article Title: chapter 7

Article Author: Vaughan, Alden

David Kazanjian

Deliver to: 127 Fisher-Bennett
Department. SAS - English

Date Printed: 8/28/2013 1:33:37 PM




CHAPTER SEVEN

The Ongins Debate:
Slavery and Racism
in Seventeenth-Century
Virginia

Historians—like lawyers, physicians, and movie critics—are often at loggerheads
over inlerpretations of major matters. Sometimes the different viewpoints are al-
most predictable, stemming from the interpreters’ disparate backgrounds or ide-
ologies, especially on issues that bridge the usual boundaries between events of
the past and the present. But sometimes the reasons for differences are harder to
discern, being rooted in the unique definition a scholar gives to crucial terms, or
the idiosyncratic significance placed on certain words, or in the very personal in-
tellectual context into which the historian tries to fit new evidence. Whatever the
explanation for scholarly disagreements, surely the debate over the origins of slav-
ery, and especially of racism, in early Virginia has been a prime example for
nearly half a century.

Part of the problem, of course, is the paucity of evidence. Little survives, and
a disturbing portion of it is ambiguous. What, for example, did the author of a
seventeenth-century document mean by slave? We have a clear definition of the
word today, but early colonial usage was imprecise; several meanings were si-
multaneously possible. Servant was ambiguous, too, as were a host of other terms
that are essential to the dialogue, including nation, country, race—even Chris-
tian. Yet, as the previous essay illustrates, some evidence on early black-white re-
lations does survive which, if not crystal clear; is at least suggestive and occa-
sionally persuasive.

The purpose of my essay on “The Origins Debate” is threefold: to review the
scholarly argument of the past century, especially its evolution since 1950; to an-
alyze the major strands of evidence that underlie the interpretive differences; and
lo present my own convictions about early American slavery and racism. When
this essay was published in 1989, I hoped it might put the debate to rest for a
Jew years or more, but the issue is too vital, too connected to the present, and oo
ambiguous in its sources to ever remain quiescent. Barely a year after “The Ori-
gins Debate” first appeared, Barbara Jeanne Fields (a friend and colleague at
Columbia University) published a very different explanation of the origins of
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American racism. I append to this reprinting of my essay a summary of her in-
terpretation and a fairly long rebutial that brings this ongoing interpretive dis-
cussion as up to date as possible.

I had pondered for many years the sources on which this chapter is based, and
had often presented the essence of them to my students at Columbia University,
before I put my thoughts on paper in the late 1980s. The resulting article was
published in the Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 97 (1989):
3I1—-54, and is here reprinted with that journal’s permission and with numer-
ous minor changes to the text and notes. The appended postscript was first drafted
in 1990, as a personal letter to Barbara Fields, and rewritten a year later as an
open letter; the current version is considerably condensed.

[ N

FEW HISTORIOGRAPHICAL DEBATES have generated so much scholarly
attention and emphatic disagreement as the origins of black bondage
in Virginia and its relation to race prejudice. Although historians dis-
covered the issue only in the twentieth century and have argued it vo-
ciferously only since 1950, the elusive connection between British Amer-
ica’s most lamentable institution and its most deplorable ideology make
the issue important to the nation’s present and future as well as to Vir-
ginia’s distant past.

Colonial Virginia held no monopoly on either slavery or racism, of
course. Both were endemic in Europe’s American colonies from the six-
teenth century on, and neither depended on Virginia’s example for its
vitality or longevity, even within the British empire. Virginia’s primacy
among Britain’s mainland possessions in the introduction of black la-
borers and the emergence (sooner or later, depending on one’s inter-
pretation) of racial prejudice against them, however, has made the Old
Dominion central to the verbal wrangling. Scores of books and articles
and at least three anthologies explore the ambiguous connection be-
tween the institution and the ideology in early Virginia, and the end is
not in sight.’ In 1962 Winthrop D. Jordan referred to “the long dura-
tion and vigor of the controversy.” More than a quarter century later,
the vigor has not abated.?

I

Prior to the twentieth century, historians assumed without closely in-
vestigating the matter that slavery began in Britain’s mainland colonies
with the arrival in 1619 of the first blacks in Virginia.3 William Good-
ell’s mid-nineteenth-century history of slavery and abolition, for exam-
ple, simply stated that “Soon after the settlement of the British North
American Colonies, Africans were imported into them, and sold and
held as slaves.” A quarter century later, Richard Hildreth was more spe-
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cific: “Twenty negroes, brought to Jamestown by a Dutch trading vessel,
and purchased by the colonists, were held, not as indentured servants
i for a term of years, but as slaves for life.” Historians assumed too (when
,\they thought about it at all) that racial prejudice appeared simultane-
\ously. As George Bancroft, late in the nineteenth century, summed it
up, “The negro race, from its introduction, was regarded with disgust.”
The consensus, in brief, was that there was no issue to debate. Argu-
ments over the nature and mortality of antebellum slavery abounded;
the colonial period, by contrast, generated little interest and less con-
troversy.
 In 1902 James C. Ballagh cracked the consensus by arguing that Vir-
ginia’s early Africans were not slaves but indentured servants unul the
slave laws of the 1660s and 1670s decreed otherwise. Ballagh s evidence
- "was legalistic and largely inferential. “Domestic slavery,” he contended,
“could find no sanction until the absolute ownership in the bodies of
the negroes was vested by lawful authority in some individual.” Ballagh
showed convincingly that some blacks in the early decades were free and
concluded that the other Africans in Virginia, about whom little was
known, must have been free too because no colonial laws authorized
enslavement: “Though the practice and incidents of negro and Indian
slavery in the Spanish colonies were perfectly familiar to the people of
Virginia, for some reason the notion of enslavement gained ground but
slowly, and . . . the colonists seem to have preferred to retain him [a Ne-
gro or Indian] only as a servant.”5
Ballagh’s argument soon attracted adherents, though many of them
stopped short of his wholesale revisionism. John H. Russell’s study of
Virginia’s free blacks accepted Ballagh’s reassessment only for the two
decades after 161g. Russell was less convinced than Ballagh by the ab-
sence of slave laws in the early period—custom, if not legislation, could
have kept blacks in bondage—yet he too was impressed by the many in-
stances of free blacks in the decades before statutory slavery appeared.®
A similar partial acceptance of Ballagh’s interpretation appeared in
Ulrich B. Phillips’s classic account of American Negro Slavery (1918).
Phillips’s brief discussion of the seventeenth century opened with a nod
toward Ballagh’s position:

The first comers were slaves in the hands of their maritime sellers; but they
were not fully slaves in the hands of their Virginia buyers, for there was nei-
ther law nor custom then establishing the institution of slavery in the colony.
The documents of the times point clearly to a vague tenure. In the county
court records prior to 1661 the negroes are called negro servants or merely
negroes—never, it appears, definitely slaves.

Phillips pointed to freed blacks (by owner’s action or court order) as
evidence that Africans in early Virginia were servants rather than slaves,
but later in the same paragraph he shifted to a stance closer to Russell’s:

As early as the sixteenforties the holders of negroes were falling into the
custom of considering them . . . as servants for life and perpetuity. The fact
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that negroes not bound for a term were coming to be appraised as high as
£30, while the most valuable white redemptioners were worth not above
£15 shows also the tendency toward the crystallization of slavery before any
statutory enactments declared its existence.?

During the 1620s and 1630s, Phillips seemed to be saying, all blacks
were servants or free; during the 1640s and 1650s they were increas-
ingly de facto slaves. The laws of the 1660s affirmed the custom, ex-
panded it, and made it de jure. In Life and Labor in the Old South (1929),
Phillips presented his analysis more generally: “No preceding statute was
requisite for the buying and holding of a Negro in bondage. . .. [Clus-
tom preceded law and fixed its course.” Elsewhere in the book, how-
ever, Phillips again exempted the earliest blacks from slavery. “A few Ne-
groes attained freedom in early Virginia,” he assured his readers (with
a footnote crediting Russell), “because the first comers, imported be-
fore definitive slavery was established, were dealt with as if they had been
indentured servants.”®

The Ballagh-Russell-Phillips doctrine made mixed headway among
scholars of American slavery. James M. Wright’s study of Maryland’s free
blacks (1921) did not apply it to Virginia’s neighboring colony; instead
he cited favorably two earlier studies of Maryland that said slavery ex-
isted from the colony’s beginnings in 1634 and hinted at a concomitant
racism. Yet Wright also referred the reader to Ballagh’s book for devel-
opments in Virginia, thus implying that the two colonies may have had
different customs and attitudes. Helen Catterall, on the other hand,
wholly accepted Ballagh'’s thesis in her introduction to judicial cases con-
cerning blacks.? But by and large, historians ignored the debate. David
Saville Muzzey epitomized the early twentieth-century diffidence toward
black bondage in early America. In 19277 his American Adventure did not
mention slavery until the narrative reached the eve of the Missouri Com-
promise; there Muzzey reminded his readers that “Negro slavery had
been introduced into the colony of Jamestown in 1619.”*°

If Muzzey was typical of the generalists, Susie M. Ames reflected the
continuing interest of colonialists in the historical origins of slavery. In
1940 her book on Virginia’s Eastern Shore denied that Ballagh’s argu-
ment fit the evidence and rejected his contention that indentured servi-
tude was the earliest status for blacks. Freedom for some blacks in early
Virginia, she protested resulted not from termination of servitude but
usually from manumission; other free blacks may have been the off-
spring of emancipated slaves or mulatto children of white fathers be-
fore the law of 1662 decreed that status depended on the mother’s con-
dition. Ames contended that by the time slavery became fixed in law, it
was “a custom well established,” much like the system already flourish-
ing in England’s island colonies.!

Ames’s stance was soon endorsed and expanded in a study of wider
geographic scope. Wesley Frank Craven’s judicious Southern_Colonies n
the Seventeenth Century (1949). “quietly pulled Virginia’s early Afro-
“American history back to nineteenth-century conclusions by warning
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against “generalizing too much from the relatively few cases recorded”
of freed blacks. “[T]he trend from the first was toward a sharp distinc-
tion between [the Negro] and the white servant,” Craven insisted, and
in a footnote he applauded Ames’s “pertinent criticism” of the doctrine
%ﬂiat servitude preceded slavery. Craven also questioned “the modern as-
sumption that prejudice against the Negro is largely a product of slay-
lery.” Although he did not identify the proponents of that “modern as-
sumption,” Craven may well have had in mind Eric Williams’s Capitalism
and Slavery, a quasi-Marxist analysis of the New World slave system, which
declared—as a necessary part of its theoretical argument—that “slavery
was not born of racism; rather racism was the consequence of slavery.”
In any event, Craven’s insistencé that fiost blacks were probably slaves
and subjected to racial prejudice from the outset foreshadowed an in-
terpretation that would emerge emphatically a decade later.® Despite
these occasional discussions of slavery’s origin and the rare mentions of
early racial prejudice, both issues and their interconnectedness re-
mained in limbo until 1950. College textbooks—those litmus tests of
scholarly dissemination—gave almost no attention to either topic.

I

‘In 1950 Oscar and Mary Handlins’ seminal article resuscitated Ballagh’s
; interpretation and went far beyond it.'3 The times were ripe for seeing
E‘“sIavery as an afterthought of colonial development rather than as a con-
scious design and for finding the roots of racism in economic and legal
debasement rather than in the mind-set of American colonists. As
Winthrop Jordan suggested in his own influential article a dozen years
later, the Handlins’ position reflected the optimistic liberalism of its
time. “Embedded in this description of diverging status,” Jordan noted,
“were broad implications: Late and gradual enslavement undercut the
possibility of natural, deep-seated antipathy toward Negroes. ... [I]f
whites and Negroes could share the same status of half freedom for forty
years in the seventeenth century, why could they not share full freedom
in the twentieth?”*4¢ Why not indeed, at a time when Jackie Robinson
and other black athletes were erasing color lines in professional sports
and when integration of the armed forces was well under way?
+. The Handlins made no such connections between their argument and
 their sociopolitical hopes. Rather, their essay was historical and eviden-
tial, a tightly knit challenge to the Ames-Craven belief that the first
Africans in America were held as slaves and to the less frequently artic-
‘ulated assumption that blacks were subjected to racial prejudice from
_the outset. Seventeenth-century England, the Handlins pointed out, had
no legal slavery but did have an abundance of “unfree” people—in-
dentured servants, debtors working off obligations, criminals sérviiig
sentences, and the like—statuses that transferred automatically to British
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America. According to the Handlins, the few Africans who arrived in
the Chesapeake colonies were similarly unfree: “The status of Negroes
was that of servants; and so they were identified and treated down to
the 1660’s.” If Negroes were occasionally called slaves, it merely meant
that they performed the most menial labor or occupied the lowest rung
on society’s ladder. Slavery came late in the century, racism still later.’5

If, as the Handlins asserted, slavery—permanent, inheritable
bondage—had no legal or traditional standing in England, why did it
emerge in America? Not, according to the Handlins, because the set-
tlers copied an institution already prevalent elsewhere: “American slav-
ery was no direct imitation of Biblical or Roman or Spanish or Por-
tuguesé or West Indian models.” Nor did it come from a preference for
black labor. In the Chesapeake, as in the Caribbean islands, plantation
owners used white labor as long as the supply sufficed. Rather, racial
slavery emerged in the 1660s because in Virginia’s multiethnic mix
Africans were the most different from the ruling majority who “longed
in the strangeness [of the New World] for the company of familiar men
and singled out to be welcomed those who were most like themselves.”
To the ruling English colonists, Africans were strikingly unlike them in
appearance, customs, and language. Moreover, and equally important,
Africans were the most vulnerable laborers. In an attempt to attract En-
glish indentured servants to a colony short of labor, the Virginia legis-
lature made terms of service as attractive as possible; perhaps the
colony’s poor reputation could be reversed. Black laborers, hovaer,
need not be placated: “Farthest removed from the English, least desired,
[the African] communicated with no friends who might be deterred
from following.”'6

The results were unplanned and unexpected. “By mid-century the
servitude of Negroes seems generally lengthier than that of whites; and
thereafter the consciousness dawns that blacks will toil for the whole of. their
lives, not through any particular concern with their status, but simply
by contrast with those whose years of labor are limited by statute.” Mal‘ry-
land, undergoing a parallel social evolution, in 1664 turned practice
into law by decreeing that “all Negroes and other slaues to k.)ee. l?er.e-
after imported into the Province shall serue Durante Vita.’.’ Virginia in
1670 took virtually the same step. Other Virginia legislation in the 1660s
and 1670s closed various loopholes, especially the possibility that mu-
latto children of free white fathers were entitled to freedom (1662) or
that baptism precluded enslavement (1667).27 ‘ .

White Virginians’ disparagement of blacks, the Handlins believed (in
tacit agreement with Eric Williams), was a product of slavery. When the
Africans’ place became fixed by law at the basest level, they became ob-
jects of extreme degradation: “the_trace of color became the trace of
slavery.” Thereafter, as the slave population grew in response to .the
South’s economic needs, the position of the black slave grew more ngdly
bound and more vociferously defended by white apologists. In the eigh-
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teenth century slavery as a labor system and the degradation of Africans
began to exhibit their distinctively American characteristics. By then,
most blacks suffered legal and economic bondage and were set apart as
“ ‘abominable,’ another order of man.”!8

The Handlins’ interpretation was almost immediately and universally
embraced. It appeared compactly but emphatically in scholarly tomes,
collége textbooks, and graduate school lectures.'® Thomas Gossett’s his-
tory of American racial attitudes, for example, incorporated the Hand-
linian view with only the slightest nod toward contrary evidence, and
scholars in other disciplines borrowed it wholeheartedly.*° Among col-
lege textbooks, the widely used Hofstadter, Miller, and Aaron edition of
1957 was typical: “Negro workers, who had been present in Virginia as
early as 1619 as servants, were introduced in increasingly large num-
bers.”2!

After nine years of historiographical supremacy, the Handlins’ thesis
was finally challenged. Carl Degler’s essay on “Slavery and the Genesis
of American Race Prejudice” (1959) refuted vigorously their contention
_ that blacks were merely servants until the 1660s and that discrimination

‘aimed especially at blacks was unknown in the Chesapeake until slavery
called it forth. Degler found the condition of early blacks singularly de-
based from the start: “the Negro was actually never treated as an equal
of the white man, servant or free.” An inferior status for blacks and fre-
Equent discrimination against them thus preceded rather than followed

e formal institutionalization of racial slavery; law reflected attitudes.

egler had reversed the Handlins’ historical sequence.**

Degler offered as evidence a variety of documentary scraps from the
1620s to 1660s that distinguished pejoratively between white servants
and black servants (or “slaves”; the labels, but not the statuses, Degler
contended, were ambiguous) in various parts of British America. Blacks
had considerably higher valuations from the outset, which indicated far
longer—perhaps lifetime—service; black runaways were punished dif-
ferently than whites, apparently because the former’s terms were already
too long to be extended; black servants were forbidden to bear arms;
black women were tithable—that is, taxed as potential field workers, un-
like white female servants, though some of the latter undoubtedly la-
bored in the fields. Contemporary statements, moreover, often distin-
guished between servants for years and slaves for life; the latter were
always black. In 1649 a deed in neighboring Maryland strongly implied
that slavery there was inheritable when it bequeathed three Negroes
“and all their issue.” Several Virginia cases offered corroboration.?3

Such legal evidence reflected social perceptions, Degler argued. “Un-
questionably it was a demand for labor which dragged the Negro to
American shores, but the status which he acquired here cannot be ex-
plained by reference to that economic motive.” New England, Degler
demonstrated, had comparable prejudicial attitudes and policies despite
its paucity of blacks; customary slavery for Africans may have been as
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firmly entrenched in New England by midcentury as it appears to have
been in the Chesapeake colonies and the British islands. Degler con-
cluded that “instead of slavery being the root of the discrimination vis-
ited upon the Negro in America, slavery was itself molded by the early
colonists’ discrimination against the outlander.”*4

The Handlins struck back. In a public letter they criticized much of
Degler’s discussion as “inept” and charged him with misunderstanding
the evidence of discrimination against all non-Englishmen, The Han-
qins also disputed Degler’s assertion that sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century Englishmen considered Negroes “inherently different from and
inferior to the whites,” for “we know of no such expressions of racial
prejudice.” Expressions of ethnocentrism, the Handlins insisted, were a
different matter and wholly compatible with their argument. In their
annoyance at Degler’s “obtuseness,” the Handlins succumbed to ad
hominem arguments: “Handicapped as he is by the inability to use his
terms properly, Professor Degler cannot comprehend the subtle process
by which changes in attitude occur.”*?

Degler rebutted the Handlins with several examples of early English
and American bias against blacks, such as lines from Shakespeare (not
to suggest that the bard was prejudiced but that he documented its preva-
lence) and the missionary Morgan Godwyn, whose Negro’s & Indians Ad-
vocate (1680) contains testimony of virulent contempt for Africans. In
the British West Indies “Negro’s are conceived to be but Brutes,” God-
wyn reported, with “no more Souls than Beasts”; if similar statements
did not emanate from Virginia, Degler implied, the treatment of blacks ,
there surely reflected the same attitude. In short, Degler’s rebuttal reit- -
erated and expanded his original contention: in early Virginia, “the Ne-,
gro was generally accorded a lower position in society than any white |
man, bound or free.” Why that was so, he considered a prime but unan-
swered question.2®

While the Handlins and Degler exchanged brickbats, \Q_’j_g}tﬁhgop D.
%‘,’ﬁdj‘&:wﬁfs‘ as a graduate student at Brown University and then as a
ellow at the Institute of Early American History and Culture in Williams-
burg—wrestled with that very conundrum: the underlying reasons for
discrimination against blacks in early British America. Because the Han-
dlins had denied that for several decades such discrimination was ap-
preciably greater than that toward other non-English colonists, they were
under no burden to explain its existence beyond their contention that
Englishmen disliked people unlike themselves. Yet even the Handlins
admitted that no other racial or ethnic group struck the English as quite
so different, which came close to Degler’s implication that Africans were
subjected to more discrimination than other foreigners precisely because
they were the most observably different and therefore least acceptable
in England’s New World settlements.?7 The fundamental question thus
seemed to be: Was the white colonists’ revulsion toward Africans quali-
tatively different from their revulsion toward other outsiders, and, if so,
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did it lead at the outset to different treatment of blacks? A crucial coro)-
lary to both questions concerned the Africans’ pigmentation: did it un-
derlie—or at least signify—English prejudicial perceptions and con-
tribute significantly to white Virginians’ discrimination against Africans?
The Handlins had almost wholly ignored skin color as an ingredient of
English antipathy; Degler implied that it was important; Jordan revealed
its sociological roots and its centrality in early Virginia.

Jordan’s preliminary explanation of the slavery-prejudice .puzzle ap-
peared in an article on “Modern Tensions and the Origins of American
Slavery” (1962), in which he sided with neither Degler nor the Han-
dlins. Instead Jordan offered a neatly neutral explanation: the paucity
of evidence on the first several decades of black presence in America
‘precludes our knowing whether prejudice or slavery came first, but the

‘evidence is clear of some slavery and some social debasement of blacks

' by the 1640s and 1650s. Ergo, both slavery and prejudice were causes,

. both were effects “constantly reacting upon each other, dynamically join-

t ing hands to hustle the Negro down the road to complete degrada-

tion.”*8 Extracts from the articles by the Handlins, Degler, and Jordan

- were quickly and widely printed in anthologies, partly because they

formed a perfect thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.29 The historiographi-
cal dispute seemed at an end, happily decided in everyone’s favor.

As Jordan’s investigation of early American racial attitudes continued,
he changed his mind. In his capstone study White over Black: American
Attitudes toward the Negro, 15501812 (1968), Jordan largely retracted
his earlier solution. The essay on “Modern Tensions,” he confessed in
his bibliographic essay, “was written at a time when (as I now think) I
was far from comprehending the origins of American slavery.”3® White
over Black’s opening chapter, based on a close examination of sixteenth-

‘ SQCthg_AENr‘laglish sources, especially travel accounts, emphasized the

depth and breadth of English prejudice against Africans before 1619.
The English propensity to identify Africans with apes, with unbridled
sexuality, and with extremely un-Christian behavior engendered a pro-
found, though still inchoate, prejudice against Africans that the
Jamestown colonists unconsciously carried to America. Equally impor-
tant, Jordan demonstrated that to Elizabethan and early Stuart English-
men black was “an emotionally partisan color,” laden with implications
of filth, evil, and repugnance. Thus Africans in early Virginia were not
merely one group of strangers on whom the English settlers cast gen-
eral scorn, as the Handlins had argued; instead, the colonists consid-
ered them a visually, socially, and perhaps biologically distinct people,
in almost every way inferior to everyone else.3!

White Virginians, Jordan argued, assumed that “slaves” must be
strangers, heathens, enemies (potentially at least), and beastly. Africans
bore all of those liabilities in English eyes and the stigma of color be-
sides. “On every count,” Jordan concluded, “Negroes qualified” as po-

THE ORIGINS DEBATE 145

tential slaves. And, because the Latin American model of lifetime, in-
heritable servitude was apparent to everyone—Spanish and Portuguese
colonists held a quarter of a million black slaves by 1619—Virginians
had no need to invent a new status. Rather, Jordan suggested in his sec-
ond chapter, Englishmen in America quickly made an “unthinking de-
cision” to enslave the blacks among them, though in the absence of ap-
plicable English statutes it remained until the 1660s a customary rather
than a legal institution. Evidence from the 1630s on, not only from
Britain’s West Indian islands where blacks were abundant but also from
New England where they were few, reveal that blacks Wf:re 1.xsual.1y kept
in permanent bondage. Laws of the 1660s and 1670s in Virginia, and,
almost simultaneously in Maryland, thus established de jure what hadi
generally existed from the beginning de facto and closed the remain—:@
ing loopholes in a rapidly evolving system of racial slavery.3* :
Although the early chapters of White over Black cou}si be read as a
strong endorsement and elaboration of Degler’s position, jorfian at
times equivocated. He repeated and expanded much of the ewdenFe
that Degler used to show subtle—and sometimes not—so-.subtle—dls-
crimination aimed especially at blacks before 1660: restrictlon‘s on car-
rying arms, severer punishments for interracial sex or for‘ running away,
and so forth. Yet Jordan reverted at times, almost verbatim, to his posi-
tion in “Modern Tensions.” In contradiction of the evidence of White
over Black’s opening chapter, its second chapter retreated to h}s earlier
explanation that “Rather than slavery causing ‘prejudice,’ or wce‘ versa,
they seem rather to have generated each other. . . . Slavery ?.r}d preju-
dice’ may have been equally cause and effect.” Thus]ord?.n vmate.d su‘b-
stantially White over Black’s initial message and the explicit retra(EUOn,’ln
the book’s bibliographic essay of his argument in “Modem. Tensxgns. 33
More surprising than Jordan’s contradictory stances in White over
Black—his book, after all, covered an immense subject, of which the ?I’l-
gins of slavery was a small though important part—was h.is con.tinumg
ambiguity in a condensed version of White over Black, published in 1974
as The White Man’s Burden. The latter book retained the passage quoted
above, but it deleted two early English definitions of slaves and servants
which suggest strongly that in the early seventeenth century Englishmc.n
assumed blacks to be customarily enslaved. By its retentions and omis-
sions, White Man’s Burden thus reinforced Jordan’s ambivalent message:
English prejudice against Africans, based on biological as well as cul-
tural characteristics, long predated colonization of the Chesape’akc, yet
slavery and prejudice were coeval.34 The overall thrust of Jordan _s‘books
endorsed Degler, but the “equally cause and effect” passage mitigated _
its implicit criticism of the Handlins. .
Jordan’s contributions to early American history earned widespread
acclaim. In 1969 White over Black garnered a National Boolf Award, the
Francis Parkman prize, and the Ralph Waldo Emerson prize. Extracts
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appeared in several anthologies of early American historiography, often
as a replacement for “Modern Tensions” or for both the Degler and
- Handlin pieces. Despite Jordan’s equivocal stance—or perhaps because
- of it—his “unthinking decision” seemed to be the definitive conclusion
_ to nearly two decades of historical wrangling. In the judgment of one
" astute scholar, “if historians ever agree to accept an explanation of the
emergence of prejudice and slavery in colonial America, it will proba-
bly be an explanation very similar to Jordan’s.”35 After two decades,
White over Black remains highly regarded and is now widely considered
a classic in the early American field. It did not end the debate.

Barely three years after White over Black’s publication, George M.
Fredrickson inaugurated a neo-Handlinian movement—not intention-
ally, perhaps, but effectively.3 In his 1971 essay on the early stages of
American racism, Fredrickson distinguished between implicit or societal
racism, which, he proposed, is revealed only through actions because it
is not pronounced publicly, and explicit or ideological racism, which is

- argued openly and extensively. Implicit racism emerged in the late sev-

. enteenth century, Fredrickson believed, and explicit racism in the an-
tebellum period. In Fredrickson’s model, neither form of racism existed
during most of Virginia’s first century.37

Fredrickson’s essay seemed to cast new light on the old argument by
showing that American racism was evolutionary and typological. In the
seventeenth century, Fredrickson contended, societal racism developed
slowly: “The story of white-black relations in seventeenth-century Amer-
ica is the story of an evolution toward societal racism.” The early colonists,
he acknowledged, were antipathetic to the color black and to the
Africans’ strangeness, but racism did not emerge until the late seven-
teenth century (the 16gos were critical in Fredrickson’s view), when fear
of the growing number of blacks combined with greed and the pursuit
of privilege to create a permanent caste system. Thereafter, racism be-
came increasingly evident; before then, Fredrickson implied, it was
merely inchoate prejudice, not significantly different from the prejudice
white Virginians leveled at all outsiders. He concluded that “societal
racism—the treatment of blacks as if they were inherently inferior for
reasons of race—dates from the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
century.” Fredrickson’s interpretation of the historiographical issue dif-
fered from the Handlins’ principally in that the latter attributed racism
to the aftermath of legal slavery, while Fredrickson found its roots in
anxiety among whites over the sudden influx of unacculturated blacks
in the late seventeenth century. “[T]he catalyst,” Fredrickson declared,
“was fear.”s8

Almost simultaneously with Fredrickson’s resurrection of the Hand-
lins’ interpretation, my essay on the 1620s endorsed Degler’s position.
All the disputants had lamented the paucity of evidence from the
colony’s early years. I proposed that the few documents surviving from
the decade after 1619 suggest that whites considered blacks funda-
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mentally inferior and that nearly all blacks were probably held in per- ,
manent bondage from the outset.39 Governor George Yeardley’s will of
1627 is suggestive: it refers to “negars” and “servants” separate'ly,'a strong
implication that the two categories of labor were already distinct and
racially defined. More extensive evidence of both a pejorative attitude
toward blacks and the probability that they were slaves rather than in-
dentured servants appears in the Virginia censuses of 1624 and 1625.4°
Those “musters” of the colony’s inhabitants seldom list Africans by name;
typical entries read “A Negars woman” or “vi negors.”#" In the 1625 cen-
sus only one black’s age is given, and dates of arrival of only four are
listed—critical information if imported Africans were, as the Handlins
argued, to be released after terms of service, which were determined by
age or length of servitude.4?

Another telling piece of evidence from the first decade of blacks’ pres-
ence in the colony underlines the separateness of Africans in whites’
eyes: in March 1629 Virginia’s General Court ordered “a generall muster
of all the inhabitants men woemen and Children as well Englishe as Ne-
groes.”43 “Englishé’ must have tacitly encompassed the colony’s other};
non-English Europeans—many Irish, Scots, and some continentals—
while Negroes, who may have numbered less than thirty in a total colo-/
nial population of about three thousand, were perceived as a scparate
group.44 Surely this smacks of something more than ethnocentricity. ‘In
a brief biography of Captain John Smith (1975), I argued that white
Virginians had from the outset a deep-seated antipathy to people fr(?m
the place Smith scorned as “those fryed Regions of blacke brutish
Negers.”45 .

Despite the mounting evidence of an early and pervasive antipathy
toward blacks, the Handlin-Fredrickson distinction between pre-1660s
ethnic prejudice and subsequent racism received prestigious supp?rt 1n
'ff}eearly 1970s from Edmund S. Morgan, a product of Harvard’s his-
“tory department, and ‘Timothy H. Breen, a former student of Mo.rg.ar}.
In a 1972 article';M(')rg'anv acknowledged that on the eve of Vlrgm}a ]
colonization “Englishmen, along with other Europeans, were alre_ady -
bued with prejudice against men of darker complexions than tbelr own
and that “the Englishmen who colonized America and their revolu-
tionary descendants were racists, that consciously or unconsciously t'hey
believed liberties and rights should be confined to persons of a light
complexion.” In an apparent contradiction, however, Morgan did not
apply those generalizations to the decades before Virginia passed its
slave laws. “It seems clear that most of the Africans, perhaps all of ther}l,
came as slaves. . . . It is equally clear that a substantial number of Vir-
ginia’s Negroes were free or became free. And all of them, whether ser-
vani, slave, or free, enjoyed most of the same rights and duties as othel,"
Virginians.” Morgan’s subsequent generalizations about the blacks
rights homogenized the three categories. Free blacks and black se}'vapts
may have had substantial equality with whites (though subtle prejudice
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against them is evident in the records), but the question of how slaves—
subjected to lifetime bondage—“enjoyed” those rights and duties Mor-
gan left unanswered.46
Although Morgan gave brief attention to the prejudice-slavery debate
in his article, the book of which it was a prospectus, American Slavery,
American Freedom (1975), addressed the question more extensively if
somewhat obliquely. Morgan implies throughout the book that racial
prejudice did not appear significantly in Virginia until blacks became
the colony’s principal labor force: “[B]efore 1660, it might have been
difficult to distinguish race prejudice from class prejudice . . . [but] fears
[of servile insurrection] increased as the labor force grew larger and
the proportion of blacks in it rose.” His chapter titles suggest as much:
“Toward Slavery” precedes “Toward Racism,” and both come after a
chapter on Bacon’s Rebellion. Yet at times Morgan tempered the im-
plications of this sequence. “[Whether] or not race was a necessary in-
gredient of slavery, it was an ingredient. If slavery might have come to
Virginia without racism, it did not. The only slaves in Virginia belonged
to alien races from the English.” Whatever racial harmony Virginia en-
Joyed in the early years eroded in the 1670s and 1680s, Morgan argued,
when “the assembly deliberately did what it could to foster the contempt
of whites for blacks and Indians.”47
Morgan’s interpretation of the chicken-and-egg debate, as it had come
to be known, might have passed without fanfare had not J. H. Plumb
highlighted it in The New York Review of Books. Plumb gathered from Mor-
gan’s book that “there was no social need for racism until there was a
vast army of black slaves™: to wit, racism emerged in the late seventeenth
or early eighteenth century, decades after slavery was legally established
in Virginia. Plumb thoughf race prejudice was to be expected at that
point: “As the slave population grew, racism naturally followed.” (Plumb
did not speculate, in print at least, on why it was natural, nor on why
Americans created a system of racial slavery a quarter century before,
by his reckoning, they succumbed to racism.) Most significant to Plumb
was Morgan’s return of the issue to the socioeconomic realm and out
,of color classifications or ideology: “[ T]he great merit of this profoundly
important book is to put slavery back in the context of poverty and the
¢ exploitation of labor.”8
Plumb’s version of Morgan’s book lured Carl Degler back into the
 fray. In a letter to The New York Review of Books, Degler complained that
Jf Plumb’s analysis was illogical: its portrayal of racial prejudice as a re-
| sponse to vast numbers of blacks failed to explain similar attitudes in
New England and other areas of sparse black population. Even more
than Morgan, Degler complained, Plumb ignored the abundant signs
of pervasive prejudice against blacks well before slavery entered the
statute books and long before blacks were numerous in the Chesapeake.
Degler’s letter chided Morgan too. It was symbolic, if inadvertent,
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Degler suggested, that in the index to American Slavery, American Freedom
the entry under “Negro” tells the reader to see “Blacks,” which does not
appear in the index at all.49

I

One of the few undisputed facts about Africans in early Virginia is that
some of them were fully free—neither slave nor bound to service,
though most free blacks had probably initially not been free.5° The best-
known case, that of Anthony Johnson, has been widely cited, for he not
only achieved freedom but also in turn acquired black servants, perhaps
for life terms.5' Johnson and the other free blacks are the Handlin
school’s trump card: how could white Virginians have been racially prej-
udiced if they allowed some blacks to be free, to exercise property and
perhaps political rights, and to mingle with substantial equality among
white Virginians?

Critics of the Handlin interpretation accept the paradox as evidence
that neither the slave system nor race prejudice reached their apogees
of comprehensiveness and intensity in the seventeenth century and that
occasional instances of prominent free blacks did not negate the per-
vasiveness of slavery or racism in the seventeenth century any more than
it would in the eighteenth or the nineteenth.5* In no century was slav-
ery universal for blacks. Until the 1660s they had various potential paths
to freedom: by expiration of contracts, as the Handlins posited; by man-
umission, as Susie Ames emphasized; or perhaps through Christian bap-
tism, as others argued.53 All scholars of the subject agree that white
Christians could serve terms of service voluntarily or by court decree;
most scholars agree too that English law and custom, although not crys-
tal clear on the point, imposed lifetime servitude only on non-Christians
or, in a few instances, on criminals, though the latter were not so ml{ch
slaves as convicts for life. But a widely held assumption among Engl.lsh
people that no Christian could be held in permanent bondage imphe.d
that Africans who arrived as Christians, or who later converted to Chris-
tianity, could seek redress if their masters held them beyond the usual
term of service for white (and therefore nominally Christian) servants.54
The Virginia law of 1667, which stipulated that “baptisme doth n?t al-
ter the condition of the person as to his bondage or ffreedome,” was
clearly aimed at the slave system’s sacramental loophole.5'5

In 1973 Warren M. Billings presented tantalizing evidence of the
colony’s early reluctance to enslave Christians regardless of color. He re-
constructed as thoroughly as the surviving documents allow the cases of
two Virginia slaves who sued for freedom in the colony’s courts. In 1656
Elizabeth Key, the illegitimate child of a slave woman and a white planter,
sued for freedom on the triple grounds of her father’s status as a free
Englishman, her own baptism, and a purported contractual agreement
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to serve her present master a stipulated period, which had expired. The
gh on which of the several grounds is
at he was entitled to freedom
for a time in England. The
vent, both suits illustrate the
cast the legislation of the 1660s
ars before it passed the law mak-

use of Burgesses decreed that 3
s status followed its mother’s condition rather than its fa-

court granted Key freedom, thou
not clear. In 1667 Fernando maintained th
because he was a Christian and had lived
disposition of his case is unknown. In any e
escape hatches available to slaves and fore
and 1670s that shut them tight. Five ye
ing baptism irrelevant ( 1667), the Ho
mulatto child’
ther’s. With paternal status and ba

ptism eliminated as paths to freedom,
a contract for limited service (suc

h as Elizabeth Key claimed) would be
moot for most blacks, for by definition slaves had no contractual rights.56
By whatever legal or circumstantial route, scores of Virginia’s blacks
\tbecame free during the middle decades of the seventeenth century, T,
H. Breen and Stephen Innes have shed important light on many of those

men and women in “/ yne Owne Ground” (1980), a study of free blacks

in Northampton County. In the early and middle decades of the cen-
tury, the authors assert,

Englishmen and Africans could interact with one another on terms of rel-
ative equality for two generations. The possibility of a genuinely multiracial
society became a reality during the years before Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676.
Not until the end of the seventeenth century was there an inexorable hard-
ening of racial lines. We argue that it was not until the slave codes of 1 705
that the tragic fate of Virginia’s black population was finally sealed.57

Here, once again, was the Handlin thesis in new clothes. If some of the

garments seemed to be borrowed from Fredrickson and others from
Morgan, the overall ensemble was nonetheless original—and highly con-
troversial,

Breen and Innes conceded that all of Northampton County’s blacks
probably arrived as slaves. Within the next decade or two, a few were
manumitted; many others raised tobacco on their house lots and pur-

 chased their freedom with the profits. Most of the new freedmen re-
mained where they were as independent farmers, and by and 'laigt; they
flourished for two generations. Many acquired property, sued in court
(often successfully), and engaged in daily give-and-take with their white

neighbors on the farm and in the marketplace.5® They could own guns
(the 1640 and 1680 prohibitions did not apply to free blacks, Breen

and Innes contend), their testimony was accepted in court, and they

i

seem to have received fair treatment whéhmaccuséd’df"i‘ﬁééai actions.59
In Northampton County, at le

ast, free blacks and nongentry whites dealt
“essentially as equals”; until Bacon’s Rebellion, “economic status rather
than racial identity seems to have been the chief factor in determining
how blacks and whites dealt with each other.” Racism was in the future.

“At mid-century ethnocentrism was probably a more powerful force

1
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shaping human relations than racism,” according to Breen and Innes,

for although Negroes were often so designated in the documents of the

time, Italians and other non-English residents were often comparably
7 60

identified. , -

l The benign situation of free blacks ended soon afte.r Bacon _s Rebel

lion. Breen and Innes assert that the sharp increase in slave imports,

- : i a1 : »
“especially of nonacculturated Africans, “exacerbated racial tensions”—

tensions whose existence the authors had herqqfor_q l.argcly denied.
Whites began for the first time to discuss black inferiority becausle the
importations “generated racist ideas or brought to the surfa.ce aten(;
racist assumptions.” Free blacks suffered as muc‘h as the newly importe
slaves. Some black farmers moved to Mar:ylfmd in searc.h of bet‘t:er land.
Those who stayed in Virginia faced dechmpg prosperity, anc‘l 1r}crfzis-
ingly, their white neighbors treated them with distrust arlld dlsd.a;lr.l. 'n
1699 the legislature ordered free blacks to depart the colony within six
61
m%r:g; and Innes argue forcefully against the early sigiliﬁcance of ra;:al
prejudice in Northampton County. They propose that [liﬁr'ltho'ny] Jo n;
son and [Francis] Payne did not think of thems.elves_as llleg in a racis
society. Nor ... did it occur to them that their white neighbors vlvere
making an ‘unthinking decision’ that would reduce all bl":lck people to
the lowest levels of society simply because they were black.” Perhaps not,
but the thoughts of Virginia’s free blacks, wholly unrecorded, a(rlePpure
speculation. Is it not more plausible to suppose that Johnson ar; ayn:z
wondered why, if race relations were “not affected by the colorfo. a rr;la}?es |
skin,” nearly three-quarters of the county’s blac_ks but none o 1ts'vxi ﬁar_%
were held in permanent slavery during the perlo.d of re.la.tlve r;fla par
mony? Did Johnson and Payne not wonder w.hy, if ethnicity rather :
race was critical, African-Americans were desxgnated. by a color telznAn
even if born and bred in Virginia—never by such r}ano”nﬁazl, la?els ali -
golan” or “Yoruban” or “Ashanti”—not even “Afn.can ?°2 Did Jo nsor;
and Payne not wonder why, if skin color was unm’lportant, lav;;‘s wleisrh
passed in 1662 against a child inheriting its father s“status, as ngan”.
common law prescribed, if its mother happened tf) be “a negro wo“n;aves,
why a law in 1667 denied that baptism could bring freedom to sb aves
by birth,” that is, blacks alone; why a law in 1668 decreed t}.xat fléee a\r "
women (but not white women) were tithable; why a law in 1 1710 [:ian
hibited free blacks, even if Christians themselves, fror'n buymg C Il;lls "
servants?3 Surely these laws reveal prejud'ice exclusively against t:;:ld_
several decades before Africans became either numerous or outs e
ingly “foreign” in language and customs.54 In sum, although Blr(lsse.n e
Innes contribute much useful insight into th£.: lives of free blac s in ne
seventeenth-century Virginia county, the)'/ seriously dlStO‘rt, I t?elleve,nec_
overall picture of early black-white relations and especially its con
tion to incipient American racism.

—— ”——/'
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Reactions to “Myne Ouwne Ground” ran the gamut from skepticism tq
indiscriminate praise. Gary B. Nash, while applauding Breen and Innes’s
methodology, rejected their reading of the evidence on Anthony Johp.
son in particular and racial attitudes in general; Lorena Walsh pointeq

\, out the unrepresentativeness of Northampton Coun

story” that “proves that for a couple of generations in seventeenth cen-
tury Virginia the two races lived fairly comfortably side by side with lit-
tle or no legal and not much psychological prejudice.” Even Breen angd
Innes had not gone that far. Stone, matching his fellow Englishman

Plumb’s delight in economic rather than racial explanations of slavery,

turned “Myne Owne Ground” into an anachronistic scenario for the gen-
esis of American racism: after Bacon’s Rebellion, “the number of blacks
became relatively so great that they created fear; fear led to repression;
repression led to legal discrimination and personal degradation; degra-
dation led to racial prejudice.” Like Plumb, Stone overlooked the early
emergence of pejorative notions about blacks in New England, where
their presence was always small. More serious, he distorted the chronol-
ogy of slavery: the essentials of Virginia’s legal discrimination emerged
in the decade before Bacon’s Rebellion and thus a quarter century be-
fore the great influx of Africans.65

v

A second issue in the historiography of early American slavery is inter-
twined with—and sometimes confused with—the debate over the ori-
gins of racism and slavery: Why did the Chesapeake’s sparse black pop-
ulation suddenly increase ‘in the late seventeenth century, and what
effect did the new black presence have on the evolution of racism? To
scholars who view racism as largely (though not wholly) in place by the
mid-seventeenth century and slavery the overwhelming (but not sole)
condition for British America’s blacks by the late 16%0s, the reason for
k population is a separate

cism followed slavery, how-
ever, the dramatic influx and racism are causally connected.

The traditional explanation for the dramatic rise in the importation
of Africans has been that, first, the expansion of Virginia’s tobacco pro-
duction increased the demand for field hands, but white labor was in-
adequate because it was short-term (usually four years for adult males);
in fact, some of the demand for indentured labor came from former
servants who had become entrepreneurs themselves; second, black la-
bor, though perhaps less socially desirable, was in the long run cheaper
than white labor because the former was permanent, the latter transient;
and third, the availability of African slaves increased with the emergence
of the Royal African Company in 1672 as the principal shipper of

1
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Africans to British America and expanded further when the company
Tl

| jost its monopoly in 1698.%6 Thus the standard interpretation was al-
"~ los

i i ic solution (im-
ively economic, though obviously the economic solution (i
morst:afi):)cxiu;;v:a?s]t numbers of unacculturated African slaves()i.lf;ad ‘maJo;
° i i ial lines, the rigidification o
i ifications—the hardening of racia ,
:;:613511;1:1 lsf;sctim the further debasement of field labor, and much
€ ’
67 - .
mgli‘z.ce the early 1g70s two predominantly social explanzulc\}ns hav,e
ic i jon. In 1972 Edmun organ’s
ed the economic interpretation 2 und ° :
Chal:fl?rgltial address to the Organization of American H%stonans (sub;
D ntly published as “Slavery and Freedom: The American Paradox
Se%uzx anz:led in American Slavery, American Freedom) gave far x'nore at- -
:‘:ntionpto the reasons for the growth of Virginia’s bll)ack popll\llllanon than
i - issue—though at bottom Morgan was
it did to the chicken-and-egg issue—tl .

:le(i:ging the two questions. Bacon’s Rebellion, Morgan argu:‘eq, was thf:
key event. When armed, angry, landless, former servants—.la gxdtiy muci
3™ accordi irginia legislature—temporarily overturne
fitiide,” according to the Virginia : - overturned

’ it ial order, the elite read the writing
the colony’s political and soci ' g on £e
i tentially, more trouble; blac
wall. More white servants meant, po ' _ pres ack labor
ight b irable socially, but it had abundant offsetting
might be less desirab! g o
by law and custom), unarme Y
tages. It was permanent (by | ; : by law ane.
’ i i le (by coercive restraint), P
owner’s caution), relatively doc1' _ craraing), and selfper.
i iological probability). Indentured labor
e hementiately i ial period, completely, but the pro-
doned immediately nor, in the colonial p , : .
portion of black imports rose sharply soon after Bacon’s Rebellion and
68
ained high for half a century. .
rer(Illoncomitagm with a rise in black populatlon. was the emerg(;enc:l (l)f
racial prejudice, Morgan asserted: poor whites 1ncr(—:a.%1:gly;rtlaSiemtul?a
ior d superiority. The elite -
own complexion a mark of freedom an . : . -
n‘év:usly fsstered white cohesion as a protection ?galnstfbla;l; Ilrrll;l;:rrliii
i k of black Virginians, free
tion. As slavery became the hallmar! cdom gainee
i irginia’ ites. The paradox reached frui
ded meaning for Virginia’s whites ;
2}1137:}3 »\I;llen Argerican independence heralded sgll greater freedom for
the lz’ttter and more rigid slavery for thfe former. ,9 latter’s 17 ar-
Morgan'’s interpretation coincided with Breen’s; the 3:1 er ulgt)i 72
icle i ] 3 Iso stressed the “giddy m
ticle in the Journal of Social History a : pron
i i i tation of black labor. After
and its unintended stimulus to the impor . fer e
i lity of white servants rose
con’s Rebellion, Breen noted, the qual ) ) inedy
i “ illans”—white planters increasing
had skills, fewer were “desperate vi .
t:rned to African slaves for gang labor. At the same tzime, ;151‘2}% ;ﬁt::;f,z
ices i ts of lower-class whites and made
prices improved the prospec : stesan e
i hip secure.” Asthegap g
tude endurable and their freemans . / o
c‘:mtented white laborers and the swelhng numbers ({f blﬁst urr;ESr :io
directly from their homelands, “[n]o whltedserva;l(; 1;1 t t:;y [;(:i e t},,ese
i ted, could iden
tter how poor, how bitter or badly treated,
?:;hetened AI;ricans.”7° The cumulative effect of the Morgan and Breen
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articles and the Morgan book was perhaps predictable: by the late 1970s
Bacon’s Rebellion appeared in colonial and survey textbooks as the
causal turning point in Virginia’s slave system.7!

In 1975 Theodore Allen reinforced the class-conflict implications of
the Morgan-Breen interpretation. Writing from a Marxist perspective,
Allen attributed the dramatic shift in Virginia’s racial composition and
the emergence of racism to the elite’s fear of the “solidarity of black and
white” proletariats in the 1660s, 1670s, and 1680s, especially during Ba-
con’s Rebellion. Allen saw Bacon’s army as an “armed working class,
black and white, [that] fought side by side for the abolition of slavery.”
After the large planters crushed the rebellion, they tightened restric-
tions on blacks and conscripted lower-class whites to control the grow-
ing slave population. Thus separated into white and black elements, the
proletariat lost its clout. Lower-class whites found some solace in being
legally and (in the eyes of white society) socially superior to the blacks.
Allen said almost nothing about racism as an ideology; implicitly he saw
racism taking hold late in the seventeenth century among lower-class
whites who had earlier been sufficiently unbiased against blacks to join
them in matrimony, resistance, and rebellion. Racism was an elitist strat-
egy.7?

No sooner had Morgan, Breen, and Allen’s “giddy multitude” won
- the historiographical skirmish than it succumbed to a withering cross-
fire. In 1977 Russell R. Menard pointed out that the supply of inden-
< tured servants had declined for a decade before slave imports began to
. rise appreciably. Beginning in the 1660s two alternatives to the Chesa-
“peake colonies beckoned English workmen: at home, especially in Lon-
don, where the Great Fire of 1666 created thousands of new jobs, and
in America, where Carolina and the middle colonies attracted a mount-
ing portion of American immigrants, Virginia continued to import in-
dentured servants in substantial numbers; especially in the second
decade of the eighteenth century, Chesapeake planters invested heavily
in Irish, convict, and poor servants. The labor demands kept rising, how-
ever, and as early as the 1680s the only plausible solution seemed to lie
in the African slave trade. “The rise of black slavery was more a conse-
quence than a cause of the decline of white servitude,” Menard con-
.Cluded, although “it perhaps hastened the process.” In short, “Chesa-
e peake planters did not abandon indentured servitude; it abandoned
~them.”73

/‘ Economist David Galenson corroborated Menard’s findings and
a

g

dded an important codicil. Galenson found that in the staple colonies

t (the Chesapeake, Carolina, and the West Indies) the rising cost of white
labor caused planters to shift initially from unskilled white labor to un-
\skilled black labor; skilled tasks were reserved for whites. This “racial di-
vision of labor” lasted until the mounting cost of skilled white labor en-
couraged planters to train blacks, especially highly acculturated
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African-Americans, in the desired crafts. At that point the shift from
white to black labor in the staple colonies was more or less complete,
though of course it was never total, especially in the Chesapeake.74

Although the two recent explanations of the shift from white to black
labor in the Chesapeake are diametrical opposites—Morgan and Breen
see the planters forsaking white servants, Menard and Galenson see
white servants forsaking the planters—the interpretations are not mu-
tually exclusive. Menard and Galenson do not deny that Bacon’s Re-
bellion aroused fear of poor whites among the planters; that fear may
have exacerbated the decline in importation of white servants, especially
the unskilled, and accordingly increased the urgency for an alternate
supply of labor.75 The delay in filling the shortage t'hrough direct im-
portation of Africans may have reflected a combination of ;he slow re-
sponse of the slave trade—for reasons of organization and technology—
and the reluctance of Virginia planters to embrace black labor on a large
scale.”® The planters knew the social implications of such a move—the
dilemmas of Barbados and Jamaica, and later of South Carolina, were
common knowledge—and resisted extensive use of black labor until eco-
nomic realities convinced them, acting in their individual self-interests,
that slave labor was the shortest and perhaps the only route to pros-
perity.77 .

If viewed from the perspective of the entire Western Hemisphere and
of the transatlantic slave trade (a century-and-a-half old when the boom
reached Virginia), the decisions of the Chesapeake planter‘s seem fore-
gone. The gentry could either have slave labor from Aﬁ?ca and eco-
nomic expansion, or they could limp along with a dwindling supply of
indentured European labor. That virtually all African laborers would be
slaves rather than servants had already been determined by hemisphere-
wide economic circumstances and examples, including the British
Caribbean’s, and by Virginia’s legislation of the 1660s and 1670s.. }:ﬂco-
nomic trends and social legislation thus shaped the Virginians’ decisions
about the growth and status of the black population.?® In any event, the
debate over the growth in the number of slaves continues to be inex-
tricably connected to the chicken-and-egg argument bY scholars who see
racism as a response to the rapid expansion of Virginia’s black popula-
ton.

v

Although there is no consensus on when and why slavery a‘nd racism be-
gan and the possible connections between them, there is now agree-
ment on several subsidiary issues. No one doubts, for examplef, the ba-
sic demographic configurations of Virginia’s black population: its sparse
numbers in the early decades, its sharp rise in the 1680s and after: and
its shift late in the century from Caribbean sources to, increasingly,
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African sources. Nor does anyone doubt that the legal status of blacks
was ambiguous until the 1660s and 1670s and to some extent beyond,
or that many blacks—perhaps more than 2 5 percent in some counties—
were free on the eve of Virginia’s slave legislation. There is general agree-
~“ment too that legal restrictions on free blacks and popular prejudice
against all blacks hardened late in the century, probably in response to
the rapid increase in the number of Africans and to their relatively
greater (compared to earlier African-Americans’) cultural “different-
ness” from the English colonists.?9
There is even agreement that before the 1660s white Virginians har-
bored some degree of prejudice—or, at the very least, a special unease—
toward blacks. The Handlins acknowledged that the English were of:
fended by “[t]he rudeness of the Negroes’ manners, the strangeness of
their languages, the difficulty of communicating to them English no-
tions of morality and proper behavior.”® Morgan conceded that the
early colonists were “imbued with prejudice against men of darker com.-
plexions than their own”; Fredrickson agreed that Virginia’s whites felt
special antipathy from the outset toward black strangers; while Breen
and Innes hinted at “latent racist assumptions.”® Degler, Jordan, and
others stated the case more emphatically. In any event, the various in-
terpretive positions differ more in degree than in kind, although the
Handlins largely ignore pigmentation and its implications on the as-
sumption that skin color only became an issue in the aftermath of large-
scale enslavement: “Color then emerged as the token of the slave status.”8?
Despite the several points of agreement about Virginia’s early treat-
ment of blacks and its prejudicial attitudes toward them, fundamental
disagreements persist over several issues: first, the status of most blacks
. before the 1660s—whether they were, on ‘the whole, temporary servants
"‘ﬁor lifetime slaves; fecopd, the depth and significance of discrimination
against blacks in the early decades; third, the reasons for Virginia’s ini-
tial enslavement of blacks; and fourth, the ‘point at which antipathy
against blacks was sufficiently rooted in biological assumptions for his-

" torians to label it racism rather than ethnocentrism.

On the first point—the status of blacks before the passage of the slave
laws—the issue is not whether some were free or some were slave. Al-
most everyone acknowledges the existence of both categories by the
1640s, if not from the beginning. At issue, rather, is the relative size of
those groups and of a third that many maintain was the largest—
indentured servants.®3 The calculations of Morgan and of Breen and
Innes that in Northampton County in midcentury nearly go percent of
the black inhabitants were free seem to set the maximum figure for that
category, though the colonywide figure may have been appreciably
lower. Breen and Innes acknowledge that the rest of Northampton
County’s blacks were slaves.34 Some scholars (rarely colonial specialists)
nonetheless still assert that most blacks in the early period were neither
slave nor free but rather indentured servants.85

THE ORIGINS DEBATE 157

For that contention to be valid, three evidentiary problems must t;g
resolved: why the evidence of indentured blacks is extremely scarc“e;
how, in the absence of contracts, blacks could 1'.1ave been free‘d by t.he
custom of the country” when the laws concernlnsg servants without in-
dentures apparently applied only to Englishmen;®7 and how lengths of
service were determined for blacks when the censuses and lan('i patents
rarely listed their ages, dates of arrival in the colony, or evep .thelr r}ames.
Indentured servitude, in short, appears from 'both positive evidence
(much higher evaluations in wills and inventories and anonymous en-
tries in censuses) and negative evidence (absence of cor}tracts and un-
recorded ages or dates of arrival) to have been an unlikely status for
most of Virginia’s blacks.38 ‘ ‘

Testimony from other English colonies is relevant, for it suggests
strongly that throughout British America blacks were very quickly—
perhaps immediately—enslaved. In Barbados, for examplez the gover-
nor and council announced in 1636 (before sugar .producnon spurred
the importation of Africans) that “Negroes and Indians that come here
to be sold, should serve for Life, unless a Contract was before made to
the contrary”; two years later the Providence Island .Company referred
to its “Negros being . . . kept as perpetuall servants”; in 1652 the Rh.ode
Island legislature reported that “there is a common course practised
amongst English men to buy negers, to that end they may have them
for service or slaves forever.”89 Until each colony enacted its own statu-
tory legitimation of perpetual bondage‘, the mother countr.y’s common
law of property served the same effective purpose..There is no reason
to posit a Virginia exceptionalism in the use of African labor. In short,
the evidence from Virginia and elsewhere refutes tbe popular myth that
slavery was rare or nonexistent before the legislation of the 1660s apd
1670s, that free blacks were numerous, and that most blac‘ks were 1.r1-
dentured servants. The surviving records support a very different dis-
tribution: slavery from the outset for the vast majority, f‘reedom for some

(by a variety of means) after a period of slavery, and mdentuged servi-
tude (seldom with a legal contract) for the smallest- number:9 ‘

On the second point of disagreement—the severity and sxgmf%c'ar.lce
of discrimination against blacks in those early years—the sharp division
that characterized the Handlin-Degler exchange of thirty-five years ago
has substantially subsided, but it has hardly been settled. Mos} hlstorl-\\

ans now concede that blacks in early Virginia were often sl}bjected to }
discriminatory treatment, though rarely in 'legal confror}tauons; gleie I
English jurisprudence, transferred substannallyf thoug.h. 1mpe.rfec Y i’
the colonies, seems to have retained much of its traditional 1m}?art.1a

ity. There is no consensus, however, on the sig'niﬂcance of the .dlSCI'lm'
ination aimed specifically at blacks—whether it was a superficial rﬁac—
tion to strangers or indicative of a distinct racial annpz?tl.ly. The Hanq ins,
Morgan, and some others underestimate (in my opinion) 'thf: 9“;?1;:_
ness and import of the overall plight of blacks in early Virgima.>" by
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contrast, Degler, especially, and some others find discrimination against
, blacks distinctive and extensive,92
. The problem of assessing discrimination and its underlying attitudes
_is exemplified by the frequent identification of Africans as “Negroes” in
f?bs\évcnteenth-century records. Most contributors to the debate acknowl-
«v%*edge that Africans were often so designated, but they disagree sharply
¢ over what it means. Breen and Innes minimize the custom’s signiﬁcance;
it was, they contend, merely an identifier that had parallels among Ey-
ropeans in the use of “Italian,” “Irish,” and so forth—signs, in other
words, of English ethnocentﬁcity. Lerone Bennett Jr. even argues that
“Negor was a national rather than a racial designation” and “the early
records identify the nationality of all non-Englishmen.”3 Such concly.
sions are not supported by documentary evidence from early Virginia. 94
Non-English Europeans are, to be sure, occasionally identified by na-
tionality, especially during their early years in the colony; I know of no
instance in which their progeny are so identified.95 Africans in Amer-
ica, by contrast, were usually identified by a color (not a national) la-
bel, regardless of their length of time in America or whether they were
of African or American birth.

The prevalence of such color terminology is demonstrated, with un-
intended irony, in an illustration accompanying the essay in which Ben-
nett argues that black and white outsiders were labeled by nationality.
It shows sample pages from Virginia musters of the 1620s: of the six
blacks identifiable in the illustration, four are listed only as “Negro”; the
others are “Antonio a Negro” and “Mary a Negro woman.” The re-
maining thirty-seven people, clearly English or European, listed in the
illustration all have full names and none is identified by nationality.96
Comparably ironic is Breen and Innes’s use of the document from which
they take their title “Myne Owne Ground.” It quotes Anthony, a free black
whose boundary dispute with a white neighbor had just been settled, as
saying, “Now I know myne owne ground and I will worke when I please
and play when I please.” To Breen and Innes, Anthony is reflecting
Northampton’s equitable race relations. Is it not equally significant, how-
ever, that the only contemporary account of this episode always refers
to the white neighbor as “Capt. Taylor” or “Mr. Taylor,” while Anthony

.Is always “Anthony the negro,” or “the said Negro,” or simply “the ne-
{%ro”? His last name is never used.97 In the surviving records, in fact,
blacks are usually anonymous—-negro,” “a negro man,” “17 negroes,”
and so forth—while the few African-Americans, free or slave, who have
full names are often additionally designated by color, as a virtual suffix
to their family names—“Francis Paine Negro,” “phillip Mongom negro,”
“Thomas Driggins Negro,” “John Casor Negro.”9® There is no compa-
rable pattern for whites of any nationality.99 The prevailing terminology
shows emphatically that white Virginians saw blacks as a unique type of
“others”—people so markedly different from themselves that they must
be separately identified in most private and public documents. A
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plethora of such evidence notwithstanding, historians are far from a con-
sensus about the nature and meaning of early American discrimination.
On the third major unresolved issue—the causes of Virginia’s slav-
ery—debate is still lively, largely because slavery’s relationship to ’whlte
racism is problematic. A loose agreement on other “causes” has
emerged, however. Many historians now acknowledge that.the. a'bsence
of legal prohibitions in England encouraged rather than inhibited de
facto slavery; rarely does anyone contend that the absence of statutory
slavery impeded its practice in either England or the colonies.!? Thus
the colonists were free to adopt the Latin American model or to con-,,,
trive their own. Almost all historians, following the Handlins’ lead, now.
emphasize the vulnerability of blacks to unscrupulous owners V\{ho could
do pretty much as they pleased with African “servants”; sometimes that
meant manumission, especially for Christian blacks, but more often it
meant lifetime servitude. There is probably universal agreement too that
the Chesapeake planters’ insatiable demands for labor of any kind and=ssu
for the longest possible periods of service gave human bondage its rai-
son d’étre. As Degler observed in 1976, “slavery developed from a need
for labor in a social context of readily available land. In that sense the
roots of slavery were economic.”'®* On several aspects of the genesis of
American slavery, then, most historians of early American race relations
seem to concur. Their explanation, in general, is that an intense de—]
mand for labor joined hands with Latin American precedents, the ab-j
sence of English legal restraints, and the Africans’ Vulnerable. status as-, .
captives to forge a slave system for Virginia’s small but growing tflack;
population. An existing and perhaps essential additional mgredlent,‘
some historians contend, was racial prejudice. .

VI

On that final point, profound disagreement persists. What rol‘e did 1‘)
racism play in the evolution of American slavery? None, according to
the Handlins, Allen, Bennett, and others, who see racism as a result—

’ “the child of slavery,” in Fredrickson’s words—rather than a contribut-

’ ing cause or concomitant phenomenon of emergent slavery.’°? Other
historians see racial antipathy as a crucial ingredient, though they vary
on the exact terms to describe English beliefs about blacks and even dif-
fer in the meanings they ascribe to certain words.

Disparate definitions have long plagued the chicken-and-egg deb.ate.
Several key terms—ethnocentrism, prejudice, and especially racism
itself—are frustratingly imprecise, and until recently most historlan§ of
early Virginia have been reluctant to use racism at all. T?le Handlins,
Degler, and Jordan shunned it, partly, no doubt, because it was not yet
widely used and partly, perhaps, on the assumption that the term was
too emotionally charged in the social climate of the 1950s and .1960.5
to be useful. Moreover, Degler held that seventeenth-century racism, if

e

o




100 Culture and Race in Early Virginia

it existed, could not be demonstrated. “I make no claim,” he wrote in
his 1959 rebuttal to the Handlins, “for the widespread acceptance of a
racist view of colored peoples in the seventeenth century, for the evi-
dence is too skimpy”; in his retort to Plumb’s review of Morgan’s book,
Degler further protested that “ ‘racism’ is an inappropriate word here
since it means imputing biological inferiority to other people.” Thus, al-
, though both Degler and Jordan believed that Virginia’s early English
isettlers discriminated against blacks in general far more than against
1any group of whites, regardless of nationality, and believed too that

hites held uniquely pejorative views of dark-skinned peoples, they

dopted somewhat equivocal terminology: Degler alluded to “race prej-

udice” in his title, but his essay referred almost exclusively to “discrim-.

ination” and “status”; Jordan discerned a general “debasement” of blacks
and a pervasive “racial prejudice” but never alluded to “racism.”*°3
In 1971 Fredrickson complained that popular American usage had
blurred the meaning of racism to include almost any hint of prejudice
against blacks, individually or collectively. He insisted that racism is an
expressed conviction that innate behavioral and intellectual differences
distinguish human “races” and permit hierarchical ranking—in short,
an ideology.'®4 (Race is a discredited biological-anthropological con-
cept, of course, but essential to racist theories.)'°5 Fredrickson postu-
lated that seventeenth-century attitudes could only be inferred from the
way whites treated blacks in laws, court cases, economic practices, and
the like. By that rule, he found no racism, not even implicit, until un-
acculturated blacks became numerous; he considered early Virginians
prejudiced, perhaps, but not racist.’% Fredrickson apparently ignored,
or was unimpressed by, the numerous discriminatory laws against blacks
alone in the seventeenth century, by the imposition of customary slav-
ery for most blacks early in the century and of legal slavery for the over-
whelming majority of blacks in the 1660s, and by the evidence of strong
color bias among English settlers from the outset.!®7
A year after Fredrickson’s plea for a more rigorous use of terminol-
ogy, sociologist Donald Noel applied precise and scholarly meanings to
the key concepts. He distinguished between ethnocentrism (“in-group
lorification™), prejudice (“a hostile or negative attitude toward mem-
ers of a specific group”), discrimination (“unequal treatment of the
embers of a specific group”), and racism (“an ideology based on the
onception that racial groups form a biogenetic hierarchy”). Although
oel’s application of those concepts to the chicken-and-egg debate sug-
gested a rigorous methodology, he vitiated his case by admitting that
“the present analysis does not start from neutral ground but is guided
by the hypothesis that American racism was far more a product than a
cause of slavery. . . . Racism arose, in response to slavery, as a means of
justifying the extreme economic exploitation of blacks”—a blunt
"',ephrasing of the Handlin thesis. Somewhat like the Handlins, Noel be-

jeved that cultural ethnocentricity was a contributing cause. Unlike the
V
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Handlins, Noel acknowledged that racist ideas may have e)fistt?d in Vir;
ginia before slavery and may even have “hac} some c?usal 51gn1ﬁcanc¢'3,-
though they were not, he contended, sufficiently “widespread or legiti-
mate” to be “a significant cause.”°® He might have reached a different
conclusion had he not assumed, following the Handlins, that slaverz' wa.s
rare until the laws of the 1660s and 1670s, fo.r N'oe‘l hel?l tbat.a. soci-
ety is racist . . . only if the idea of group superiority-inferiority is incor-
porated into the institutional structure.”‘°9' L .

Noel’s emphasis on institutionalization hints that Virginia’s sociopo-
litical rulers imposed racism on the colony at large throug'h legislation.
As noted earlier, Morgan, Breen, and especially .Allen posit upper—clgss
origins of lower-class racism; they imply that neither class a.rnv.ed w1t.h
much bias, but after midcentury the need of the planters to justify their
increased subjugation of blacks and to drive a wedge between tbe po-
tential alliance (in Bacon’s Rebellion, some argue', the. act.ual alliance)
of poor whites and blacks engendered a racist rauon?llzatlon.‘ to

The strongest advocate of racism as a class strategy is I?erone Bsnnett

Jr. “In the beginning,” he announced in a series of essays in Ebony, ‘there
was no race problem in America. The problem of race . .. was a delzb.erate
invention of men who systematically separated blac.ks and whites and reds- in or-
der to make money.” Fear, snobbery, and especially greed were “the inani-
mate villains in Bennett’s scenario; the principal actors were “the white
Founding Fathers. The Byrds, the Mathers, the Winthrops, the ]effer—
sons, the Washingtons.” Bennett argued that in the early decades whites
in general “had concepts of class and nationality but no concepts of race
or slavery”; by the middle of the seventeenth century the men w1.10 ran‘
colonial America began to create racism.” Poor whites w'ere holc:(liwmked,
blacks were degraded; the Founding Fathers were eml'lched.

In the absence of more evidence on lower-class attitudes, we cannot
be sure what inarticulate whites thought about black.s, though surely
they had a concept of slavery and probably, however inchoate, of race
as well. In any event, the surviving records scarcely I.nake a case for a
biasfree lower class. Poor whites sometimes had illicit sex with blacks,
but that is no more a sign of unprejudiced minds than was the ante-
bellum planter’s penchant for sex with his ferr?ale slaves. A]th9ugh in-
terracial marriages do suggest perceived equality, few such unions are
documented. Equally inconclusive are the handful of attempts by white
and black servants to escape or rebel together. Suf:h efforts surely re-
flect temporary common interests, but they tell nothing ab?ut long-tetI;n
relationships or basic attitudes. Similarly, Breen anfi Innes’s case for e
acceptance of free blacks as near equals by m1dd1e—§lass whites in
Northampton County seems limited to court proceedings and com-
mercial transactions, and even there the record is arguable.''® ‘ ‘

On the other hand, numerous clues point to a separate anc'l mfet"lor
status for all blacks, slave or free, from the outset, without .d.lscermbly
different class attitudes among whites. The evidence from British Amer-



102 Culture and Race in Early Virginia

ica and Tudor-Stuart England suggests that the bias against Africans wag
widespread.!3 Although some lower-class whites surely overcame that
bias by living and working closely with people who at first seemed strik.
ingly different, the scattered clues suggest a broad English heritage of
prejudicial attitudes from which few Anglo-Americans were liberated,
The possibility remains (and is compatible with otherwise disparate in-
terpretations) that the plantocracy grew alarmed at signs of eroding prej-
udice as lower-class whites became more familiar with black men ang
women; the upper class may then have reinvigorated a waning racist ide-
ology among the poor whites to prevent a united working class. Con-
vincing support for such a theory has yet to be presented, and class lines
were so fluid in early Virginia that attempts to demonstrate ideological
variants may be futile,! 14
The apparent prevalence of racial prejudice toward blacks in early
Virginia raises a gnawing question: Why were Anglo-Americans con-
temptuous of people they barely knew? Surely racism was not inherent,
nor was it inevitable. (A few scholars believe otherwise. Carl Degler, for
example, concluded after analyzing race relations in Brazil and the
United States that “color prejudice is a universal phenomenon” and that
“blacks will be recognized as different and discriminated against when-
ever nonblacks have the power and an incentive to do $0.”)''5 The ev-
idence is now fairly clear that confluent circumstances in sixteenth-
century England engendered a conviction, theretofore unarticulated
and perhaps unknown in the British Isles, that dark-skinned Africans
were in fundamental ways unlike Europeans and inferior to them (Fig.
7.1 ) 116
" The precise evolution of that notion is uncertain, but Jordan provided
! a good preliminary explanation in the opening chapter of White over

| Black. Its central components were, first, England’s relative insularity be-

| fore the middle of the sixteenth century from the world’s cultural and
K ethnic variety; second, the sudden “discovery” by English voyagers, and
| eventually by the English public in general, of a people remarkably dif-
| ferent from themselves in appearance and culture; third, the unfortu-
nate coincidence of England’s simultaneous encounter with people they

x perceived to be least like themselves and the animals (great apes) they
i‘ deemed most like humans, with resulting false assumptions about the
\s interrelationship between the two and the possibility that Africans were
\ partly animal; and, fourth, the “emotionally partisan” quality of the color
lack in English symbolism.17 Subsequent studies support Jordan’s con-
clusion that “from the first, Englishmen tended to set Negroes over
against themselves, to stress what they conceived to be radically con-
trasting qualities of color, religion, and style of life, as well as animality
and a peculiarly potent sexuality.”* '8 Religion and lifestyle are cultural
considerations and therefore targets of ethnocentn'city, but notions of
color, “animality,” and perhaps sexuality are essentially biological, from
which racist assumptions could be fashioned. Thus part of the English

THE ORIGINS DEBATE 163

E A vE of with paine ;1
With wathinge ofte,an
For thou fhalt ﬁﬁd; 1S
Doe what thou canfle; to-kee

Fig. 7.1. o .
Tlustration and part of an accompanying poem that epitomize I-mpo;siELeF (1)2
Geoffrey Whitney, A Choice of Emblems (Leiden, 1586). By permission o
ger Shakespeare Library.

i
bias was ethnocentric—a perceived cultural difference in kind and

quality—while much of it was racist, based on a widespread F;nf:g]llllslel CI(:;:
viction that Africans were innately inferior and unworthy o q

ity 119 . ‘
IWNO literary outpouring comparable to antebellum Amer;:ca sla(rilzr_l_l_-
gration of blacks can be found in late Tudor or early Stuart ng e
an era of transition from oral to print culture—but an au.tgenltm N
ideology existed nonetheless. If the evidence for. such an ideo Or%z/;’mer.
everything else in the chicken-and-egg debaFe, is fragmf':ntary,b nume
ous clues nonetheless demonstrate that English assumpFlons af o
nature of dark-skinned Africans were based on perceptions oh mugl:ly
cal as well as cultural difference. Sixteenth- and seventeenth-ce
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racial theory lacks the pseudoscientific language of the nineteenth cen-

tury, of course; in keeping with the Elizabethan worldview, the rhetoric

of human differences was almost always framed in religious terms. That
terminology made it no less sincere and no less pernicious.

Take, for example, George Best, explorer and author, who wondered
in 1578 why the inhabitants of Africa had such strikingly dark com-
plexions. He dismissed the theory that the sun’s heat determined pig-
mentation, because people at comparable latitudes in America and the
East Indies were “not blacke, but white”; moreover, in England a black
man could sire a black son, despite the climate and even the “good com-
plexion” of the child’s white mother. Rather, Best concluded, “the most
probable cause . .. is, that this blacknesse proceedeth of some natura]
infection of the first inhabitants of that Countrey [Africa], and so all the
whole progenie of them descended, are still poluted with the same blot
of infection.” The Bible, Best believed, explained the initial infection:
on the ark, Noah admonished his three sons to be sexually continent,
but Cham (Ham), hoping for a son who would inherit the earth, dis-
obeyed; for punishment, God made Cham’s son Chus (Canaan) and all
his posterity “so blacke & lothsome, that it might remaine a spectacle
of disobedience to all the World.”'2© That Best’s reading of Genesis
9:20—27 took great liberties with the text is beside the point. His con-
clusion about the Africans’ pigmentation was widely shared.

The Reverend Thomas Cooper’s tract of 1615, dedicated to (among
others) “the worthie Commissioners, for the plantations in Freland and
Virginia,” suggested a slightly different scene but with similar results.
When Noah lay drunk and naked in his tent, Shem and Japeth were too
modest to look at their father’s nakedness; Cham not only saw but
mocked it, “reioycing at, and deriding the corruption of the Ancient.”
God retaliated, Cooper theorized, by decreeing that “this cursed race of
Cham [shall be] scattered towards the South, in Affrica, etc.”; one of
Shem’s rewards was “that he shall be Lord over his cursed brother, and his
posteritie.”'*! George Sandys, a prominent scholar and Virginia colonist,
attested in 161 that “all of that complexion” were descended from
“Chus, the Sonne of cursed Cram.” Similarly, an English author in 1627
observed that “this curse to be a servant was laid, first upon a disobe-
dient sonne Cham, and wee see to this day, that the Moores, Chams pos-
teritie, are sold like slaves yet.”**2 A belief that blacks were eternally
cursed by God thus had currency in England as early as the 1570s; that
they were divinely consigned to slavery was expounded at least as early
as 1615.

The pervasiveness of the biblical explanation is uncertain, for it com-
peted in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries with a variety of other
nonsensical explanations of African pigmentation. As Jordan observed,
however, the Genesis theory was “probably sustained by a feeling that
blackness could scarcely be anything but a curse and by the common
need to confirm the facts of nature by specific reference to Scripture.”123
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In sum, English opinion during early American colQnizadqn held that
Africans were innately inferior in a variety of ways (just which wz?ys de-
ended, as with nineteenth-century racists, on .the commencator’s own
Eoncems) and stigmatized by the color of evil because.of God’s dis-
pleasure. That was as profoundly a racist ideology as anything advocated
two centuries later by Edmund Ruffin or George Fitzhugh or three cen-
i Ku Klux Klansmen."%4
m?zitl}?::i;\lji};lence that notions of a biblical curse on blac'k-skinned peo-
ples were widespread in seventeenth-century Anglo-America, t_110}1gh in-
frequently articulated in print in an e'ra.of few presses and hmlted’ lit-
eracy, is found in Morgan Godwyn’s missionary pamphle:t The Negro’s &
Indians Advocate (1680). Godwyn was, to be sgre, describing Barbados
rather than Virginia and from the vantage point of the 1(‘?70s, but the
racial biases he encountered echo Best’s of a century ’earher and com-
parable testimony from the intervening years. Gotiwyn s efforts to bring
Christianity to the slaves encountered retorts of “What, those black Dogs
be made Christians?” Many colonists, Godwyn lamented, ad_hercd to the
theory of the curse on Ham, others posited a sepzirate creaU)on for blac.k-
skinned peoples, while still others argued that “the Negro’s, tho.ugdh n(;
their Figure they carry some resemblances of Man.hood, yet are in (13e
no Men.” Godwyn had heard that idea expounded in England as well as
H 125
Am\/\(;;llec:the ideology of Negro inferiority first arrived in.Virginia, it was
unfocused—England had only a few hundred black residents, Virginia

probably had none until 161g~—and it surely lacked the depth and -

. . . t
breadth of later times. Racism, like other ideologies, is erratic; it vacil-

lates over time, has varying degrees of adherence, and may fluctuate
within individuals.’26 The evidence from the e_arly dec'ades, h.owevelr,
suggests that although racism was incomplete, 1.t was "vmlllent‘ in A:; Z
Virginia, much as racism is incomplete, yet 2'1ppalhngly. virulent, dm ner
ica today. Such early racism helps to explain why ‘Afn.car.ls,. anM no1 n
ers, were thrust into slavery almost simultaneously in Virginia, Marylan :
Bermuda, the British West Indies, and New England. It also helpsbtof e)i3
plain why de facto enslavement usually emerged sev§ral deca.de; be ’(:ia
Anglo-American statute law acknowledged the practice and, in Virgi 2
and several other colonies, long before blacks were numerous enoug
to engender racism as a response to fear over their a'b'undance.. The
Racism alone did not, of course, bring slavery to l?rmsh America. :
world has witnessed many slave systems without racism and many raCllSI
societies without slavery.'*7 Rather the con_junctlon‘of slavery (large}j
an economic matter) and racism (largely an ideologlcal matter) g;n}fg_
ated a system of bondage exclusively for a perceived br?.nc:m orican
mankind; that system was peculiar to Western Europe’s e -
colonies in the sixteenth century and after, alth(?ugh there were trafa
of it in the mother countries as well.*?® Thus racism was one cause c;s :
particular type of slavery, though it may be better to avoid the term ca
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for causation is itself a shaky concept in complex situations. It may be
more useful to see Anglo-American racism as a necessary precondition,
for a system of slavery based on ancestry and pigmentation. Without 5
profound bias against peoples of dark pigmentation—and all that jt im-

plied about God’s curse on them (even if, in the case of many mulat-

toes, their ancestry was predominantly “white”), about their culture, and
about their possible animality—Virginians could not have enslaved
blacks alone, almost certainly from their first arrival in America. The
Anglo-Americans’ bias, shared by virtually all other Europeans, allowed
the exploitation of Africans in ways that colonists seem not to have con-
templated toward anyone else, not even, in the early stages of An
American imperialism, toward Native Americans.!29
77 In sum, the explanation of Virginia’s slavery that comports best with
. the evidence, I believe, is that white Virginians made permanent bonds.
‘ men of imported Africans and their descendants because it was eco-
; nomically advantageous to the slaveowners; because Africans were usy-
{ ally powerless to prevent enslavement or to discourage additional
: importations; and because the planters, and probably mos: of their white

glo-

g neighbors, believed that Africans were an inherently inferior branch of

humankind, suited by their God-given characteristics and the circum-

Q stances of their arrival in America to be slaves forever. Such attitudes

help to explain not only the existence of racial slavery but also the Vir-
ginia legislature’s decision of 1668 that free “negro women, though per-
mitted to enjoy their fireedome, yet ought not in all respects to be ad-
mitted to a full fruition of the exemptions and impunities of the
English.” Free black women were, in short, second-class citizens, their
legal freedom notwithstanding, simply because they were “negroes”.!3°
Given that pervasive ideology, the other racial patterns of early Vir-
ginia are not surprising. In the 1620s blacks were only about 1 percent
of Virginia’s total non-Indian population, yet they received strikingly dif-
ferent notice in the surviving records, and most were almost certainly
enslaved; the few who were not had probably, in most cases, been bap-
tized before arrival in the colony. In the 1650s blacks were only about
2 percent of Virginia’s non-Indian population, yet again the records sug-
gest that more than 70 percent were enslaved and all, slave or free, were
subjected to discrimination unique to blacks. In the 1670s they were
scarcely more than 5 percent of the non-Indian population, but most
were enslaved by legal definition. A few blacks had by then been free
all their lives and enjoyed many traditional English rights, yet in the clos-
ing decades of the century they too were gradually deprived of those
rights, not because of anything they had done, but principally because
people of similar skin color and similar cultural ancestry—though not
necessarily from the original political or linguistic or theological groups
of the free blacks—were brought into the colony in unprecedented num-
bers. Perhaps early Virginia society should not be called racist. Some
readers may adhere to that interpretation; others may join me in be-
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lieving that it sanitizes white Virginians’ early attitudf:s and policies t‘;
Vt/ard blacks and thereby distorts racism’s baneful role in the seventeen

century and beyond.

Postscript to Chapter 7

Less than a year after the foregoing essay first appeared in prmti, x(;st;grr;
tention that American slavery began in 1619 and was ?ccc})lm;})\a;n eLe om
the outset by racist underpinnings x.vas c.hallenged in ;3 eb ew efnne
view. Written by my Columbia Ur.nversny c.olleague afr Az:Irla J e
Fields, “Slavery, Race and Ideology‘ in the Un{ted Stateslov 'CI:le: 20
gued emphatically for a different interpretation of early 1;%11?;;111 his
tory and for a much later emergence of Amerl.can rac1sm.k th(; riost
do not find her reading of the evidence persua51've, she ma f:s ost
articulate case I have yet encountered for the arrival of AI'nel?can PrIacr se "
at the end of the colonial period rather.than at the b§g1nn1.ng. | eb o
say, INOTEOVET, raises some fundamen.tal issues that h_a prf:t\.zlorlllss ymbed
slighted and brings to a new lelvel of dll{s:ours:i (;h;dl;a;slls g};c:sxi zoShOI:I obed
i “Origins Debate.” (“Slavery, Race a A '
glot‘:c{ w(:s rflg(l)t a direct response to my essay; hers had be'en su;)shtarrlt(l)a;ilglf
written before mine appeared and was more a reﬂect,lon 1oh e Lo
thoughts on the subject than a reaction to anyone else s,ha tdotl:fte he
includes occasional criticism of other co)r}tnbutlons to the de s
i tnote reference to my own. '

Cll;?(::arfgs’a; li;(:\(s)ic argument is that in the seventeenth %‘nd early el.gdhtelc(e)ntli
centuries white Virginians had not yet developed a coherecrllt l11 ?OAf%-}(I)_
of race and therefore did not perceive or treat Afrlc.ans and t felrce
American descendants on such a basis. Rather, the ideology of ra

came into existence at a discernible historical moment for rationallgfou;le-
derstandable historical reasons. . .. During the .revolutlonaryde.ra,. ;)em}i)fy_
who favoured slavery and people who opposed it collaborz?te in i ot
ing the racial incapacity of Afro-Americans as th.e explfmatmn fo; ens ave
ment. American racial ideology is as original an mventl(;n {)f t{ilzna(;)\ll: fers
: i i ing liberty to be inal
is the United States itself. Those holding :
:folding Afro-Americans as slaves were bound to end by holding race to be
a self-evident truth.

In support of this thesis, Fields advan.ces three‘as§u.rnp;1}(l)nshz)lllgz {)}ll‘:t
sumably prove the absence of racism in early Vlrglngl k: O
(1) white servants generally fared alr.nost as poorly as blac 1,1 o
whites (Irish in America; vagabonds in E.ngland) \‘/‘vere ’z’lctual (if onse.
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; thus -race cm:1 O Vir
determined (mal)treatment. (2) Africans and their descen zlllnd e
ginia before the 1660s, even those who were de facto slave;, a e
usual number of “rights” compared to their antebellum desce ;

o
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thus racial bias must have been wholly or nearly absent at the time. (3)
The terminology of seventeenth-century colonial laws concerning
Africans and Afro—Africans “makes clear that the point was notyet race.”?

Fields’s analysis of seventeenth-century Virginia, I contend, misreads
the evidence on all three of those assumptions and therefore fails to
prove her point. On the first and second assumptions she homogenizes
the plight of lower-class whites and blacks (slave and free); on the third
she misunderstands the terminology of colonial laws. But her arguments
are not to be dismissed lightly. Some readers, unaware of the article’s
factual shortcomings, find it persuasive; Fields has ardent adherents both
in the United States and abroad. And even if she did not, the vigor and

intellectual versatility of her argument deserve a respectful, point-by-
point response.

I

The principal victims of early Virginia’s labor system, Fields proposes,
were not African slaves but white indentured servants, whose masters
abused, cheated, beat, and maimed them, “even killed [them] with im-
punity.” Although they were not actually enslaved by their countrymen,
Fields argues, it was not from any qualms about the sanctity of English
nationality or respect for pale pigmentation. As to nationality: “the law
in Tudor England provided for the enslavement of vagabonds”; as to
pigmentation, “the English considered no brutality too extreme in bring-
ing to heel the supposedly savage and undoubtedly fair-skinned Irish"—
witness Oliver Cromwell’s consignment of Irish prisoners to slavery in
the British West Indies. English servants in the colonies fared almost as
badly. “The only [sic] degradation they were spared was perpetual en-
slavement along with their issue in perpetuity.”3

Up to a point, Fields is right: servants in early Virginia were often
treated atrociously, and numerically they undoubtedly bore the brunt
of the plantocracy’s unfettered appetite for pliant labor. But she over-
states both the severity of treatment and the existence of lifetime
bondage for whites.

Unlike slaves, servants had some legal protections, they were rarely
killed with impunity, and their four- or five-year terms (seldom seven)
held promise of full freedom in a relatively short time, no matter how
harsh the treatment until then.4 “Freedom dues,” usually including a
firearm, clothes, and sometimes land, awaited the former servant. For
many of England’s unemployed, those were attractive terms. Maltreat-
ment of indentured servants was neither universal nor notorious enough
to seriously curtail immigration until the third quarter of the century,
when better alternatives emerged for England’s “surplus” laborers. In

Virginia’s exploitive society, indentured servants, though sometimes
treated slavishly, were never slaves.5
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any other Europeans enslaved, in the usual sense of .thc
woljg,rixe';idoryEngland or Il)3ritish America. Th.c “Act for the_ Punish-
ment of Vagabonds” of 1547 did, until its repeal ’1,n 1549, perrm;1 cc?u:ﬁy
courts to assign “vagabonds and sturdy'b.eggars (i-e., thos<? physic by
able to work), if they appeared incorrigible to the authorities, to be
“slave[s] . .. for the space of two years.” Only 1.f a temporary slave ran
away for more than two weeks was he or she assigned permanently to a
master. Two years later Parliament repealed the vagabond law becau}:e
even its very limited form of judicial .bor.u%age was gnacce}“)tab]e ”to the
English public and members of the JudlClar).’. Few if any “slaves were
created by the shortlived act of 1547, and it had no counterparts in
later, or earlier, Tudor-Stuart England.6 There were, of cogrse, sor}rl1e
slaves in England at the time: Africans or descendants of Africans, w }(i
were sufficiently numerous to evoke repeated royal efforts to banis
7
th::;ther were many, if any, Irish prisoners of war con.signed to true
slavery in the West Indies. The records are frustratingly incomplete onf
the fate of the thirty or so survivors of the Drogheda Massacre (mqst o
the city’s inhabitants were slaughtered on the spot) and other [.)nls.on-
ers who were shipped to Barbados; they may have served out their }ivles
in servitude, or they may have been freed after many years of har.s a-
bor. According to Michael Craton, arguably the fqremost ‘author:ity on
early Caribbean colonization, “The unfortunate Insh cap?wes an_ (Ii:)er-
haps some Barbadoed criminals were servants for ¥1fe without in en-
tures. But even in their case servitude did not survive them, to bﬁ'm-
herited by their children. .. . There is absolutely' no eYldence thatw ites
were ever true slaves in this sense [of absolute, inheritable property] in
lish colonies.”® o
th‘:N];:lrilli Fields’s version of white labor exaggerates its sxxpllar?ty toS slav-
ery, her picture of Virginia’s Africans errs in the other (11rect10n.l 1 :)rr;le_
blacks in the British colonies, Fields acknowledges, were ev'entu;zl 3 e )
slaved, because they could be: Africans and Afro-West Indians di r;(;_
share the English lower classes’ hard-earned -legaI. and cust‘omary (I,)uld
tections against enslavement, and the force.d migration of Afnce(llns Xm h
not be affected by adverse publicity in Africa. B}lt, she c.onten s,[ et
ican “slavery got along for a hundred years after its e.stabhshment vtvs e
she dates from the post-Bacon’s Rebellion years] without race as 1 oo
ological rationale.” Even the few in bondage before the enact‘r‘nAf;ﬂ.mn
slave laws, according to Fields, were relatively well qﬂ", beca'luse hl‘lt "
slaves during the years between 1619 and 1661 enjoyed nghlts' t 2:.9, 5
the nineteenth century, not even free black pe(?ple coul.d claim. eg
the middle of the eighteenth century, though, whxtf: Americans l§ot ;f <
to seeing blacks at the bottom of the SOCiOCC.OIIOmlC hf:ap and egt -
assume that they were naturally inferior beings. As Flfilds rﬁ'con;m o
the evolutionary sequence, by the eve of the Revolution white
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- { cans had to justify to themselves and to a candid world the enslavement
of one-fifth of the incipient nation’s population. “Race” was the answer.1°

This picture of Africans in seventeenth-century Virginia minimizes un.

Justifiably their plight. Fields is surely right that they came unwillingly
and that no adverse publicity about their status could undermine the
slave trade, but she underestimates the timing and prevalence of en.
slavement for most Africans and their descendants. The evidence, sparse
and sometimes ambiguous though it is, leaves little doubt that slavery
was prevalent and that slaves enjoyed no “rights.” Some masters in the
seventeenth century, as in the antebellum era, granted privileges to some
slaves; some were granted outright freedom. Neither circumstance un-
dermines the prevalence of slavery nor the absolute rights of the mas.
ters.'!

That racism accompanied slavery in seventeenth-century Virginia is
harder to demonstrate, but the language of the laws is evidence for the
existence of such an ideology rather than against it. Fields simply mis-
reads the language of Chesapeake laws, especially Maryland’s statute
against “ffreeborne English women” marrying “Negro Slaves” “to the
disgrace of our Nation” (1664) and Virginia’s law against “any negroe
or other slave” lifting a hand in opposition “against any christian”
(1680). “Race” she contends, “does not explain” those statutes.!? Of
course race does not wholly explain the laws—a society’s (at least a leg-
islature’s) immediate practical need is almost always the impetus for leg-
islation—but the racial element in the laws she quotes is palpable, even
though it is couched in the ambiguous language of the day.

This point is worth pursuing because Fields is not the only reader mis-
led by seventeenth-century rhetoric. At first glance her claim that race
is not at issue in the laws seems reasonable: the Maryland law specified
“English women” rather than “white women” and “our Nation” rather
than “our race,” and the Virginia law read “Christian” instead of “white.”
But numerous examples from contemporaneous statutes and other doc-
uments demonstrate that “English nation,” “Christians,” and “whites”
were virtually synonymous, as were, on the other hand, “negroes,”
“blacks,” and “Africans.” In the Maryland law quoted earlier, “English
women” clearly included women of any European nationality living
within the English colony, Just as the Virginia legislature’s call in 1629
for a muster of inhabitants “as well Englishe as Negroes” unquestionably
sought information on everyone, regardless of nationality; in the lan-
guage of the time, every person was either “English” or “Negro.” Simi-
larly, the Virginia decree of 1670 that “noe negroe or Indian though
baptised and enjoyned their owne ffreedome shall be capable of
any ... purchase of christians, but yet [are] not debarred from buying
any of their owne nation” had a clear racial basis: no African or Indian
could buy a European, regardless of the latter’s baptismal status, but In-
dians could buy Indians, regardless of tribal affiliation; Negroes simi-

larly could buy Negroes from whatever African nation. Surely the legis-
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lature did not intend that Yorubas could bxg 22‘1,); ;ormuz;ljl :)1; fa};:r’?];f;
“Nation” i is case effe ,
?égrifti}::’?lrf::;lt 1:Ivf’lttlli(:::l” ol: Etllljlits)-Ameﬁcan—as in William Bc.rkizllley’s
estimate of 1671 that Virginia had “two thou§and b.lack slaz;les, six Od(;u
hristian servants.” The language of the time did not show “s ty
.Sangl(: act of inventing race,” as Fields proposes; rathe_r, I contendl,slt
;rlllowed society inventing a vocabulary to express its ra.qarlrl 1(2(:l)icr)gz,d -
In sum, Barbara Fields’s keenly arg.ued thesis tha.t r;.as N Onga ain
the Revolutionary era is invalid, 1 bel}ere, 'because ¥t g epepre o0 2 mis
taken view of seventeenth-cenu;ryh\'hrgln(l;.b lI;llsC[;elc;zO}; ::(Si tl;l)e sented
istinct circumstances of white and bl :
:f (:?\em}?ilte Virginians’ racial beliefs and pohc1.es. Qf cou:seé z;%;(z); »\:ttl}cl
her observation that “shared colour a’nd naugnahty S(; ‘;n atomatic
limit to oppression”; most of the world’s atrocities—inclus l Ogut racxi-zrm
did not depend on those criteriz-l. SlaYerZhC():;l:-li g:ilss”t (;::bate { rack in:
racism without slavery.'4 But the issue in the ins’ debate ls the In-
teraction of a particular form of slave‘ry and a particular for » of racism
istoric place and time. I believe that in early Bnth.
jltleo?nestli'ltitioorrllc a};d the ideology formed a fateful, unholy alliance.

II

The evidence of racism’s baneful presence in earl(); Virg'l;Ir‘lia is, ﬁ :riazré
igi " vari bundant. To sum
in “The Origins Debate,” varied and a ' : i
%l;iicfll H‘l,vhat I stateglmore diffusely in several essays in this bol?kf(ensg;_
ciallyychapter =, but also partly in chapters 3 and 6): I oft;er t eesoonse
ing points. They are intended as both the final portion of my r pstate—
tog;Sarbara Fields’s “Slavery, Race and Ideology” ar}d asa sulrlnmfzz)laromng
ment on the entire “origins” issue. Documentation for the
paragraphs, unless cited here, appears ifl the other essaysAf e
1. In every seventeenth-century English color.ly, (;n(;st roughont
! i ival and most remained slaves ‘
enslaved upon their first arrival anc slaves throughout
i i Bermuda (as ninety-nine-y
ir lives: in 1616 and thereafter in : ! !
:llz:-;:u;zs) 1619 in Virginia, 1627 in Barbados, 1630 in Pr0v1genrc1f1 Si
land 163; (perhaps 1641) in Massachusetts, 1634 in Marylarll ,ea o
fort}; Although no Virginia law until 1661 mandatelcll tst alvhl;;)(':l o
ics ise; the buyer of human chatte
Africans, no law decreed otherwise; t e
przltcection of English common law of property. Mozleove.ri)zo:ft;rcrzr)lz it
i i d visitors descri
statements by colonial residents an : "
;:r(i:::al as permanent slaves in the English colonies. No Europeans, O
English.
her hand, were enslaved by the Eng .
the2 Ogotrt;e of the Africans who arrived as slaves became free thrro:}g10
mal.lumiSSiOn by sympathetic owners, or perhaps by' a selﬁsb iwgeslaves_
ranted freedom rather than support elderly or incapacita 1;3 i
gOthtr Africans and early Afro-Americans escaped slaveryh y aYIee.
themselves, and perhaps their kin, through long-term purchase agr
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ments with owners. This was not a slave’s right; it occurred only if the
owner was willing, and it was probably to the owner’s long-term profit
and with money or credit he permitted the slave to accrue.!5 Instances
of self-purchase were apparently few, numbering scarcely a dozen men
in seventeenth-century Northampton County, where the practice was
probably at its most frequent.

3. A few Africans and Afro-West Indians apparently arrived in Virginia
with servant indentures and subsequently gained their contractual free-
dom. A few others may have gained such contracts after their arrival,
perhaps on the basis of conversion to Christianity. But the absence in
the official records of most Africans’ names or ages or dates of arrival
would have thwarted an indenture system based on stipulated periods
of service, either by contract or by “custom of the country” laws. Those
statutes set terminal dates for servants arriving without written inden-
tures; in any event they seem to have applied only to English servants,
The few recorded black servants, moreover, served unusually long terms.

4- Only free blacks, and sometimes Native Americans, were denied
full rights of citizenship despite their nominal freedom. For example,
free black women after 1668 (and Indian women within the colony’s ju-
risdiction after 1682) were taxed; other free women were not. And when,
late in the century, Africans directly from Africa rather than the West
Indies began to arrive in greatly increased numbers, free blacks, even
those whose families had lived in the colony for three or four genera-
tions, were required to leave Virginia. They were ostracized as a sepa-
rate, inferior branch of humankind—not yet designated by the word race
but nonetheless perceived in Jjust that sense—because many people of

similar appearance and roughly similar geographic origin had arrived
in the colony.

5. From the outset of British colonization, white Americans (at least
those whose opinions survive) identified almost all Africans and Afro-
Americans by one or more synonymous European color terms—"negro,”
“neger,” or “black”; such terms appear in the laws, court records, in-
ventories, diaries, and other literary evidence. Rarely was a geographic
or ethnic term such as “African,” “Yoruban,” or “Ashanti” used. And
color identifiers were applied regardless of the individual’s longevity in
America or status as slave or free. Very often the records included only
the color labels for Africans, and where a name was used, it was usually
a first name only (given by white owners or officials) and was often
followed, even if a full name, by the color designation. Virginia’s
seventeenth-century censuses, moreover, commonly distinguished be-
tween only two categories of people: black (usually “negro”) and white
(usually “English” or “Christian”). There was, in sum, a palpable sense
within the English community that Africans were distinctly separate and
identifiable by pigmentation. In 1652, Rhode Island’s legislature epito-

mized the prevailing English bifurcation of humanity when it referred
to “blacke mankind or white.”

1
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6. Most references to Africans or Afro-Americans in English writings
of the time were in some way pejorative. One of th.e most pr.evg.lelx}t mgfns
(as the previous paragraph implies) was anonymity: head.rlg thms’foﬁ
example, like censuses and wills and property 1pventonesf, show tuf
names for almost all Euro-Americans and a partial rllame. _or mzs }?
those without full names but usually no names for Afrxc.ans, 1nstef. , the
lists acknowledge (for example) the issuance o”f hez}dnghts forf zx ne-
groes,” or “three negro men and one woman.” Thls' pattern of eger—
sonalization begins with the first mention of Africans in Virginia in 1 19f
and continues unabated through the century. In some censuses most ;)
the cattle but only a few of the Africans are accorded names. And the
various documents that list people, for wl}atcvc':r purpose, u51.1a11y put
Africans at the end, thus subtly implying an inferior status. Nthm%\I com-
parable can be found: for any other hur.nan group, including -atlv?
Americans, although they came increasmgl).' closer to the Afnca.ms—
anonymity and pejorative references than did any European nation
o Not until the era of the American Revolution did a su‘bstantial body
on{terature emerge in defense of slavery and in derogation of tl?ehNe;
gro “race”—i.e., a racist literature. But unless one .assumes tha_t wit] _(‘)11;
a substantial body of literature espousing a set of {deas therfc is not }11 i
ology (a trap into which many intellectuali historians but. ew au:l oo
pologists fall), there is no need to see the literary outpouring atsh S ge_
of racism’s arrival. Rather, I believe, it marked a new stage in e

ology’s development, as did, in the antebellum era, the emergﬁni1 - o
“scientific” explanations of “racial” differences. Racism, afterdaM, recd
not be full-blown to be viable. As J. R. Pole observed, Fjdxm.m “o gms
(and I would add Barbara Fields as well as many other hlston‘ans) 'S: s
to suppose that if the historical explanation of slavery lay in f?lass as, ,
could only be because racism was as profound at the beglr{nl ghould
later became, but this is not so. It was only necessary that racism fs o
be sufficient, and that visible identiﬁcati(l)n—ah;?adglea”fguse o
—should make slavery so easily practicable. '
re?rl;inz;i)f races—imprecisely defined and inconsistently explfa}netﬁr—n
had arrived, I contend, with the first English settlers. That belie mtiorlS
determined to a large extent the set of shared perce_pnons,haSS}lr?i)owarci
and experiences that after 1619 shaped .Euro—f-kmencan befaEO contary
Africans and Afro-Americans in Virginia until the end odt e ey
and beyond. The champions of that ideology had no need to )[:ce o

in writing the beliefs that apparently had lltFle opposmonil ed < g;h o

course, from its victims, and in any event the m.fant color'ly a e

presses nor sufficient readers. Still, from a variety of brief stz; ‘t:h " jde:

especially from the writings oﬁ a few gy:spz]:ilf;uct)gsp?tr;elrllstz }(r)ields’s -
e cluster of beliefs is clear, and it co _

glnoi%lyc’);hof ideology) “the descriptive vocabulary of day-t.o-{iay elixxs,t(:;lce,

through which people make rough sense of the[ir] social reality.
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The cluster of beliefs that helped seventeenth-century white Virgini.
ans make sense of their perceived reality is readily apparent, I think,
however irrational it may seem to us. In brief, they held that Africang
were perhaps not fully human, and if human, surely inferior to whites
in mental and spiritual capacity; that their general appearance and es-
pecially their pigmentation proclaimed that inferiority, probably because
of the “curse” on Canaan’s descendants, perhaps for other reasons,
which in any event were God’s doing; and that in light of their divinely
ordained inferiority, Africans should be held in abject slavery or at least
in a subservient status because they merited nothing else, not even the
consolations of Christianity. To that last proposition a few clergymen
(such as Morgan Godwyn and Richard Baxter) and laymen (such as
Thomas Tryon) dissented. Their impassioned testimony documents the
majority’s virulent ideology.

111

I did not always advocate the interpretation I present in this book. As a
graduate student in history in the 1950s, I was taught the Handlins’ ver-
sion of slavery’s and racism’s origins (as my yellowing class notes attest),
and I taught those interpretations to my own students until Carl De-
gler’s article and Winthrop Jordan’s book shook my confidence. Some
years later I dug deeply into the primary sources of early Virginia and
was persuaded that white Virginians’, and other Anglo-Americans’, per-
ception of Africans was even more thoroughly racial than I had sus-
pected. Since then, I've spent hundreds of hours on those records, and
the evidence only gets stronger.

I wish it didn’t. The interpretation put forward by the Handlins and
their many followers—each scholar adding his or her own twist but
essentially insisting that racism was a post facto rationalization for
slavery—is implicitly more optimistic about a speedy end to racial prej-
udice and eventually to race as a functioning concept in human rela-
tions. But I go where the evidence takes me. In this case it went in a de-
pressing direction, one that suggests the future of race relations may be
more drawn out and contentious than people of goodwill had hoped or
expected. The solution, I submit, is not to rewrite history into a more
hopeful story. Rather, we must all work harder to end a concept (race)
and an ideology (racism) whose persistence has blighted American so-
ciety since its beginnings and continues to cloud its present and future.

PART THREE

Puritans and Indians




