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PROLOGUE

SLAVERY AND FREEDOM
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No ONE KNEW SLAVERY better than
the slave, and few had thought harder
about what freedom-could mean. In January 1865 General William Te-
cumseh Sherman®and Searetary of War Edwin M. Stanton met in Savan-
nah to query an assemblage of former slaves and free people of color on
just these subjects. The response of Garrison Frazier, a 67-year-old Baptist
minister who served as spokesman for the group, offers about as good a
working definition of chattel bondage as any, and as clear an understand-
ing of the aspirations of black people as can be found. “Slavery,” declared
Frazier, “is receiving by the irresistible power the work of another man, and
not by his consent.” While freedom, Frazier continued, “is taking us from
the yoke of bondage, and placing us where we could reap the fruits of our
own labor, take care of ourselves and assist the Government in maintain-
ing our freedom,™

Frazier’s last remark—calculated to reassure the general and the secre-
tary—spoke to the minister’s appreciation of the political realities of the
moment. But his definition of slavery—irresistible power to arrogate an-
other’s labor—drew on some three hundred years of experience in bond-
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age on mainfand North America. Slavery, of necessity, rested on force. It
could be sustained only when slaveowners—who, with reason, preferred
the title “master”—enjoyed a monopoly on violence, backed by the power
of the state. Without irresistible power, slavery quickly collapsed—an
event well understood by all those who came together at that historic
meeting in Savannah,

Frazier also correctly emphasized the centrality of labor to the enslave-
ment of himself and his peaple. Plantation slavery did not have its origins
in a conspiracy to dishonor, shame, brutalize, or otherwise reduce black
people’s standing on some perverse scale of humanity—although it did alt
of those at one time or another. Slavery’s moral stench cannot mask the
design of American captivity: to commandeer the labor of the many to
make a few rich and powerful. Slavery thus made class as it made race,
and in entwining the two processes it mystified both.

No histoty of slavery can avoid these themes: violence, power, and la-
bor, hence the formation and reformation of classes and races. The study

. of slavery on mainland North America is first the study of enormous, hid-
“eous violence that a few powerful men wielded to extort the labor of oth-

ers and thereby attain a place atop American society. The history of slav-
ery, as Thomas Jefferson observed, was “a perpetual excrcise of the most
boisterous passions, the most unremitting despotism.”? Violence, as Jef-
ferson also understood, begat more violence as slaves refused to surrender
what they believed was rightfully theirs. Born of a violent usurpation,
slavery would—and perhaps could only—die in the same bloody warfare.

The contest between master and slave proceeded on uneven terrain. By
definition, relations between masters and slaves were profoundly asym-
metrical, with slaveowners holding a disproportion of power and slaves
having hardly any. For three centuries, slave masters mobilized enormous
resources that stretched across continents and oceans and employed them
with great ferocity in an effort to subdue their human property. Slaves, for
their part, had little to depend upon but themselves. Yet even when their
power was reduced to a mere trifle, slaves still had enough to threaten
their owners—a last card, which, as their owners well understood, they
might play at any time.
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Despite the uneven nature of the contest, slave masters never quite car-
ried the day. While slaveowners won neatly all the great battles, slaves won
their share of skirmishes, frustrating the masters’ grand design. Although
denied the right to marry, they made families; denied the right to an inde-
pendent religious life, they established churches; denied the right to hold
property, they owned many things, Defined as property and condemned
as little more than beasts, they refused to surrender their humanity. Their
small successes and occasional victories, moreover, positioned them to win
the last battle. In the end, it was they—not theit owners—who sat at the
table with the conquering general and triumphant secretary of war, Yet,
even then—as Garrison Frazier and the others understood—the contest
had not ended, for freedom,'like slavery, was not made but constantly
remade.

Generations of Captivigy tells the story of the making-and remaking of
slavery over the course of nearly three centuries in the portion of North
America that became the United States. The emphasis is on the slave. Al-
though slavery was a relationship—hence understanding its working re-
quires an appreciation of slaveowners (large and small), white nonslave-
holders, free peaple of color, and Native Americans—the slave was central
to drama. Thé%emphasis is also on change. For too long, scholars have
taken the slaves’ legal status as chattel property and their social standing at
the extreme of subordination as evidence that slaves stood outside history.
Depicted as socially dead, they became “absolute aliens,” “genealogical

N

isolates,” “deracinated outsiders,” “prepolitical,” or unreflective “sambos”
who were known for who they were rather than what they did.? Appreci-
ating the ongoing struggle between slaves and slaveowners gives the lie to
such assumptions. Knowing that a person was a slave does not tell every-
thing about him or her. Pur another way, slaveholders severely circum-
scribed the lives of enslaved people, but they never fully defined them.
The slaves’ history—like all human history—was made not only by what
was done to them but also by what they did for themselves.

All of which is to say that slavery, though originally imposed and main-
tained by violence, was negotiated. Although disfranchised, slaves were

not politically inert, and their politics—even absent an independent insti-
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tutional basis—was as active as any. The ongoing contest forced slave-
owners and slaves, even as they confronted one another as deadly enemics,
to concede a degree of legitimacy to their opponent. No matter how re-
luctantly given—or, more likely, extracted—such concessions were dif-
ficult for either party to acknowledge. Masters presumed their own abso-
lute sovereignty, and slaves never relinquished the right to control their
own destiny. But no matter how adamant the denials, nearly every inter-
action of master and slave forced such recognition, for the web of inter-
connections necessitated a coexistence that fostered grudging cooperation
as well as open contestation. The refusal of either party to concede the re-
alities of master-slave relations only added to slavery’s instability. No bar-
gain could last for very long, for as power slipped from master to slave and
back, the terms of slavery were negotiated and then renegotiated.

Central to those negotiations was the labor slaves performed, for when,
where, and especially how slaves worked determined, in large measure, the
course of their lives. But if the study of slavery is first a branch of labor
history, it is also more. Slaves, no less than any other workers, did not live
on bread alone. Family, language, and spirituality infused the patches of
tobacco and the fields of rice and indigo, just as exploitation and compen-
sation informed the spiritual language of brush-arbor sermons and the
vernacular of field chants. The weight of time alone—whether calculated
as a portion of a day, a year, or a lifetime—does not automatically clevate
labor in the field or workshop over any of the other manifestations of hu-
man existence emanating from the quarter, household, and church. It is
precisely in connecting the quarter, household, and church to the field
and the workshop that the slaves experience can be made comprehensi-
ble. Study of the workplace offers only a practical point of entry to their
social organization, domestic arrangements, religious beliefs, and medical
practices, along with their music, cuisine, linguistic and sartorial style,
and much else.

Over time, slaves transformed their experience—drawn from, among
other things, work habits, musical style, and religious beliefs—into a cul-
ture that joined them together as a class and distinguished them from
their owners. The slave expetience provided the basis of institutions that
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had no standing in law but a powerful presence in life. It enfranchised
leaders who articulated aspirations that reached beyond life’s daily trials. It
became the foundation of collective action, for it entailed both responsi-
bilities and obligations. It nourished the hope that there would be some-
thing better—if not for the present then for the future,

"The history of slavery in the United States—the republic and the colo-
nies that preceded it—can be divided into five parts, here generously de-
nominated as “generations.” It began with the charter generations, cosmo-
politan men and women of African descent who arrived in mainland
North America almost simultaneously with the first European adventur-
ers. Their knowledge of the larger Atlantic world, the fluidity with which
they moved in it, and their chameleonlike ability to alter their identity
moderated the force of chattel bondage, allowing a considerable propor-
tion of these initial arrivals to gain their freedom and enjoy a. modest pros-
perity.

Those who followed—the plantation generarions—were not nearly as
fortunate. Stripped of family and kin, these peoples of the African interior
faced the full force of the plantation revolution. Their catastrophic con-
frontation with large-scale staple production-—tobacco in the Chesapeake
at the end of thesseventeenth century and rice in lowcountry South
Carolina and Georgia at the beginning of the eighteenth century—de-
based African and African-American life. Members of the plantation gen-
erations worked harder, died earlier, and escaped slavery less frequently
than their predecessors. Whether measured by the many who died or the
tew who survived, the plantation generations’ history was one of impover-
ishment, degradation, and loss. Yet, in equal measure, it is also the story of
survival, resistance, and cultural reconstruction amid the imposition of
planter dominance.

Hope was restored at the end of the eighteenth century as a series of
egalitarian revolutions spread through the Atlantic, But while thousands
of members of the revolutionary generations secured their freedom, re-
constituted their families, remade their religious life, and attained a modi-
cum of prosperity, many mote were condemned to yet another century of

captivity.
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The division between the enslaved many and the free few increased
during the nineteenth century as members of the migration generations
were propelled from the southern seaboard across the continent, Their di-
vided history—-as tens of thousands went south to construct a new slave
society in the southern interior and hundreds fled north to create a free
one—set the stage for the Greac Jubilee and the emergence of the freedom
generations.

Tracing the generations of Afncan and African-American captivity
across the centuries requires sensitivity to place as well as time. The geog-
raphy of slave life changed with its history. Whereas the charter genera-
tions history can be understood by viewing slavery from Dutch New
Netherland, English Chesapeake, French Louisiana, and Spanish Florida,
changes in American society—mostly in the eighteenth century-—aequire
that the plantation and revolutionary generations be viewed on a larger
canvas: the North, the Chesapeake, lowcountry South Carolina and
Georgia, and the lower Mississippi Valley. The westward expansion of the
United States in the nineteenth century necessitates yet another geogra-
phy of slavery, The migration generations are divided not merely norch
and south but between the old seaboard South and the new southern inte-
rior. As with many other aspects of American life, the Civil War created—
perhaps for the first time—a common African-American experience.

Fach chapter of Generations of Caprivity begins with the region that
best exemplifies the generational experience. Thus, “Charter Generations”
(chapter 1) starts with black life in Dutch New Netherland (present-day
New York), not because of any chronological primacy in the history
of European and African settlement in mainland North America but be-
cause the character of the charter generations was most fully evident in
seventeenth-century New Netherland. For like reasons, “Plantation Gen-
erations” (chapter 2) begins with the tobacco revolution in the Chesa-
peake, “Revolutionary Generations” (chapter 3) with emancipations in the
northern states, and “Migration Generations” (chapter 4) with the cotton
and sugar revolutions in the southern interior. By beginning where change
was most evident and then inspecting various permutations, each chapter
claborates how the very same processes—initial settlement, the advent of



G ENERATTIONS O F CAPTIVITY
8

staple production, social revolution, forced migration, and civil war—fol-
lowed a different course in different places; hence the use of the plural
when discussing the various “generations” of people of African descent.
This complex matrix of space and time suggests that the idea of “gener-
ation” might be both too precise and too diffuse, as generations overlap in

ways that militate against sharp boundaries. Slave children could no more -

escape the experience of their parents than they could deny that of their
own children. Thus, the lives of the charter,generations impinged on
those of the plantation generations, just as the memories of the plantation
generations echoed in the revolutionary generations, or the ideas of the
migration generations invaded those of the freedom generations. But ex-
ploring these connections—the instinctive imitations, conscious repro-
ductions, or determined repudiations—has some advantages. Such gener-
ational linkages expose the crooked path whereby slave life changed over
the course of nearly three centuries. Slaves were different people in 1650
than they would be in 1750 or 1850, but they always carried something of
their forebears into the futire, Like all history, the generational experi-
ences could be recalled, reformulated, or reconstructed to suit contem-
porary needs. In the r770s, members of the revolutionary generations in-
stituted freedofesuits..on the basis of the charter generations’ mixed
ancestry. Members of the freedom generation recalled the promises made
during the revolutionary years. No understanding of slavery can ignore
the force of change or the ability of men and women to reconstruct the
past in their own image.

Two theoretical distinctions undergird slavery’s ever-changing history
and geography. The first, drawn from the study of slavery in antiquity,
distinguishes between societies with slaves and slave societies. Societies
with slaves were not socicties in which, as one apologist for slavery in the
North observed, “even the darkest aspect of slavery was softened by a
smile.” Superficially, slavery in such societies might appear milder, as
slaveowners—not driven by the great wealth sugar, tobacco, rice, or cot-
ton could produce—had less reason to press their slaves. Moreover, slave-
holdings in socicties with slaves were generally small, and the line between
slave and free could be remarkably fluid, with manumission often possible
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and sometimes encouraged. But neither mildness nor openness defined
societies with slaves. Slaveholders in such societies could act with extraor-
dinary brutality precisely because their slaves were extraneous to their
main business, They could limit their slaves’ access to freedom expressly
because they desired to set themselves apart from their slaves,

What distingnished societies with- slaves was the fact that slaves were
marginal to the central productive processes. In societies with slaves, stav-
ety was just one form of labor among many. Slaveowners treated their
slaves with extreme callousness and cruelty at times, because this was the
way théy treated all subordinates, be they indentured servants, debtors,
prisoners of war, pawns, peasants, or pethaps simply poor folks. In socie-
ties with slaves, no one presumed the master-slave relationship to be the

“exemplar.

In slave societies, by contrast, slavery stood at the center of economic
production, and the master-slave relationship provided the model for
all social relations: husband and wife, parent and child, employer and
employee. From the most intimate connections between men and women
to the most public ones between ruler and ruled, all relationships mim-
icked those of slavery. As Frank Tannenbaum observed, “Nothing es-
caped, nothing, and no one.” Whereas in societies with. slaves slavehold-
exs were just one portion of a propertied elite, in slave societies they were
the ruling class. In slave societies, nearly everyone—free and slave—as-
pited to enter the slaveholding class, and upon occasion some former
slaves rose into the slaveholders’ ranks. Their acceptance was grudging, as

- they carried the stigma of bondage in their lineage and, in the case of

American slavery, color in their skin. But the right to enter the slave-
holding class was rarely denied, because slaveownership was open to all ir-.
respective of family, nationality, color, or ancestry.

Historians have outlined the process by which societies with slaves in
the Americas became slave societies.” The transformation generally turned
upon the discovery of some commodity—gold being the ideal, sugar be-
ing a close second—that could command an international market. In pur-
suit of that market, slaveholders capitalized production and monopolized
resources, muscled other classes to the periphery, and consolidated their
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political power. The number of slaves increased sharply, generally by di-
rect importation from Africa, and enslaved people of African descent be-
came the majority of the laboring class, sometimes the majority of the
population, Other forms of labor—family labor, indentured servitude,
wage labor—declined, as slaveholders drove small farmers and wage wotk-
ers to the margins. These men and women sometitmes resisted violently, in
the North American mainland most famously in Bacor’s rebellion.? But
mostly they voted with their feet and migrated from slave societies, much
as the “redlegs” deserted Barbados in the wake of the sugar revolution of
the mid-seventeenth century, the small planters and drovers fled low-
country Carolina in the wake of the tice revolution of the eatly eighteenth
century; and the yeomanry abandéned. the blackbele for the hill country
of the southern interior and the flatlands of the Midwest in the wake of
the cotton revolution of the early nineteenth century.

In the absence of competitors, slaveholders solidified their rule.
Through their control of the state, they enacted—or reinvigorated---com-
prehensive slave codes in which they vested themselves with near-com-
plete sovereignty over their slaves, often extending to an absolute right
over the slave’s life. The new laws sharply reduced the latitude slaves previ-
ously enjoyed and: acxtendq;l the deference slaves must show to their own-
ers at all times, without question, The prerogatives thar slaves once openly
maintained—to travel, to meet among themselves, to-hold property, and
to trade at market-~were also severely circumscribed or abolished, al-
though they survived at the pleasure of individual slaveowners. That
done, slaveholders narrowed the slaves’ access to freedom, so that the pre-
viously permeable boundaties between bondage and liberty became im-
penetrable barriers.

Finally, slaveholders elaborated the ideology of subordination, generally
finding the sources of their own domination in some rule of nature or law
of God. Since slavery in the New World became exclusively identified
with people of African descent, the slaveholders’ explanation of their own
domination generally took the form of racial ideologies. But African de-
scent and the pigmocracy that accompanied it was only one manifestation
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of the slaves’ subordination. Even where slaveowner and slave admittedly
shared the same origins, masters construed domination in “racial” terms.?

Whereas elements of the process by which societies with slaves were
transformed into slave societies were everywhere the same, the process was
always different, except for its inherent brutality. Some societies with
slaves passed rapidly into slave societies, so that the earlier experience left
hardly a mark. Others moved slowly and imperfectly through the trans-
formation, backtracking several times, so that the process was more circu-
lar than linear. Yet other societies with slaves never completed the transi-
tion, and some hardly began it. Moreover, slave societies did not always
stay slave societies. The development of slavery did not necessarily run in
one direction; slave societies also became societies with slaves as often as
the opposite.

As one marker of slavery’s histoty, the transformation of societies with
slaves to slave societies provides a clue to yet another. A second marker in
the evolution of slavery—the arrival of freedom-—had an effect that was as
powerful as the first, Freedom came to American staves in two great revo-
lutionary climacterics. The first—the democratic revolutions of the late
cighteenth century—hit slavery hard. The Declaration of Independence
in the American colonies, the Declaration of the Rights of Man in France,
and the emergence of an independent Haitian Republic on Hispaniola
undermined the ideological foundation upon which slavery rested, and
the wars that accompanied these ideological upheavals provided slaves
with new leverage to contest their owners’ power.'® Some slaves secured
their liberty, and portions of the new United States became 1dent1ﬁed
with freedom. But slavery was nothing if not resilient, It not only survived
the egalitarian forces unleashed in the Age of Revolution but also grew
strong on them. It would take another revolution—what Charles Beard
called in another context the Second American Revolution—to finally
bring slavery down.

The history of freedom, like the history of slavery, was never the same
from time to time and place to place. Geography, demography, and econ-
omy informed the process of emancipation just as they tempered the
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course of enslavement. Free societies were as different as the slave societies
they replaced. But as with the transition from societies with slaves to slave
societies, historians have identified general processes by which freedorh
supplants slavery.

Whether in Vermont or Barbados, Jamaica or Brazil, emancipation fol-
lowed the same course. Evidence of slavery’s weakening grip—in whispers
of distant abolition or tumblings of military mobilization—emboldened
slaves and panicked slaveowners, The conflict between slave and master
intensified, as each bolstered the ideological foundations of its claim—
freedom for slaves, mastership for owners. Seemingly harmonious rela-
tions between slaves and owners turned factious and violent. The patina
of rationalizations that sustained the slave regime fell away. Complacent
slaves became insolent, andjb'ebncvolent masters turned vicious, as the ir-

reconcilable differences that undetlay slavery became manifest, Both de-

clared themselves betrayed, charging the other with ingraticude.

With the arrival of freedom, former slaves seized the moment to remalke
their lives. They took new names, found new residences, reconstituted
their families and churches, established new institutions like schools and
benevolent associations, strove for material independence, and created the
political organizatiens te.protect and advance that independence. Against
the onrushing tide of change, former masters hastened to reconstruct the
old regime on new ground, sometimes conceding what they could not re-
sist, sometimes asserting their old power in novel ways, and sometimes
redefining the terms of conflict by creating new mechanisms of domina-
tion. Among the latter was a redefinition of the terms of superordination
and subordination. In the color-coded slave societies of the Americas,
these inevitably included new definitions of race. Without slavery to order
society, blackness and whiteness gained in importance.

Meanwhile, the people caught between the former slaves and former
masters hurriedly repaired to safe ground, trying to preserve what they
once had even as they searched for ways to seize the moment. Former free
people of color—adrift in a world that promised equality but stripped of
their former privileged status—hedged between their old allegiance and
the new possibilities that accompanied universal freedom. While some
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moved into positions of leadership among the newly freed, others re-
treated to anonymity, waiting for the storm to subside, Similarly, white
nonslaveholders—bereft of the special status their white skin once pro-
vided—watched the changes carefully, some secing advantages in the de-
feat of the old planter class (scalawags in the American context} and some
becoming the shock troops of revanchist masters (klansmen).!!

In the United States, the two emancipations—the partial liberation of
the Revolution and the total liquidation of the Civil War—unleashed the
latent egalitarian impulses in American society. But while the process by
which slave societies were transformed into free ones followed the same
course during these two uprisings, they were never precisely the same
from place to place. After the American Revolution, freedom—and slav-
ery—took different forms in the North, Chesapeake, lowcountry, and
lower Mississippi Valley. After the Civil War, freedom—following slavery's
final demise—toolt a different shape in the former free states and the for-
mer slave states. Indeed, within each of these vast domains, freedom
gained new meanings dependent upon the demographic balance of white
and blacl, the resilience of the old class structures, the nature of the crop,
and the course of the military conflict by which freedom arrived. No less
than slavery, freedom had a history that changed with time and place.

The coincidence of slavery’s destruction with the revolutions that made
the American Republic in 1776 and then remade it in 1861 reveals the ex-
tent to which slavery was woven into the fabric of American life. For most
of its history, the American colonies and then the United States was a so-
ciety of slaves and slaveholders. From the first, slavery shaped the Ameri-
can economy, its politics, its culture, and its most deeply held beliefs. The
American economy was founded upon. the production of slave-grown
crops, the great staples of tobacco, rice, sugax, and finally cotton that were
sold on the international market and made some men extraordinarily
wealthy. That great wealth allowed slaveholding planters a large place in
the establishment of the new federal government in 1787, as planters were
quick to translate their economic power into political power, Between the
founding of the Republic and the Civil War, the majority of presidents—
from Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, and Jackson through
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Tyler, Polk, and Taylor—were themselves slaveholders, and generally sub-
stantial slaveholders. The same was true for the Supreme Court, where
two slaveholding Chief Justices—John Marshall and Roger Taney—ruled
over a slaveholding majority. And 50 too with the Congress—indeed, poli-
tics during the antebellum period revolved around the struggle between
North and South for control of Congress.

The power of the slaveholder class, represented by the predominance
of slaveholders in the nation’s leadership, gave it a large hand in shap-
ing American culture and the values associated with American sociery, Tt
was no accident thac a slaveholder penned the founding statement of
American nationality and that figedom became the nation’s transcendent
marker. Men and women who 'drove slaves understood the meaning of
chattel bondage—as did the men and women who were in fact chattel
bondsmen and bondswomen. Just as it was no accident that Thomas Jef-
ferson wrote “all men are created equal,” it is most certainly no accident
that the greatest spokesmen for the realization of that ideal—from Rich-
ard Allen through Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. DuBois to Martin Luther
King, Jr.—-were former slaves and the descendants of slaves. Only by un-

- derstanding the generations of Americans who spent their lives in captiv-
ity can we fullyappreciate the generations of Americans who struggled for
freedom., _

The historicization of slavery—and freedom—reveals haw the critical
changes in the nature of slavery have been employed to make history.
Whether it is recalling the promises of the Revolution (“all men are cre-
ated equal”) o the Civil War (“forty acres and a mulé”) or remembeting
the Middle Passage from Africa or the Second Middle Passage from Vir-
ginia, the history of slavery has itself been used to make slavery’s history,
For some three hundred years, Americans have situated their own history
in terms of the struggle between freedom and slavery—and freedom’s tri-
umph. It thus should not be surprising that even at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, one hundred and thirty plus years after slavery’s legal
demise, slavery continues to play a part in American life, as Americans
discover that their national buildings were constructed by slaves, their
great cities are underlaid with the bones of slaves, and their greatest heroes
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and heroines were slaveowners and slaves. Coming to terms with slavery’s
complex histoty is no easier in the twenty-first century than it was in cen-
turies past.

In presenting a history of slavery in mainland North America from its
ill-defined beginnings to its fiery demise, Generations of Captivity reprises
and extends my eatlier study, Many Thousands Gone: The First Tivo Cen-
turies of Slavery in North America. The short five years since the publica-
tion of Many Thousands Gione have witnessed a vast outpouring of new re-
search in this field.'? To take only the crudest of measures, more than two
hundred books have been submitted for the Gilder Lehrman Institute’s
Frederick Douglass Award for the best study on slavery. The journal Size-
ery and Abolitioris annual bibliography of scholarly articles and conference
papers regularly runs over thirty tightly packed pages. Generations of Cap-
ttvity draws on this new scholarship to deepen understanding of the char-
ter, plantation, and revolutionary generations,

Generations of Captivity also addresses the large, and largely unan-
swered, question posed by recent studies of slavery in colonial and revo-
lutionary North America, including my own. At the beginning of the
nineteenth century (the point at which Many Thousands Gone concludes),
the markers that are most closely identified with slavery’s history in the
United States—cotton cultivation, residence in the blackbelt, and Afri-
can-Christian spirituality—hardly existed. In 1800 few American slaves
grew cotton, few resided in the Deep South, and most did not identify
with Christianity—no matter how latitudinous the definition of Churis-
tian belief. Yet in 1865, when with the ratification of the Thirteenth
Amendment to the Constitution black people completed their wartime
exodus from slavery, all of these elements were in place. Most slaves grew
cotton, resided in the Deep South, and professed Christianity.

Little in the vast literature of nineteenth-century slavery in the United
States explains the plantation revolutions that transformed tobacco and
rice growers into cultivators of cotton and sugar, the Second Middle Pas-
sage that forcibly transferred nearly one million men and women from the
seaboard to the interior, and the sudden willingness of men and women
whose ancestors resisted Christianity for more than two centuries to em-
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brace it and make it their own. Although there is a rich and growing
monographic literature on each of these subjects—upon which much of
this book rests—none of the great studies of nineteenth-century slavery
make these rapid and often traumatic changes in black life the central ele-
ment in slavery’s history between the Revolution and the Civil War.

“The rigid and static nature of ante-bellum slavery, 1830-1860,” wrote
Kenneth M. Stampp neatly fifty years ago in his classic study The Peculiar
Institution, “makes it possible to examine it institutionally with only slight
regard for chronology.” Eugene D. Genovese in his Roll, Jordan, Roll, an-
other foundational text, and almost all other scholars—even those critical
of Stampp and Genovese—have followed Stampp’s lead. These seminal
works—now more than a generation old, eons on the revisionist clock—
have been elaborated and critiqued by a host of specialized studies of agri-
cultural practice, domestic relations, manumission, material culture, plan-
tation architecture, religious conventions, slave hire, underclass resistance,
westward migration, and dazens of like subjects. While they are premised
on a society in flux, the full force of these accumulared changes on slave
society has yet to be measured. As a result, even the best recent overviews
* of antebellum slavery alse remain riveted to the relationship between mas-
ter and slave. Indeed, it #as precisely such an attachment that sent schol-
ars who were interested in slavery’s evolution, including myself, to the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, years in which free people were en-
slaved and Africans became African Americans. It now appears that the
period of slavery’s most rapid change in mainland North America was not
its first two hundred years but the half century preceding the Civil War*

Many Thousands Gone connected the evolution of slave life in mainland
‘North America during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to slav-
ery’s long transit from the eastern end of the Mediterranean across the At-
lantic to the Americas. It viewed the charter generations as an outgrowth
of the historic meeting of Africa, Europe, and the Americas, It considered
the plantation generations to be an extension of the imposition of staple
production first in the Mediterranean, then the Atlantic islands, Brazilian
mainland, and the Windward and Leeward islands of the Caribbean, It
understood the revolutionary generations as a product of the massive so-
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cial upheavals that turned the Atlantic world upside down at the end of
the eighteenth century.

Viewing the lives of nineteenth-century American slaves through this
same Atlantic lens emphasizes how antebellum slavery remained part of
slavery’s long history and continued its Atlantic connections. For more
than a millennium, the creation of new slave societies transformed old
ones. The growth of plantation slavery in Madeira and the Canary Islands
transformed slavery in the Mediterranean, just as the expansion of planta-
tion production to Sao Tomé and Principé altered slave life in Madeira
and the Canaries. Likewise, the rise of plantation slavery in seventeenth-
century Barbados remade the lives of masters and slaves in Pernambuco,
and its growth in Jamaica reconfigured slavery in Barbados.!t

From this perspective, the lightning-like expansion of plantation slavery
in the southern interior of the United States caused a thunderclap in the
older slave-exporting seaboard states, north as well as south. It changed
them in the same ways that the process of plantation succession had ear-
lier transformed slavery in the Mediterranean and the Atlantic. Slavehold-
ers transferred slaves to areas of greater profitability, which became slave
societies par excellence. Older, less productive areas reverted to societies
with slaves, As the level of exploitation increased in the former, labor dis-
cipline intensified, and slave mortality and morbidity increased. Manu-
mission became increasingly selective and rare, Something of the opposite
happened in the older areas, where labor discipline grew flaccid, the staves’
material circumstances improved, and the possibilities of manumission

" and even emancipation grew. Everywhere, slaves and slaveholders refor-

mulated their lives, as both created new ideologies to deal with the trauma
of change. And everywhere, as always, new definitions of race arose.
Incorporating the nineteenth-century United States into the history of
Adlantic slavery also clarifies many of the issucs central to the study of an-
tebellum America. It provides a fuller understanding of the divisions
within American slave society, especially the east-west division between
the expansive southern interior and the declining seaboard South. It casts
new light on everything from the transformation of slave law to the evolu-
tion of slave music. Most importantly, it illuminates how the struggle be-
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tween master and sfave moved onto new ground—articulated in the lan-
guage of domesticity—during the nineteenth century. In short, it places
the vexed matter of paternalism—or what Eugene D, Genovese and Eliza-
beth Fox-Genovese called se1gneurahsm —in the context not only of the
historic affinity of traditional elites for familial metaphors but also in the
context of the massive forced migration which informed every aspect of
black life during the middle years of the nineteenth century." The Second
Middle Passage shredded the planters’ paternalist pretenses in the eyes of
black people and prodded slaves and free people of color to create a host
of oppositional ideologies and institutions that better accounted for the
realities of the endless deportations, expulsions, and flights that continu-
ally remade their world. The historicization of the study of antebellum
slavery, like the histoticization of its colonial and revolutionary anteced-
ents, clarifies one of the great controversies of slave historiography, in see-
ing planters” defense of slavery (and the slaves’ counter) as a produect not
of slavery itself but of a particular moment in slavery’s history.

In writing about antebellum slavery, [ have also taken the opportunity
to join the debate over slavery and freedom in the free states. New studies
make it evident that the nineteenth-century North remained part of what
Don Fehrenbachércalled-a. “slaveholding republic” long after the region
made a commitment to slavery’s liquidation. Indeed, after reviewing the
evidence, 1 think it remains an open question when, ptior to January 1,
1863, the North became a free society. For that reason, slavery is just as es-
sential to understanding the history of the antebellum North as it is to
understanding the history of the colonial and revolutionary North. By in-
cluding the North in Generations of Captivizy 1 wish to suggest that the
antebellum United States might be better understood not as a nation
sharply divided between slavery and freedom but as a nation of slaves and
slaveholders, one portion of which was undergoing a slow transformation
to freedom., Although the triumph of free labor and its underpenning ide-
ologies was critical to the transformation of northern society and the
struggle between North and South, the slowness of its development re-
veals how deeply the “free states” were enmeshed in the slaveholding re-
public.’®
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Generations of Captivity concludes with a short reprise of the destruc-
tion of slavery and the emergence of the freedom generation amid the
Civil War. While this epilogue hardly does justice to the complicated his-
tory of slavery’s end and the reconstruction of Aftican-American life in
the first years of freecom, it connects the expectations black people carried
from three hundred years of slavery to the revolutionary possibilities pre-
sented by wartime emancipation. It demonstrates that former slaves had
no desire to deny or escape their slave past but to use it to construct a
betrer life for themselves and their posterity. That lesson, above all others,
is the legacy of the generations of captivity.
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