U.S. History I

April 25, 2004

Title:  Slavery's Similarities and Differences on Blacks 

Objectives:  The students will be able to discuss and explain the debate between historians regarding the impact of slavery on blacks. The students will be able to explain the similarities and differences slavery had on blacks in large and small plantations, on men and women, on children, and on the upper and deep South.  The students will be able to compare wage slavery to racial slavery and make judgments regarding each institution's severity.

Methods:

Have the students read the excerpt from Alan Brinkley's Text:  American History, a Survey, pages 384-385.  

Lecture:

-  While from our perspective, the term slavery tends to invoke terrible images in our minds, yet as always historians have had different perspectives on it's severity based upon the time they were in.  From your reading, how have those images differed?  How has slavery been used by historians to try to prove a point? (Gone With the Wind – under exaggeration/romanticizing of the South; Reparations – no families, complete control, etc.) 

-  To truly understand slavery, we must not stereotype or generalize what was a complex system.  You can't just say “slavery was bad” or “slavery was not as bad as people make it out to be.”

-  In what ways did all (most) slaves share a common experience?  

(on board)

Similarities of Slave Life

-  Legal property - chattels.

-  Defined and marginalized by their race.

-  All slaves were meant to feel inferior.

-  Freedom was limited 

-  Threats of violence

-  Majority of labor profited someone else.

-  Fear of broken up families

-  Reduced life expectancy and health

-  To examine their treatment, how might we categorize slaves differently? (city, plantation, poor farms, men vs. women, children, outdoor/household, gang/task system)

-  Small farms vs. plantations – slaves on small farms typically worked beside their masters; formed bonds with them (nice or cruel).  Large plantations – work with other blacks; form your own society when not at work – religion, marriage, generational stories.

Aside – talk about resistance on large plantations - “Sambo” stereotype – play dumb; break tools; work inefficiently; or run away.  James Henry Hammond - “wine corking” problems! Slaves always maintain agency.

-  Task system (rice culture) vs. Gang system (cotton, sugar, tobacco) -  Task system – complete a job and then you're free; slaves could even cultivate their own small gardens; Gang system – more overseers and drivers; work until they say you are done.

-   Men vs. women:  Women often serve double duty – in fields/cooking, cleaning, child rearing.  Women often serve as single moms – fathers on other plantations.  Women face legalized rape.  

-  Children – often kept from hard work until early adolescence by their masters to that they would be healthy/strong/loyal.  However, fearful of separation from parents.

-  Household work vs. outdoors – Positive:  household work physically easier; eat leftover scraps; where hand-me-downs.  Negative:  less privacy, more rape, exclusion from other slaves, harder to break the rules and get away with it, punishment from white wives.

-  Cities – slaves could be skilled artisans; significantly more freedom; interaction with whites/free blacks; access to reading/writing (Frederick Douglas bribes white kids); 

Wrap-up:  

Was slavery more similar or different?

Who faced the best conditions under slavery?  Worst? 

