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THE UNITED STATES
PERIOD OF SLAVERY

look at how the U.S.
the "peculiar institution."

By
Dale Neumann
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The recrudetce of slavery came when the expanding energies of

European society. in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, dashed

against the weak barbarians of Africa and America. The old storv was

retoLdr-the stonger man, half-savage still under t-he veneer of civili-

zation and chistianity, trampled the weaker man under foot. rn Europe

there was little need or room for slaves-r-he labor supply was suffi-

ci-ent, but on the new continent, in the words of Weeden (Economic and

Social History of New England) : "The seventeenth century organized the

new western countries, and created. an immense opportunity for rabor. NO']rtte?

The eighteenth century coolly and delibrately set Europe at the task of

depopulating whole districts of western Africa, and of transporting the

captives, by a necessarily brutal, vicious and horrible traffic, to the

new civilization of America." The European was impartial between

African and Indian; he was equaLly ready to enslave either; but the

Indian was not made for captivity,-he rebelled or ran away or died;

the more docil,e negro was the chief victim. The stream of slavery

moved mainly according to economic conditions. Soil and climate in the

Northern States made the labor of the indolent and unthrifty slave un-

profitable, but in the warm and fertile South, developing plantations

of tobacco, rice, and indigo, the negro Loiler supplied the needed

element for great profits. The church's part in the business was mainly

to find excuse; through slavery the heathen!were being made Christians.

But when they had become Christians the church forgot to bid that they

be made brothers and freemen. Some real mitiqation of their lot no doubt

there was, through teaching of religion and from other conditions.
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Professor Du Bois says that slavery brought the African three advant-

ages: it taught him how to labor,gave trim tn$ngrish ranguage and-aftert'
a sort--the Christlan religion. But it ruined such family life as had

exLsted under a kind of regulated po1-1gamy. Probably the negro r^ras ln

better condl-tion in America than he had been ln Africa, as he certainly
I

wasfin far worse condition than he was entltled to be--and was in future

to be.I

In August 1619, a Dutch .r."@ accompanied by a Brltlsh warship,

landed and sold "20 negers" ln Jamestor.m. Slavery grew slowly at first;

by 1650 there \rere stil1 only 300 Negro"{i.t Vi..ginta, and not all of

these were slaves. But by 1671, Vlrglnia had 2000 slaves, and ln 1715

almost one-thlrd of the total population of 95,500 was in a state of

llfelong bondage. Marylandfs figures were not far behind. By I760

Negroes had come to outnumber ttre whites in South Carol jrla.2

Slaves in the U.S. were glven the same "care" as any other beast of

burden. When one was dlsobedlent or lazy, he was punished-usually wlth

a whip. What further degraded them was the fact that they were bred as

if they \^Iere common livestock. Of couse, slaves did not consent to their

bondage: some, llke Nat Turner, lead revolts which usually ended ln

their unfortunate executlon.

It was rnere accl-dent that the line drar^m by Mason and Dixon between

Pennsylvania and l,laryland became lsrovm in later years as the dividing

lJne between slavery and freedom.3 The northern states could not profit

from slavery;their lndustrious region of America \,ras unsulted for an

lgnorant labor force. Those seven states, therefore, determined that if
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they could not.use thern, they might as well abolish slavery thereby

belng moral and rlghtcous. Meanwhile, the six states south of the,Mason-

Dixon llne ul-tinately neglected or refused to abolish slavery because

they were not going to gi.ve up a profitable commodity (rnany laborers

needed on the plantatlon to do the tedlous jobs such as picklng cotton)

even if l-t was the righteous thing to do. So now the u.S. was dlvided

lnto two regions, and sooner or later a confllct would have to occur.

The strong antl--slavery trends that had developed during the Revo-

lution of. I776 exerted powerful lnfluence agalnst the 1nfamous African

slave trade. The extreme barbarities of this trade rere a rank offense

to even the most elementary civillzation. Many people who refused to

take a stand agaJ,nst slavery as such, or even condoned slavery, \r7ere

I

outspokenlin thel-r oppositlon to the international slave trade. Besides
t

the North, sentiment against the slave trade was also widespread in the

South during this perlod. There were two reasons for thls. First, before
+h"the advent of'cotton gln, the plantaElon system was somewhat langulshing.

Second, and more specifically, some of the sorrthern states had a surplus

of slaves and to protect slave prlces, favorecl cutttng off African comp-

etltlon from the American slave market. The slaveholders, however, had

bul-lt into the Constl-tutlon a strong barrler against federal- anti-slave

trade legislatlon making it lmpossible to abollsh slave trade before

1808. When the constitutional barrier explred, President Jefferson hailed

the explratlon date ln a message to congress and proposed that appropri-

ate anti-slave trade 1-eglslation be enacted. The law was finallv passed

after a long discusslon and ln the face of conslderable southern oppos ttkoy
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A
on January I, 1808. -

While the U.S. was fighting over the sLave trade issue, it was

also busy carving out new states. Vel:mont became a state in 1791 and

Kentucky in l-792. The third state to be added to the original thir-

teen was Tennesso in 1796. Because of their positions, Vermont became a

free state while Kentucky and Tenness€, became slave states. At this

point the division of free states to slave states was even: eight free

to eight slave. Now, without any special p1an, states were admitted in

pairsi one free and the other slave. This method of admission would

maintain a sectional balance in Congress.

Sectional tentions were openly revealed in 1819, when Missouri was

ready for admission as a slave state. The House of Representatives

tried to foul up a slave-state admission by passing the Tallmadge

amendment which would control the slave population in Missouri. Though

defeated in the Senate, it was seen as a threat to sectional bal"ance by

the Southerners. The South \il-as very concerned about I'lissouri because it

was the, first state entirely west of Lhe llississippi to be carved out

of the Louisiana Purchase; if Congress could abolish slavery in l4is--

souri, they might abotish slavery entirely from the western territory,

or worse yet, they might then attempt to eliminate slavery from present

R
slave states.- The following year Congress passed a law providing for

the admission of l,lissouri, but, to restore the balance, l'laine was

separated from Massachusetts and was adnitted to the Union as a state.

It was futher enacted that slavery should be forever prohibited from

all territory of the United States north of the parallel 36030', that
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is, north of the southern boundary of Missouri. It is this part of the

act which is known as the Missourj- compromise. rt was accepted as a

permanent limitation of the institution of slavery. By this act Mason

and Dixon's Line was extended through the l.ouisiana purchase.6

There was also a minor confl-ict over the admission of free-soil

California in 1850. For a while a compromise seemed unlikelv due to

stubborness on both sides, but Senators C1ay, Webster, and Douqlas

sorted out the problem. The result was the Compromise of 1850: Califor-

nia would be admitted as a free state; - slave trade would be abol--.

ished in the District of CoJ-umbia; the remainder of the Mexican Cession

would be formed into New Mexico and utah with sl-avery decided by popu-

Iar sovereignty; and there would be a more stringent Fugitive Slave

Law.

Just when everything had seemed to have settled down between the

North and South, Senator Stephen A. Douglas invented a scheme to break

the North-South deadlock over western expansion and stretch a line of

settlements across the continent. He proposed that the territory of

Nebraska be carved into two territories Kansas and Nebraska and that

their status regarding slavery be settled by popular sovereignty. This

proposal would mean the repeal of the Missouri Compromise boundary of

36030'. Southerners backed the scheme totally because it would give

them a chance to gain one more slave staLe. Free-soil members of Con-

gfress struck back furiously, but Douglas rammed the bill through Con-

gress, with the strong support of the southern members of Congress. The

Kansas*Nebraska Act, as it was called, paved the way for the Civil War.
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Douglasr forcing of the act read to the crippling of the Democratic

party and the formation of the sectional Republican party.T

The Kansas-Nebraska scheme of Douglas had given the South the in-

formal understanding that Kansas would become sl-ave and Nebraska free.

However, the North was attempting to abol-itionize both. Anti-slavery

organizations such as the New England Emigrant Aid Company were finan-

cing the movement of groups of free-soilers to Kansas. The soul-h was

extremely irritated by this action, and when it was time to elect rnem-

bers of the first territorial leEislature in 1855, pro-slavery men

poured in from Missouri to vote early and often. They triumphed and set

up their own government at Shawnee Mission. Appalled free-soilers stub-

bornly established their own government in Topeka. The climax of the

mounting friction between the two sides came with the pro-slavery at-

tack on the city of Lawrence answered by John Brown's attack at Potta-

watomie Creek,starting a civil war in Kan=.=.8

In 1857 Kansas applied for statehood on a popular sovereignty

basis. The pro-slaveryites devised the Lecompton Constitution. The peo-

ple were not allowed to vote on the constitution as a whole but only to

have the constitution with or without slavery. However, a tricky clause

in the document would protect slave owners already in Kansas should

slavery be voted down. Free-soilers, aqgravated by the catch, boycotted

the pollsi consequently, the slaveryites approved the constitution with

slavery. Unfortunately, Kansas did not get to become a state until 1861

because Douglas, who championed true popular sovereignty, fought to get

the entire constitution voted upon. Consequently, the numerous free-
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soilers managed to vote it down. "

"Bleeding Kansas", as this conflict is known as, caused bleedinq

in the Senate: Charles Sunner, a leading abolitionist and one of the

nost dislixea meqfi-n the Senate, delivered a caustic speech entitledt

t'The Crime Against Kansas." This speech condemning pro-slavery men in-

suLted Congressman Brooks to such an extent as to cause him to beat

Sumner nearly to death with his cane. Brooks was repremanded so l-enient-

Iy that the North was quite disgusted with the incident.

Sectional tensions were further aggravated by the Supreme Court's

Dred Scott decision. Dred Scott, a black slave, sued for freedom on the

basis of his Iong residence on free soil. The Supreme Court could have

thrown out the case because Scott, being a black slave and not a citizen,

did not have the right to sue, but they decided to continue under the

leadership of Chief Justice Taney to attempt to make a federal law from

the issue. The Supreme Court ruled that because a slave is private pro-

perty, he could be taken to any territory and held there according to

the 5th Amendment. Southerners were delighted and surprised by the

decision; it meant that the banning of slavery was unconstitutional.

Abolitionists refused to accept and abide by such a decision, and South-

erners in turn were mad at the North for its ,lef ia.r"". 10

John Brown, who had lead the attack against slaveryites in Kansas,

now had a plan to sneak into the South with some of his foLlowers and

incite the slaves to rise up and rebel. Funded by Northern abolitionists,

Brown entered Virginia and seized the federaf arsenal in Harpers Ferry.

But the slaves refused to revolt, and Brown and his group were captured.
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Destined for the noose, Brown made himself the portrait of a martyr, be-

cause he reasoned that his death wouLd do more to ra11y the North

gainst the South than his living. Sure enough his execution infuriated

practically every abolitionist and free-soiler and no doubt increased

the already growing turmoil between the North and South.

The Presidential Election of 1860 was the final deciding factor of

whether peace would remain or war begin. The Democratic party, the only

remaining national party, was hopelessly divided between Douglas, Breck-

inridge, and Bell. Meanwhile the sectional- Republican party was strongly

united under Abraham Lincoln. Due to this situation, Lincoln was elected

President.

When President-elect Lincoln arrived in Washington late in February

1861-, the nation he was to administer during the next four years \.ras

rapidly falling apart.' Already 
"u,rufill9rsahe 

lower south had seceded, and

there was talk of the same momentous step being taken in each of the

other slave states. Even before his Inauguration Lincoln perceived his

most important and difficult task was stemming the tide of national dis-

integration. Action was needed, in the opinion of the abolitionists, to

bring an end to an institution against which the Republican party had

taken a stand during the ele%ion campaign. But Lincoln Moved, cautiously.

No amount of caution, however, could maintain peace indefinitely without

surrendering the authority of the federal government in the South. When

the time came to defend Fort Sumter, Lincoln acted Promply; but the def-

ense of the fort cost him four more slave states and plunged the country

into the Civil w.r.11
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What caused the Southern states to secede were the followinq facts:

political balance was tipping against them, and they were weary of cri-

ticism and interference by the North. These withdrawn states later met

at trtrontgomery, Alabama, and established themselves as the Confederate

States of America and elected Jefferson Davis to be their president.

Lincoln, to keep the undeci,ded border states from l_eavinq the

Union, had to be careful of what he said or dj-d. Should he had declared

the North's aims t$e for the abolishment of slavery, he would have

driven the Border States to side with the South.Instead, he declared

that his primary purpose was to preserve the Union at all- costs. So,

initially the war was not to end slavery in America but rather to round

up those states which had gone astray.

The ttorth had many advantages. They had about three-fourths of the

nation's wealth, superiority in manufacturing, shipping and banking, and

three-fourths of the railroad. Thev also controlled the sea and had over

double the manpower. The South prided mainly j-n its great leaders such

as Robert E. Lee and "Stonewafl" Jackson. They also had the advantage of

only having to fight a defensive war; a draw woul-d be a victory. Lastly,

their was the possibility of their receiving foreign aid; unfortunately,

the South could not prove to the Europeans that they were not a bad

L2
rISK.

Slaves were natually more inclined to help the North rather than the

South because up to the Civil War--besides lacking freedom--the usual

treatment of a slave \^ras quite poor. The working period of slaves was

normally from sunup to sundown, six days a week. In midsummer this meant



( r0)

up at four A.M. and out in the fields until- nine p.M. Not usualry, the

last one out of the slaves' quarters in the morning felt the driverls

lash. There \dere no l-aws to prevent the planters from working slaves as

Iong or as hard as they preased, and God help the slave who protested.

Sundays were usually holidays, but at harvest time the masters could

cancel these days as they saw fit.

Apologists for slavery claim that the slaves were at least anply

fed. But the record does not bear this out. Frederick Douglass, who

worked for many years as a slave on a big plantation. in Mary1and, states

that the monthy ration for a field hand was eight pounds of pickled pork

(very poor guality), or its equivalent in fish, (also of bad quality),

one bushel of Indian corn meal, and one pint of salt--with less for

children, women, and the aged. The house servants and the artisans got

somewhat better food. On some Plantations the slaves were aflowed to eke

out their meaqer rations by means of tiny gardens, with maybe a pig or

chicken. Innumerable records of the plantation regimes bear out Douglass'

acconnt of the slavesr diet. A IJ.S. Treasury report,published in L846,

estimated at $30 the yearly cost of the upkeep of a slave. Such figures

tel1 their own tragic story. In cases where they were hired out by their

masters by the day--a widespread practice in or near the cities--the

slaves usually got a small share of their wages. This enabled some, by

many years of rigid economy, eventually to buy themselves free.

The slaves were clothed no better than they were fed. Douglass

reports that the slaves he worked with were allowed two tow-1inen shirts

and one pair of trousers for sununer weari and for winter, one pair of
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woolen Lrousers, a woolen Jacket, and a pair of the coarsest shoes. A

Federal Writersr Project essay, wri"tten in i936 on the basis of inter-

viewJ.ng several hundred ex-slaves in virginia, pai-nts this picture of

the slavest garb:ttThe usual dress for a man \rras canvas trousers and a

cotton shirt \,tlth half elbow sleeves. Women wore a cotton 'shifE' and " 
f'hOIC?

heavier dress over it. Children wore a sirnple 'tow' shirt, the discarded

apparel of grown-uPs' or a guano bag with arn-holes cut in the corners."

A11 observers agree that the slaves who labored on the cotton and susar

plantations presented a ragged, urf@, and clirty appearance.

The slaves llved in more or less tumbled-down liuts. Thev had no

beds' except those they could contrive for themselves. Like work animals,

they were entLtled to "medlcal treatment," but what thls amounted to may

be lmaglned. When the slaves grew old, they were generally allowed to

remaln as unwelcome guests on the plantatlons, but often they were t'freedtt

and thrown upon the country authoritles for sustanence.

The above description, however, represents only the "rosy" side of

the slavest conditions, during Lhettprosperous" periods when the price of

cotton, robaccr:, and sugar were high and times were good. But perlodical-

ly, like the lndustrial sysEem of the North, thc Southern plantatlon

system went through crisis of overprodffion, especially in cotfon. Often,

too, whole regions were stricken by drought. Unlike the Northern employers,

the slaveholders could not thro\,i lheir workers out on the streets, as

they represent,ed capital; so the)' allowed them to starve on Lhe planta-

tdons. The stories of the"good care" given to the slaves during their

periods of nonproductlvity are ju$t so many fairy tales, eoncocced by the



(lz1

professional defenders of 
"l".r..y. 

13

The Civil War gave slaves the hope that tlrcy mlght be removed from

thelr horrlbl-e surroundings, and it gave the northern Negroes the chance

to help free their brothers ln the South frorn the shakles of slaverv.

Thus, the Negro, besides being at the political center of the Civil War,

also took a deeisive part in wlnning that great str:uggle. They served on

all- fronts. At the outbreak of the war Negro slaves carried out many in-

surrectlons on the plantations and mass flights to the Union 1ines. Dur-

lng the war about 500,000 slaves fled the plantations. This disrupted

food production ln the Confederate states ancl it compelled the rebel lead-

ers to divert many of their troops to guard duty at home in order to

tighten the lntimidation of the slaves throughout the South. But the great-

est war servlces of the Negro people were j-n and in connection with the

armed forces. Here they becane all lndlspensable factor to vlctory. The Fed-

eral law of July 17, 1862, authorlzed the enllstment of Negroes, but it

was not until the Emancipation Proclamation went into effect on January

1, 1863, that recrulting of Negroes lnto the armed forces really be-

came a national poli"y. 14

Lincoln decided to launch hls Ernancipation Proclamantion fo11-owing

the Northfs victory at the Battle of Antietam, the turning point of the

war. The battle had been General Leets best opportunity to win a victory

that would have encouraged forelgn lntervention and sedueed the Border

states to the Confederate side. If Lee had won thls battle, the South

Might have won the war. But because he dld not, I.incoln felt secure enough

to make hls Proclamatlon.
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After the Emancipatlon Proclamatlon, Negro enllstments followed

rapldly. where slaves in the Border states were recompensed , ttrc Negro

people responded enthusiastically to strj.ke a real blow for thelr freedom.
I

Besides bravely helping out onfhe fronts, Negroes also did a mqjor servlce
I

tolthe North by actlng as sples behind confederate llnes. The herolct'
Herriet Tubman, of Underground Rallroad fame, \^ras very actlve 1n thls

superlatively dangerous work. With thelr sharp knowledge of local condi-

tions, slaves were of lnvaluable assistance ln this respect; they were

the maln source of lnformatlon to t.he Unlon armles on what was going on

behlnd the rebel llnes. They were the eyes and ears of the Northern

_ 15IOrCeS.

The Confederacy was never able to use Negroes as soldiers, although

its need for manpower !/as urgent and Ehe proJect was frequently discuss-

ed among the rnilitary leaders. Unlike their modern apologists, the slave-

holders had no illusions thac the Negroes liked slavery and would defend

it. Under heavy guard, slaves were, however, used for the dlgglng of
?trenchesandthe1ike.OnMarchl3,1865'lnltsgreate@,.the

Confederacy flnally decided in desperatlon that Negroes should be tried

as soldiers; but nothing came of lt.16

In the Summer of 1863 Lee made a flnal attempt to win the war by tn-

vading the North agaln. A decisive victory here would have stengthened a

growing peace movement in the North (peace now would be a victory for the

South), and would encouraged forelgn lntervention. But he failed to win,

and this meant the eventual defeat of the South.
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The end of the Civil War marked the close of one stage in the revo-

lutlon and the beglnning of another. Tlre revolutlon as a whole had three

stages. rn the first, during the pre-war deca<les, lfre second was the

milltary phase, the four years of war, And the thlrd phase, just beglnn-

ing, was that of Reconstruction after the war's end.

The post-war task of reconstrrrctlon was huge and unlque. No country

had ever faced a comparable problem. It was fundamentally necessary to

reconstruct the broken and sliattered state governments of the Confederacy

and realign them withi"n the Union; to take care of the urgent needs and

to start the great mass of .l iberated slaves on a ner^r economj-c and politi-

ca1 1lfe; to brezrk up the plantatlon system and to reorganlze the economy

of the South upon a new, more nodern capitallst basis. The accomplishment

of these revolutionarv tasks depended upon the second one: to what degree

the elementary probl'em of Eire freedmen was solved. The future of the na-

tion, especlally of rhe South, was at, stake ln the Reconstruction
I7DroDlem.

Irrmediately following the war, Blacks were stilt not very well off.

They were st111 poor, po\^rerless, and illiterate. EmanclpatLon had made

free men and women of former slaves, but lt could not Ilft the burden of

centuries of oppression and resentment. Once a slave to the whl.te man,

the blacks vlere now slaves to hrrnger and disease to whlch thousands

perished.

To cope wlth the problern of uneduc.ated ex-slaves, Congress erected

the Freedmen's Bureau. Though it dld not do all of the things it promised

(distrlbute up to 40 acres of abandoned or conflscated land to every
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adult male), lt did Eeach about 200,000 blacks the elements of reading.

Meanwhile the South enacted legislature to the opposite effect. The

Black Codes were meant to put the black back lnto a position similar to

that of pre-Civil War days and to lnsure a stable labor supply. The codes

imposed the following: severe penalties for blacks who "jumped" their

labor contracts, no permission to serve on a jury, and punishment for

"idleness.ttBecause of the eodes, many blacks were forced to turn to

sharecropping and, consequently, ended up deep ln debt.

Johnson, thrust into office after Lincol-nrs assasination, adopted a

plan to re-bond the Soutlr with the North which vras similar to Llncoln's

lO-percent sctreme. LL rerlulrecl the Southern st,ates tc) repeal their ordl-

nances of secession, repudiate all Confederate debts, and ratify the

slave-freeing l3th Amendment, and j.n rcEurn they would be permitted to

reorganize thelr goveirrmenLs and allowed €*# to have lnfluence ln

Congress. Congress, however, was f,apjfy passing legislation without prob-

lerns and, therefore, did not like the latter section of the plan; conse-
T

quently,thelcheme was disapproved. Congress realized that somethi-ng was' '- |

needed to insure that once the SouLh was given back its po\^rer, it would

attempt to reinstate slavery. To remedy this, they passed the Ctvll Righcs

Bill which gave blaeks Ameriean cit,izenship and thereby stlking at the

Black Codes. .Iohnson vetoed it, but Congress rammed it through anyway

JrlrrSon(and would continue to overrlde Jrr'kreri). Next Congress put these princl-

ples in the l4th Amendment: lt gave blacks their civil rights; reduced

t.he representation of a state in Congress and the Electoral College lf lt

denled the black the vote; dlsqualified ex-Confederates frorn federal or
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state office; and guaranteed the federal debt but without aeknowledging

any Confederate debcs.

The south was not ready to aecept t.he decree of congress, so con-

gress imposed on them the Military ReconsEruct.ion Act of March 2, 1867.

By this act the Southrs governments were replaced by five military dis-

tricts, each commanded by a Unlon general and policed by a Union soldier.

For readmission the states nere required to ratify the 14th Amendment

and guarantee black suff&De in their state constitutions" Congress

then became worried that when admitced, the scates might u**rd their con-

stituLions so as to take away the blacksrvoting privilages. To remedy

thls they passed the 15th Amendment and forced the South to ratify i-t,
.^'too. Ftf(g/ly, in 1877! ten years affer the long ordeal of military Recon-

struction had begun, the last federal troops vere rernoved from the

South. Blacks ldere now free, ArnerLcan cltizens with the rtght to voce,

and the United States was a whole nation r-:nce again.

Coue?eD 7*s ?be,cP xJEtL , ilovte'leL

txLbr{T lS FXPuoAub rlS t? cout$
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