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Introduction

On the face of it, beyond the alliterative nature of the terms, rebels, reformers, and revolutionaries would not appear to have much in common in the context of the early South, beyond an obvious desire to alter society. Enslaved rebels rose in arms against established authority, whereas middle-class reformers tried to work peacefully within the system. Patrician revolutionaries, by contrast, professed a desire for sudden, dramatic change, but not necessarily through the use of violence, and quite often their rhetoric proved more radical than their behavior. But these three groups not only lived and labored side by side in the larger world of the early national South, quite often they inhabited each other's smaller social realms as well. Their actions and their ideas grew out of the relationships they had with one another, tangled or tortured as those relationships might be. When the screenwriters for the television miniseries Sally Hemings, which aired in 2000, placed one of Gabriel's soldiers at Monticello, that was a fiction, but not much of one; at least one of Gabriel's recruiters journeyed as far west as Charlottesville during the summer of 1800. White planters who embraced the term revolutionary (and who indeed were, in the eyes of King George) owned black men who were rebels, or who had the potential to become rebels if conditions were propitious. Younger southern reformers, many of them the sons of old revolutionaries, grew up in the shadow of the founding fathers and revered them as demigods. Yet on matters pertaining to race and slavery, they also tried, if in perhaps too modest a fashion, to address the failure of their parents to move decisively against unfree labor.

Some years ago now, as a young graduate student, I came across a passage in Eugene D. Genovese's Roll, Jordan, Roll, which has informed my thinking of these matters ever since: “Since the great object of social reform is to prevent a fundamental change in class relations, sensible reformers must fight on two fronts within the ruling class. They must fight against those reactionaries who cannot understand the need for secondary, although not necessarily trivial, change in order to prevent deeper change; and they must fight against cheerful fools who think that change is intrinsically wonderful and who therefore cannot distinguish between the safe and the dangerous.” Some scholars insist that political activists and reformers who seek to alter society cannot by definition be labeled conservatives. But I remain convinced that men like Charles Fenton Mercer and Henry Clay—who were admitted to the Virginia bar within three years of each other— turned their backs on the limited government ideology of the Jeffersonians so as to better conserve power for the ruling elite (if not necessarily the sort of planter elite that many of them were born into). As a native southerner who arrived in Richmond from Princeton just in time to witness the panic caused by Gabriel's conspiracy, Mercer and other social conservatives like him came to believe that the alternative to black rebellion was cautious reform in the guise of African colonization. To the extent that these younger reformers envisioned the sort of free labor market society they witnessed in Europe or in the northern states, they attracted the ire of agrarian reactionaries like John Randolph of Roanoke, and, during his later years, Thomas Jefferson.

The master of Monticello, of course, had been a rebel in 1776, but had ceased to be one by 1783; the extent to which powerful men like him were ever revolutionaries continues to be a matter of debate today. The first essays in this collection explore the complicated interplay between rebels and revolutionaries; first, as black Virginians turned against their masters by banding together with Lord Dunmore in the name of liberty. Later, when the war between white Englishmen and white Americans ground to a halt, black Americans fought on. Especially when inspired by the Haitian Revolution, slaves in Virginia and South Carolina rose in revolt again and again throughout the 1790s in hopes of making the new elite practice what they preached.

If Toussaint Louverture's men were black Jacobins, to borrow C. L. R. James's classic term, the apex of black republicanism was reached in the spring and summer of 1800, as hundreds of Virginia slaves joined Gabriel's army. As highly politicized rebels whose breadth of vision was truly international, these enslaved artisans fought not merely to liberate themselves, but to force their way into the new political order. As a dismayed John Randolph put it, most of the rebels displayed a proud “sense of their rights, [and] a contempt of danger.” One young rebel, speaking at his trial, chose to lecture the old revolutionaries who had just condemned him to die on the meaning of the new republic. “I have nothing more to offer than what General Washington would have had to offer, had he been taken by the British and put to trial,” he defiantly explained. “I have adventured my life in endeavouring to obtain the liberty of my countrymen, and am a willing sacrifice in their cause.”

Two years after Gabriel's Rebellion, Sancho, one of Gabriel's followers who had escaped the noose in 1800, tried once more to organize the “business,” a term that both black and white rebels around the Atlantic basin used as a code term for any revolutionary activity. The conspiracy that arose along the Virginia and North Carolina's waterways was initiated by enslaved southerners who planned to fight for “their freedom & live as White People,” but the execution of so many black rebels by so many white revolutionaries two years earlier kept a good many slaves from joining. Sancho's plot was both less coherent than Gabriel's and less overtly political. In critical ways, it resembled the escapist rebellions organized by bondmen in South Carolina in 1739, and in New York City in 1741.

Even less inclined to join the American social order was Denmark Vesey, whose first full year of freedom coincided with Gabriel's rebellion. (Indeed, there is evidence that Vesey named one of his sons Gabriel, after the antislavery martyr.) Where Gabriel planned to drink “a toast” with wealthy Richmond merchants on the day they agreed to black freedom, Vesey, living in the Carolina lowcountry long after the collapse of revolutionary ideals, sought only to flee American shores. After taking the city of Charleston, his followers hoped to “put as many” men and women aboard ships along the city's docks and “hoist sail for Saint Doming[ue].” South Carolina's white minority had never harbored the same sort of guilt over the ownership of humans that was found in Revolutionary Virginia, and it is no surprise that the two different times and regions produced very different sorts of rebels.

How whites responded to massive unrest also depended upon where in the South they lived. White Carolinians responded to Denmark Vesey's rebellion with greater repression, and more than a few terrified Virginians urged a greater use of the whip and chain. “In a word, if we will keep a ferocious monster in our country,” one newspaper editorialized, “we must keep him in chains.” But other, younger men believed the answer lay in cautious, conservative reform. Gradual emancipation through the African colonization of the Chesapeake's enslaved laboring class caught the fancy of young reformers, particularly Federalists whose capitalist sensibilities led them to believe that unwaged labor was fundamentally incompatible with the market revolution already taking place in parts of the North. As aspiring politicians, few of these reformers could openly embrace abolition, and as southern men—and often, petty slaveholders—fewer yet wished to envision the sort of biracial republic dreamt of by Gabriel and his lieutenants.

By comparison to agrarian reactionaries like John Randolph or John Taylor of Caroline, whose notions of liberty were constructed upon the right of Virginia slaveholders to dominate their estates like feudal lords, unmolested by even state governments, southern reformers like Charles Fenton Mercer or Henry Clay strike the modern reader as progressive activists. Activists they were, but only activists who wished to exchange one white ruling elite for another. Reformers are often motivated by fear, but it makes for a most unattractive sort of movement, one in which the prerogatives of the elite are privileged over the rights of the working classes. According to one journalist, Gabriel had hoped that “the most redoubtable democrats” in Richmond would support his demands for liberty and equality. But old revolutionaries like James Monroe hanged him for his trouble,and reformers like Mercer planned to ship his children to Liberia, so as to better create a white, free labor society in the Old Dominion.

In hopes of making my point of view as clear as possible regarding these three interconnecting groups, I have not merely revised and updated all of the essays collected here, but I have revised them with an eye toward historiography. Discussions and arguments once waged in footnotes have been brought into the text, so that my theoretical distance from, or support of, other scholars may be more evident. Each chapter includes a brief introduction, in which I explain how each essay has been revised, or how my thinking on some of these issues—the American Colonization Society, for example—has changed over the years. Finally, and this comment is probably unnecessary as both friends and critics have noticed this tendency in my writing, I have no patience for the pretensions of “objective” history. I devoutly believe that every honest writer should be judge, jury, and executioner. I have here tried to be all three.


Rebels



Black Independence Struggles and the Tale of Two Revolutions
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The historiographical debate over how radical the American Revolution was is an old one, and there is no end in sight. On one side stand neo-progressive and Marxian historians, who suggest that the imperial divorce from Great Britain was just that, a break with a colonial power, but that social change at home was modest at best. Compared to other revolutions in the modern world, which dramatically reordered society, the American Revolution, they suggest, was a tame affair, which left class, racial, and gender relations relatively intact. Heads rolled in Paris, and years later, the monarch perished in Russia, but George Washington finished the war as he had begun it: a wealthy planter whose prosperity derived from land speculation and the unpaid sweat of his numerous bondpeople.

On the other side stands equally formidable scholars, such as Gordon S. Wood, whose The Radicalism of the American Revolution (1992) won the Pulitzer Prize. Patriot leaders, Wood argues, for all of their failings, consciously abandoned a heirarchical world that reserved political power for men of gentle birth and embraced the radical notion that even men of humble origin had a right to participate in a republican government. Answering his critics in the William and Mary Quarterly (1994), Wood insisted that the Declaration of Independence “was radical in 1776 because it meant that all white men were equal.” Blinded by presentism, he suggests, we have forgotten that working class white men were also “oppressed.” Social historians, in short,“imply that only those who are oppressed or marginalized in our own time were capable of being oppressed two centuries ago.”

Put that way, Wood's thesis is unanswerable. But there are other views to consider. Wood argues that even for black Americans, the Revolution was radical, as it began a drive for individual liberty that would, in 1865, culminate in black liberation. Yet I wondered if black Americans in the age of the Revolution would have accepted that formulation. I began this essay, at the kind invitation of John Boles, as a simple review essay of two books. As it grew, it sought to answer, or at least investigate, two interlocking questions: Was there, in any part of the new nation, a revolution in black rights? and, Would blacks in the early republic have found anything radical about the decades in which they lived? Or, would they have found the Revolution wanting? And white Revolutionaries deeply hypocritical? It is not enough, perhaps, to judge the Revolution by what it meant to the Civil War era, but rather, what it meant to men like Richard Allen and Gabriel and Jack Ditcher. Their voices need to be heard in this ongoing debate.

I am grateful to John Boles for inviting me to write this essay and for permitting me to let it grow to article length and include monographs on the North as well as the South. The earlier version of this chapter appeared in the February 1998 issue of the Journal of Southern History.


For the few, it was the spring of hope. Nearly sick with fear and apprehension, Quok Walker, a slave and a runaway who sought his liberty in state court, approached the Massachusetts bench. Levi Lincoln, Walker's attorney, had prepared an eloquent brief that condemned slavery on religious precepts and higher law principles. Although the 1783 court's proceedings, as well as those of lower courts that had already heard the case, remain shrouded in mystery, Chief Justice William Cushing evidently chose to ignore Lincoln's moral arguments and instead instructed the jury that chattel slavery was inconsistent with the new state constitution. But for the many, it was the winter of despair: two decades later, Virginia jurist George Wythe submitted a similar opinion from his perch on the Court of Chancery. The Virginia Bill of Rights, Wythe argued, held that freedom was “the birthright of every man.” In his court, black Americans would be “considered free until proven a slave"; the burden of proof, Wythe ruled, “lies on the claimant,” not on the alleged bondperson. Wythe was murdered shortly thereafter, and a higher court promptly overturned his ruling. St. George Tucker, ironically a former pupil of Wythe's, penned the final ruling. The fruits of liberty and freedom, Tucker insisted, were never meant to pertain “to native Africans and their descendants.”1

Slavery perished by judicial fiat in Massachusetts; in Virginia it was not slavery that died but Judge Wythe—poisoned by a wastrel kinsman who hoped to avoid sharing his great-uncle's estate with the old man's freed slaves. Yet such illustrative tales have allowed historians to draw the simple conclusion that there were two revolutions in black life, a successful one in the North, where slavery was set on the path to extinction in every state by 1804, and a largely unsuccessful one in the South, where slavery was temporarily weakened by the war but ultimately survived. This conventional wisdom masks an ongoing debate between those scholars who suggest that Quok Walker's triumphant saga typifies a broad-based Revolutionary-era consensus on the elimination of the peculiar institution, and those who believe that the southern black experience best exemplifies a social revolution that did not happen in any section of the early republic.

The belief that the war with Britain marked a social revolution in black life was first advanced not by an apologist for the founding fathers, but by Benjamin A. Quarles in his magisterial The Negro in the American Revolution. First published in 1961, Quarles's pioneering study has never been out of print; in 1996 a second edition was released to celebrate its thirty-fifth year, with a new introduction by Gary B. Nash. Written at a time when many white Americans, and not all of them in the southern states, were determined to deny black Americans their basic rights, Quarles was anxious to demonstrate the black contribution to American victory in 1781. The African American contribution, his argument implicitly suggested, established their right to American citizenship, both in 1776 and in 1961. Far from being absent during the struggle with Britain, black Americans “welcomed the resort to arms,” Quarles argued, and “quickly caught the spirit of '76.” Natural revolutionaries, slaves had little to lose, no farms or shops to return home to, and no emotional or familial ties to England. Nearly five thousand black patriots fought for independence, Quarles observed, “a respectable figure particularly since so many were not free to act.”2

Although Quarles reluctantly conceded that three times as many black Americans found liberty in the armies of King George than they did in patriot forces, he concluded that for all of its failings, the Revolution marked a new beginning for black liberty in all sections of the nation. The egalitarian spirit that informed the new political order, he suggested, doomed antiquated hierarchical assumptions that allowed one man to own another. “Despite its omissions and evasions,” Quarles insisted, “the Declaration of Independence held a great appeal for those who considered themselves oppressed.” If it did not result in the immediate end of slavery, the conflict nonetheless “accelerated” the “movement to better the lot” of black Americans in the young republic.3

Quarles, who died at the age of ninety-two shortly after the second edition of his seminal work appeared, never qualified his optimistic view that “the colored people of [North] America benefited from the irreversible commitment of the new nation to the principles of liberty and equality.” In a moving eulogy, John Hope Franklin observed that Quarles was ever the “revisionist, taking care to emphasize the important service that blacks rendered, for example, in the American Revolution.” But if few scholars would care to contest Franklin's assertion that Quarles's monograph remains the most complete account of African American participation in the Revolutionary conflict, the peculiar fact remains that most scholars who followed in Quarles's footsteps have come to startlingly different conclusions about both the meaning and the success of the Revolution for black Americans.4

Today The Negro in the American Revolution has many admirers, but few wholeheartedly endorse its optimistic view of sweeping social change. Two historians who have championed Quarles's assumption, however, merit special attention because of their distinguished reputations and the enormous importance of their prodigious writings. In a now famous essay, William W. Freehling echoed Quarles by suggesting that scholars should judge the impact of the Revolution not by what it failed to bring about immediately, but rather by “how the Revolutionary experience changed the whole of American antebellum history.”5 More recently, Gordon S. Wood relied upon Quarles's theory that radical republican ideology used to justify the break with Britain undermined human bondage. If the Founding Fathers failed to eradicate slavery in their lifetimes, Wood suggests, they consciously forged a philosophy that made inevitable the abolitionist crusade “of the nineteenth century and in fact all our current egalitarian thinking.”6

Curiously, it is precisely those scholars who have been the most influenced by Quarles's pioneering study who are the least inclined to endorse his optimistic assumptions about the foundations of radical change. Alfred F. Young, in the best historiographical survey to date regarding what white patriots did or did not do about the most obvious flaw in their egalitarian republic, dismisses such optimistic theories as “whig history,” which tends to evade “the historian's responsibility to explain by pointing out later progress.” Far from making possible the abolitionist crusade, Young asserts, the failure of the revolutionary generation to move decisively against unfree labor made inevitable the carnage of civil war.7Certainly most modern students of black experience in the age of revolution, all of them inspired in one way or another by the voluminous scholarship of Quarles, share a tendency to regard dramatic social change—North or South—as a phenomenon that simply did not happen.

Most scholars, of course, share Quarles's perceptive insights on the way in which the early moments of the war created a climate of social insubordination and violence that American slaves used to their advantage. Gary B. Nash and Graham Russell Hodges especially rely on Quarles's still-definitive treatment of Lord Dunmore's Proclamation of 1775 as they elaborate on its impact outside of the Chesapeake region. Even in Philadelphia, the focus of Nash's investigation, the very real possibility of servile insurrection, combined with the incessant white rhetoric of liberty and equality, emboldened Pennsylvania slaves and gave them new hope. This a Philadelphia gentlewoman discovered when a black man “insulted” her by refusing to yield the sidewalk and forced her to step into the grimy street. Upon being reprimanded, the bondman spat out, “Stay you d[amne]d white bitch, ‘till Lord Dunmore and his black regiment come, and then we will see who is to take the wall.” Across the Delaware River, Titus, a twenty-one-year-old New Jersey slave, threw down his hoe and headed south for Virginia. Three years later, Titus returned to his home bearing the name Colonel Tye, a “warrior” in the British army.8

Quarles never mentioned the short, turbulent life of Colonel Tye, although he did revive the forgotten history of black loyalists like Tye. But Sylvia R. Frey's massive study of southern blacks in the revolutionary decades carries us far beyond the traditional “bipolarity” of white patriots and bond loyalists. Building upon an insight of Peter H. Wood, Frey suggests that the war in the South “was a complex triangular process.” Africans and their descendants did not join either side as much as they exploited the conflict between “two sets of white belligerents” to forge their own freedom. Quarles may have hinted at British duplicity toward their black allies, but Frey suggests that the war was shaped not only by Parliament's directives but also by African American resistance. Even in Dunmore's Proclamation, Frey finds evidence of British indifference to human bondage. “Dunmore's intention was neither to overthrow the system nor to make war on it,” she writes. The “proclamation was designed to encourage the defection of useful blacks without provoking a general rebellion and to disrupt the psychological security of whites.”9

Indeed, the British disinclination to offer the promise of unqualified black freedom and equality receives ample attention in the most recent scholarship on the war. Many Philadelphia slaves, Nash observes, simply took advantage of the white flight brought on by British occupation to alter their condition; few readily picked up a musket to fight for a distant Parliament. It did not take politically astute bondmen long to discover that too many British officers regarded them as little more than useful tools—or potential laborers—in the military struggle. As John B. Boles notes, the British employed their once-enthusiastic recruits to cook and wash and forage for food, often regarding them simply as another form of contraband property that they gave to enlisted men in return for meritorious service. As the war dragged on, the British openly abandoned their pose as liberators and sold their black recruits to raise much-needed funds to buy supplies for English soldiers.10

Because Parliament acted the part of a most reluctant liberator, unfree labor survived the chaos of war. British commanders labored mightily to calm the fears of Tory planters, who were frequently driven into Patriot ranks by every tentative step toward emancipation. Nor did the British wish to encourage a destructive racial war that would devastate the economic stability of a colonial society they hoped to reconquer. No better story illustrates the heartless nature of British racism than the tragic moment when the beleaguered British garrison at Yorktown ran short of supplies. To prevent his regulars from starving, Frey reports, Lord Cornwallis ordered the black Virginians who had taken refuge with his troops driven from their battered earthworks. The redcoats had “set them free,” recorded a disgusted Hessian officer, “and now, with fear and trembling, they had to face the reward of their cruel masters.”11

So unenthusiastic is Shane White about Britain's pretensions to antislavery activity that he devotes less than two pages to their occupation of New York City. The enormous disdain with which most social historians view military history is rivaled, of course, only by the stubborn insistence of most military scholars that the topics social historians examine are unworthy of attention. Yet it is difficult not to endorse Paul A. Gilje's assertion that in much of the North, the Revolution weakened the mechanisms of control that held slavery in place. Indeed, according to Gilje, one does not have to depict the redcoats as zealous liberators in order to believe that studies ignoring the chaos and dislocation of war underestimate the effect of the Revolution upon slavery.12

Britain's refusal to move decisively against unfree labor, however, is of little moment to most historians of the Revolutionary age. What until recently was a given was that the disorder of war, together with republican ideology and economic necessity, served to set slavery on the road to extinction in every northern state by 1804. But even that once-safe assumption is now under assault. Whereas historians previously emphasized the fact that gradual emancipation took place at all, they now underscore the halting and conservative nature of northern manumission. Even in New England, where the miniscule number of transplanted Africans and a Calvinist critique of idle white hands seemed to indicate that the blot of slavery would be quickly erased, the death of unfree labor was surprisingly hard-won. Supporters of liberty labored to include freedom clauses in every new northern constitution, but only in Vermont, as Robin Blackburn has shown, was slavery dislodged through organic law. Even in Rhode Island (like Massachusetts, home to a good number of Atlantic slave traders), the state constitutional convention promised only to abolish slavery when “some favourable Occasion may offer.” Emancipation was nowhere an effortless matter. Alfred F. Young put it best: “It was a grudging emancipation.”13

In their definitive explication of slavery's end in Pennsylvania, Gary B. Nash and Jean R. Soderlund challenge even the conventional interpretation that bondage quickly died in the Quaker stronghold from an overabundance of evangelical reform and natural rights theory. Far from being unique, they argue, Pennsylvania's experience mirrored that of other northern states. A small but determined band of reformers—white abolitionists, petty slaveholders with little use for a fundamentally precapitalist form of labor organization, and most of all, resolute bondpeople—forced the state to disengage itself from the institution. Although slavery was hardly an antiquated system with no future in the farming regions around Philadelphia, obstinate slaves played a leading role in dismantling the system by “cajoling or even tormenting their masters and mistresses to release them.”14

Whereas earlier historians placed Pennsylvania Quakers at the heart of the struggle to eliminate slavery, Nash and Soderlund, much like Graham Russell Hodges, portray the Society of Friends as at best problematic reformers. Quakers undeniably took an early position against slavery, but they were often “more interested in purging the evil of slavery from their midst than in relieving the oppression of black Pennsylvanians.” Friends like John Woolman and Anthony Benezet worked tirelessly to convince others of their faith that owning human property was inconsistent with God's teachings, but in other ways Quakers harbored reactionary views toward black abilities and occupational advancement. “Once freedom was obtained,” Hodges laments, “Quakers expressed little interest in African Americans.”15

Even Pennsylvania's Abolition Act of 1780, the first of its kind in the Americas, receives harsh treatment from Nash and Soderlund. Historians once hailed this act, penned even before the British defeat at Yorktown, as the epitome of Enlightenment reform, but today most specialists scorn it as “the most restrictive of the five gradual abolition laws enacted by northern states from 1780 to 1804.” Because it consigned to twenty-eight years of labor every child born to a slave woman after March 1, 1780, the law appealed more to the pocketbooks of Pennsylvania masters than it did to their consciences. By condemning to lifelong servitude all bondpeople unlucky enough to be born before that date, it immediately “freed not a single slave.” Since it was possible for slaves born in, say, February of 1780 to live out their lives as human property, it was not surprising that Pennsylvania, the first state to pass a gradual emancipation law, still housed a small number of slaves as late as 1847, midway through the Mexican-American War.16

Colonial legislators were notorious for resorting to creative borrowing when it came to drafting legislation, and unfortunately, Pennsylvania's pioneering emancipation act became the model for much of the North. In Connecticut, bond-people born after March 1, 1784, would become free, but not before they provided twenty-five years of uncompensated labor to their mother's owner. Worse yet, as Joanne Pope Melish has observed, such term requirements “represented an entirely new form of servitude.” Unlike traditional indentures or apprenticeships, this peculiar transition into full freedom “was noncontractual [and] placed binding legal requirements only on the [black] worker.” Indentured servitude for whites in the late colonial period could be onerous enough, but the decades of unwaged service imposed by states like Pennsylvania and Connecticut “required no ongoing or terminal obligation whatsoever on the part of the owner.”17

New York State approached manumission in even more restrictive terms. Taking exception to the established view, most recently advanced by Thomas J. Davis and Edgar J. McManus, that New York slavery was all but moribund by 1790, Shane White's detailed study proves not only that slavery remained a viable system of labor in the decades following the Revolution but also that it actually stood “poised for one last significant period of change and expansion.” Whereas Nash demonstrates that slaveholding in Pennsylvania was predominantly an urban phenomenon, White shows that east of the Hudson the farmers of the hinterland were roughly twice as likely to own slaves as their city counterparts. Even if one ignores rural areas outside of New York City, the expansion of bonded labor was impressive; between 1790 and the dawn of the nineteenth century the city witnessed a twenty-two percent increase in the number of slaves. Not until 1799 did the state pass an act for gradual emancipation, and not until 1827—just three decades before the outbreak of the Civil War—did the legislature finally liberate bondpeople born before the end of the eighteenth century.18

The New York emancipation act had one feature peculiar to that state. Although the law, like most passed in the North in the two decades after the Peace of Paris, held slaves in servitude until the ages of twenty-eight and twenty-five (for males and females, respectively), it also allowed masters to abandon black children a year after their birth. These children would be regarded as paupers and bound out to service by the overseers of the poor. But because New York State paid a maintenance fee of @3.50 per month for each pauper, even if the caretaker was the former master, this law, Hodges suggests, allowed white liberators to obtain “a sizable return for their acts of conscience.” The abandonment clause, in effect, “was a hidden form of compensated abolition,” and the state became the only place in the United States where masters were essentially paid to free their bondpeople. The clause, however, grew costly. Within only five years, the state had paid over @20,000 for the program, and in 1804 the assembly revoked it.19

In short, if “the Founding Fathers took a series of steps designed to bring about slavery's gradual demise,” as Peter Kolchin suggests in a learned new survey, New York City, the republic's largest slaveholding city next to Charleston, stands as a notable exception. Even the New York Manumission Society comes under White's disparaging scrutiny. “In nothing was this hesitancy about attacking slavery more clearly expressed than in the society's decision,” he observes, “to allow slaveowners themselves to become members.” Like Kolchin, Paul Gilje criticizes White's revisionist view that the society secretly wished to accomplish little more than criticize southern bondage; after all, Gilje notes, politicians like John Jay did “organize a society bent on the destruction of slavery.” But White's skeptical depiction of Founding Fathers living in New York as ambivalent liberators is supported by Rob N. Weston, who observed that Alexander Hamilton, a member of the society who was born and raised in a Caribbean slave society, bought and sold slaves until the day of his death. Hamilton's “ambition to be accepted by a social class that demanded the ownership of slaves as a symbol of status and power,” Weston argues, “placed his abolition convictions to the bottom of his list” of political objectives.20

The theory that northern abolition was but a grudging and restrained process is best exemplified by New Jersey, the final state to pass a law for gradual emancipation. As in New York, abolitionists at length succeeded in passing a bill for gradual emancipation, but slaveholders won numerous concessions that influenced the pace and nature of implementation. In his sophisticated 1997 study of rural New Jersey, Hodges reveals that proslavery legislators easily fought back numerous bills for piecemeal abolition in the 1790s. New Jersey lawmakers instead passed a 1794 bill rendering freedom suits all but impossible. Even after passage of the 1804 gradual emancipation act—the last of its kind in the revolutionary era—the demise of bonded labor was almost imperceptible. In his classic study of northern emancipation, Arthur Zilversmit suggested that slave owners came to accept the demise of bonded labor and rapidly liberated slaves born before 1804, but Hodges discovered that “few masters let ideas of liberty decide issues of freedom in their wills.” Loyal service and economic change tended to weigh more heavily in New Jersey manumissions. As late as 1850, as Congress fought over the question of slavery in the territories, southern statesmen could point to the seventy-five slaves in Jersey's Monmouth County as evidence of northern hypocrisy.21

Worse yet, this sluggish, propertied approach to implementing Revolutionary ideals ground to a halt at the southern border of Pennsylvania. Two recent studies of slavery in Delaware by William H. Williams and Patience Essah demonstrate that, although the state assembly actively encouraged and supported voluntary manumissions, supporters of liberty lacked the votes to force passage of a gradual emancipation act. The best that the progressive faction could muster was a 1787 bill banning the exportation of bondpeople for sale in the lower South. Caught between the two determined factions of abolitionists and small masters, the legislature, suggests Essah in words that might be applied to New York and New Jersey as well, “concurrently supported two conflicting philosophies.” The result was the private liberation of a majority of Delaware blacks by the end of the eighteenth century, even while rural masters in parts of the state continued to hold slaves throughout the Civil War.22

Private manumissions and individual freedom suits were but small steps against a massive institution, and those who would depict the Revolution as a radical event must ultimately abandon political and economic theory for actual numbers. The Revolution, as John B. Boles has observed, freed “relatively few slaves.” If egalitarian ideology and economic change served to dislodge bonded labor ever so slowly from much of the nation, it did so only in those parts of the republic where few slaves resided. If anything, white independence from Britain only fastened slavery more securely upon the South by placing control of the plantation regime in the hands of an indigenous slaveholding elite. As Betty Wood aptly puts it, as the conflict with England dragged to a close, “the question that troubled Georgia's Patriots was not how chattel slavery might be eradicated, but how they might most expeditiously rebuild their war-torn plantation economy.”23

Wood's telling observation indicates that the reform spirit occasionally affecting the northern states did not hold much attraction for the slave-heavy lower South. Lockean theory, Winthrop D. Jordan once pointed out, cut both ways and strengthened the chains of servitude almost as much as it severed them. John Locke argued that humans possessed a property both in themselves and in their physical possessions, which in the southern context included slaves. If the new American political order was based upon notions of mutual contract and the consent of the governed, both of which damaged the idea that one man could own another, it was equally true that gradual emancipation acts like those passed in the North could be regarded as violations of the natural property rights of the master class. Because Thomas Jefferson's Declaration of Independence, as William W. Freehling has remarked, “at once denounced slave chains as immoral [but] sanctioned slave property as legitimate,” a political revolution advanced in the name of property rights proved a formidable impediment to compulsory emancipation.24

Clearly, English theories of social contracts fit none too neatly into a slave-holding society, and white southerners struggled mightily to qualify Revolutionary thought and reserve it to themselves. The concept of race proved especially useful in explaining why some people were not endowed with such routinely enumerated rights as liberty and equality. Consequently, according to Duncan J. MacLeod, Donald R. Wright, and Barbara J. Fields, the age of democratic revolutions, ironically, marked an inauspicious turning point in American race relations. In colonial society, a world based upon hierarchy and class, servitude was a racial institution, but it had never been explained or defended as such. Sylvia Frey agrees. “The idea that blackness was itself prima facie evidence of inferiority, if not of slave status,” she suggests, “reached its apotheosis in the quarter century after the Revolution.” Although the process of legal classifications based on race had been underway in the South since the interracial working-class revolt led by Nathaniel Bacon in 1676, until the rise of a universalist natural rights ideology “there had been little need to constitutionally deny rights of citizenship to blacks.”25

For all the articles and thick tomes designed to prove that the Revolutionary era witnessed both the first substantial challenge to bonded labor and a rise in free black rights across the North, the hard evidence for radical social change is slim indeed, and modern scholars may be excused for suggesting the opposite. The separation from Great Britain was, as Kenneth M. Stampp argues, an opportunity for American slaveholders to begin anew, but if so, it was also an opportunity lost.26

In 1776, the year in which Thomas Jefferson pronounced it a self-evident truth that all men were endowed with the inalienable right to liberty, fewer than 500,000 slaves lived on the English colonial mainland. By the 1790 census, despite the dislocation of war, the rise of private manumissions in Virginia and Maryland, and the passage of three gradual emancipation laws in the North, 698,000 slaves resided in the United States. Had the patriot elite honestly intended to slowly eradicate the blot of slavery, they had precious little to show for their efforts. If the promise of liberty was going to extend to black Americans, it would be up to those in the slave quarters to seize it for themselves.

Emboldened by Revolutionary theory and, in many parts of the South, the near-collapse of planter authority, black revolutionaries rose in unprecedented numbers in the two decades succeeding the conclusion of the conflict with Britain. Following the chaos of war, autonomous black regiments, countless minor slave plots, and several massive, politicized insurrections revealed a heightened black consciousness. As Marcus Rediker observes, slave insurgents organized risings in Boston; Perth Amboy, New Jersey; St. Andrews Parish, South Carolina; Ulster County, New York; and the Tar River Valley of North Carolina. Whereas slave rebels in Saint Domingue turned the plantation world upside down, prospective Toussaints on the mainland only turned their wives into widows. According to Michael Mullin, the question of why slave rebellions in the South were fewer, smaller, and less successful may be answered by examining what he believes were three distinct phases of slave acculturation and resistance. Rejecting Eugene D. Genovese's theory that heavily armed white majorities and the inhospitable demography of the mainland militated against large-scale revolts, Mullin suggests that until the last moments of the Age of Revolution, the black population of the southern states largely consisted of unassimilated Creole plantation slaves, “who typically kept their anger and frustration under wraps.”27

Unhappily, Mullin's evidence too often confounds his ambitious claims. As in his 1972 study, Flight and Rebellion: Slave Resistance in Eighteenth-Century Virginia, Mullin analyzes slave resistance and its relationship to African acculturation and, more so than in his previous work, religion. Although he is at pains to insist that “overt rebelliousness” is not explained by “the degree of cultural change,” but rather that “the varying types of acculturation” shaped the patterns “that resistance [typically] assumed,” he too often falls back on the simplistic formulations that occasionally marred his earlier examination of runaways and black artisanal rebellion. Instead of fulfilling his stated intention of demonstrating how Africans and their creole offspring resisted their chains in different fashions according to their level of acculturation into white society—although in fact the process of transculturation fused both cultures to produce a hybrid that was as much African as it was European—Mullin routinely implies that slaves collectively challenged the slave system only after they became completely assimilated into Anglo culture, a view that would come as a staggering surprise to the Kongolese who rose in 1739 in a large-scale revolt near Stono River, South Carolina (an insurrection Mullin twice misdates as 1731).28

The North American War for Independence played a very large role in Mullin's earlier writings, but despite a large section of his current work entitled “Slave Resistance in an Era of War and Revolution, 1768–1805,” the American conflict appears only five times in the chapter and only thrice more in the entire text. Consequently, Mullin never seriously investigates the effects of republican libertarianism on slave rebelliousness; his Gabriel, who was born in 1776 and raised amid the heady talk of freedom and natural rights, becomes a rebel without a context and not the politicized black Jacobin he surely was. Despite the great promise of Mullin's comparative approach and his impressive archival research, his study ultimately makes no fresh contribution to the debate over the war's impact on black freedom struggles.29

If slave revolutionaries like Gabriel ultimately failed to force their patriot masters to live up to radical pretensions, bondpeople in other parts of the South nonetheless achieved a measure of autonomy previously unavailable to them. In the Georgia and South Carolina lowcountry, the task system of labor organization arose in the decades before the Revolution. Various hypotheses have been advanced as to why planters turned from slave gangs to task orientation, but as Ira Berlin has suggested, there is little logic behind identifying a single causal factor. Rather, a number of reasons—especially the similarity of the system to West African cropping practices, together with the African familiarity with rice cultivation—contributed to the development of the task system by the eve of the war. Because the task system provided bondpeople with a small measure of time to devote to their own gardens and handicraft industries, it allowed for a thriving informal, even underground, slave economy. If the war for white independence did not evolve into a revolutionary movement for liberty, it did, Betty Wood suggests, “prompt a profoundly important redefinition and restructuring” of the slaves' “concept of freedom” and economic rights. Indeed, the twin themes of Nash's study of the urban North—the tragedy of unfulfilled promises of racial equality and the triumph of black communal solidarity—might just as easily apply to Wood's southern model, in which determined bondpeople forced a continuing dialogue of ongoing negotiations on a war-weary master class.30

In Betty Wood's original and persuasive study, the task system provided the catalyst for the internal economies of the lowcountry. The South Carolina planters who flooded across the border at mid-century brought with them their rice-planting operations and the task system of organizing unwaged labor. Wood demonstrates that most field hands, by laboring feverishly from dawn onward, managed to complete their tasks by midafternoon. Slaves were then at liberty to use their labor power to their own advantage. Men hunted, trapped, or engaged in handicraft industries such as the production of pottery; bondwomen, as they had done in West Africa, sold or traded vegetables and poultry from their provision grounds in the nearest marketplace. Although many planters worried about the impact of the internal economy on their level of patriarchal control, they realized that such autonomous economic activities would hardly bring about the overthrow of unfree labor. Indeed, many penurious planters even encouraged this informal economy as it meant they could spend less on clothing for their human property. Most white businessmen also welcomed black entrepreneurship, as the enslaved vendors who dealt in fresh foodstuffs did not compete with white retailers but rather purchased the fabrics and utensils that were the preserve of white importers. “Urban bondpeople who sought fresh food did so in a public market dominated by enslaved and free African-American vendors,” Wood says. “[R]ural bondpeople supplied much of that food and had no need to buy it.”31

Although Wood could be more explicit on this point, the wartime disruption of the lowcountry economy together with the military obligations of the master class and the rise in runaways to British lines accelerated black economic autonomy in the lower South. White absenteeism and the concomitant rise of slave drivers encouraged the growing independence of bondpeople and augmented the bargaining process between masters and drivers over work rhythms and routines. As impoverished planters sought to “rebuild their war-torn plantation economy,” she writes, they willingly accepted the recreation of both “the formal and informal slave economies” that had been “severely disrupted by the Revolutionary War” precisely because they realized they could strengthen slavery even while allowing blacks greater autonomy within it.32

The economic freedom granted to lowcountry bondpeople by the task system has worried almost as many historians as it did Carolina planters, albeit for very different reasons. According to Nash, the theory of a thriving informal economy, and implicitly, a potentially subversive underground slave subculture, fails to account for “the enormous power of the master class and its proven determination to use virtually every known form of barbarity” to control the black working class. So too does Michael Mullin argue throughout his newest study that historians have grossly overestimated the importance, and perhaps even the existence, of an internal economy in the American South. Peter Coclanis agrees and suggests that, at the very least, those who posit the existence of a nearly hidden slave economy have badly overstated their case. Upon finishing such studies, Coclanis observes, readers might hardly suppose “that throughout the nineteenth century most African Americans in the lowcountry of Georgia and South Carolina were independent agricultural laborers producing commercial crops.” Slave life, he asserts, was “about labor, black labor, hard, black labor, mostly for the benefit of whites.”33

One does not have to ignore the bloody mechanisms of control, however, to recognize that black southerners were extraordinary in their determination to survive in a hostile world or that many absentee planters saw little harm in slaves working their own provision grounds provided that their assigned tasks were completed. Wood's masterful account is no latter-day Time on the Cross, and, although she indeed suggests that the internal economy markedly enriched the material condition of bondpeople, she does not attempt to minimize the hardships inherent in laboring so arduously for so little financial reward. Similarly, Hodges found evidence of an underground economy far outside of the low country task system. Because New Jersey masters “were parsimonious in their allotment of basic provisions,” he writes, “they did allow slaves time enough to earn some money of their own.” Several farmers permitted their bondmen to cut and haul firewood, or market their catches of crab and fish across the river in New York City. Numerous slaves in the years after the war, Hodges discovered, “were permitted to hire out on their time off or on the holidays.”34

Planter legislators struggled in vain to limit the economic independence of the slaves, but other forces worked to restore their spirits. The First African Church of Savannah, Wood notes in a telling insight, “received a gift of silver plate … from its women members,” a testimony not merely to their cultural vitality, but also to their independent financial life.35 But whatever else it demonstrates, Wood's anecdote reminds us that just as the war with Great Britain damaged patriarchal control, planter authority quickly came under fire from another quarter—the black pulpit. If modern specialists in southern history cannot agree on the amount of economic autonomy won through hard bargaining and resistance, almost all concede that it was the rise of independent black churches that most profoundly challenged the rising tide of white racism in both sections of the early republic.

The high-water mark of black religiosity was marked by what Nash correctly labels as “one of the most dramatic confrontations in early American church history.” For a time, black Philadelphians worshipped with the aged patriot elite at St. George's Methodist Church. But in 1792, after freed congregants contributed money and muscle to the expansion of their church, Richard Allen and Absalom Jones were rudely yanked to their feet during prayers when they neglected to sit in a segregated section of the newly built gallery. Faced with the grim realization that a truly harmonious society was impossible even in a house of worship, blacks resolved to form a separate black church. Within two years Allen founded the African Methodist Episcopal Church. No better evidence exists that the Revolution had failed to bring about a more equitable society than the black exodus from white churches.36

Like the Revolutionary ideology that fueled black rebellions and Gabriel's sense of liberty, the African American churches created a new climate of black insubordination. Shane White has surprisingly little to say about the rise of independent black churches in New York City beyond a passing reference to growing white oppression. But in his examination of rural New Jersey, Hodges discovered that the slaves and freedpersons “continued to find collective manifestation through religion” even when white-controlled churches “refused to promote potential and qualified black ministers.” Because the rise of Richard Allen's African Methodist Episcopal organization provided the black community with a foundation upon which to build, the independent black church movement took hold throughout Monmouth County during the 1830s, as the first generation born after the Emancipation Act of 1804 came of age.37

Across the river in New York City, the emergence of black-run churches provided the emerging free community with emotional support in a time of uncertainty. Typical of those who preached moral improvement and tranquillity through Christianity was George White, who arrived in the city in the early 1790s. White was determined to join the Methodist leadership, but it took him more than a decade to obtain his license to preach. His church, Hodges writes, was an intrinsic part of the “developing black community.” White and other Afro-Methodists provided blacks emerging out of slavery with help to construct “benevolent societies, literary and political forums, and occupational structures.” In part, because the black ministry was engaged in the battle to end slavery in the state, clergymen like White had to accept this role; many whites were hostile to black liberty and had even less interest in assisting those recently freed to build a new life.38

Independent churches even began to bloom, despite periodic repression, across the South, especially in urban areas where free blacks enjoyed a relative freedom to construct new bastions of cultural sovereignty. Even as masters in the lower South sought to purchase new Africans and restore order in the countryside, slaves and freedpeople inspired by Richard Allen moved to erect religious defenses against the dehumanizing effects of servitude. “Their efforts to respond with integrity within the narrowly delimited options open to them led to the creation of Afro-Christianity,” which Sylvia Frey describes as “a black rendition of Christian theology and morality that was not identical with the Christian goals of planters.” These black-run institutions provided both slaves and freedpeople with the “psychological and moral resources necessary to withstand slavery,” agrees Hodges. In short, independent black churches posed the most eloquent response to the conservative failures of the American Revolution.39

Such examples of black confidence and cultural autonomy were a genuine cause for white alarm. The slave exodus to Haiti that church leader Denmark Vesey conceived in the basement of the Charleston African Methodist Episcopal Church demonstrated, according to Sylvia Frey, the often explosive “connection between slave revolts and independent African churches.” Curiously, Michael Mullin, having built a convincing case in his previous study that the slave rebel Gabriel was no Evangelical, here ignores a wealth of data—more than a dozen references by the old carpenter to the Old Testament in the trial documents—to perversely suggest that religion was not “a dominant feature” in “Vesey's teachings” and in his conspiracy. Vesey merely “regarded religion as a tool and its places of worship as convenient” for recruiting followers, Mullin submits. Peter P. Hinks, however, has the better part of this argument by suggesting not only that Vesey was deeply religious but also that black abolitionist David Walker was almost surely a member of Vesey's church, and carried Vesey's uncompromising denunciation of “Tyrants and false Christians” north to Boston.40

Most black ministers, of course, were pragmatists who believed that their primary responsibility was to protect the fragile black community and preserve a sense of hope for the future. North or South, white authorities routinely harassed black congregants and even closed black churches. Such concerns often forced black ministers to surrender the principle of political leadership by negotiating with white protectors in hopes of keeping their churches open. In an attempt to placate white society, black preachers urged their congregations to observe what Nash labels “white standards of respectability” and “one's proper place in society.” Black leaders were painfully aware that flamboyant dress, unseemly gaiety, and raucous behavior might be used by malevolent whites to support the fiction that blacks were undeserving of freedom and equal rights. Their pleas often went unheeded. As Shane White suggests, northern blacks “used style” and African culture to forge weapons of survival that were almost as significant as black churches. The language and clothing of freedpeople both reinforced continuities with an African past and reflected a material disdain with the dominant white society. Rejecting simplistic models of acculturation, White perceptively shows that urban blacks spurned “wholesale assimilation” in favor of “creative adaptation to an often hostile world.”41

And yet it is clear that expression of style largely remained an urban phenomenon, if only because rural bondpeople lacked the freedom to engage in such creative adaptations. Hodges observes that while black urban dress “became more stylish” in the decades after the war, penurious New Jersey agriculturalists spent as little as possible to clothe their rural slaves. But in a hypothesis initially advanced in Somewhat More Independent, and then embellished and clarified in a series of two innovative articles and in Stylin' (three all co-authored with Graham White), Shane White suggests that, even as slaves, blacks used clothing to test the boundaries of white control. By combining aspects of Euro-American clothing in ways that white society “often considered startlingly inappropriate,” they argue, urban bondpeople “were able to introduce a distinctly African American aesthetic into textile and clothing design.” Far more than merely a type of fashion, flamboyant clothing was a cultural defense against a dehumanizing system.42

An even clearer symbol of black dissatisfaction with white culture could be seen in the style of hair that many young men adopted. Because the very bodies of Africans had long been the property of another, property that the master class could whip and otherwise ill-use as they saw fit, many urban blacks defiantly wore their hair in centuries-old styles as a method of physically rejecting the appropriation of their selves. Like clothing, elaborate hair designs were ways of keeping African cultural forms alive in white-dominated seaports. African traditions of ritual scarification, for example, quickly disappeared in North America, perhaps because such rites of passage to manhood were dangerous under a system that penalized aggressive male behavior. (White masters also frowned on scarification as it lessened the value of their slaves and suggested African birth.) But the distinctive hairstyles worn by young men, the authors suggest, “may well have served as a form of substitute bodily decoration.”43

For the young New York bondpeople who cut and wrapped and braided their hair according to ancient customs, the American Revolution meant nothing more than an all-too-brief opportunity to escape their bondage by fleeing with a British ally they had little reason to trust. If born in New York before 1799 or across the river in New Jersey before 1804, those who remained behind faced a lifetime of servitude; their children would be free after three more decades of slavery, but at a time when black Americans on average lived to only age thirty-four, that was small consolation. If the last decade of scholarship presents any common theme, it is not of triumph but of continuing struggle. Blacks in the North experienced only a painfully slow process of emancipation, followed by a rise of racism and white violence. Slaves in the South encountered but a temporary weakening of the mechanisms of control, followed by an explosion of the slave system across the now-independent frontier South. Because white revolutionaries utterly failed them, black Americans bravely attempted to wage their own war of independence, first by rising in revolt, and when that proved suicidal, by escaping into illicit underground economies, black-run churches, and defiant cultural forms.44

The last words on the alleged radicalism of the American Revolution go to an unnamed soldier in Gabriel's army, who told the Virginia court that risking his life in the name of liberty was a far, far better thing than he ever had done before. “I have nothing more to offer than what General Washington would have had to offer, had he been taken by the British and put to trial,” the young soldier patiently explained. “I have adventured my life in endeavouring to obtain the liberty of my countrymen, and am a willing sacrifice in their cause.” Upon hearing this declaration, white patriots promptly sentenced him to swing.45 
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