Slavery in United States Survey Textbooks

Peter Kolchin
The Journal of American History, Vol. 84, No. 4 (Mar., 1998), 1425-1438.

Stable URL:
http://links.jstor.org/sici ?sici=0021-8723%28199803%2984%3 A4%3C1425%3IASIUSS T%3E2.0.CO%3B2-D

The Journal of American History 18 currently published by Organization of American Historians.

Your use of the ISTOR archive indicates your acceptance of ISTOR’s Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html. ISTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you
have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and
you may use content in the ISTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www _jstor.org/journals/oah.html.

Each copy of any part of a ISTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or
printed page of such transtnission.

ISTOR is an independent not-for-profit organization dedicated to creating and preserving a digital archive of
scholarly journals. For more information regarding ISTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

http://www jstor.org/
Mon Sep 27 10:17:06 2004



Slavery in United States
Survey Textbooks

Peter Kolchin

I have taught the first half of the United States histoty sutvey course some fifteen
times, duting a teaching career that has covered almost thirty yeats at four different
state universities. I have assigned several different textbooks in these classes, nevet
with total satisfaction. As the number of textbooks has proliferated, it has become
mote difficult to assess their relative quality. Students seem to dislike them all:
whichever [ assign, they complain that it is boring and fact-laden, and (I suspecr)
they tead at it only sporadically. Although tempted to dispense with a textbook
altogether and to rely only on the primary documents that I also assign, I feel that
students need one —and that I too need one, so that I can be selective and inter-
pretive in lecture without worrying that the students are missing important patts
of the national narrative, I therefore welcomed the invitation by the editors of the
“Textbooks and Teaching” section of the Journal of American History to examine
the treatment of slavery in survey texts, as 2 way to inform myself better about the
relative metits of a growing number of competing works, each of which is advertised
by its publishet’s representative as the best, most up-to- date, and most user-
friendly volume available.

In this essay, I sample eight widely used college-level textbooks, in all cases the
most recent edition available.! The sample does not include every textbook ot even
evety widely used textbook, but it represents a broad cross section of the volumes
cutrently available to college instructors. The books vary in focus, with some stress-
ing political narrative and others social trends. They also vary in the student level
at which they ate pitched, their interpretive sophistication, the number of auchors
(which ranges from two to six), and the price (one volume is substantially less ex-
pensive than the others).2 My goal is not to provide a precise grade for each text-
baok, but to see, fist, how they are doing collectively in presenting a subject that
histotians have subjected to extensive reinterpretation, second, how they campate
with each other—in coverage, approach, interpretation, and organization—and,

Pezer Kolchin is Henry Clay Reed Professor of History ac the Universicy of Delawate.

' Because most textbooks are revised every three or four years, I have excluded those whose most recent edition
appeared before 1994, Of the sampled volumes, 2 appeared in 1994, 3 in 1996, and 3 in 1997. I have looked
only at the first volume of che full paperback wersion, not the condensed volume offered as an alternative.

2 George Brown Tindall and David E. Shi, Aszerica: A Narrative History, 4th ed. (New York, 1996), 1. Tindall
and Shi's text coses §27.93; the other texes range in price from §40 to §49.
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third, which among them are most useful. Although such an exercise inevitably
involves subjective judgments, I am less concerned with whether a book agrees with
my intetptetation of slavery than with such questions as whethet its coverage is
balanced and clear and its bibliography is usable and up-to-date. '

Let me begin by looking at how much attention the textbooks devote to slavery. In
considering this question, it is useful to distinguish between slavery narrowly de-
fined and slavery broadly defined (hereafter abbreviated “slavery-n” and “slavery-b™).
The first, which is fairly straightforward, includes slavery as a system; the condition,
lives, and interaction of slaves and masters; and slave cultutre and slave resistance.
The second is an expanded and somewhat amorphous category that includes—in
addition to the narrowly defined items-— topics closely connected to slavery: for ex-
ample, indentured servitude and the emergence of forced labor in colonial America;
the impact of slavery on the southern economy and southern social steucture; slav-
ery as a political issue, including the abolition and Free-Soil movements and the
struggle over the western territories; the postemancipation reconstruction of south-
ern life. Because it was clear that the textbooks' actention to slavery, nacrowly or
broadly defined, would not be constant over the time periods covered, I divided
American history to 1877 into four rough chronological periods: colontal (to 1760),
revolutionaty-era (1760-1813), antebellum (1816-1860), and Civil War-era (1861-
1877).

Some common trends are quickly evident. (See tables 1-3.} Although by defini-
tion, slavery-b received more attention thaan slavery-n, the extent of the disparity
is striking: the eight volumes devoted from one-fifth to one-quaster of their overall
space to the former, but only 2 to 7 percent to the latter. Cleatly, slavety as an zZssue
in American histoty looms much larger in these textbooks than slavery itself.?

All the textbooks give significantly mote attention to slavery-b in the antebellum
and Civil War than in the colonial and tevolutionaty eras. Indeed, if the ante-
bellum and Civil War eras are considered as a unit, every textbook devoted at least
one-thitd of its space to the subject, and the average share for the eight volumes
was 37 percent. By contrast, their average for the colonial and revolutionary eras
combined was 10 percent, and none of the texts reached the 15 percent mark. (See
table 3.} Thete is good reason for the increased attention to slavery-b in the ante-
bellum and Civil War yeats, when slavery became the central issue in national poli-
tics, but the paucity of space allotted to the subject in the revolutionary era —under
8 percent in all cases— is surprising since the nature of freedom was a central issue
to the revolutionary generation. In ignoring slavery, I think, the texts miss a major
opportunity to come to grips with the meaning of the American Revolution.

If the texts slight slavery-b in the revolutionary era, they give virtually #o atten-

# Because it is awkward to break page length into fracrions smaller chan one, figures are tough approximations;
all percentages are rounded to the nearest inceger.



Textbooks and Teaching 1427
Table 1
Coverage of Slavery, Nartowly Defined, in Selected Textbaoks
Percentage of Pages an Slavery by Era

Revolu- Total Period

Texthooks Colonial tionary  Antebellum Civil War ¢ 1400-1877
Boyer et al. 8 1 7 1 5
Davidson et al. 8 3 8 L 5
Faragher et al. 16 ] 7 1 7
Henrerta et al. 5 3 6 1 4
Martin er al. 3 0 3 0 2
Murrin et al. 2 5 4 1 3
Norton et al. 11 1 6 0 5
Tindall and Shi 4 1 4 Q 3

NoTe: This table lists texthooks alphabetically by the first auchor For bibliographical information,
see “Textbooks Reviewed” ac the end of this article.

Table 2
Coverage of Slavery, Broadly Defined, in Selected Textbooks

Percentage of Pages on Slavery by Era

Revolu-  Total Period
Textbooks Colonial tiongry  Antebellum  Civil War ¢ 1400-1877
Boyer et al. 14 6 36 47 25
Davidson et al. 19 5 43 34 25
Faragher ec al. 21 3 30 40 25
Henretta et al. 18 7 28 46 21
Martin et al. 10 5 29 45 20
Murrin et al. 8 7 37 39 22
Norton et al. 18 d 41 49 26
Tindzll 2nd Shi | 4 3 33 38 19

NoTE: This table lists textbooks alphabetically by the first author. For bibliographical information,
see "“Textbooks Reviewed" at che end of this article.

tion to slavery-n in cither the revolutionary or the Civil War era.4 (The major ex-
ception here is Liberty, Equality, Power by John M. Murrin and others, which places
in revolutionary-era chapters material covered eatlier in most texts.5 Although

4 For the Civil War period, figures are depressed by the automanc exclusion of slavery nacrowly defined from
postemancipation histoty {since slavery no longer existed); the low numbers for this period indicate inattention

to slavery during the Civit War, noc inattention to blacks during Reconstruction,

3 For canvenience, after the fitst mention, each book is referred to in the texe by its first auchor's surname;
thus, Paul S. Boyer et al., The Enduring Vision: A History of the Americen People, 3d ed. (2 vols,, Lexington,

Mass., 19946) is referced to as Boyer.
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Table 3
Coverage of Slavery, Broadly Defined, in Selected Textbooks by Combined Eras

Percentage of Pages on Slavery

Textbooks Colostial-Revolutionary Antebellum—Civil War
Boyer et al. 10 39
Davidson et al. 11 40
Faragher et al. 13 38
Henretta et al, 12 33
Martin et al. 7 33
Murrin et al. 8 38
Norton et al. 11 44
Tindall and Shi 3 34

NOTE: This eable lists textbooks alphabetically by che first author. For bibliographical informarion,
see “Textbooks Reviewed” at the end of this article.

Murrin devotes more attention than the other volumes to slavery in the revolution-
ary era, it gives less attention than the others to slavery in the colonial era.) The
lack of attention to slavery-n in those eras is striking and troubling, because in both
slavery changed under the pressure of events, and in both — especially the Civil War
era—slavery and slaves profoundly influenced the outcome of events. Ignoring ot
deemphasizing the interplay between slavery and the nacion’s two revolutionary
wats not only ghettoizes and trivializes the history of slavery but also implies a static
approach, in which slavery functions largely divorced from “real” history and exists,
largely unchanged, until abolished from without. That is a different story from the
one that historians of slavery have been telling during the past generation.
Despite these common ttends in covering slavery, the eight cexts display varia-
tons worth noting. (a) In covering slavery-b, the texts fall into two broad blocs,
with those by Paul S. Boyer, James West Davidson, John Mack Faragher, and Maty
Beth Norton and their coauthors devoting about one-quarter and those by James A.
Henretta, James Kirby Martin, John M. Mutrin, and George Brown Tindall and
their coauthots about one-fifth of theit pages to the subject. As will become evi-
dent, however, there is not always a correlation between the number of pages de-
voted to slavery and the quality of the coverage. (b) Davidson, Faragher, Henretta,
and Notton give substantially more attention than the other texts to slavety-b in
the colonial period. (¢) In coverting slavery-n, the texts fall into three groups, with
one volume (Faragher) allotding 7 percent of its pages to the subject, four (Boyer,
Davidson, Henretra, and Norton) 4 to 5 percent, and three (Martin, Mutrin, and
Tindall) 2 to 3 percent. (d) Four texts —Boyer, Faragher, Norton, and Tindall — give
more attention to slavery-n in the colonial than in the antebellum period, whereas
the other four give heavier weight to antebellum slavery. (e) Some volumes con-
centtate their attention to slavery in whole chapters —especially in the antebellum
period —whereas others provide more dispersed coverage. At one extreme is Faragher,
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which confines its treatment of slavery almost entirely to two substantial chaptets,
one covering colonial and the other antebellum developments. At the other is
Murrin, which, attempting to integrate slavety into the mainstream of American
histoty, provides a highly scattered and cherefore (as I will suggest below) prob-
lemacical treatment.

In manner of presencation, the texts share common traits while also displaying sig-
nificant variations. Most fully participate in the curtent trend to accentuate visual
communication; of the eight, only the low-cost America by Geotge Brown Tindall
and David E. Shi resists the call to elaborate graphic displays and shatply limits
its use of charts, graphs, maps, and illustrations, confining even these to black and
white. (The illustrations are so small and obscure rthat I think Tindall would be
better off eliminating them and focusing on the narrative.) Most of the volumes
are especially strong in their illustrations and maps (at times the seme maps);
some — most notably Boyer, Faragher, and Martin —have helpful graphs illuscrating
basic (for example, demographic) trends.

All the texts could do more to provide simple statistical tables designed to drive
home basic points to students who are often almost totally lacking in numeracy.
(In this tespect, Faragher is the best of the lot.) For example, year after year, most
of my students have trouble understanding that even though the great majority
of antebellum slaveholders owned fewer than ten slaves each, about three-quarters
of the slaves belonged to masters'with ten ot more slaves. Even though I spend sev-
eral minutes demonstrating this concenteation of ownetship on the blackboatd,
many students reveal on exams that they remain confused over a point that should
be teadily grasped by an eighth-grader. Clearly presented seatistics showing the size
of holdings, numbers of slave owners and slaves, regional variations within the
South, and comparisons between the United States and other New World slave
societies would help students undegstand points that some authors may mistakenly
believe are self-evident.

All the textbooks provide students interested in additional reading with bibliog-
raphies, which fall into two basic types. Three of the volumes (Henretta, Mutrin,
~and Tindall) provide slightly annotated lists of recommended readings ac the end
of each chapter; Notton, in a variation on this type, provides an unannotated list.
The other four volumes (Boyet, Faragher, Davidson, and Martin) offer two-tiered
bibliographies: a short, annotated list of highly recommended books at the end
of each chapter and a longer list, at the end of the chapter or the book, of additional
recommended teadings. I believe that the second of the two bibliographic types
is more useful to most students, for whom lists of dozens of additional volumes
are often simply confusing.

The bibliographies vaty in content as well as format. All include the important
revisionist wortks published in the 1970s that have become part of the canon on
slavery. They differ, howevet, in how extensive, up-to-date, and idiosyncratic their
bibliographical recommendations are. Overall, Martin's bibliography strikes me as
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the best, followed by those of Davidson and Faragher; significantly, all three are
two-tiered. The least useful bibliographies (neither of which is two-tiered) are in
Norton, which throws a bewildering listing at students, and Murrin, which is
difficult to use because its listings on slavery, like its treatment of the subject, are
so scatteted.

Despite the multiple readings and revisions to which these texts have been sub-
jected, most contain a surprising number of errors. Some are trivial. Examples in-
clude calling Solomon Northup “Northrup” (Mattin), referring to Frederick Law
Olmsted as “Olmstead” (Murtin), misspelling the first name of the historian Phillip
Shaw Paludan as “Philip” (Faragher), and listing the Freedom documentary series
as one volume, published in 1984, rather than part of an ongoing documentary
collection with four volumes published so far (Norton). Others represent state-
ments that, while technically cotrect, are misleading. Davidson, for example, sug-
gests that “by 1820 the majority of U.S. slaves were native botn,” whereas the ma-
jority mark had been reached about one hundred veats earlier, and well aver
four-fifths of the slaves were American-born by 1820. Similarly, Martin notes that
George Washington provided for the posthumous freeing of his slaves, buc the
book fails to add that Washington's more numerous “dower” slaves, acquired when
he martied Martha Custis, were 2oz manumitted and that even his own slaves were
to be freed only after Martha's death.$

Mote setious ate errots that will confuse students ot that reflect a confused undet-
standing. Thus, Faragher erroneously pues life expectancy in 1850 at “25.5 yeats for
white people and 21.4 years for African Americans,” and Martin, although correcely
noting the white life expectancy of “40 to 43 years,” puts the figure for slaves at
“Just 21 or 22 years.” (Most estimates put the life expectancy of slaves in the range
of 30 to 33 years.) A graph in Henrecta and a map in Faragher incorrectly indicate
that 39 percent of Virginia's population in 1860 consisted of slaves (the correct
figute is 31 percent), evidently because they exclude the population of what later
became West Vigginia.? Henrerra asserts that “the legal status of slaves remained
unchanged in the antebellum South,” when in fact state laws on slavety changed

¢ James Kirby Marcin et al., America and fts Peoples: A Mosatc in the Making, 3d ed. (2 vols,, New York,
1997}, I, 401; John M. Murrin et 2l., Liberty, Equality, Power: A History of the American People (2 vols., Fort
Worth, 1994), I, 3134, 648, John Mack Faragher et al., Gui of Many: A History of the American People, 2d ed.
{2 vols., Upper Saddle River, 1997}, 1, 510; Mary Beth Norton et al., A People and 2 Nation: A History of the
United States, dth ed. (2 vols., Boston, 1994), 1, 496; James West Davidson ct 2l., Nation of Nations: A Narratine
Histary of the American Rapublic, 2d ed. (2 vols., New York, 1994), [, 472, Marrin e al., Amarsca and Ite Proples,
{, 204. i

7 Faragher et al., Qut of Many, [, 319, Martin et al., Amarica and Itc Peoples, [, 402; James A Henretra et
al., America’s Histary, 3d ed. (2 vols., New York, 1997), I, 386; Faragher et al., Ouz of Many, [, 3134. In 1860,
Virginia contained 490,865 slaves in a tatal population of 1,596,318 (or 30.7%); the state's black papulatian (slave
and {ree), totaled 548,907 (34.4%). Excluding the population of what later became West Virginia, there were
472,494 slaves in a rotal population of 1,219,630 (38.7%). It is easy to make the kind of mistake thar appears
ia che Henrecta and Faragher texts, because srariscical compilations are inconsistent in cheir treaemenc of Wese
Virginia. One volume, for example, “excludes the atea later set off as West Virginia” from Virginia's 1860 figures
for total and for slave populations, bur “includes the area later ser off as West Virginia” in columns ndicating
Virginia's black and white populations; see Donald B. Dodd and Wynelle S. Dodd, Histortcal Statistics of the.
South, 1790-1970 (University, Ala., 1973), 58, 60, 62, 64.
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continually and differed from one another. Boyer declares that “only three orga-
nized rebellions occurred in the Old South”; that number includes two conspiracies
(Gabriel Prosser's and Denmark Vesey's) thac hardly qualify as rebellions, since they
were nipped in the bud before they occurred, and omits the 1811 revole in Louisiana
that by anyone’s standards should count as a tebellion. The same textbook suggests
that “ouc of millions of slaves, probably fewer than a thousand escaped to the
North,” without indicating that this thousand was per year. Faragher asserts thac
the constitutional compromise on congressional representation provided for “count-
ing all of the white population and three-fifths of the black people,” whereas it
provided for counting all of the free population and three-fifths of slares (“other
persons”). The same textbook proclaims that antebellum state legislatures passed
“stringent laws forbidding slaves to learn how to read,” whereas those laws, which
as Janet Duitsman Cornelius has shown were haphazard and usually ineffective,
typically criminalized the behavior not of slaves learning how to read, but of free
people teaching slaves how to read.s

None of these etrors tenders a texthook unsuitable. But they are surptising,
given the number of people involved in putting together these volumes. Perhaps
it 1s worth noting that vircually none of the textbook authors is known primarily
as an expert on slavery. (The one exception is Paul D. Escott, a coauthot of A People
and a Nation, who has written a thoughtful study of the Federal Writers' Project
slave interviews; Escote did not, however, write the textbook’s section on antebellum
slavery.)?

The most important considerations in evaluating the textbooks’ tteatment of slavery
are how well they have assimilated the enormous body of research that during the
past thirty years has transformed our understanding of American slavery and how
well they convey the complex reality of that slavety to college students. (Although
I am concerned with the texts' treatment of slavery in all four chronological periods,
my focus in this section, for comparative putposes, is on antebellum slavery.)
Differences in intetpretation and emphasis ate widespread. Notton and Mattin,
for example, stress African survivals and “contributions” to black American culture,
wheteas Davidson argues that in mainland North America slaves quickly became
separated from their African traditions and developed a new, Aftican American cul-
ture. Differences are even more evident in the treatment of slave resistance. Norton
and Martin emphasize slave rebelliousness. Wicthout amplification ot explanation,
Martin notes that “one scholat” — presumably Herbert Aptheker— “has identified
more than 200 instances of attempted insutrection or rumors of slave resistance be-
tween the seventeenth cencury and the Civil War,” leaving the reader with a vague

& Henretra et al., America’s History, |, 189; Boyer cc al., Enduring Vitson, 1, 388-89; Faragher et 2l., Out of
Many, 1, 334-35. Janer Duitsman Cotnelius, “When I Can Read My Title Clear': Literacy, Sisvery, and Religion
in the Antebellum South (Columbia, 5.C., 1991).

9 Paul D. Escott, Slavery Remembered: A Record of Tventieth-Century Slzve Narratives (Chapel Hill, 1979).
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impression of a virtually continuous state of armed revolt. By contrast, Boyer, David-
son, Henretta, Murrin, and Tindall play down armed tebellion. Faragher offers an
intelligent explanation of why successful flight from slavery was confined primarily
to the upper South. But when it comes to rebellion, the book simply describes the
“big three” (Prosset’s, Vesey's, and Nart Turner’s) without generalization. Overall,
the texts’ discussions of slave resistance are somewhat disappointing because they
fail to come to grips adequately with its meaning, significance, and context.1®

The volumes also vary in the sophistication with which they depict the complex-
ity and variability of American slavery. For example, whereas Tindall simply asseres
that among slaves “the preferred jobs were those of household servants and skilled
workers” without mentioning the ambiguities of such “privileged” work, Faragher
provides a nuanced description of house service, noting the “constant presence of
white people” and the pressure “to act grateful and ingratiating” Norton and
Martin stress the hasshness of slave treatment, although Martin trivializes this hatsh-
ness by focusing on external, physical citcumstances, proclaiming that “the material
conditions of slave life may have been even worse than those of the poorest, most
downtrodden free laborers in the North and Furope” Henretea, by contrast,
although pointing to the “inhuman, brutal reality” of treating people as “personal
property,” notes that the slaves’ material conditions improved over time and sug-
gests that “most slaves were somewhat better clothed and housed than were the
poorest whites in both the South and the North."1! In general, the texts by Boyet,
Davidson, Faragher, and Murrin surpass the others in portraying the complexity
and ambiguities of slavery, in discussing changes and variations, and in placing
southern slavery in broad international context. Boyer, Henretta, Martin, and
Muttin offer useful discussions of slavery as a system and of the degree to which
it set the South off from the rest of the countty, although Boyer and Martin are
better at raising the question than answering it.2

A special comment on Mutrin is necessary. In some ways, this is the best texthook
examined. Pitched at a high intellectual level, it is especially strong on slavery
broadly defined. It provides unusually good treatment of systems of free and unfree
labor in the early modern Western world, the contrast between the Chesapeake Bay
area and the lower South in the colonial era, differences between South and Notth
in the antebellum eta, the demogtaphic contrast between the slave South and other
New World slave societies, the tricky matter of slave owner paternalism, and stavery

W Norton et al,, Peaple and a Nation, [, 119-20, Martin ec al., America and Its Peoples, 1, 404; Davidson
et al., Nation af Nations, |, 474-79; Norcon ec al., People and a Nation, 1, 323-24, Martin et al., Amertca and
Its Peaples, 1, 405; Boyer et al., Enduring Vition, 1, 388-90; Davidson et al., Natton of Nations, [, 472-74; Henteta
et ab., America’s History, |, 391-92; Munrin et al., Liberty, Equality, Power, |, 363-64; Tindall and Shi, Awmerica,
[, 622-23; Baragher et al., Out of Many, [, 324-26.

! Tindalf and Shi, Americe, [, 621, Faragher et al., Out of Many, 1, 320; Noron er al,, People and 2 Nation,
[, 316-19; Mactin ec al., Amertca and Its Peoples, 1, 399—402; Henretta et al., America’s History, 1, 388.

12 Boyer et al., Enduring Vition, 1, 382-94; Davidson et al., Nation of Nations, 1, 457-61, 470-79; Faragher
et al., Qur of Many, 1, 312-17; Murtin et al., Liberty, Equality, Power [, 261-67, 333-35, 339-65; Boyet et al.,
Enduring Viston, 1, 370-72, Hencetta et al., America’s History, 1, 384-88; Martin et al., America and Its Peoples,
I, 391-98; Murrin. et al., Liberty, Equality, Power, 1, 261-67, 333-39.
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and emancipation during the Civil War.'3 But its treatment of slavery as an issue
is much stronger than that of slavery teself. (Although this gap appears in many
of the texts, it is most pronounced in Murrin.) More serious still ate organizational
weaknesses. Rather than devoting whale chapters or large sections of chapters to
slavery, Mutrin scatters slavery about in dribs and drabs, seeking to provide a seam-
less natrative of the Ametican past rather than a segmented history of separate sub-
jects. Thus, discussion of antebellum plantation labor and slave treatment appeats
in a three-page section of the chapter “The Matket Revolution, 1815-1860," whereas
six pages devoted to slave life follow in the subsequent chapter, “Toward an Ameri-
can Culture”; suggesuons for further reading are similacly dispersed. Although the
goal of making the history of slavery part of the broader history of the United States
is commendable, the extteme technique adopted to pursue it cteates obstacles to
using this volume as a teaching tool in history classes. Most tnstructors will devote
whole lectures to antebellum slavery, for example, and will want to assign readings
that complement such lectures. Murrin’s text does not readily lend itself to this put-
pose; indeed, because of its unusual organization, tn a cutious way it provides a
naftative chat is more, racher chan less, choppy and segmented than most.*

Despite these variations, it is possible to generalize about the texts’ common
strengths and weaknesses. Among the former, the most notable is the extent to
which all incorporate the revisionist approach that came to fruition in the 1970s
in the works of such historians as John W. Blassingame, Eugene D. Genovese, and
Herbert G. Gueman. That approach focused on the slaves’ culture and community,
with particular emphasis on families and religion, and portrayed enslaved African
Americans as subjects who in interaction with the owners helped shape their world,
rather than as passive objects of white action. The ubiquity of this theme in the
textbooks indicates that the slavery revisionism of the 1970s has now become part
of the standard historical canon.?s

In some other respects, however, the texts are less successful. Although most
point out the slow growth of bondage in the seventeenth-century mainland colo-
nies, none gives an entirely clear explanation of why indentured servitude gave way
to slavery. (Davidson, Faragher, and Henretta best explore the colonial context for
the emergence of forced labor.) None offers mote than a perfunctory treatment of
proslavery ideology, pethaps in part because it appears so bizarte to cutrent readets.
In slighting this subject, the texts miss an opportunity to drive home the excent
to which values are historically conditioned. My students are always amazed —and
often dismayed — to learn that defenders of slavery relied heavily on Christian argu-
ments; knowing that slavery was wrong, they are certain that it was un-Christian.
Exploring biblical (and other) defenses of slavety is a0 eye-opener to students who
think that morality has been unchanging across time and space. Similar important

u Murein et al., Liberty, Eguality, Power, 1, 12-14, 38-40, 128-29, 337-39, 467-70, 518-24,

“ lhid., ¥33-35, 339-63, 339, 343,

5 See John W. Blassingame, The Slrve Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum South (New Yark,
1972); Bugene D. Genovese, Rol, Jordun, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York, 1974); and Herbert G.
Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1750-1925 (New York, 1976).
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issues thar generally receive short shrift, pechaps because addressing them properly
requires a recognition of complexity unusual in textbooks, include many whites’
ahility to square slavery with American republicanism and, later, with American
demaocracy, the close relationship between defenses of slavery and efforts to “hu-
manize” it, and the meaning and extent of planter patérnalism. Perhaps the most
sophisticated treacment of these subjects appears in Murrin, which has a thoughtful
passage on the simultaneous effore to make slavery more efficient and more “hu-
mane.” But even here “paternalism” will appear to many students as little more
than “good treatment’ rather than as an ideology or 2 relationship based on
masters’ peculiar undetstanding of reciprocal obhgauons between themselves and
their “people.’1é

If the volumes under review incorporate the revisionism of the 1970s, they are
less successful in synthesizing more tecent slavery scholarship, perhaps because
the direction of that scholarship appears less clear-cut and because there is often
a lag between the appearance of new scholarship and its assimilation by student-
oriented texctbooks. New research on slave families, women, and children, for
example, appeats to have had litcle impact on these volumes. Boyer, Davidson,
Faragher, Martin, and Tindall mention the high rate of child mortality among
slaves, But none of the texts discusses recent evidence that, although slave adules
ate fairly well and were relatively healthy (compared to slaves elsewhere and even
to free adults in much of the world), children were malnourished and sickly.'?
None incorporates recent suggestions thart revisionists of the 1970s may have exag-
gerated the cohesion of the slave community—if, indeed, there was such a thing
as “the” slave community—and the resemblance between slave families and those
of middle-class whites.’® And none addresses the debate among historians over
the “internal” economy in which slaves accumulated their “own” property and
engaged in small-scale cornmercial transactions of considers the excent to which

16 Davidson et al., Nation of Nations, [, 50-51, 56-76; Faragher et al., Qut of Many, [, 61-63, 89-93; Henretta
et al., America’s History, |, 48-50, 82-85; Murrin e al., Liberry, Equality, Power, 1, 334.

17 Bayer et al., Enduring Vison, [, 386, Davidson et al., Nation of Nations, |, 472; Faragher et al., Out of
Many, 1, 319; Martin et al., Americe and Its Peoples, |, 402; Tindall and Shi, America, [, 621. On slave health and
mortalicy, see especially Richard H. Steckel, “A Peculiar Papulation: The Nutrition, Healeh, and Mortality of Ameri-
can Slaves from Childhood to Maturicy,” Journal of Feonomic History, 56 (Sept. 1986), 721-41; Richard H. Steckel,
“Wark, Disease, and Diet in che Health and Marcaltty of American Slaves." in Withour Consent or Contract: The
Rise and Fall of American Siavery: Conditions of Slave Life and the Tansition to Freedom: Technical Papers, ed.
Robert William Fogel and Stanley L Engerman (2 vols., New York, 1992), I, 489-507; and Richard H. Sreckel,
“Women, Wotk, and Health under Plantacion Slavery in the United States” in Mare than Chatiel; Black Women
and Slgvery in the Americas, ed. David Barry Gaspar and Darlene Clatk Hine (Bloomingron, 1996), 43-60.

12 See, for example, Peter Kolchin, “Reevaluating the Antebellum Slave Community: A Comparative Perspec-
tive) Journal of American History, 70 (Dec. 1983), 579-601; Laurence Shore, “The Paverty of Tragedy in Histotical
Writing on Southern Slavery!' South Atlanric Quarterly, 85 (Spring 1986), 147-G4; Bercram Wyarr-Brown, “The
Mask of Obedience: Male Slave Psychology in the Old South,” Amarican Historical Review, 93 (Dec. 1988),
1228-52; Clatence E. Walker, Deromanticizing Black History: Critical Ecsays and Reappraisals (Knoxville, 1991),
esp. xi—xviii; Aan Parcen Malone, Sweer Chariot: Slave Famidy and Household Structure in Ninsteenth- Century
Losisiana (Chapel Hill, 1992), Brenda E. Scevenson, “Black Family Struceure in Calonial and Ancebellum Viegenia:
Amending the Revisianist Perspeceive,” in The Decline in Marriage among African Americgns: Cauges, Conse-
guences, and Policy Implications, ed. M. Belinda Tucker and Claudia Mitchell-Kernan (New Yok, 1993), 27-36;
and Brenda E. Stevenson, Lifz in Black and White: Family and Community in the Slave South (New Yotk, 1994),
esp. 206-37.
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there was an econiomic as well as a cultural basis for slaves’ limited autonomy. ¥ Deal-
ing with these questions requires attention to complexity, to variations within the
United States South, to how American slavery differed from and resembled slavery
elsewhere, and to disagreements among histotians —a rall order for books trying
to make American history accessible to students who may already find the past
infinicely confusing.

The extent to which the textbooks assimilate the research of the 1970s but ignore
what came later becomes clear from a comparison of the fourch (1994) edition of
the text by Norton and her coauthors (examined for this essay) with the second edi-
tion, published eight years earlier.?0 All the illustrations are changed: three former
pictures are replaced by six new ones plus a new graph showing the percentage
of native-born African Americans, somewhat misleadingly captioned “Percentage of
Slave Population Naturalized.” Despite some alteracions in wording, however —
“Slaves also developed a sense of racial identity” becomes “Enslaved African-
Americans also developed a sense of racial identity” — the substance of the text’s
nartative is unchanged. The bibliographic lists that appear under the two headings
“Conditions of Slavery” and “Slave Culture and Resistance” each contain only one
entry not included in the second edition.?

Perhaps the biggest weakness of these texts is their failure to convey a sense of
slavety as a subject of extraordinary historical research, debate, and reinterpreta-
tion, and of the ensuing excitement. Of the eight texts, only Tindall mentions the
shift in historians’ focus from slave treatment to the lives of slaves and “the slave
community,” a shift based on “raking seriously firsthand accounts previously dis-
counted as unreliable” Too often (for example, in Boyer's text) when these volumes
pay any attention to how historians interpret slavery, the focus is on an area that
has not elicited much scholarly debate: whether slavery was harsh or lenient. No
major scholar of slavery during the past two decades has questioned its oppressive-
ness; the significant debates have involved other issues, such as the impact of slavery
on southern economic growth, the degree to which slavery set the South off from
the capitalist North, the nature and implications of planter paternalism, the mean-
ing of “community” among slaves, and the sttucture and character of slave families.

12 See Philip D. Morgan, “Work and Culeure: The Task System and the World of Lowcountry Blacks, 1770 ta
1880, Wilkam and Mary Quarterly, 39 (Oct. 1982), 563-99, Philip D. Morgan, “The Ownership of Property by
Slaves in che Mid-Nineteenth Ceatury Low Couneey” Journal af Southern History, 49 (Aug. 1983), 399-410;
Lawrence T. McDonnell, “Money Knows No Master: Marker Relations and the Ametican Slave Community,” in
Developing Dixie: Modernization in @ Traditional Society, ed. Winfred B. Moore Jr., Jaseph F. Tripp, and Lyon
G. Tyler (Westpart, 1988), 31-44; the special issue “The Slaves’ Economy: Independent Produccion by Slaves in
the Americas” ed. [ra Betlin and Philip D. Mortgan, 3levery & Abolition (London), 12 {May 1991} Roderick A.
McDonald, The Economy and Material Culture of Siaves. Goods and Chatrels on the Sugar Plantations of Jamatca
and Louitiana (Baron Rouge, 1993); and Lacry E. Hudson Jr, T Have and to Hold: Siave Work gnd Family Life
in Anrebelium South Carolina (Athens, Ga., 1997).

2 Mary Beth Norwon ec al., A Peaple and 2 Nation: A History of the United Stares, 2d ed. (2 vols., Boston,
1984}, I. [n camparing the twa editions of Norwon, I have facused on the part of Chapter 11— “Slavery and the
Growth of the South, 1800-1860" —that deals with the slaves themselves, 310-20 (2d ed.) and 316-28 {4ch ed).

2 Nartton ¢t al., People and ¢ Nation, 4th ed., 1, 320, Norwon et al., People and a Nation, 2d ed.| |, 314;
Notton et al., Peaple and 2 Nation, 4th ed., 1, 321; Norcon et al., Peaple and 2 Nation, 2d ed., I, 311; Norron
ct al., People and 2 Nation, dth ed., 1, 329.
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In failing co explain the heated debates on such issues, the texts miss a major
opportunity to expose students to what history is all about and to show why it is
exciting. No wonder so many students find textbooks —and history — boring. 22

In many ways, the textbooks under review do a good job. They provide considerable
attention to slavery—especially slavery broadly defined, as an issue in American
history—and, in varying degtees, satisfactory syntheses of the revisionist scholar-
ship of the 1970s. Most are handsomely packaged and contain an abundance of
visual aids, including ateractive illustrations, helpful maps, and (less consistently)
informative graphs and tables. The best of their bibliographies point students
toward a few highly recommended books while also guiding those interested in
mote extensive reading.

I think that the texts still leave considerable room for improvement. Most of
their bibliographies could provide clearer, more up-to-date guidance for scudents
familiar with vircually none of the names and ritles thrown ac them, and cheir maps
and illustrations could be accompanied by statistical tables that would clarify demo-
graphic and economic trends. More important, the texts could give more infor-
mation on slavery during the revolutionary and Civil War eras and could becter
introduce students to major interpretive issues at the center of recent historical re-
search on slavery. Perhaps most imporeant, I would like to see the texts do more
to convey to students the excitement with which historians have reinterpreted and
continue to reinterpret the nature of American slavery. Five yeats after taking a sur-
vey course in United States histoty, students will remember few of the details they
memorized while preparing for exams; buc it may be hoped that cthey wi// remern-
ber interpretive themes to which they were exposed, something of how historians
go about constructing and reconstructing the past on the basis of historical evi-
dence, and how absorbing such historical creation can be.

Finally, let me curn to practical recommendations for those concerned with choos-
ing among competing textbooks. All the volumes considered for this essay are
acceptable, but their different strengrhs and weaknesses render some more useful
than others, depending on the user’s goals. For example, Martin has the best
bibliography, followed by Davidson and Faragher. Faragher provides the most
impressive graphics, with Boyer and Davidson, and then Henretta and Marein, not
far behind. Murrin is pitched at the highest intellectual level but suffers from
quirky otganization and is stronger on slavery’s impact than on actual slave relacion-
ships; Henretta and Martin also probe how slavery set the South off from the Norch
better than they delineate the complex character of slavery. Norton, once a pioneer
in addressing social history, no longer seems to be on the cucting edge. Although
it satisfactorily summarizes slavery on the basis of 1970s revisionism, it is not so
well grounded in more recent historiography and is less effective than the besc of
the other texts in putting American slavery in wider contexe or in examining its

12 Tindall and Shi, America, 1, G24; Boyer et al., Enduring Vition, 1, 382.
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variations. Tindall provides a straightforward but skimpy treatment of slavety, one
that sacrifices context, detail, and nuance for narrative flow and economy; it is by
far the least “texthbookish” of the volumes under consideration, but some students
may find its “literary” style difficule. Murrin, Davidson, and Notton assume a lictle
more of their readers than the other texts, using longer sentences, more difficult
words, and more complex sentence scructure. At the opposite extreme, Faragher
and Martin manage to express surprisingly complex ideas in simple language.
Taking everything into account but giving special weight to coverage, balance, inter-
pretation, sophistication, and usabilicy, I would suggest that Boyer, Davidson, and
Faragher are at the top of the pack (although Boyer and especially Faragher are
plagued by too many annoying errors).

Whichever text one assigns, I would emphasize the importance of using supple-
mentary readings. Primary documents, which require careful discussion either in
lecture or discussion sections, help students understand how historians go 2bout
interpreting slavery, something that none of the textbooks manages to do. Two pri-
mary assignments that I have found effective in illuminating antebellum slavery
ate The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass and excerpts from the Federal
Writers' Project interviews with former slaves; for the eighteenth century, The In-
teresting Narrative of the Life of Olaudabh Eguiano is useful. And for insight into
the mind of the masters, Drew Gilpin Faust’s collection of proslavety polemics, The
Ideology of Slavery, remains unsurpassed.?

I have looked at only eight textbooks; others on the matket may offer superior
coverage of slavery. In examining these volumes, I have looked only at che way they
deal with slavery; an effort to assess their treatment of other subjects might yield
very different conclusions. In any case, when it comes to improving coverage —of
slavery or other subjects— there is always the next edition.
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