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THE BLACK EXPERIENCE UNDER SLAVERY

· Most Blacks in the 19th century experienced slavery on plantations under owners who owned twenty or so.  These owners used everything in their command to make the slaves docile and obedient.

· One such method was conversion to Christianity where the pastors repeatedly reminded that it is their duty to serve the whites.

· But the relationship of blacks to whites involved more than slave to owner---the free blacks would await and speed up the day of complete black freedom.

Forms of Slave Resistance

· Open rebellion was the most dramatic and clear-cut way.

· Between 1800 and 1831 many such revolts took place, clearly showing that the blacks were willing to risk their lives for freedom.

· In 1800, a Virginia slave named Gabriel Prosser mobilized a large band of his fellows to march on Richmond, but a violent storm dispersed "Gabriel's army" and the whites suppressed it without any loss of life.

· In 1811, several hundred Louisiana slaves marched on New Orleans brandishing guns, waving flags and beating drums.  It took 300 soldiers and militiamen to stop the advance.

· In 1822, whites in Charleston, South Carolina discovered a rebellion in the making, organized by a free black man named Denmark Vesey, who planned to forcefully take over the city.  Although caught in its early stages, it convinced the whites that the blacks were after them and they must always be on guard.

· A year later, there was a notorious group of runaways who would go around killing white slave owners, and what made them effective was their fight to the death over re-enslavement.

· The most bloody revolt was that of Nat Turner in 1831.

· The most successful effort took place in Florida between 1835 and 1842 when hundreds of black fugitives fought in the Second Seminole War.

· Very few slaves actually rebelled, because the price of an unsuccessful rebellion was very harsh, usually death.

· Many opted to run away rather than rebel, safer and more effective---a runaway, if returning, could be granted immunity from punishment, but a rebel would always be punished.

· The most common way of protest was ineffective or slow working---by far the safest.

· Also common was stealing provisions and sabotage of tools.  Another solution was the poisoning of the master's food.

· These acts usually went unpunished because they were usually done in secret, and only passed down through family stories such as the Brer Rabbit.

The Struggles of Free Blacks

· In addition to the 4 million + slaves, there were about 500,000 "free negroes" living in the U.S. in 1860, and about half in the slave states.  These free negroes were treated as social outcasts, and denied legal and political equality.

· Public facilities were segregated, only in the New England states could they vote and only is Massachusetts could they testify in a case involving whites.

· Many states banned them from public schooling, the Fed. Gov. banned them from serving in the militia, working for the USPS, and laying claims to public lands.

· Essentially, they were stateless persons even before the 1857 ruling of no Negro citizenship.

· In the south, free blacks were considered semi-slaves, often needing to carry papers at all times to prove their freedom.  They often had white guardians responsible for their behavior, and would need special permission to move from county to county.

· Many laws were made preventing black from working and living properly, often renegading them so such jobs in conditions as bad as slavery.  Eventually, a few states made laws demanding departure from the state or slavery---no other options.

· Free blacks in the north were the most likely to join the cause, as they could protest freely.  Famous rebels include Frederick Douglas, Charles Remond, William Wells Brown, Robert Purvis, and Henry Highland Garner.  Some women rebels include Sojourner Truth, Maria Stewart, and Frances Harper.

· Soon black newspapers came out where blacks could write freely about their ideas.  Some of these papers were the "Freedom's Journal" and "The North Star."  Another influential anti-slavery publication was David Walker's "Appeal…to the Colored Citizens of the World."

· The northern free blacks also began the Underground Railroad, and were greatly assisted by people such as Harriet Tubman and Josiah Henson.

African American Religion

· African Americans could not have endured slavery or resisted it if they had been demoralized by it.

· What made the freedom struggle possible was inspired hope from their fundamental beliefs to look to the future and not at the current conditions.

· Religion was the cornerstone of the emerging black culture.  It was usually a variant on evangelical Protestantism focusing on parts of the bible dealing with enslaved people thirsting for freedom.

· Free blacks formed the first independent black churches, created by seceding from white congregations, which discriminated against them.  These groups became Baptist groups and the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church under the leadership of Reverend Richard Allen.  The whites hated the AME and even closed one down.

· Whites organized services for their slaves too, but it was only a superficial part of the slaves' spiritual life.  Blacks would go to secret services or pray in the confines of their home.  This is now called the "invisible institution."

· This covert slave religion was highly emotional and it included singing and dancing.  This was just as a renewal of their old African ways.

· All in all, the key to it all was the longing for freedom.

· The Slave Family

· The other thing from making slavery be too demoralizing to endure was family.

· Contrary to popular belief, the majority of slaves lived in two-parent households.  The masters promoted stable unions and slaves preferred monogamy to casual or promiscuous marriages.

· Plantation registers reveal that many slave marriages lasted twenty to thirty years.

· The bonding aspect was that the entire slave community stuck together like family, often calling all adults 'aunty' or 'uncle', and kids got called 'brother' or 'sister'.

· Slave families taught the kids how to survive slavery and plantation life.

· Slaves lived secluded, but so did everyone else.  Less affluent whites, planters, and even free blacks all had their own little "sections."  The Old South was thus a deeply divided society.

· The south was a "kaleidoscope" of groups divided by class, race, culture, and geography.  The fractured and fragile nature of this society would soon become apparent when it was subjected to the pressures of civil war.

