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One of the great cOntr0versiés in American histgry was the question of
slavery and what conditions under wﬁiCh the éiaves actually lived, Since
the abolitionists wished fo maximize the migi?&es of siavery te their
audience, and the pro-slavery polemicists wished to minimize chem, the many
contemporary sources on the topic are frequen.ly marred dy 51as, leaving
a minefield for future historians. And since the subject of slavery closely
ties 1n tne current political preblems concerning race reirations, arfirmarive

action, tne iuner city underclass,(et +y 2t's hard for historians to remain

unbrased tnemselves when examining the supject, However, despite such

does a remarkably good job iaprtraying the da.ly Lives o the slaves, and
how their masters dealc with them,

Kenneth M, Stampp was born July 12, 1912 in Milwaukee, Wisconsin., He
got his B.S, (1935), M.A. (1937), and Ph,D, (1942) all‘from the University
of Wisconsin, After being an instructor at the University qf_Arkansas, and
an assistant and associate professor at the University of Maryland, he
spent the majority of hié career at the University of California at Berkeley,
The books he has written are mostly on ninateenth century American history,
It appears politically he is- a liberal cor a dechratic socialist, but not
a Marxist, He abandoned support of Henry Wallace's communist-tinged thlrd
pérty campaign in 1948, only to give his vote to "Farrell Dobbes and the
Socialist Workers."2 He felt very strongly that Reconstruction hadn't been
pursued strongly encugh in the postwar:period by the radical Republicans¢3
He is a member of the ACLU and the NAACP,%

Stampp does a goed job in trying to be objective by pointing out
seemingly contrary facts about slavery, which shows the diversity of conditions

under which the slaves lived, He chose mostly to focus on the years 1830-
lKenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar Institution (New York: Alfred A, Knopf, Inc.,
1956), Y¥or now on, this designated normally by "s.”
Zpeter Novick, That Noble Dream The ''Objectivity Question'" and the American
Historical Profession (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 322,
For now on, this will be designated normally by "N."




1860 in order to avoid problems resulting from changes in the institution

itself (such as major changes in the slave codes) (S., p. 28), but still

T

acknowledged the highly varied situations slaves iivad under: o e s
they were evidences of regional variations within the South itself and of
natural variations among individual masters and slaves" (8., p., 28).

As a result, all sorts of variations and differences in fhe institution
of alavery get covered in Stampp;s work, since he is objective enough to
conceed some masters and overseers’were cruel and harsh while others weren't,
He says: ''Not that a substantial number_of glaveholders deliberately adopted
a policy of brutality. The great méjority in fact, preferred to use as little
violence as possible" (8,, p. 78). Yet, of course, brutality existed along
side paternalism: "But these-rgstraints were not always enough, Some masters,
made irascible by the endless irritations whicﬁ were an inevitable part of
owning slaves, Were'uﬁmerciful in exercising their almost unlimited powers”
(S.; P 180); And He cites the gvidence tﬁat indicated that some slaveholders
were much worse than others, instead of making the simplistic generalization |
ail were brutes, or all were loving, caring paternalistic "fathers."

And Stampp is repeatedly careful to show both sides, making judicious
weighings of the evidence. For instance, he points out how some slaveholders
developed a paternalistic style in which slaves could be done With tasks by
the middle of the afternoon (S., p. 76), with the "average" slaveholder,
who expected the routine dawn to dusk workday6(8.,.p._80), with those who
overdid it and overworked their slaves (S., p. 81). Or, he diécussed what

“and how much slaves were fed, Many got only ﬁornmeal énd bacon/pork vear

around (S., p, 284~285), but at least some masters added milk, vegetables,
4§ii5e D, Kinsman, ed,, Contemporary Authors (Detroit: 6ale Research Company,

1 s Volumes 13-16, p. 76l. TUnless otherwise noted, all biographical informa-

ti on Stampp Was from this source, _

5Frederick Douglass had similar experience: '"Mr, Severe's place (of overseer--

EVS) wai filled by a Mr. Hopkins. He,was a yery dlgferent maR, e was less

cruel egs profane, and mage ess noisé, than Mr. averf. 15 cogrse was

cﬁara terized by no’extracrdingfy demonsirationg of crue Ey; e whipped, but
aves a good OVErseer

emed to take ho pleasure in 1f, L He was called by the s
ﬁ%egericﬁ Douglassp Narrative o the,Li%e o% Frede%ic_ Douglass n_ American
Slave (New York: éiﬁhﬁf‘Bﬁst, 1988y, o, 30, ' '

6Since, as Stampp noteg (g s, Ps 76), Northern fref Eactory workers 1§bored 12
t wasn t Yy means very unusua T t ineteent enturv.
?gggsNgrgﬁgfn ?é%meﬁs normglfvynut in ovet 70 hours & wegﬁ g%nth$s time . v
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eggs, potatoes,/;tc, (Sg, p. 284), Stampp covers the variations in

housing slaves had to live with, from "snug dwellings of logs covered with
weather-boarding, or frame houses of bricks, clapbeards, or shingles"

(8,0, 293 down to "héuses” with no windows, no opening besides the doorway,
with holes between the logs the winter wind would blow through and holes in
the reoofs rain would fall through (8., p; 295)., 0r, he mentions how white
women and black men were responsible for some : =~ miscegeneration (S;,

p. 353), even if white men and black wamen(§;;>the much more common variation
(8., p. 353), Stampp's willingness to conceed such variations shows he

has done the patient work of a scholar, not the polemic of a Northern abolition-
ist.

Now Stampp himself is pretty much a pedestrian writer, with no particular
aloquence or flair for writing.  The famous sentence, "I have assumed that the
slaves were merely ordinary human beings, that innately Negroes are, after all,
only white men with black skinms, nothing more, nothing less" (his emphasis,

S., p. vii) 1s one of the few'eloquent lines in the book written by the author,

@note the end, p. 430 and also p. 132). (But) with his wealth of detail

and crystaifele&%;W%itingT—hisgbeekgisgbe£h—easy4Ee—ﬁé}iew—and~interestiaggteg——ﬁ——4—~f4—~—
read, And many of his sources are very interesting, as illustrated by the

Southern planter's Wife complaining about the temptations of slave women

to her menfolk, "Under slavery we live surrounded by prostitutes" (S., p.

356)., He would end chaﬁtera with highly appropriate quotes from the sources

(5., p, 85, 191; 236}, If you have any intrinsic interest in the gubject,

The Peculiar Institution makes for a good read,

While some zealous social scientist types might complain Stampp brings
Pl T

a moral agenda to his work (see E:%fii, 7=-11, 429-30, égﬁ,)-~namely racism c@zé7l/hay

and slavery were and are evil, and that blacks and whites are innately equal——ﬂag“abuz Ban,

ﬁﬁ%fﬁg Pﬂfhﬁg

. = Tr [l n - 7 -
this kind of "bias” poses little real problem, For I would argue o Y e

moral values can be objective absolutes, and need not seriously distort a torndd Lol

7N., p.» 352-353, which quotes from a critieciem on this issue from Stanley
M. Elkins,eﬁlgyery A Problem in American Institutional and Intellectual Life

L. .. _{Chicago: Tniversitv of Chirmaon Prece 1060 s 9998  Thie honl abhidd To walled




historical work seo long as theylare true, The evil of racism becomes obvious
upon exmaination, for igg’involves-treating different people diffgrently for

no ethically relevant factors (skin pigmentatioﬁ, shape of ﬁose,ﬁggt.) Thus,
Stampp's anti-racism need not distort his Work's ébjectivity, so long as he
avoids covering up evidence that slavery wasn't alwéys as_harsh as abolitionists
said it was., And, as.éean.abqvé, he doesg avoid doing this,

Stampp used a wide variety of sources, which included: plantation records,
slaveholder diaries and wills, court records, escaped slave narratives,
travelleré' accounts, agricultural journals, newspapers, census records,
and even pro-slavery polemics, His list of the manuscripts he consulted

for writing The Peculiar Institution f£ill almost six pages (S., p. 431-

436). As dllustrated above, he is careful to show the variation in conditions
under which the slaves lived. So while he is forced to generalize many

times without any specific statistics (such as pointing out how black

slaves and poor illiterate whites had nearly the same emotional religious
pracices by citing enly two caées’from gsource documents--3,, p. 376-377),

his extrapolatiéns still sound plausible, For since there weren't

scientific invastigators or market researchers running around in the Ante-
bellum South making surveyvs and taking scientific sampleé of the slaves'

conditions, the lack of preciseness is inevitable, As Hugene Genovese put

it in his "A Note On Sources" at the end of Roll, Jordan,Roll The World

the Slaves Made: "My frequent use of 'many,' 'most,’ 'probably,' ‘on balancg,'

and 'cypically' reflects the difficulties of precise quantification,"s While
Stanely M, Elkins criticized Stampp for using this approach (E., p. 22),
there really isn't an alternative other than the reasoned judgment of a
professional historian who specializes in the subject.

Now Stampp's overall thesis and descriptions of slavery are fairly

closely paralleled in Genovese's Roll Jorﬂan Roll, which helps to support

the validity of Stampp's work. MNow Genovese addsMarxist concepts, inter-—

preta?igns, and categqries to his analysis (see p. 5, 6, 25, 57-38, e££?), and

8
Eugene D, Genovese, Egll,qudan,_Roll _The World the Slaves Made (New York:
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can't resist comdemningthe Americaﬁ&ggﬁﬁé {etnam War (G,, p, 152~
153), but his account largely agree with Stampp's. Both Gernovese and Stampp
see slavery and racism as evil, which certainly ﬁaén'ﬁnthe case for some
prior Scuthern historians on the subject,such as U.B. Phillips (G., p. kvi,'3—4;
8., p. vii, 8-11). Both cover how the slaves eould manipulate the differences
between the overseer and master to al;eviate harsh treatment (G,; p. 17; S.,
p. 107-108), Beth dealt'wi#ﬁ the legal problems_fesulting from a slave beding
both property and a human being (G., p. 28-29; 5., ﬁ.'192—193). Both see
miscegeneration as océurring sometimes between white women and black men.
{(G,, p. 4223 8., p. 352), but more commOﬂly between wﬁite men and black woman
(G., 415-416, 4293 S.,p. 353). Sometimes slaves would.dominate or get
their own way with their incompetent "masters™ (G., p. 347;_8{, p. 106),
Slavery made the masters worse morélly also, which means it didn't just
hurt the slaves (G., p. 94-95; S., p. 422). Both agree branding and
mutation declined as pﬁnishments for siaves in the nineteenth century,
compared to colonial days (G,, »., 67; 3., p, 188), Both feel that rumors of and panic over
possibilities of ' '

tm%American slave rebellions were far greater than the threat actually was
{(G., p., 595~596; S., p, 134, 136-7, 140). Thus, these examples of similarities
between Stampp and Genovese in théir conclusions aboqt what slavery did |
to péople, |

However, sometimes they disagread, TFor instance, Genovese is skeptical
of Stampp’s view that overseers were as numB@rous aé‘30+ slave farms ox
plantations, saying they were considerably.less‘ aumerous (compare G., p. 13
with S., p. 38). Or Stampp says masters dida't céré'very much about the

well ,

field hands or know themﬂPersonally, while Genovgse maintains much more
personal contact and care was the case on average (compare S,, pQ 325-326
with G, p. 10). Alsb it seems Genovese has additional insights on
various issues Stampp lacks, though this could well be due to Genovese

having some 370 more pages to work with and type that averages about a

third smaller. For instance, he points out how the many overseers, since

o




they were neither slaves nor of the rich landowning class, wera caught in- Es
batween (p. 135~16), Or how the imports qf Northern and European manufactures Y % . '
.

.
kN
undermined the size and skill of the black artisan class (G., p. 389). But Eﬁ

Stampp's effort is a great one in its own right, even if presumably now over- . ¥ E\
shadowed by Genovese's, E% § \E“i-
Now Stampp's work gets higﬁ credit in the historical profession for + %\ %;'
clearing U,B. Phillips' racist-tinged scholarship on slavery from the. | %*ngf E
scene, ''The Peculiar Institution . . . has in the eyes of many students - :k
replaced American Negro Slaﬁery (Phiilips' work—;EVS) as the authoritative f\ ﬁl
statement on a long-mooted subject. . . . Not only has Phillips’ moral Fiqi§

” ' :
psotion been overwhelmingly reversed, but even his scholarship--though

nearly forty years would have to elapse before anyone finally acomplished it--
has been left in the shade by scholarship more pginstakiﬁgj_still. Not only
has the challenge been successful; the victory is devastating" (his italies, E,, 20-21),

: that: -
Genovese also atatad = § "Kenneth M. Stampp's Peculiar Institution, which in

1956 delivered the coup de grace to Phillips's more tendentious interpretations,

could not so eagily have swept the field had not Aptheker and a few others

already cleared away so much rubbish' (Hié“itéiigs, G;ﬁ'?; 587) . Thus, The Peculiar
Institution must have had a powerful influence én the history writing on
slavery at the time of its publication and the immediately following years,

One highly controversial area the bhook throﬁs 1ight-on is how slavery
badly undermined the black family, which may explain partially today's inner
cify social pathology of<ma¢riarchy,illegitimate births, welfare dependency,
absent fathers ete, The black faﬁily was undermined and sometimes directly
destroyed by the lack of 1egél protection slave marriageé had, with the result-
ing forced separations at slave auctions (S., p. 340-341, 2525, The slave
woman first and foremost worked a grueling 12-15 hour day for her master,
with all household duties like coocking, cleaning, caring for children, ff;i,

being minor accessory duties done ﬁostly in a few hours before falling asleep

6



or maybe briefly in the morning before going out to the fields (8., p, 343) .
The children were cared for while their parents worked by an eldexrly slave
woman who couldn’'t work in the field anymore (8., p. 58, 345), which no

at least partially
doubt washwhy many slave fathers and some slave mothers didn't care about
their children much (8., p. 346). :'Some masters would engage In eommunal
cooking, which had its trade-offs: "If communal cooking increased the
regimentation of slave life and destroyed almost the last vestige of the
famiiy's significance, it nevertheless resultégg ordiparily in a better
diet" (S., p. 288)., Avfagher, since he had little of a breadwinning
role (the master did that), ¥as "at most his wife's assistant, her
companion, and her sex partmer" (S., p. 344)., ‘As a result, the slave
family could be aptly described as a matriarchy: "Indeed, the typical
slave family was matriarchal in form, for the mother's role was far
more important than the father's, . . . He was often tEought of as her
posgession ('Mafy's Tom');.as was the cabin in which they lived. It
was common for a mother and her children to be considered a family without

see also p. 267).
reference to the father" (S., p. 3443 The instability (including such
s P A _

problemg as divorce, adultery,fég;D of the slave family from all these

causes resulted in slaves tak;ng a casual attitude towards the duties of
marriage, and the lack of real affe&tion deveioping éometimes (8., p. 345) .,
Sexual promiscuity was fairly common as a result, which the case of a Ken-

tucky slavelwoman having seven children by seven diﬁferent fathers not

being unique (S., p. 346), T shouldn't overemphasize the bleakness of

this situvation, for despite all thése disastrous influences love still developed g
black men and their black women, as well as between mothers and their

children, as wmany a2 slave auecltilon- separat_ic;n.scene goes to show (S,, pi:348).

, @uch of the  todsm
Of course, -thep fault for creating-

mase lies with the whites who imposed

fa

I .
. mil .

slavery upon the blacks. fs the extent black:;‘iﬂ_g%:abilie? ‘of teday can be traced
B LR N . .

back to slavery. Thus, the inmer city social pathologies Moynihan's famous

1965 report discussed could well have a major source in the damage inflicted on



African-American families by slavery,”

Because of its clarity, its interesting specific examples, its scholarship

and judicious weighing of evidence, and its influence upon the historical

profession on this particular subiect, Kenneth Stampp s The Peculiar Instltutlon
is well worth reading. While presumably shadows have been cast upon its

significance by later works such as Genovese's Roll, Jordan, Roll, 2t dis still

more than repays the study put into ix, It will help serve to remind us

wnite americans of one of the darkest chapters of American history.
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91 am fuily aware of how annoying the tone and seme points of this paragraph
could very wall be te . feminists. However, since I'm influenced by the
George Gilder thesis (see Men and Marriage, which is a revision of his Sexual
Suicide) about the innately different personality types of men and women and its
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Special note: Since I'm taking this class for undergraduate credit (I'm enrolled
prasently in both the B.A, and M.A, programs in history), T didn't make this
paper as long as a grad student necessarily might be expected to,




