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First Impressions
Initial English Confrontation with Africans

When the Atlantic nations of Europe began expanding overseas
in the sixteenth century, Portugal led the way to Africa and to
the east while Spain founded a great empire in America. It was
not until the reign of Queen Elizabeth that Englishmen came to
realize that overseas exploration and plantations could bring
home wealth, power, glory, and fascinating information. By the
early years of the seventeenth century Englishmen had developed
a taste for empire and for tales of adventure and discovery. More
than is vsual in human affairs, one man, the great chronicler
Richard Hakluyt, had roused enthusiasm for western planting
and had stirred the nation with his monumental compilation,
The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries
of the English Nation. Here was a work to widen a people’s hori-
zons. Its exhilarating accounts of voyages to all quarters of the
globe constituted a national hymn, a scientific treatise, a sermon,
and an adventure story.

English voyagers did not touch upon the shores of West Africa
until after 1550, nearly a century after Prince Henry the Naviga-
tor had mounted the sustained Portuguese thrust southward for
a water passage to the Orient. Usually Englishmen came to Africa
to trade goods with the natives. The earliest English descriptions
of West Africa were written by adventurous traders, men who had
no special interest in converting the natives or, except for the fa-
mous Hawkins voyages in the 1560, in otherwise laying hands )
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4 GENESIS 1550-1700

on them. Extensive English participation in the slave trade did
not develop until well into the seventeenth century. Initially
English contact with Africans did not take place primarily in a
context which prejudged the Negro as a slave, at least not as a
slave of Englishmen. Rather, Englishmen met Africans merely as
another sort of men.

Englishmen found the peoples of Africa very different from
themselves. “Negroes” looked different to Englishmen; their reli-
gion was un-Christian; their manner of living was anything but
English; they seemed to be a particularly libidinous sort of peo-
ple. All these clusters of perceptions were related to each other,
though they may be spread apart for inspection, and they were
related also to the circumstances of contact in Africa, to previ-
ously accumulated traditions concerning that strange and distant
continent, and to certain special qualities of English society on
the eve of its expansion into the New World.

THE BLACKNESS WITHOUT

For Englishmen, the most arresting characteristic of the newly
discovered African was his color. Travelers rarely failed to com-
ment upon it; indeed when describing Africans they frequently
began with complexion and then moved on to dress (or, as they
saw, lack of it) and manners. At Cape Verde, “These people are
all blacke, and are called Negroes, without any apparell, saving
before their privities.” Robert Baker’s narrative poem recounting
his two voyages to the West African coast in 1562 and 1563 intro-
duced the people he saw with these engaging lines:

And entering in [a river], we see
a.number of blacke soules,
Whose likelinesse seem’d men to be,
but all as blacke as coles.
Their Captain comes to me
as naked as my naile,
Not having witte or honestie
to cover once his taile.

Englishmen actually described Negroes as black—an exagger-
ated term which in itself suggests that the Negro’s complexion
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had powerful impact upon their perceptions. Even the peoples of

northern Africa seemed so dark that Englishmen tended to call

them “black” and let further refinements go by the board. In
Shakespeare’s day, the Moors, including Othello, were commonly
portrayed as pitchy black and the terms Moor and Negro were
used almost interchangeably. With curious inconsistency, how-

ever, Englishmen recognized that Africans south of the Sahara

were not at all the same people as the much more familiar Moors.
Sometimes they referred to West Africans as “black Moors” to

distinguish them from the peoples of North Africa.

The powerful impact which the Negro’s color made upon Eng-
lishmen must have been partly owing to suddenness of contact.
Though the Bible as well as the arts and literature of antiquity
and the Middle Ages offered some slight introduction to the
“Ethiope,” England’s immediate acquaintance with “black”-
skinned peoples came with relative rapidity. People much darker
than Englishmen were not entirely unfamiliar, but really “black”
men were virtually unknown except as vaguely referred to in the
hazy literature about the sub-Sahara which had filtered down
from antiquity. Native West Africans probably first appeared in
London in 1554; in that year five “Negroes,” as one trader re-
ported, were taken to England, “kept till they could speake the
‘anguage,” and then brought back again “to be a helpe to Eng-
lishmen” who were engaged in trade with  Africans on the coast.
Hakluyt’s later discussion of these Africans suggests that these
“blacke Moores” were a novelty to Englishmen. In this respect
the English experience was markedly different from that of the
Spanish and Portuguese who for centuries had been in close con-
tact with North Africa and had actually been invaded and sub-

jected by people both darker and more “highly civilized” than

themselves. The impact of the Negro's color was the more power-
ful upon Englishmen, moreover, because England’s principal con-
tact with Africans came in West Africa and the Congo, which
meant that one of the lightest-skinned of the earth’s peoples sud-
denly came face to face with one of the darkest.

In England perhaps more than in southern Europe, the con-
cept of blackness was loaded with intense meaning. Long before
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6 GENESIS 1550—-1700

they found that some men were black, Englishmen found in the
idea of blackness a way of expressing some of their most ingrained
values. No other color except white conveyed so much emotional
impact. As described by the Oxford English Dictionary, the
meaning of black before the sixteenth century included, “Deeply
stained with dirt; soiled, dirty, foul. . . . Having dark or deadly
purposes, malignant; pertaining to or involving death, deadly;
baneful, disastrous, sinister. . . . Foul, iniquitous, atrocious, hor-
rible, wicked. . . . Indicating disgrace, censure, liability to pun-
ishment, etc.” Black was an emotionally partisan color, the hand-
maid and symbol of baseness and evil, a sign of danger and
repulsion.

Embedded in the concept of blackness was its direct opposite—
whiteness. No other colors so clearly implied opposition, “beinge
coloures utterlye contrary”:

Everye white will have its blacke,
And everye sweete its sowre.

i White and black connoted purity and filthiness, virginity and sin,

fvirtue and baseness, beauty and ugliness, hbeneficence and evil,

jGod and the devil. Whiteness, moreover, carried a special signifi-
cance for Elizabethan Englishmen: it was, particularly when com-
plemented by red, the color of perfect human beauty, especially
emale beauty. This ideal was already centuries old in Elizabeth’s
meir fair Queen was its very embodiment: her cheeks
were “roses in a bed of lillies.” (Elizabeth was naturally pale but
like many ladies then and since she freshened her “lillies” at the
cosmetic table.) An adoring nation knew precisely what a beauti-
ful Queen looked like.

Her cheeke, her chinne, her neck, her nose,
This was a lillye, that was a rose;

Her bosome, sleeke as Paris plaster,

Held upp twoo bowles of Alabaster.

By contrast, the Negro was ugly, by reason of his color and
also his “horrid Curles” and “disfigured” lips and nose. A century
later blackness still required apology: one of the earliest attempts
to delineate the West African as a heroic character, the popular
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story Oroonoko (1688), presented Negroes as capable of blushing
and turning pale. It was important, if incalculably so, that Eng-
lish discovery of black Africans came at a time when the accepted
English standard of ideal beauty was a fair complexion of rose
and white. lNegroes seemed the very picture of perverse negation.
From the first, however, many English observers displayed a
certain sophistication about the Negro's color. Despite an ethno-
centric tendency to find blackness repulsive, many writers were
fully aware that Africans themselves might have different tastes,
As early as 1621 one writer told of the “Jetty coloured” Negroes,
“Who in their native beauty most delight,/And in contempt doe
paint the Divell white”; this assertion became almost a common-
place. Many accounts of Africa reported explicitly that the Ne-
gro’s preference in colors was inverse to the Furopean’s. Even the
Negro's features were conceded to be appealing to Negroes.

THE CAUSES OF COMPLEXION

Black human beings were not only startling but extremely puz-

zling. The complexion of Africans posed problems about its na-

ture, especially its permanence and utility, its cause and origin,
and its significance. Although these were rather separate ques-
tions, there was a pronounced tendency among Englishmen and
other Europeans to formulate the problem in terms of causation
alone. If the cause of human blackness could be explained, then
its nature and significance would follow.

Not that the problem was completely novel. The ancient
Greeks had touched upon it. The story of Phaéton’s driving the
chariot sun wildly through the heavens apparently served as an
explanation for the Ethiopian's blackness even before written
records, and traces of this ancient fable were still drifting about
during the seventeenth century. Ptolemy had made the important
suggestion that the Negro's blackness and woolly hair were cavsed
by exposure to the hot sun and had pointed out that people in
northern climates were white and those in temperate areas an in-
termediate color. Before the sixteenth century, though, the ques-
tion of the Negro’s color can hardly be said to have drawn the at-
tention of Englishmen or indeed of Europeans generally.
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The discovery of West Africa and the development of Negro
slavery made the question far more urgent. The range of possible
answers was rigidly restricted, however, by the virtually universal
assumption, dictated by church and Scripture, that all mankind
stemmed from a single source. Indeed it is impossible fully to
understand the various efforts at explaining the Negro’s com-
plexion without bearing in mind the strength of the tradition
which in 1614 made the chronicler, the Reverend Samuel Purchas,
proclaim vehemently: “the tawney Moore, blacke Negro, duskie
Libyan, ash-coloured Indian, olive-coloured American, should
with the whiter European become one sheep-fold, under one
great Sheepheard . . . without any more distinction of Colour,
Nation, Language, Sexe, Condition, all may bee One in him that
is One. . . "

In general, the most satisfactory answer to the problem was
some sort of reference to the action of the sun, whether the sun
was assumed to have scorched the skin, drawn the bile, or black-
ened the blood. People living on the Line had obviously been get-
ting too much of it; after all, even Englishmen were darkened by
a little exposure. How much more, then, with the Negroes who
were “so scorched and vexed with the heat of the sunne, that in
many places they curse it when it riseth.” This association of the
Negro’s color with the sun became a commonplace in Eliza-
bethan literature; as Shakespeare’s Prince of Morocco apologized,
“Mislike me not for my complexion,/ The shadow’d livery of the
burnish’d sun,/ To whom I am a neighbour and near bred.”

Unfortunately this theory ran headlong into a stubborn fact of
nature which simply could not be overridden: if the equatorial
“inhabitants of Africa were blackened by the sun, why not the
people living on the same Line in America? Logic required them
to be the same color. Yet by the middle of the sixteenth century
it was becoming perfectly apparent that the Indians living in the
hottest regions of the New World could by no stretch of the imag-
ination be described as black. They were “olive” or “tawny,” and
moreover they had long hair rather than the curious “wool” of
Negroes. Clearly the method of accounting for human com-
plexion by latitude just did not work. The worst of it was that
the formula did not seem altogether wrong, since it was apparent
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that in general men in hot climates tended to be darker than in
cold ones.

Another difficulty with the climatic explanation of skin color
arose as lengthening experience provided more knowledge about
Negroes. If the heat of the sun caused the Negro’s blackness, then
his removal to cold northerly countries ought to result in his los-
ing it; even if he did not himself surrender his peculiar color,
surely his descendants must. By mid-seventeenth century it was
becoming increasingly apparent that this expectation was ill
founded: Negroes in Europe and northern America were simply
not whitening up very noticeably.

From the beginning, in fact, some Englishmen were certain
that the Negro’s blackness was permanent and innate and that no
amount of cold was going to alter it. There was good authority
in Jeremiah 13:23; “Can the Ethiopian change his skin/ or the
leopard his spots?” Elizabethan dramatists used the stock expres-
sion “to wash in Ethiop white” as indicating sheer impossibility.
In 1578 a voyager and speculative geographer, George Best, an-
nounced that the blackness of Negroes “proceedeth of some natu-
rall infection of the first inhabitants of that country, and so all
the whole progenie of them descended, are still polluted with the
same blot of infection.” An essayist in 1695 declared firmly, “A
negroe will always be a negroe, carry him to Greenland, give him
chalk, feed and manage him never so many ways.”

There was an alternative to the naturalistic explanations of the
Negro’s blackness. Some writers felt that God’s curse on Ham
(Cham), or upon his son Canaan, and all their descendants was
entirely sufficient to account for the color of Negroes. This could
be an appealing explanation, especially for men like George Best
who wished to stress the “natural infection” of blackness and for
those who hoped to incorporate the Negro’s complexion securely

‘within the accepted history of mankind. The original story in

Genesis g and 10 was that after the Flood, Ham had looked upon
his father’s “nakedness” as Noah lay drunk in his tent, but the
other two sons, Shem and Japheth, had covered their father with-
out looking upon him; when Noah awoke he cursed Canaan, son
of Ham, saying that he would be a “servant of servants” unto his
brothers. Given this text, the question becomes why a tale which




10 GENESIS 1550—1700

logically implied slavery but absolutely nothing about skin color
should have become a popular explanation of the Negro’s black-
ness. The matter is puzziing, but probably, over the very long
run, the story was supported by the ancient association of heat
with sensuality and by the fact that some sub-Saharan Africans
had been enslaved by Europeans since ancient times. In addition,
the extraordinary persistence of the tale in the face of centuries
of constant refutation was probably sustained by a feeling that
blackness could scarcely be anything but a curse and by the com-
mon need to confirm the facts of nature by specific reference to
Scripture. In contrast to the climatic theory, God's curse provided
a satisfying purposiveness which the sun‘s scorching heat could
not match until the eighteenth century.

In the long run, of course, the Negro’s color attained greatest
significance not as a scientific problem but as a social fact. Eng:-
lishmen found blackness in human beings a peculiar and impor-
tant point of difference. The African’s color set him radically
apart from Englishmen. But then, distant Africa had been known
to Christians for ages as a land of men radically different in
religion.

DEFECTIVE RELIGION

While distinctive appearance set Africans apart in a novel way,
their religious condition distinguished them in a more familiar
manner. Englishmen and Christians everywhere were sufficiently
acquainted with the concept of heathenism that they confronted
its living representatives without puzzlement. Certainly the rather
sudden discovery that the world was teeming with heathen peo-
ple made for heightened vividness and urgency in a long-standing
problem; but it was the fact that this problem was already well
formulated long before contact with Africa which proved impor-
tant in shaping English reaction to the Negro’s defective religious
condition.

In one sense heathenism was less a “problem” for Christians
than an exercise in self-definition: the heathen condition defined
by negation the proper Christian life. In another sense, the pres-
ence of heathenism in the world constituted an imperative to in-
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tensification of religious commitment. From its origin Christian-
ity was a universalist, proselytizing religion, and the sacred and
secular histories of Christianity made manifest the necessity of
bringing non-Christians into the fold. For Englishmen, then, the
heathenism of Negroes was at once a counter-image of their own
religion and a summons to eradicate an important distinction be-
tween the two peoples. Yet the interaction of these two facets of the
concept of heathenism made for a peculiar difficulty: On the one
hand, to act upon the felt necessity of converting Africans would
have been to eradicate the point of distinction which Englishmen
found most familiar and most readily comprehensible. Yet if they
did not act upon this necessity, continued heathenism among Ne-
groes would remain an unwelcome reminder to Englishmen that
they were not meeting their obligations to their own faith—nor
to the benighted Negroes. Englishmen resolved this implicit di-
lemma by doing nothing.

Considering the strength of the Christian tradition, it is almost
startling that Englishmen failed to respond to the discovery of
heathenism in Africa with at least the rudiments of a campaign
for conversion. Although the impulse to spread Christianity seems
to have been weaker in Englishmen than, say, in the Catholic
Portuguese, it cannot be said that Englishmen were indifferent to
the obligation imposed upon them by the overseas discoveries of
the sixteenth century. While they were badly out of practice at the
business of conversion (again in contrast to the Portuguese) and
while they had never before been faced with the practical dif-
ficulties involved in Christianizing entire continents, they none-
theless were able to contemplate with equanimity and even eager-
ness the prospect of converting the heathen. Indeed they went so
far as to conclude that converting the natives in America was suffi-
ciently important to demand English settlement there. As it
turned out, the well-publicized English program for converting
Indians produced very meager results, but the avowed intentions
certainly were genuine. It was in marked contrast, therefore, that
Englishmen did not avow similar intentions concerning Africans
until the late eighteenth century. Fully as much as ‘with skin
color, though less consciously, Englishmen distinguished between
the heathenisms of Indians and of Negroes.
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It is not easy to account for the distinction which Englishmen
made. On the basis of the travelers’ reports there was no reason
for Englishmen to suppose Indians inherently superior to Negroes
as candidates for conversion. But America was not Africa. English-
men contemplated settling in America, where voyagers had estab-
lished the King’s claim and where supposedly the climate was
temperate; in contrast, Englishmen did not envision settlement in
Africa, which had quickly gained notoriety as a graveyard for
Europeans and where the Portuguese had been first on the scene.
Certainly these very different circumstances meant that English-
men confronted Negroes and Indians in radically different social
contexts and that Englishmen would find it far easier to contem-
plate converting Indians than Negroes. Yet it remains difficult to
see why Negroes were not included, at least as a secondary target.
The fact that English contact with Africans so frequently oc-
curred in a context of slave dealing does not entirely explain the
omission of Negroes, since in that same context the Portuguese
and Spanish did sometimes attempt to minister to the souls of
Africans and since Englishmen in America enslaved Indians when
good occasion arose. Given these circumstances, it is hard to
escape the conclusion that the distinction which Englishmen made
as to conversion was at least in some small measure modeled after
the difference they saw in skin color.

The most important aspect of English reaction to African
heathenism was that Englishmen evidently did not regard it as
separable from the Negro’s other attributes. Heathenism was
treated not so much as a specifically religious defect but as one
manifestation of a general refusal to measure up to proper stand-
ards, as a failure to be English or even civilized. There was every
reason for Englishmen to fuse the various attributes they found in
Africans. During the first century of English contact with Africa,
Protestant Christianity was an important element in English
patriotism; especially during the struggle against Spain the Eliza-
bethan’s special Christianity was interwoven into his conception
of his own nationality, and he was therefore inclined to regard
the Negroes’ lack of true religion as part of theirs. Being a Chris-
tian was not merely a matter of subscribing to certain doctrines;
it was a quality inherent in oneself and in one’s society. It was
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interconnected with all the other attributes of normal and proper
men: as one of the earliest English travelers described Africans,
they were “a people of beastly living, without a God, lawe, reli-
gion, or common wealth”—which was to say that Negroes were not
Englishmen. Far from isolating African heathenism as a separate
characteristic, English travelers sometimes linked it explicitly
with blackness and savagery.

SAVAGE BEHAVIOR

"The condition of savagery—the failure to be civilized—set Negroes
apart from Englishmen in an ill-defined but crucial fashion. Afri-
cans were different from Englishmen in so many ways: in their
clothing, housing, farming, warfare, language, government, mor-
als, and (not least important) in their table manners. To judge
from the comments of voyagers, Englishmen had an unquenchable
thirst for the details of savage life. Englishmen were, indeed,
(.enf)rmously curious about their rapidly expanding world, and
it is scarcely surprising that they should have taken an interest in
reports about cosmetic mutilation, polygamy, infanticide, ritual
mu.rder, and the like. In addition, reports about “savages” began
arriving at a time when Englishmen very much needed to be able
to translate their apprehensive interest in an uncontrollable
world out of medieval religious terms. The discovery of savéges
overseas enabled them to make this translation easily, to move
from miracles to verifiable monstrosities, from heaven to earth.
As with skin color, English reporting of African customs was
partly an exercise in self-inspection by means of comparison. The
necessity of continuously measuring African practices with an
English yardstick of course tended to emphasize the differences
b.et-ween the two groups, but it also made for heightened sensi-
tivity to instances of similarity. Thus the Englishman’s ethno-
centrism tended to distort his perception of African culture in
two opposite directions. While it led him to emphasize differences
and to condemn deviations from the English norm, it led him also
to seek out similarities. Particularly, Englishmen were inclined
to see the structures of African societies as analogous to their own,
complete with kings, counselors, gentlemen, and the baser sort.
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Here especially they found Africans like themselves, partly be-
cause they know no other way to describe any society and partly
because there was actually good basis for such a view of the social
organization of West African communities.

Despite the fascination and self-instruction Englishmen derived
from discussing the savage behavior of Africans, they never felt
that savagery was as important a quality in Africans as it was in
the American Indians. As was the case with heathenism, contrast-
ing social contexts played an important role in shaping the Eng-
lish response to savagery in the two peoples. Inevitably, the sav-
agery of the Indians assumed a special significance in the minds of
those actively engaged in a program of planting civilization in
the American wilderness. The case with the African was different;
the English errand into Africa was not a new or a perfect com-
munity but a business trip. No hope was entertained for civiliz-
ing the Negro’s steaming continent, and Englishmen therefore
lacked compelling reason to develop a program for remodeling the
African natives.

From the beginning, also, the importance of the Negro’s sav-
agery was muted by the Negro’s color. Englishmen could go a long
way toward expressing their sense of being different from Africans
merely by calling them “black.” By contrast, the aboriginals in
America did not have the appearance of being radically distinct
from Europeans except in religion and savage behavior. English
voyagers placed much less emphasis upon the Indian’s color than
upon the Negro’s, and they never permitted the Indian’s physiog-
nomy to distract their attention from what they regarded as his
essential quality, his savagery. ‘

It would be a mistake, however, to slight the importance of
what was seen as the African’s savagery, since it fascinated Eng-
lishmen from the very first. English observers in West Africa were
sometimes so profoundly impressed by the Negro’s behavior that
they resorted to a powerful metaphor with which to express their
own sense of difference from him. They knew perfectly well that
Negroes were men, yet they frequently described the Africans as
“brutish” or “bestial” or “beastly.” The supposed hideous tortures,
cannibalism, rapacious warfare, revolting diet (and so forth page
after page) seemed somehow to place the Negro among the beasts.
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‘The eventual circumstances of the Englishman’s contact with
Africans served: to strengthen this feeling. Slave traders in Africa
necessarity handled Negroes the same way men in England
handled beasts, herding and examining and buying, as with any
other animals which were products of commerce.

THE APES OF AFRICA

If Negroes were likened to beasts, there was in Africa a beast
which was likened to men. It was a strange and eventually tragic
happenstance of nature that Africa was the habitat of the animal
which in appearance most resembles man. The animal called
"or?ng-outang” by contemporaries (actually the chimpanzee) was
native to those parts of western Africa where the early slave trade
was heavily concentrated. Though Englishmen were acquainted
(for the most part vicariously) with monkeys and bahoons, they
were unfamiliar with tailless apes who walked about like men.
Accordingly, it happened that Englishmen were introduced to the
anthropoid apes and to Negroes at the same time and in the same
place. The startlingly human appearance and movements of the
:ape"—a generic term though often used as a synonym for the
orang-outang”—aroused some curious speculations,

In Jarge measure these speculations derived from traditions
which had been accumulating in Western culture since ancient
times. Medieval books on animals contained rosters of strange
creatures who in one way or another seemed disturbingly to re-
semble men. There were the simia and the cynoce-pkah" and the
saiyri and the others, all variously described and relared to one an-
other, all jumbled in a characteristic blend of ancient reports and
medieval morality. The confusion was not easily nor rapidly dis-
pelled, and many of the traditions established by this literature
were very much alive during the seventeenth century. '

The section on apes in Edward Topsell's Historie of Foure-
Footed Beastes (1607) serves 1o illustrate how certain seemingly
trivial traditions and associations persisted in such form that they
were bound to affect the way in which Englishmen would perceive
the inhabitants of Africa. Above all, according to Topsell, “apes,”
were venerous. The red apes were “so venerous that they will
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ravish their Women.” Baboons were “as lustful and venerous as
goats”; a baboon which had been “brought to the French king

. above all loved the companie of women, and young maidens;
his genitall member was greater than might match the quantity of
his other parts.” Pictures of two varieties of apes, a “Satyre” and
an “Agopithecus,” graphically emphasized the “virile member.”

In addition to stressing the “lustful disposition” of the ape kind,
Topsell’s compilation contained suggestions concerning the char-
acter of simian facial features. “Men that have low and flat nos-
trils,” readers were told in the section on apes, “are Libidinous
as Apes that attempt women. . . .” There also seemed to be some
connection between apes and devils. In a not altogether successful
attempt to distinguish the “Satyre-apes” from the mythical crea-
tures of that name, Topsell straightened everything out by ex-
plaining that it was “probable, that Devils take not any denomi-
nation or shape from Satyres, but rather the Apes themselves from
Devils whome they resemble, for there are many things common
to the Satyre-apes and devilish Satyres.” Association of apes and/
or satyrs with devils was common in England: the inner logic of
this association derived from uneasiness concerning the ape’s
“indecent likenesse and imitation of man’; it revolved around
evil and sexual sin; and, rather tenuously, it connected apes with
blackness.

Given this tradition and the coincidence of contact, it was
virtually inevitable that Englishmen should discern similarity
between the manlike beasts and the beastlike men of Africa. A
few commentators went so far as to suggest that Negroes had
sprung from the generation of apekind or that apes were them-
selves the offspring of Negroes and some unknown African beast.
These contentions were squarely in line with the ancient tradi-
tion that Africa was a land “bringing dailie foorth newe monsters”
because, as Aristotle himself had suggested, many different species
came into proximity at the scarce watering places. Jean Bodin, the
famous sixteenth-century French political theorist, summarized
this wisdom of the ages with the categorical remark that “promis-
cuous coition of men and animals took place, wherefore the re-
gions of Africa produce for us so many monsters.” Despite all
these monsters out of Africa, the notion that Negroes stemmed
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from beasts in a literal sense was not widely believed. It simply
floated about, available, later, for anyone who wanted it.

Far more common and persistent was the notion that there
sometimes occurred “a beastly copulation or conjuncture” be-
tween apes and Negroes, and especially that apes were inclined
wantonly to attack Negro women. The very explicit idea that
apes assaulted female human beings was not new; Africans were
merely being asked to demonstrate what Europeans had known
for centuries. As late as the 1730’s a well-traveled, well-educated,
and intelligent naval surgeon, John Atkins, was not at all certain
that the stories were false: “At some Places the Negroes have been
suspected of Bestiality with them [apes and monkeys], and by the
Boldness and Affection they are known under some Circumstances
to express to our Females; the Ignorance and Stupidity on the
other side, to guide or control Lust; but more from the near re-
semblance [of apes] . . . to the Human Species would tempt one
to suspect the Fact.”

. By the time Atkins addressed himself to this evidently fascinat-
ing problem, some of the confusion arising from the resemblance
of apes to men had been dispelled. In 1699 the web of legend and
unverified fact was disentangled by Edward Tyson, whose com-
pa&rative study of a young “orang-outang” was a masterwork of
crl.tical scientific investigation. Throughout his dissection of the
chimpanzee, Tyson meticulously compared the animal with
human beings in every anatomical detail, and he established be-
yond question both the close relationship and the non-identity
of ape and man. Here was a step forward; the question of the
ape’s proper place in nature was now grounded upon much firmer
knowledge of the facts. Despite their scientific importance, Ty-
son’s conclusions did nothing to weaken the vigorous tradition
which linked the Negro with the ape. The supposed affinity be-
tween apes and men had as frequently been expressed in sexual as
in anatomical terms, and his findings did not effectively rule out
the possibility of unnatural sexual unions. Tyson himself re-
marked that orangs were especially given to venery.

The sexual association of apes with Negroes had an inner logic
which kept it alive: sexual union seemed to prove a certain
affinity without going so far as to indicate actual identity—which
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was what Englishmen really thought was the case. By forging a
sexual link between Negroes and apes, [urthermore, Englishmen
were able to give vent to their feeling that Negroes were a lewd,
lascivious, and wanton people.

LIBIDINOUS MEN

Undertones of sexuality run throughout many English accounts
of West Africa. To liken Africans—any human beings—to beasts
was to stress the animal within the man. Indeed the sexual conno-
tations embodied in the terms bestial and beastly were consider-
ably stronger in Elizabethan English than they are today, and
when the Elizabethan traveler pinned these epithets upon the be-
havior of Africans he was more frequently registering a sense of
sexual shock than describing swinish manners.

Lecherousness among Africans was at times for Englishmen
merely another atiribute which one would expect to find among
heathen, savage, beastlike men. One commentator's remarks made
evident how closely interrelated all these attributes were in the
minds of Englishmen: “They have no knowledge of God . . .
they are very greedie eaters, and no lesse drinkers, and very lecher-
ous, and theevish, and much addicted to uncleanenesse: one man
hath as many wives as hee is able to keepe and maintaine.” Sex-
uality was what one expected of savages.

Clearly, however, the association of Africans with potent seX-
uality represented more than an incidental appendage to the con-
cept of savagery. Long before first English contact with West
Africa, the inhabitants of virtually the entire continent stood
confirmed in European literature as justful and venerous. About
1526 Leo Africanus (a Spanish Moroccan Moor convertec'i to
Christianity) supplied an influential description of the little-
xnown lands of “Barbary,” “Libya,” “Numedia,” and ‘“Land of
Negroes''; and Leo was as explicit as he was imaginative.lln the
English translation (1600) readers were informed concerning the
“Negros” that “there is no Nation under Heaven more prone to
Venery.” Leo disclosed that “the Negroes . . . leade a beastly
kind of life, being utcerly destitute of the use of reason, of de)-i-
teritie of wit, and of all arts. Yea, they so behave themselves, as if
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they had continually lived in a Forrest among wild beasts. They
have great swarmes of Harlots among them; whereupon a man
may easily conjecture their manner of living.” Nor was Leo Afri-
canus the only scholar to elaborate upon the ancient classical
sources concerning Africa. In a highly eclectic work first published
in 1566, Jean Bodin sifted the writings of ancient authorities and
concluded that heat and lust went hand in hand and that “in
Ethiopia . . . the race of men is very keen and lustful.” Bodin
announced in a thoroughly characteristic sentence, ‘“Ptolemy re-
ported that on account of southern sensuality Venus chiefly is
worshiped in Africa and that the constellation of Scorpion, which
pertains to the pudenda, dominates that continent.”

Depiction of the Negro as a lustful creature was not radically
new, therefore, when Englishmen first met Africans face to face.
Seizing upon and reconfirming these long-standing and apparently
common notions, Elizabethan travelers and literati dwelt ex-
plicitly with ease upon the especial sexuality of Africans. Othello’s
embraces were “the gross clasps of a lascivious Moor.” Francis
Bacon’s New Atlantis (1624) referred to “an holy hermit” who
“desired to see the Spirit of Fornication; and there appeared to
him a little foul ugly Zthiop.” Negro men, reported a seven-
teenth-century traveler, sported “large Propagators.” In 1623
Richard Jobson, a sympathetic observer, reported that Mandingo
men were “furnisht with such members as are after a sort bur-
thensome unto them.” Another commentator thought Negroes
“very lustful and impudent, especially, when they come to hide
their nakedness, (for a Negroes hiding his Members, their extraor-
dinary greatness) is a token of their Lust, and therefore much
troubled with the Pox.” By the eighteenth century a report on the
sexual aggressiveness of African women was virtually required of
Européan commentators. By then, of course, with many English-
men actively participating in the slave trade, there were pressures
making for descriptions of “hot constitution’d Ladies” possessed
of a “temper hot and lascivious, making no scruple to prostitute
themselves to the Europeans for a very slender profit, so great is
their inclination to white men.”

While the animus underlying these and similar remarks be-
comes sufficiently obvious once Englishmen began active partici-
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pation in the slave wade, it is less easy to see why Englishmen
should have fastened upon Negroes a pronounced sexuality vir-
tually upon first sight. The ancient notions distilled by Bodin and
Leo Africanus must have helped pattern initial English percep-
tions. Yet clearly there was something in English culture working
in this direction. It is certain that the presumption of powerful
sexuality in black men was far from being an incidental or casual
association in the minds of Englishmen. How very deeply this
association operated is ohvious in Othello, a drama which loses
most of its power and several of its central points if it is read with
the assumption that because the black man was the hero English
audiences were indifferent to his blackness. Shakespeare was writ-
ing both ebout and te his countrymen’s feelings concerning physi-
cal distinctions between peoples; the play is shot through with the
language of blackness and sex. Iago goes out of his way to talk
about his own motives: “I hate the Moor,/ And it is thought
abroad that 'twixt my sheets/ He has done my office.” Later, he
becomes more direct, “For that I do suspect the lusty Moor hath
leaped into my seat.” It was upon this so obviously absurd
suspicion that lago based his resolve to “turn her virtue into
pitch.” Such was his success, of course, that Othello finally rushes
off “to furnish me with some means of death for the fair devil.”
With this contorted denomination of Desdemona, Othello unwit-
tingly revealed how deeply Iago’s promptings about Desdemona’s
“own clime, complexion, and degree” had eaten into his con-
sciousness. Othello was driven into accepting the premise that
the physical distinction matters: “For she had eyes,” he has to
reassure himself, “and chose me.” Then, as his suspicions give way
to certainty, he equates her character with his own complexion:

Her name, that was as fresh,
As Dian’s visage, is now begrim’d and black
As mine own face.

This important aspect of Iago’s triumph over the noble Moor
was a subtly inverted reflection of the propositions which Iago,
hidden in darkness, worked upon the fair lady’s father. No one
knew better than Iago how to play upon hidden strings of emo-
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tion. Not content with the straightforward crudity that “your
daughter and the Moor are now making the beast with two
backs,” Iago told the agitated Brabantio that “an old black ram/
Is tupping your white ewe” and alluded politely to “your daugh-
ter cover’d with a Barbary horse.” This was not merely the lan-
guage of (as we say) a “‘dirty” mind: it was the integrated imagery
of blackness and whiteness, of Africa, of the sexuality of beasts
and the bestiality of sex. And of course Iago was entirely success-
ful in persuading Brabantio, who had initially welcomed Othello
into his house, that the marriage was ““against all rules of nature.”
Eventually Brabantio came to demand of Othello what could
have brought a girl “so tender, fair, and happy”

To incur a general mock
Run from her guardage to the sooty bosom
Of such a thing as thou.

Altogether a curious way for a senator to address a successful
general.

These and similar remarks in the play Othello suggest that
Shakespeare and his audiences were not totally indifferent to the
sexual union of “black” men and “white” women. Shakespeare
did not condemn such union; rather, he played upon an inner
theme of black and white sexuality, showing how the poisonous
mind of a white man perverted and destroyed the noblest of loves
by means of bringing to the surface (from the darkness, whence
Iago spoke) the lurking shadows of animal sex to assault the
whiteness of chastity. Never did “dirty” words more dramatically
“blacken” a “fair” mame. At the play’s climax, standing stunned
by the realization that the wife he has murdered was innocent,
Othello groans to Emilia, “ "Twas I that killed her”; and Emilia
responds with a torrent of condemnation: “O! the more angel
she,/ And you the blacker devil.” Of Desdemona: ““She was too
fond of her filthy bargain.” To Othello: “O gulll O dolt!/ As
ignorant as dirt!” Shakespeare’s genius lay precisely in juxtapos-
ing these two pairs: inner blackness and inner whiteness. The
drama meant little if his audiences had felt no response to this
cross-inversion and to the deeply turbulent double meaning of
black over white.
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It required a very great dramatist to expose some of the more
inward biocultural values which led—or drove—Englishmen to
accept readily the notion that Negroes were peculiarly sexual
men. Probably these values and the ancient reputation of Africa
upon which they built were of primary importance in determing
the response of Englishmen to Africans. Whatever the importance
of biologic elements in these values—whatever the effects of long
northern nights, of living in a cool climate, of possessing light-
colored bodies which excreted contrasting lumps of darkness—
these values by Shakespeare’s time were interlocked with English
history and culture and, more immediately, with the circum-
stances of contact with Africans and the social upheaval of Tudor
England.

THE BLACKNESS WITHIN

The Protestant Reformation in England was a complex develop-
ment, but certainly it may be said that during the sixteenth and
early seventeenth century the content and tone of English Christi-
anity were altered in the direction of Biblicism, personal piety,
individual judgment, and more intense self-scrutiny and internal-
ized control. Many pious Englishmen, not all of them ‘“Puritans,”
came to approach life as if conducting an examination and to
approach Scripture as if peering in a mirror. As a result, their
inner energies were brought unusually close to the surface, more
frequently than before into the almost rational world of legend,
myth, and literature. The taut Puritan and the bawdy Elizabethan
were not so much enemies as partners in this adventure which we
usually think of in terms of great literature—of Milton and Shake-

speare—and social conflict—of Saints and Cavaliers. The age was -

driven by the twin spirits of adventure and control, and while
“adventurous Elizabethans” embarked upon voyages of discovery
overseas, many others embarked upon inward voyages of dis-
covery. Some men, like William Bradford and John Winthrop,
were to do both. Given this charged atmosphere of (self-)discovery,
it is scarcely surprising that Englishmen should have used peo-
ples overseas as social mirrors and that they were especially in-
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clined to discover attributes in savages which they found first, but
could not speak of, in themselves.

Nowhere is the way in which certain of these cultural attributes
came to bear upon Negroes more clearly illustrated than in a
discourse by George Best, an Elizabethan adventurer who saijled
in 1577 in search of the Northwest Passage. In the course of
demonstrating the habitability of all parts of the world, George
Best veered off to the problem of the color of Negroes. The cause
of their blackness, he decided, was explained in Scripture. Noah
and his sons and their wives were “white” and “by course of
nature should have begotten . . . white children. But the envie
of our great and continuall enemie the wicked Spirite is such,
that as hee coulde not suffer our olde father Adam to live in the
felicitie and Angelike state wherein he was first created . . . so
againe, finding at this flood none but a father and three sons
living, hee so caused one of them to disobey his fathers com-
mandment, that after him all his posteritie should bee accursed.”
The “fact” of this “disobedience,” Best continued, was this: Noah
“commanded” his sons and their wives to behold God “with
reverence and feare,” and that “while they remained in the Arke,
they should use continencie, and abstaine from carnall copulation
with their wives . . . which good instructions and exhortations
notwithstanding his wicked sonne Cham disobeyed, and being
perswaded that the first childe borne after the flood . . . should
inherite . . . all the dominions of the earth, hee . . . used com-
pany with his wife, and craftily went about thereby to dis-inherite
the off-spring of his other two brethren.” To punish this “wicked
and detestable fact,” God willed that ““a sonne should bee born
whose name was Chus, who not onely it selfe, but all his posteritie
after him should bee so blacke and lothsome, that it might remain
a spectacle of disobedience to all the worlde. And of this blacke
and cursed Chus came all these blacke Moores which are in
Africa.”

The inner themes running throughout this extraordinary exe-
gesis testify eloquently to the completeness with which English
perceptions could integrate sexuality with blackness, the devil,
and the judgment of a God who had originally created man not
only “Angelike” but “white.” These running equations lay em-
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bedded at a deep and almost inaccessible level of Elizabethan cul-
ture; only occasionally did they appear in complete clarity, as
when evil dreams

- . . hale me from my sleepe like forked Devils,
Midnight, thou Athiope, Empresse of Black Soules, Thou general
Bawde to the whole world.

But what is still more arresting about George Best's discourse is
the shaft of light it throws upon the dark mood of strain and con-
trol in Elizabethan culture. In an important sense, Best’s remarks
are not about Negroes; rather they play upon a theme of external
discipline exercised upon the man who fails to discipline himself.
The linkages he established—*disobedience” with “carnall copula-
tion” with something “black and lothsome”—were not his alone.
The term dirt first began to acquire its meaning of moral impur-
ity, of smuttiness, at the very end of the sixteenth century. Perhaps
the key term, though, is “disobedience”—to God and parents—and
perhaps therefore, the passage echoes one of the central concerns
of Englishmen of the sixteenth and early seventeenth century.
Tudor England was undergoing social ferment, caused in large
part by an increasingly commercialized economy and reflected in
such legislative monuments as the Statute of Apprentices and the
Elizabethan vagrancy and poor laws. Overseas mercantile expan-
sion brought profits and adventure but also a sense, in some men,
of disquietude. One commentator declared that the merchants,
“whose number is so increased in these our daies,” had ‘“‘in times
past” traded chiefly with European countries but “now . . . as
men not contented with these journies, they have sought out the
east and west Indies, and made now and then suspicious voiages.”
Literate Englishmen generally (again not merely the Puritans)
were concerned with the apparent disintegration of social and
moral controls at home; they fretted endlessly over the “masterless
men” who had once had a proper place in the social order but
who were now wandering about, begging, robbing, raping. They
fretted also about the absence of a spirit of due subordination—of
children to parents and servants to masters. They assailed what
seemed a growing spirit of avariciousness, a spirit which one
social critic described revealingly as “‘a barbarous or slavish desire
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to turne the [penny].” They denounced the laborers who de-
manded too high wages, the masters who squeezed their servants,
and the landed gentlemen who valued sheep more than men—in
short, the spirit of George Best’s Cham, who aimed to have his son
“inherite and possesse all the dominions of the earth.”

It was the case with English confrontation with Africans, then,
that a society in a state of rapid flux, undergoing important
changes in religious values, and comprised of men who were ener-
getically on the make and acutely and often uncomfortably self-
conscious of being so, came upon a people less technologically
advanced, markedly different in appearance and culture. From
the first, Englishmen tended to set Africans over against them-
selves, to stress what they conceived to be radically contrasting
qualities of color, religion, and style of life, as well as animality
and a peculiarly potent sexuality. What Englishmen did not at
first fully realize was that Africans were potentially subjects for a
special kind of obedience and subordination which was to arise
as adventurous Englishmen sought to possess for themselves and
their children one of the most bountiful dominions of the earth.
When they came to plant themselves in the New World, they were
to find that they had not entirely left behind the spirit of avarice
and insubordination. Nor does it appear, in light of attitudes
that developed during their first two centuries in America, that
they left behind all the impressions initially gathered of the Negro
before he became pre-eminently the slave.




2

Unthinking Decision

Enslavement of Africans in America to 1700

At the start of English settlement in America, no one had in mind
to establish the institution of Negro slavery. Yet in less than a cen-
tury the foundations of a peculiar institution had been laid. The
first Africans landed in Virginia in 1619, though very little is
known about their precise status during the next twenty years.
Between 1640 and 1660 there is evidence of enslavement, and after
1660 slavery crystallized on the statute books of Maryland, Vir-
ginia, and other colonies. By 1700, when Africans began flooding
into English America, they were treated as somehow deserving a
life and status radically different from English and other Euro-
pean settlers. Englishmen in' America had created a new legal
status which ran counter to English law.

Unfortunately the details of this process can never be com-
pletely reconstructed; there is simply not enough evidence to
show precisely when and how and why Negroes came to be treated
so differently from white men. Concerning the first years of con-
tact especially we have very little information as to what impres-
sion Negroes made upon English settlers: accordingly, we are left
knowing less about the formative years than about later periods of
American slavery. That those early years were crucial is obvious,
for it was then that the cycle of Negro debasement began; once
the African became fully the slave it is not hard to see why Eng-
lishmen looked down upon him. Yet precisely because understand-
ing the dynamics of these early years is so important to under-
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standing the centuries which followed, it is necessary to bear with
the less than satisfactory data and to attempt to reconstruct the
course of debasement undergone by Africans in seventeenth-
century America.

THE NECESSITIES OF A NEW WORLD

When Englishmen crossed the Atlantic to settle in America, they
were immediately subject to novel strains. A large proportion of
migrants were dead within a year. The survivors were isolated
from the world as they had known it, cut off from friends and fam-
ily and the familiar sights and sounds and smells which have al-
ways told men who and where they are. A similar sense of isola-
tion and disorientation was inevitable even in the settlements that
did not suffer through a starving time. English settlers had
undergone the shock of detachment from home in order to set
forth upon a dangerous voyage of from ten to thirteen weeks that
ranged from unpleasant to fatal and that seared into every passen-
ger’s memory the ceaselessly tossing distance that separated him
from his old way of life.

Life in America put great pressure upon the traditional social
and economic controls that Englishmen assumed were to be exer-
cised by civil and often ecclesiastical authority. Somehow the
empty woods seemed to lead much more toward license than
restraint. At the same time, by reaction, this unfettering resulted
in an almost pathetic social conservatism, a yearning for the forms
and symbols of the old familiar social order. When in 1618, for
example, the Virginia Company wangled a knighthood for a
newly appointed governor of the colony the objection from the
settlers was not that this artificial elevation was inappropriate to
wilderness conditions but that it did not go far enough to meet
them. English social forms were transplanted to America not
simply because they were nice to have around but because with-
out them the new settlements would have fallen apart and Eng-
lish settlers would have become men of the forest, savage men
devoid of civilization.

For the same reason, the communal goals and values that ani-
mated the settlement of the colonies acquired great functional
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importance in the wilderness; they served as antidotes to social
and individual disintegration. For Englishmen planting in
America, it was of the utmost importance to know that they were
Englishmen, which was to say that they were educated (to a
degree suitable to their station), Christian (of an appropriate
Protestant variety), civilized, and (again to an appropriate degree)
free men.

1t was with personal freedom, of course, that wilderness condi-
tions most suddenly reshaped English laws, assumptions, and
practices. In America land was plentiful, labor scarce, and, as in
all new colonies, a cash crop desperately needed. These economic
conditions were to remain crucial for many years; in general they
tended to encourage greater geographical mobility, less specializa-
tion, higher rewards, and fewer restraints on the processes and
products of labor. In general men who invested capital in agri-
culture in America came under fewer customary and legal re-
straints than in England concerning what they did with their
land and with the people who worked on it. On the other hand
their activities were restricted by the economic necessity of pro-
ducing cash crops for export. Men without capital could obtain
land relatively easily: hence the shortage of labor and the notably
blurred line between men who had capital and men who did not.

Three major systems of labor emerged amid the interplay of
these social and economic conditions in America. One, which was
present from the beginning, was free wage labor. Another, which
was the last to appear, was chattel slavery. The third, which
virtually coincided with first settlement in America, was tempo-
rary servitude, in which contractual arrangements gave shape to
the entire system. It was this third system, indentured servitude,
which permitted so many English settlers to cross the Atlantic
barrier. Indentured servitude was linked to the development of
chattel slavery in America, and its operation deserves closer
examination.

A very sizable proportion of settlers in the English colonies
came as indentured servants bound by contract to serve a master
for a specified number of years, usually from four to seven or
until age twenty-one, as repayment for their ocean passage. The
time of service to which the servant bound himself was negotiable
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property, and he might be sold or conveyed from one master to
another at any time up to the expiration of his indenture, at
which point he became a free man. (Actually it was his labor
which was owned and sold, not his person, though this distinc-
tion was neither important nor obvious at the time.) Custom and
statute law regulated the relationship between servant and master.
Obligation was reciprocal: the master undertook to feed and
clothe and sometimes to educate his servant and to refrain from
abusing him, while the servant was obliged to perform such work
as his master set him and to obey his master in all things.

FREEDOM AND BONDAGE IN THE ENGLISH TRADITION

While in retrospect we can readily see these three distinct cate-
gories, thinking about freedom and bondage in Tudor England
was in fact confused and self-contradictory. In a period of social
dislocation there was considerable disagreement among contem-
porary observers as to what actually was going on and even as to
what ought to be. Ideas about personal freedom tended to run
both ahead of and behind actual social conditions. Both statute
and common law were sometimes considerably more than a cen-
tury out of phase with actual practice and with commonly held
notions about servitude. Finally, both ideas and practices were
changing rapidly. It is possible, however, to identify certain im-
portant tenets of social thought that served as anchor points amid
this chaos.

Englishmen lacked accurate methods of ascertaining what actu-
ally was happening to their social institutions, but they were not
wrong in supposing that villenage, or “bondage” as they more
often called it, had virtually disappeared in England. In the mid-
dle ages, being a villein had meant dependence upon the will of a
feudal lord but by no means deprivation of all social and legal
rights. By the fourteenth century villenage had decayed markedly,
and it no longer existed as a viable social institution in the second
half of the sixteenth century. Personal freedom had become the
normal status of Englishmen. Most contemporaries welcomed this
fact; indeed it was after about 1550 that there began to develop
in England that preening consciousness of the peculiar glories of
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English liberties. This consciousness was to flower in America as
well.

How had it all happened? Among those observers who tried to
explain, there was agreement that Christianity was primarily
responsible. They thought of villenage as a mitigation of ancient
bond slavery and that the continuing trend to liberty was ani-
mated, as Sir Thomas Smith said in a famous passage, by the
“perswasion . . . of Christians not to make nor keepe his brother
in Christ, servile, bond and underling for ever unto him, as a
beast rather than as a man.” They agreed also that the trend had
been forwarded by the common law, in which the disposition was
always, as the phrase went, “in favor of liberty.”

At the same time there were in English society people who
seemed badly out of control. From at least the 1 530’s the country-
side swarmed with vagrants, sturdy beggars, rogues, and vaga-
bonds, with men who could (it was thought) but would not work.
They committed all manner of crimes, the worst of which was
remaining idle. It was an article of faith among Tudor commen-
tators that idleness was the mother of all vice and the chief dan-
ger to a well-ordered state. Tudor statesmen valiantly attempted
to suppress idleness by means of the famous vagrancy laws which
provided for houses of correction and (finally) for whipping the
vagrant from constable to constable until he reached his home
parish. They assumed that everyone belonged in a specific niche
and that anyone failing to labor in the niche assigned to him by
Providence must be compelled to do so by authority.

In response, Tudor authorities gradually hammered out the
legal framework of a labor system which permitted compulsion
but which did not permit so total a loss of freedom as lifetime
hereditary slavery. And as things turned out, it was indentured
servitude which best met the requirements for settling in America.
Of course there were other forms of bound labor which contrib-
uted to the process of settlement: many convicts were sent and
many children abducted. Yet among all the numerous varieties
and degrees of non-freedom which existed in England, there was
none which could have served as a well-formed model for the
chattel slavery which developed in America. This is not to say,
though, that slavery was an unheard-of novelty in Tudor England.

1
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On the contrary, “bond slavery” was a memory trace of long stand-
ing. Vague and confused as the concept of slavery was in the
minds of Englishmen, it possessed certain fairly consistent conno-
tations which were to help shape English perceptions of the way
Europeans should properly treat the newly discovered peoples
overseas.

THE CONCEPT OF SLAVERY

At first glance, one is likely to see merely a fog of inconsistency
and vagueness enveloping the terms servant and slave as they were
used both in England and in seventeenth-century America. When
Hamlet declaims “O what a rogue and peasant slave am I,” the
term seems to have a certain elasticity. When Peter Heylyn defines
it in 1624 as “that ignominious word, Slave; whereby we use to
call ignoble fellowes, and the more base sort of people,” the term
seems useless as a key to a specific social status.

In one sense it was, since the concept embodied in the terms
servitude, service, and servant was widely embracive. Servant was
more a generic term than slave. Slaves could be “servants,” but
servants should not be “slaves.” This principle, which was com-
mon in England, suggests a measure of precision in the concept of
slavery. In fact there was a large measure which merits closer
inspection.

First of all, the “slave’s” loss of freedom was complete. “Of all
men which be destitute of libertie or freedome,” explained one
commentator in 1590, “the slave is in greatest subjection, for a
slave is that person which is in servitude or bondage to an other,
even against nature.” “Even his children,” moreover, “. . . ‘are
infected with the Leprosie of his father’s bondage.” At law, much
more closely than in literary usage, “bond slavery” implied utter
deprivation of liberty.

Slavery was also thought of as a perpetual condition. While it
had not yet come invariably to mean lifetime labor, it was fre-
quently thought of in those terms. Except sometimes in instances
of punishment for crime, slavery was open ended; in contrast
to servitude, it did not involve a definite term of years. Slavery was
perpetual also in the sense that it was often thought of as heredi-
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tary. It was these dual aspects of perpetuity which were to assume
such importance in America.

So much was slavery a complete loss of liberty that it seemed to
Englishmen somehow akin to loss of humanity. No theme was
more persistent than the claim that to treat a man as a slave was
to treat him as a beast. Almost half a century after Sir Thomas
Smith had made this connection a Puritan divine was condemning
masters who used “their servants as slaves, or rather as beasts.”
No analogy could have better demonstrated how strongly English-
men felt about total loss of personal freedom.

Certain prevalent assumptions about the origins of slavery
paralleled this analogy at a different level of intellectual construc-
tion. Lawyers and divines alike assumed that slavery was impossi-
ble before the Fall, that it violated natural law, that it was
instituted by positive human laws, and, more generally, that in
various ways it was connected with sin. These ideas were as old
as the church fathers and the Roman writers on natural law. Sir
Edward Coke, the great jurist, spelled out what was perhaps the
most important and widely acknowledged attribute of slavery:
“. .. it was ordained by Constitution of Nations . . . that he
that was taken in Battle should remain Bond to his taker for
ever, and he to do with him, all that should come of him, his Will
and Pleasure, as with his Beast, or any other Cattle, to give, or to
sell, or to kill.” This final power, Coke noted, had since been
taken away (owing to “the Cruelty of some Lords”) and placed
in the hands only of kings. The animating rationale here was that
captivity in war meant an end to a person’s claim to life as a
human being; by sparing the captive’s life, the captor acquired
virtually absolute power over the life of the man who had lost
the power to control his own.

More than any other single quality, captivity differentiated
slavery from servitude. Although there were other, subsidiary
ways of becoming a slave, such as being born of slave parents,
selling oneself into slavery, or being adjudged to slavery for
crime, none of these was considered to explain the way slavery
had originated. Slavery was a power relationship; servitude was
a relationship of service. Men were “slaves” to the devil but
“servants” of God. Men were ‘“‘galley-slaves,” not galley servants.
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This tendency to equate slavery with captivity had important
ramifications. Warfare was usually waged against another people;
captives were usually foreigners—‘‘strangers” as they were termed.
Until the emergence of nation-states in Europe, by far the most
important category of strangers was the non-Christian. Interna-
tional warfare seemed above all a ceaseless struggle between
Christians and Muslims. In the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies Englishmen at home could read scores of accounts concern-
ing the miserable fate of Englishmen and other Christians taken
into “captivity” by Turks and Moors and oppressed by the “verie
worst manner of bondmanship and slaverie.” Clearly slavery was
tinged by the spirit of religious difference.

It is clear, therefore, that Englishmen did possess a concept of
slavery, formed by the clustering of several rough but not illogical
equations. The slave was treated like a beast. Slavery was insepara-
ble from the evil in men; it was God’s punishment upon Ham’s
prurient disobedience. Enslavement was captivity, the loser’s lot
in a contest of power. Slaves were infidels or heathens.

On every count, Negroes qualified.

THE PRACTICES OF PORTINGALS AND SPANYARDS

Which is not to say that Englishmen were casting about for a
people to enslave. What happened was that they found thrust
before them not only instances of Negroes being taken into
slavery but attractive opportunities for joining in that business.
Englishmen actually were rather slow to seize these opportunities;
on most of the sixteenth-century English voyages to West Africa
there was no dealing in slaves. The notion that it was appropriate
to do so seems to have been drawn chiefly from the example set
by the Spanish and Portuguese.

Without inquiring into the reasons, it can be said that slavery
had persisted since ancient times in Spain and Portugal, that prior
to the discoveries it was primarily a function of the religious wars
against the Moors, that Portuguese explorers pressing down the
coast in the fifteenth century captured thousands of Negroes
whom they carried back to Portugal as slaves, and that after 1500,
Portuguese ships began supplying the Spanish and Portuguese




e —

34 GENEs‘Is 1550—1700

settlements in America with Negro slaves. By 1poo European
enslavement of Negroes had become a fixture of the New World.

There is no need to inquire into the precise nature of this
slavery except to point out that in actual practice it did fit the
English concept of bond slavery. The question which needs
answering pertains {0 CONEMpPOrary English knowledge of what
was going on. And the answer may be given concisely: Englishmen
had easily at hand a great deal of not very precise information.

The news that Africans were being carried off to forced labor in
America was broadcast across the pages of the widely read Hak-
luyt and Purchas collections. While only one account stated eX-
plicitly that Negroes “be their slaves during their life,” it was
clear that the Portuguese and Spaniards treated Negroes and
frequently the Indians as “slaves.” This was the term customarily
used by English voyagers and by wanslators of foreign documents.
William Towrson was told by an African in 1556 “that the Port-
ingals were bad men, and that they made them slaves, if they
could take them, and would put yrons upon their legges.” There
were “rich trades” on thal coast in Negroes “which be caried
continually to the West Indies.” The Portuguese in the Congo
“have divers rich Commodities from this Kingdome, but the most
important is every yeere about five thousand Slaves, which they
transport from thence, and sell them at good round pricesin . . .
the West Indies.”

Some Englishmen decided that there might be profit in supply-
ing the Spanish with Negroes, despite the somewhac theoretical
prohibition of foreigners from the Spanish dominions in the
New World. John Hawkins was first; in the 1560's he made three
voyages to Africa, the Caribbean, and home. The first two were
successful; the third met disaster when the Spanish attacked his
ships, took most of them, and turned the captured English sea-
men over to the Inquisition. This famous incident helped dis-
courage English slave trading in favor of other maritime activities.
English vessels were not again active frequently in the slave trade
until the seventeenth century. But Englishmen learned, from the
accounts published by Richard Hakluyt, that Hawkins had taken
Africans in Africa and sold them as “marchandise” in the West
Indies.

l
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By the end of the first quarter of the seventeenth century it
had become abundantly evident in England that Negroes were
being enslaved on an international scale. Clearly an equation had
developed between Africans and slavery. Primarily, the associa-
tions were with the Portuguese and Spanish, with captivity, with
buying and selling in Guinea and in America. Yet there is no
reason to suppose Englishmen especially eager to enslave Negroes,
nor even to regard the traveler Richard Jobson eccentric in his
response to an African chief’s offer to buy some “slaves”: “I made
answer, We were a people, who did not deale in any sach com-
modities, neither did wee buy or sell one another, or any that had
our owne shapes.” By the seventeenth century, after all, English
prejudices as well as English law were “in favor of liberty.”

When they came to settle in America, Englishmen found that
things happened to liberty, some favorable, some not. Negroes he-
came slaves, partly because there were economic necessities in
America which called for some sort of bound, controlled labor.
The Portuguese and Spanish had set an example, which, however
rough in outline, proved to be, at very least, suggestive to English-
men. It would be surprising if there had been a clear-cut line of
influence from Latin to English slavery. Elizabethans were not in
the business of modeling themselves after Spaniards. Yet from
about 1550, Englishmen were in such continual contact with the
Spanish that they could hardly have failed to acquire the notion
that Negroes could be enslaved. The terms negro and mulatto
were incorporated into English from the Hispanic languages. This
is the more striking because a perfectly adequate term, identical
in meaning to negro, already existed in English; of course black
was used also, though not so commonly in the sixteenth century
as later.

By 1640 it was becoming apparent that in many of their new
colonies overseas English settlers had bought Negroes and were
holding them, frequently. as hereditary slaves for life. In con-
sidering this development, it js important to remember that the
status of slave was at first distinguished from servitude more by
duration than by onerousness; the key term in many early descrip-
tions of the Negro’s condition was perpetual. Negroes served “for
ever” and so would their children. Englishmen did not do so.
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Servitude, no matter how long, brutal, and involuntary, was not
the same thing as perpetual slavery. Servitude comprehended
alike the young apprentice, the orphan, the indentured servant,
the convicted debtor or criminal, the political prisoner, and, even,
the Scottish and Irish captive of war who was sold as a “slave”
to New England or Barbados. None of these persons, no matter
how miserably treated, served for life in the colonies, though of
course many died before their term ended. Hereditary lifetime
service was restricted to Indians and Africans. Among the various
English colonies in the New World, this service known as “slav-
ery” seems first to have developed in the international cockpit
known as the Caribbean.

ENSLAVEMENT: THE WEST INDIES

The Englishmen who settled the Caribbean colonies were not
very different from those who went to Virginia, Bermuda, Mary-
land, or even New England. Their experience in the islands, how-
ever, was very different indeed. By 1640 there were roughly as
many English (and Irish and Scots) in the little islands as on the
American continent. A half-century after the first settlements were
established in the 1620’s, many of the major islands—Barbados,
and the Leeward Islands—were overcrowded. Thousands of whites
who had been squeezed off the land by sugar plantations mi-
grated to other English colonies, including much larger Jamaica
which had been captured from the Spanish in 16g5. Their places
were taken by African slaves who had been shipped to the islands,
particularly after 1640, to meet an insatiable demand for labor
which was cheap to maintain, easy to dragoon, and simple to
replace when worked to death. Negroes outnumbered whites in
Barbados as early as 1660.

In that colony, at least, this helpful idea that Negroes served for
life seems to have existed even before they were purchased in large
numbers. Any doubt which may have existed as to the appropri-
ate status of Africans was dispelled in 1636 when the Governor
and Council resolved “that Negroes and Indians, that came here
to be sold, should serve for life, unless a Contract was before made
to the contrary.” Europeans were not treated in this manner. In
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the 1650's several observers referred to the lifetime slavery of
Negroes as if it were a matter of common knowledge. “It’s the
Custome for a Christian servant to serve foure yeares,” one wrote
at the beginning of the decade, “and then enjoy his freedome . . .
the Negroes and Indians (of which latter there are but few here)
they and the generation are Slaves to their owners to perpetuity.”
As another visitor described the people of the istand in 1655

The genterey heare doth live far betier than ours done in Eng-
land: thay have most of them 100 or 2 or 3 of slaves apes who
‘they command as they pleas. . . . This Island is inhabited with
all sortes: with English, [rench. Duch, Scotes, Irish, Spaniards
thay being Jues: with Ingones and miserabell Negors borne to
perpetuall slavery thay and thayer seed . . . some planters will
have go more or les about ¢ or 5 yecars ould: they sele them
from one to the other as we doue shepe. This Illand is the
Dunghill wharone England doth cast forth its rubidg: Rodgs
and hors and such like peopel are those which are gennerally
Broght heare.

Dunghill or no dunghill, Barbados was treating its Negroes as
slaves for life.

ENSLAVEMENT: NEW ENGLAND

It was ironic that slavery in the West Indies should have influ-
enced, of all places, New England. The qucstion with slavery in
New England is not why it was weakly rooted, but why it existed
at all. No staple crop demanded regiments of raw labor. That
there was no compelling economic demand for Negroes is evi-
dent in the numbers actually imported: there could have been no
need for a distinct status for only g per cent of the labor force. In-
dentured servitude was completely adequate to New England’s
needs. Why, then, did New Englanders enslave Negroes, prob-
ably as early as 16387 Why was it that the Puritans rather mind-
lessly (which was not their way) accepted slavery for blacks and
Indians but not for whites?

The early appearance of slavery in New England may in part
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be explained by the fact that the first Negroes were imported in
the ship Desire in 1638 from an island colony where Negroes were
already being held perpetually. After 1640 a brisk trade got un-
der way between New England and the English Caribbean is-
lands. These strange Negroes from the West Indies must surely
have brought with them to New England prevailing notions
about their usual status. Ship masters who purchased perpetual
service in Barbados would not have been likely to sell service for
term in Boston.

No amount of contact with the West Indies could have by it-
self created Negro slavery in New England; settlers there had to
be willing to accept the proposition. Because they were English-
men, they were so prepared—and at the same time they were not.
Characteristically, as Puritans, they officially codified this am-
bivalence in 1641 as follows: . . . there shall never be any bond-
slavery, villenage or captivitie amongst us; unlesse it be lawfull
captives taken in just warrs, and such strangers as willingly sell
themselves, or are solde to us. . . .” Thus as early as 1641 the Pu-
ritan settlers were seeking to guarantee their own liberty without
closing off the opportunity of taking it from others whom they
identified with the Biblical term, “strangers.”

It would be wrong to suppose, though, that all the Puritans’
preconceived ideas about freedom and bondage worked in the
same direction. While the concepts of difference in religion and
of captivity worked against Indians and Negroes, certain Scrip-
tural injunctions and English pride in liberty told in the opposite
direction. In Massachusetts the magistrates demonstrated that
they were not about to tolerate glaring breaches of *“the Law
of God established in Israel” even when the victims were Africans.
In 1646 the authorities arrested two mariners who had carried
two Negroes directly from Africa and sold them in Massachusetts.
What distressed the General Court was that the Negroes had been
obtained during a raid on an African village and that this “haynos
and crying sinn of man stealing” had taken place on the Lord’s
Day. The General Court decided to free the unfortunate victims
and ship them back to Africa, though the death penalty for the
crime (clearly mandatory in Scripture) was not imposed. More
quietly than in this dramatic incident, Puritan authorities ex-
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tended the same protections against maltreatment to Negroes and
Indians as to white servants.

From the first, however, there were scattered signs in New Eng-
land that Negroes were regarded as different from English people
not merely in their status as slaves. In 1652, for example, the Mas-
sachusetts General Court ordered that Scotsmen, Indians, and
Negroes should train with the English in the militia, but four
years later abruptly excluded Negroes, as did Connecticut in
1660. Evidently Negroes, even free Negroes, were regarded as dis-
tinct from the English. They were, in New England where eco-
nomic necessities were not sufficiently pressing to determine the
decision, treated differently from other men.

ENSLAVEMENT: VIRGINIA AND MARYLAND

In Virginia and Maryland the development of Negro slavery fol-
lowed a very different course, for several reasons. Most obviously,
geographic conditions and the intentions of the settlers quickly
combined to produce a successful agricultural staple. Ten years
after settlers first landed at Jamestown they were on the way to
proving, in the face of assertions to the contrary, that it was pos-
sible “to found an empire upon smoke.” More than the miscel-
laneous productions of New England, tobacco required labor
which was cheap but not temporary, mobile but not independ-
ent, and tireless rather than skilled. In the Chesapeake area more
than anywhere to the northward, the shortage of labor and the
abundance of land—the “frontier”—placed a premium on invol-
untary labor.

This need for labor played more directly upon these settlers’
ideas about freedom and bondage than it did either in the West
Indies or in New England. Perhaps it would be more accurate to
say that settlers in Virginia (and in Maryland after settlement in
1634) made their decisions concerning Negroes while relatively
virginal, relatively free from external influences and from firm
preconceptions. Of all the important early English settlements,
Virginia had the least contact with the Spanish, Portuguese,
Dutch, and other English colonies. At the same time, the settlers
of Virginia did not possess either the legal or Scriptural learning
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of the New England Puritans whose conception of the just war
had opened the way to the enslavement of Indians. Slavery in the
tobacco colonies did not begin as an adjunct of captivity; in
marked contrast to the Puritan response to the Pequot War, the
settlers of Virginia did not react to the Indian massacre of 1622
with propositions for taking captives and selling them as “slaves.”

In the absence, then, of these influences in other English colo-
nies, slavery as it developed in Virginia and Maryland assumes a
special interest and importance over and above the fact that Ne-
gro slavery was to become a vitally important institution there
and, later, to the southwards. In the tobacco colonies it is possible
to watch Negro slavery develop, not pop up full-grown overnight,
and it is therefore possible to trace, very imperfectly, the develop-
ment of the shadowy, unexamined rationale which supported it.
The concept of Negro slavery there was neither borrowed from
foreigners, nor extracted from books, nor invented out of whole
cloth, nor extrapolated from servitude, nor generated by English
reaction to Negroes as such, nor necessitated by the exigencies of
the New World. Not any one of these made the Negro a slave,
but all.

In rough outline, slavery’s development in the tobacco colonies
seems to have undergone three stages. Africans first arrived in
1619, an event Captain John Smith referred to with the utmost
unconcern: “About the last of August came in a dutch man of
warre that sold us twenty Negars.” Africans trickled in slowly for
the next half-century; one report in 1649 estimated that there
were three hundred among Virginia’s population of fifteen thou-
sand—about 2 per cent. Long before there were more appreciable
numbers, the development of slavery had, so far as we can tell,
shifted gears. Prior to about 1640 there is very little evidence to
show how Negroes were treated. After 1640 there is mounting evi-
dence that some Negroes were in fact being treated as slaves. This
is to say that the twin essences of slavery—lifetime service and in-
herited status—frst became evident during the twenty years prior
to the beginning of legal formulation. After 1660 slavery was writ-
ten into statute law.

Concerning the first of these stages, there is only one major his-
torical certainty. There simply is not enough evidence to indicate
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whether Negroes were treated like white servants or not. At least
we can be confident, therefore, that the two most common asser-
tions about the first Negroes—that they were slaves and that they
were servants—are unfounded, though not necessarily incorrect.
And what of the positive evidence?

Some of the first group bore Spanish names and presumably
had been baptized, which would mean they were at least nomi-
nally Christian, though of the Papist sort. They had been “sold”
to the English; so had other Englishmen but not by the Dutch.
Probably these Negroes were not fully free, but many Englishmen
were not. It can be said, though, that from the first in Virginia
Negroes were set apart from white men by the word Negroes. The
earliest Virginia census reports plainly distinguished Negroes
from white men; often Negroes were listed as such with no per-
sonal names—a critical distinction. It seems logical to suppose that
this perception of the Negro as being distinct from the English-
man must have operated to debase his status rather than to raise
it, for in the absence of countervailing social factors the need for
labor in the colonies usually told in the direction of non-freedom.
There were few countervailing factors present, surely, in such in-
stances as in 1629 when a group of Negroes were brought to Vir-
ginia freshly captured from a Portuguese ship which had snatched
them from Angola a few weeks earlier. Given the context of Eng-
lish thought and experience sketched in this chapter, it seems
probable that the Negro’s status was not ever the same as that
accorded the white servant. But we do not know for sure.

When the first fragmentary evidence appears about 1640 it be-
comes clear that some Negroes in both Virginia and Maryland
were serving for life and some Negro children inheriting the same
obligation. Not all blacks, certainly, for after the mid-1640’s the
court records show that some Negroes were incontestably free and
were accumulating property of their own. At least one black free-
man, Anthony Johnson, himself owned a slave. Some blacks
served only terms of usual length, but others were held for terms
far longer than custom and statute permitted with white servants.
The first fairly clear indication that slavery was practiced in the
tobacco colonies appears in 1639, when a Maryland statute de-
clared that “all the Inhabitants of this Province being Christians
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(Slaves excepted) Shall have and enjoy all such rights liberties im-
munities priviledges and free customs within this Province as any
naturall born subject of England.” Another Maryland law passed
the same year provided that “all persons being Christians (Slaves
excepted)” over eighteen who were imported without indentures
would serve for four years. These laws make very little sense un-
less the term slaves meant Negroes and perhaps Indians.

The next year, 1640, the first definite indication of outright en-
slavement appears in Virginia. The General Court pronounced
sentence on three servants who had been retaken after absconding
to Maryland. Two of them, both white, were ordered to serve
their masters for one additional year and then the colony for
three more, but “the third being a negro named John Punch shall
serve his said master or his assigns for the time of his natural life
here or else where.” No white servant in any English colony, so
far as is known, ever received a like sentence.

After 1640, when surviving Virginia county court records began
to mention Negroes, sales for life, often including any future
progeny, were recorded in unmistakable language. In 1646 Fran-
cis Pott sold a Negro woman and boy to Stephen Charlton “to the
use of him . . . forever.” Similarly, six years later William Whit-
tington sold to John Pott “one Negro girle named Jowan; aged
about Ten yeares and with her Issue and produce duringe her (or
either of them) for their Life tyme. And their Successors forever”;
and a Maryland man in 1649 deeded two Negro men and a
woman “and all their issue both male and Female.” The ex-
ecutors of a York County estate in 1647 disposed of eight Negroes
—four men, two women, and two children—to Captain John Chis-
man “to have hold occupy posesse and injoy and every one of the
afforementioned Negroes forever.”

Further evidence that some Negroes were serving for life in
this period lies in the prices paid for them. In many instances the
valuations placed on Negroes (in estate inventories and bills of
sale) were far higher than for white servants, even those servants
with full terms yet to serve. Higher prices must have meant that
Negroes were more highly valued because of their greater length
of service. The labor owned by James Stone in 1648, for example,
was evaluated as follows:

W
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Thomas Groves, 4 yeares to serve 1300
Francis Bomley for 6 yeares 1500
John Thackstone for g yeares 1800
Susan Davis for g yeares 1000
Emaniell a Negro man 2000
Roger Stone g yeares 1300
Mingo a Negro man 2000

Besides setting a higher value on Negroes, these inventories failed
to indicate a last name and the number of years they had still to
serve, presumably because their service was for an unlimited time.

Where Negro women were involved, higher valuations prob-
ably reflected the facts that their issue were valuable and that
they could be used for field work while white women generally
were not. This latter discrimination between black and white
women did not necessarily involve perpetual service, but it meant
that blacks were set apart in a way clearly not to their advantage.
‘This was not the only instance in which Negroes were subjected
to degrading distinctions not immediately and necessarily at-
tached to the concept of slavery. Blacks were singled out for
special treatment in several ways which suggest a generalized de-
basement of blacks as a group. Significantly, the first indications
of this debasement appeared at about the same time as the first
indications of actual enslavement.

The distinction concerning field work is a case in point. A law
of 1645 provided that all adult men were taxable and, in addition,
Negro women. The same distinction was made twice again before
1660. Maryland adopted & similar policy beginning in 1654. This
official discrimination between black women and other women
was made by white men who were accustomed to thinking of
field work as being ordinarily the work of men exclusively. The
essentially racial character of this discrimination stood out clearly
in a law passed in 1668 at the time slavery was taking shape in the
statute books:

Whereas some doubts, have arisen whether negro women set
free were still to be accompted tithable according to a former
act, It is declared by this grand assembly that negro women,
though permitted to enjoy their Freedome yet ought not in all
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respects to be admitted to a full fruition of the exemptions and
impunities of the English, and are still lyable to payment of
taxes.

Virginia law set blacks apart from all other groups i.n a second
way by denying them the important right and obligation to bear
arms. Few restraints could indicate more clearly the denial to Af-
ricans of membership in the English community. This first fore-
shadowing of the slave codes came in 1640, at just the time wh_en
other indications first appeared that blacks were subject to special
treatment.

Finally, an even more compelling sense of the separateness of
Negroes was revealed in early reactions to sexual union bcttwee.n
the races. Prior to 1660 the evidence concerning these reactions is
equivocal, and it is not possible to tell whether repugnance for
intermixture preceded legislative enactment of slavery. In the
early 1660’s, however, when slavery was gaining statutory recog:-
nition, the assemblies acted with full-throated indignation against
miscegenation. These acts aimed at more than merely avoidir.lg
confusion of status. In 1662 Virginia declared that “if any chris-
tian shall committ Fornication with a negro man or woman, hee
or shee soe offending” should pay double the usual fine. Two
years later Maryland regulated interracial marriages: “forasmuch
as divers freeborne English women forgettfull of their free Con-
dicion and to the disgrace of our Nation doe intermarry with Ne—
gro Slaves by which alsoe divers suites may arise touching the is-
sue of such woemen and a great damage doth befall the Masters
of such Negros for prevention whereof for deterring such frfee-
borne women from such shameful Matches,” strong language in-
deed if “divers suites” had been the only problem. A Maryland
act of 1681 described marriages of white women with Negroes as,
among other things, “always to the Satisfaccion of theire Lascivi-
ous and Lustfull desires, and to the disgrace not only of the Eng-
lish butt allso of many other Christian Nations.” When Virginia
finally prohibited all interracial liaisons in 16g1, the Assembl?f
vigorously denounced miscegenation and its fruits as “that abomi-
nable mixture and spurious issue.”

From the surviving evidence it appears that outright enslave-
ment and these other forms of debasement appeared at about the
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same time in Maryland and Virginia. Indications of perpetual
service, the very nub of slavery, coincided with indications that
English settlers discriminated against Negro women, withheld
arms from Negroes, and—though the timing is far less certain—
reacted unfavorably to interracial sexual union. The coincidence
suggests a mutual relationship between slavery and unfavorable
assessment of blacks. Rather than slavery causing “prejudice,” or
vice versa, they seem rather to have generated each other. Both
were, after all, twin aspects of a general debasement of the Negro.
Slavery and “prejudice” may have been equally cause and effect,
continuously reacting upon each other, dynamically joining hands
to hustle the Negro down the road to complete degradation.
Much more than with the other English colonies, where the en-
slavement of Africans was to some extent a borrowed practice, the
available evidence for Maryland and Virginia points to less bor-
rowing and to this kind of process: a mutually interactive growth
of slavery and unfavorable assessment, with no cause for either
which did not cause the other as well. If slavery caused prejudice,
then invidious distinctions concerning working in the fields, bear-
ing arms, and sexual union should have appeared after slavery’s
firm establishment. If prejudice caused slavery, then one would
expect to find these lesser discriminations preceding the greater
discrimination of outright enslavement. Taken as a whole, the
evidence reveals a process of debasement of which hereditary life-
time service, while important, was not the only part.

Certainly it was the case in Maryland and Virginia that the le-
gal enactment of Negro slavery followed social practice, rather
than vice versa. In 1661 the Virginia Assembly indirectly provided
statutory recognition that some Negroes served for life: “That in
case any English servant shall run away in company with any ne-
groes who are incapable of makeing satisfaction by addition of
time,” he must serve for the Negroes’ lost time as well as his own.
Maryland enacted a similar law in 1663, and in the following
year came out with the categoriczal declaration that Negroes were
to serve “Durante Vita”—for life. During the next twenty-odd
years a succession of acts in both colonies defined with increasing
precision what sorts of persons might be treated as slaves.

By about 1700 the slave ships began spilling forth their black



46 GENESIS 1}550—1400

cargoes in greater and greater numbers. By that time‘ racial slav-
ery and the necessary police powers had been written into law. By
that time, too, slavery had lost all resemblance to a perpetual ar.ld
hereditary version of English servitude, though service for life
still seemed to contemporaries its most essential feature. In the
last quarter of the seventeenth century the trend was to treat Ne-
groes more like property and less like people, to sen('l them to t_he
fields at younger ages, to deny them automatic existence as 1n-
herent members of the community, to tighten the bonds on their
personal and civil freedom, and correspondingly to loosen the tra-
ditional restraints on the master’s freedom to deal with his hu-
man property as he saw fit. In 1705 Virginia gathered up the ran-
dom statutes of a whole generation and baled them into a “slave
code” which would not have been out of place in the nineteenth

century.

THE UN-ENGLISH: SCOTS, IRISH, AND INDIANS

In the minds of overseas Englishmen, slavery, the new tyranny,
did not apply to any Europeans. Something about Africar.xs, t1nd
to lesser extent Indians, set them apart for drastic exploitation,
oppression, and degradation. In order to discover why, i_t is llSCf}ll
to turn the problem inside out, ta inquire why Englishmen in
America did not treat any other peoples as they did Negroes. It is
especially revealing to see how English settlers Jooked upon the
Scotch (as they frequently called them) and the Irish, whom they
often had opportunity and “reason’ to ensiave, and upon the In-
dians, whom they enslaved, though only, as it were, casually.

In the early vears Englishmen treated the increasingly numer-
ous settlers from other European countries, especially Scottish
and Irish servants, with condescension and frequently with ex-
ploitive brutality. Englishmen seemed to regard their cok.)nies as
exclusively English preserves and to wish to protect English per-
sons especially from the exploitation which inevitably accompa-
nied settlernent in the New World. In Barbados, for example, the
assembly in 1661 denounced the kidnapping of youngsters for
service in the colony in a law which applied only to “Children of
the English Nation.”
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While Englishmen distinguished themselves from other peo-
ples, they also distinguished among those different peoples who
failed to be English. It seems almost as if Englishmen possessed a
view of other peoples which placed the English nation at the cen-
ter of widening concentric circles, each of which contained a peo-
ple more alien than the one inside it. On occasion these social dis-
tances felt by Englishmen may be gauged with considerable
precision, as in the sequence employed by the Committee for
Trade and Foreign Plantations in a query to the governor of Con-
necticut in 1680: “What number of English, Scotch, Irish or For-
eigners have . . . come yearly to . . . your Corporation. And
also, what Blacks and Slaves have been brought in.” Sometimes
the English sense of distance seems to have been based upon a
scale of values which would be thought of today in terms of na-
tionality. At other times, though, the sense of foreignness seems to
have been explicitly religious, as instanced by a letter from Bar-
bados in 1667: “We have more than a good many Irish amongst
us, therefore I am for the down right Scott, who I am certain will
fight without a crucifix about his neck.” It is scarcely surprising
that hostility toward the numerous Irish servants should have
been especially strong, for they were doubly damned as foreign
and papist. Already, for Englishmen in the seventeenth century
the Irish were a special case, and it required more than an ocean
voyage to alter this perception.

As time went on Englishmen began to absorb the idea that
their settlements in America were not going to remain exclusively
English preserves. In 1671 Virginia began encouraging naturaliza-
tion of legal aliens, so that they might enjoy “all such liberties,
priviledges, immunities whatsoever, as a naturall borne English-
man is capable of,” and Maryland accomplished the same end
with private naturalization acts.

The necessity of peopling the colonies transformed the long-
standing urge to discriminate among non-English peoples into a
necessity. Which of the non-English were sufficiently different and
foreign to warrant treating as “perpetual servants”? The need to
answer this question did not mean, of course, that upon arrival
in America the colonists immediately jettisoned their sense of
distance from those persons they did not actually enslave. They
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discriminated against Welshmen and Scotsmen who, while ad-
mittedly “the best servants,” were typically the servants of Eng-
lishmen. There was a considerably stronger tendency to discrimi-
nate against papist Irishmen, those “worst”’ servants, but never to
make slaves of them. And here lay the crucial difference. Even the
Scottish prisoners taken by Cromwell during the English Civil
Wars—captives in a just war!—were never treated as slaves in Eng-
land or the colonies.

Indians too seemed radically different from Englishmen, far
more so than any Europeans. They were enslaved, like Africans,
and so fell on the losing side of a crucial dividing line. It is easy
to see why: whether considered in terms of religion, nationality,
savagery, or geographical location, Indians seemed more like Ne-
groes than like Englishmen. Given this resemblance thé essential
problem becomes why Indian slavery never became an 1mpf)rtant
institution in the colonies. Why did Indian slavery remain nu-
merically insignificant and typically incidental in character? Why
were Indian slaves valued at much lower prices than Negroes?
Why were Indians, as a kind of people, treated like Negroes and
yet at the same time very differently? o .

Certain obvious factors made for important differentiations in
the minds of the English colonists. As was the case with first con-
frontations in America and Africa, the different contexts of con-
frontation made Englishmen more interested in converting and
civilizing Indians than Negroes. That this campaign in Ame}rica
too frequently degenerated into military campaigns of extermina-
tion did nothing to eradicate the initial distinction. Entirely
apart from English intentions, the culture of the eastern Amer-
ican Indians probably meant that they were less readily enslav-
able than Africans. By comparison, they were less used to settled
agriculture, and their own variety of slavery was probably even
less similar to the chattel slavery which Englishmen practiced in
America than was the domestic and political slavery of the vari-
ous West African cultures. But it was the transformation of Eng-
lish intentions in the wilderness which counted most heavily in
the long run. The Bible and the treaty so often gave way to the
clash of flintlock and tomahawk. The colonists’ perceptions of the
Indians came to be organized not only in pulpits and printshops
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but at the bloody cutting edge of the English thrust into the Indi-
ans’ lands. Thus the most pressing and mundane circumstances
worked to make Indians seem very different from Negroes. In the
early years especially, Indians were in a position to mount mur-
derous reprisals upon the English settlers, while the few scattered
Africans were not. When English-Indian relations did not turn
upon sheer power they rested on diplomacy. In many instances
the colonists took careful precautions to prevent abuse of Indians
belonging to friendly tribes. Most of the Indians enslaved by the
English had their own tribal enemies to thank. It became com-
mon practice to ship Indian slaves to the West Indies where they
could be exchanged for slaves who had no compatriots lurking on
the outskirts of English settlements. In contrast, Negroes pre-
sented much less of a threat—at first.

Equally important, Negroes had to be dealt with as individuals
—with supremely impartial anonymity, to be sure—rather than as
nations. Englishmen wanted and had to live with “their” Ne-
groes, as it were, side by side. Accordingly their impressions of
blacks were forged in the heat of continual, inescapable personal
contacts. There were few pressures urging Englishmen to treat
Indians as integral constituents in their society, which Negroes
were whether Englishmen liked or not. At a distance the Indian
could be viewed with greater detachment and his characteristics
acknowledged and approached more cooly and more rationally.
At a distance too, Indians could retain the quality of nationality,
a quality which Englishmen admired in themselves and expected
in other peoples. Under contrasting circumstances in America,
the Negro nations tended to become Negro people.

Here lay the rudiments of certain shadowy but persistent themes
in what turned out to be a multi-racial nation. Americans came
to impute to the braves of the Indian “nations” an ungovernable
individuality and at the same time to impart to Africans all the
qualities of an eminently governable sub-nation, in which African
tribal distinctions were assumed to be of no consequence. More
immediately, Indians and Africans rapidly came to serve as two
fixed points from which English settlers could triangulate their
own position in America; the separate meanings of Indian and
Negro helped define the meaning of living in America. The In-

—
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dian became for Americans a symbol of their American experi-
ence; it was no mere luck of the toss that placed the profile of an
American Indian rather than an American Negro on the famous
old fivecent piece. Confronting the Indian in America was a test-
ing experience, common to all the colonies. Conquering the In-
dian symbolized and personified the conquest of the American
difficulties, the surmounting of the wilderness. To push back the
Indian was to prove the worth of one’s own mission. to make
straight in the desert a highway for civilization. With the Negro
it was utterly different.

RACIAL SLAVERY: FROM REASONS TO RATIONALE

And difference, surely, was the indispensable key to the degrada-
tion of Africans in English America. In scanning the problem of
why Negroes were enslaved in America, certain constant e%ements
in a complex situation can be readily, if roughly, identified. It
may be taken as given that there would have been no enslavement
without economic need, that is, without persistent demand for la-
bor in underpopulated colonies. Of crucial importance, t0o, was
the fact that Africans in America were relatively powerless. In
themselves, however, these two elements will not explain the en-
slavement of Indians and Negroes. The pressing need in America
was labor, and Irish, Scottish, and English servants were available.
Most of them would have been helpless to ward off outright en-
slavement if their masters had thought themselves privileged to
enslave them. As a group, though, masters did not think them-
selves so empowered. Only with Indians and Africans did English-
men attempt so radical a deprivation of liberty—which brings _the
matter abruptly to the most difficult and imponderable question
of all: what was it about Indians and Negroes which set them
apart from Englishmen, which rendered them different, which
made them special candidates for degradation?

To ask such questions is te inquire into the content of English
attitudes, and unfortunately there is little evidence with which to
build an answer. It may be said, however, that the heathen con-
dition of Negroes seemed of considerable importance (o English
settlers in America—more so than to English voyagers upon the
coasts of Africa—and that heathenism was associated in some set-
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tlers’ minds with the condition of slavery. Clearly, though, this is
not to say that English colonists enslaved Africans merely because
of religious difference. In the early years, the English settlers most
frequently contrasted themselves with Negroes by the term Chris-
tian, though they also sometimes described themselves as English.
Yet the concept embodied by the term Christian embraced so
much more meaning than was contained in specific doctrinal af-
firmations that it is scarcely possible to assume on this basis that
Englishmen set Negroes apart because they were heathen. The
historical experience of the English people in the sixteenth cen-
tury had made for fusion of religion and nationality; the qualities
of being English and Christian had become so inseparably blended
that it seemed perfectly consistent to the Virginia Assembly in
1670 to declare that ‘“‘noe negroe or Indian though baptised and
enjoyned their owne Freedome shall be capable of any such pur-
chase of christians, but yet not debarred from buying any of their
owne nation.”

From the first, then, the concept embedded in the term Chris-
tian seems to have conveyed much of the idea and feeling of we
as against they: to be Christian was to be civilized rather than
barbarous, English rather than African, white rather than black.
The term Christian itself proved to have remarkable elasticity,
for by the end of the seventeenth century it was being used to de-
fine a kind of slavery which had altogether lost any connection
with explicit religious difference. In the Virginia code of 1405,
for example, the term sounded much more like a definition of
race than of religion: “And for a further christian care and usage
of all christian servants, Be it also enacted . . . That no negroes,
mulattos, or Indians, although christians, or Jews, Moors, Ma-
hometans, or other infidels, shall, at any time, purchase any chris-
tian servant, nor any other, except of their own complexion, or
such as are declared slaves by this act.” By this time “Christianity”
had somehow become intimately and explicitly linked with “com-
plexion.” The 1705 statute declared “That all servants imported
and brought into this country, by sea or land, who were not chris-
tians in their native country . . . shall be accounted and be
slaves, and as such be here bought and sold notwithstanding a
conversion to christianity afterwards.” As late as 1753 the Vir-
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ginia slave code anachronistically defined slavery in terms of re-
ligion when everyone knew that slavery had for generations been
based on the racial and not the religious difference.

It is worth making still closer scrutiny of the terminology which
Englishmen employed when referring both to themselves and to
the two peoples they enslaved, for this terminology affords the
best single means of probing the content of their sense of differ-
ence. The terms Indian and Negro were both borrowed from the
Hispanic languages, the one originally deriving from (mistaken)
geographical locality and the other from human complexion.
When referring to the Indians the English colonists either used
that proper name or called them savages, a term which reflected
primarily their vie}b of Indians as uncivilized. In significant con-
trast, the colonists referred to negroes, and by the eighteenth cen-
tury to blacks and to Africans, but almost never to African hea-
thens or pagans or savages. Most suggestive of all, there seems to
have been something of a shift during the seventeenth century in
the terminology which Englishmen in the colonies applied to
themselves. From the initially most common term Christian, at
mid-century there was a marked shift toward the terms English
and free. After about 1680, taking the colonies as a whole, a new
term of self-identification appeared—white.

So far as the weight of analysis may be imposed upon such
terms, diminishing reliance upon Christian suggests a gradual
muting of the specifically religious elements in the Christian-
Negro distinction in favor of secular nationality: Negroes were,
in 1665, “not in all respects to be admitted to a full fruition of
the exemptions and impunities of the English.” As time went on,
as some Negroes became assimilated to the English colonial cul-
ture, as more “raw Africans” arrived, and as increasing numbers
of non-English Europeans were attracted to the colonies, English
colonists turned increasingly to what they saw as the striking
physiognomic difference. In Maryland a revised law prohibiting
miscegenation (1692) retained white and English but dropped the
term Christian—a symptomatic modification. By the end of the
seventeenth century dark complexion had become an independ-
ent rationale for enslavement: in 1709 Samuel Sewall noted in his
diary that a “Spaniard” had petitioned the Massachusetts Coun-
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cil for freedom but that “Capt. Teat alledg’d that all of that
Color were Slaves.” Here was a barrier between “we” and “they”
which was visible and permanent: the black man could not be-
come a white man. Not, at least, as yet.

What had occurred was not a change in the justification of
slavery from religion to race. No such justifications were made.
There seems to have been, within the unarticulated concept of
the Negro as a different sort of person, a subtle but highly signifi-
cant shift in emphasis. A perception of Negro heathenism re-
mained through the eighteenth and into the nineteenth and even
the twentieth century, and an awareness, at very least, of the Af-
rican’s different appearance was present from the beginning. The
shift was an alteration in emphasis within a single concept of dif-
ference rather than a development of a novel conceptualization.
Throughout the colonies the terms Christian, free, English, and
white were for many years employed indiscriminately as syno-
nyms. A Maryland law of 1681 used all four terms in one short
paragraph.

Whatever the limitations of terminology as an index to thought
and feeling, it seems likely that the English colonists’ initial sense
of difference from Africans was founded not on a single charac-
teristic but on a cluster of qualities which, taken as a whole,
seemed to set the Negro apart. Virtually every quality in “the Ne-
gro” invited pejorative feelings. What may have been his two
most striking characteristics, his heathenism and his appearance,
were probably prerequisite to his complete debasement. His hea-
thenism alone could not have led to permanent enslavement since
conversion easily wiped out that failing. If his appearance, his ra-
cial characteristics, meant nothing to the English settler, it is dif-
ficult to see how slavery based on race ever emerged, how the
concept of complexion as the mark of slavery ever entered the
colonists’ minds. Even if the English colonists were most unfavor-
ably struck by the Negro’s color, though, blackness itself did not
urge the complete debasement of slavery. Other cultural qualities
—the strangeness of his language, gestures, eating habits, and so
on—certainly must have contributed to the English colonists’
sense that he was very different, perhaps disturbingly so. In Af-
rica these qualities had for Englishmen added up to savagery;
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they were major components in that sense of difference which
provided the mental margin absolutely requisite for placing the
European on the deck of the slave ship and the African in the
hold.

The available evidence (what little there is) suggests that for
Englishmen settling in America, the specific religious difference
was initially of greater importance than color, certainly of much
greater relative importance than for the Englishmen who con-
fronted Negroes in their African homeland. Perhaps Englishmen
in Virginia, tanﬂing seasonally under a hot sun and in almost
daily contact with tawny Indians, found the Negro’s color less ar-
resting than they might have in other circumstances. Perhaps, too,
these first Virginians sensed how inadequately they had recon-
structed the institutions and practices of Christian piety in the
wilderness; they would perhaps appear less as failures to them-
selves in this respect if compared to persons who as Christians
were totally defective. Perhaps, though, the Jamestown settlers
were told in 1619 by the Dutch shipmaster that these “negars” were
heathens and could be treated as such. We do not know. The
available data will not bear all the weight that the really crucial
questions impose.

Of course once the cycle of degradation was {ully under way,
once slavery and racial discrimination were completely linked to-
gether, once the engine of oppression was in full operation, then
there is no need to plead lack of knowledge. By the end of the
seventeenth century in all the colonies of the English empire
there was chattel racial slavery of a kind which would have
seemed familiar to men living in the nineteenth century. No Eliz-
abethan Englishman would have found it familiar, though cer-
tain strands of thought and feeling in Elizabethan England had
intertwined with reports about the Spanish and Portuguese to en-
gender a willingness on the part of English setilers in the New
World to treat some men as suitable for private exploitation. Dur-
ing the seventeenth century New World conditions had enlarged
this predisposition, so much so that English colonials of the eight-
eenth century were faced with full-blown slavery—something they
thought of not as an institution but as 2 host of ever present prob-
lems, dangers, and opportunities.
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