
family and friends that occurred when slaves were sold. Document 5 is a celebra-
tion of the white yeoman farmer by a white southerner who argues that non-
slaveholding whites nonetheless support slavery. In document 6, Harriet Jacobs
describes her trials as a young woman living in slavery. Jacobs argues that female
slaves were in particular jeopardy because of the actions of powerful male slave-
owners. Whereas Jacobs scolds white mistresses who did not protect female slaves,
Mary Boykin Chestnut’s diary in document 7 provides us with the perspective of a
slave mistress who comes close to blaming women slaves for making the plantation
similar to a harem. In document 8, Frederick Law Olmsted concludes that the
slave economy as a whole is not profitable. Document 9 contains the lyrics of sev-
eral songs sung by slaves. The songs voice their fears, frustrations, and faiths.

1. A North Carolina Law Prohibits
Teaching Slaves to Read or Write, 1831

Whereas the teaching of slaves to read and write, has a tendency to excite dissatis-
faction in their minds, and to produce insurrection and rebellion, to the manifest
injury of the citizens of this State: Therefore, Be it enacted by the General Assembly of
the State of North Carolina, and it is hereby enacted by the authority of the same, That any
free person, who shall hereafter teach, or attempt to teach, any slave within the
State to read or write, the use of figures excepted, or shall give or sell to such slave
or slaves any books or pamphlets shall be liable to indictment in any court of re-
cord in this State having jurisdiction thereof, and upon conviction, shall, at the
discretion of the court, if a white man or woman, be fined not less than one hun-
dred dollars, nor more than two hundred dollars, or imprisoned; and if a free per-
son of color, shall be fined, imprisoned, or whipped, at the discretion of the court,
not exceeding thirty nine lashes, nor less than twenty lashes.

Be it further enacted, That if any slave shall hereafter teach, or attempt to
teach, any other slave to read or write, the use of figures excepted, he or she
may be carried before any justice of the peace and on conviction thereof, shall
be sentenced to receive thirty nine lashes on his or her bare back.

2. Samuel Cartwright, a Southern Doctor, Theorizes
About the Peculiar Diseases of Slaves, 1851

1.—DISEASES AND PECULIARITIES OF THE NEGRO RACE.
By Dr. Cartwright of New-Orleans—(Concluded.)

DRAPETOMANIA, OR THE DISEASE CAUSING NEGROES TO RUN AWAY.

Drapetomania is from , a runaway slave, and µ , mad or crazy. It is
unknown to our medical authorities, although its diagnostic symptom, the

“A North Carolina Law Forbidding the Teaching of Slaves to Read and Write” (1831), as reprinted in A History of the
U.S.: Sourcebook and Index, Joy Hakim (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 108.

Dr. Cartwright, “Diseases and Peculiarities of the Negro Race,” De Bow’s Review, 2 (September 1851): 331–332,
334–336.
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absconding from service, is … well known to our planters and overseers…. The
cause, in the most of cases, that induces the negro to run away from service, is as
much a disease of the mind as any other species of mental alienation, and much
more curable, as a general rule. With the advantages of proper medical advice,
strictly followed, this troublesome practice that many negroes have of running
away, can be almost entirely prevented, although the slaves be located on the
borders of a free state, within a stone’s throw of the abolitionists….

To ascertain the true method of governing negroes, so as to cure and pre-
vent the disease under consideration, we must go back to the Pentateuch, and
learn the true meaning of the untranslated term that represents the negro race. In
the name there given to that race, is locked up the true art of governing negroes
in such a manner that they cannot run away. The correct translation of that term
declares the Creator’s will in regard to the negro; it declares him to be the sub-
missive kneebender. In the anatomical conformation of his knees we see “genu
flexit” written in his physical structure, being more flexed or bent, than any other
kind of man. If the white man attempts to oppose the Deity’s will, by trying to
make the negro anything else than “the submissive knee-bender,” (which the
Almighty declared he should be,) by trying to raise him to a level with himself,
or by putting himself on an equality with the negro; or if he abuses the power
which God has given him over his fellow-man, by being cruel to him, or pun-
ishing him in anger, or by neglecting to protect him from wanton abuses of his
fellow-servants and all others, or by denying him the usual comforts and
necessaries of life, the negro will run away; but if he keeps him in the position
that we learn from the Scriptures he was intended to occupy, that is, the position
of submission; and if his master or overseer be kind and gracious in his bearing
towards him, without condescension, and at the same time ministers to his phys-
ical wants, and protects him from abuses, the negro is spell-bound, and cannot
run away….

When left to himself, the negro indulges in his natural disposition to idleness
and sloth, and does not take exercise enough to expand his lungs and to vitalize
his blood, but dozes out a miserable existence in the midst of filth and unclean-
liness, being too indolent, and having too little energy of mind to provide for
himself proper food and comfortable lodging and clothing. The consequence is,
that the blood becomes so highly carbonized and deprived of oxygen, that it not
only becomes unfit to stimulate the brain to energy, but unfit to stimulate the
nerves of sensation distributed to the body. A torpor and insensibility pervades
the system; the sentient nerves distributed to the skin lose their feeling in so great
a degree, that he often burns his skin by the fire he hovers over without know-
ing it, and frequently has large holes in his clothes, and the shoes on his feet
burnt to a crisp, without having been conscious of when it was done. This is
the disease called dysæsthesia….

The complaint is easily curable, if treated on sound physiological princi-
ples…. Any kind of labor will do that will cause full and free respiration in its
performance, as lifting or carrying heavy weights, or brisk walking; the object
being to expand the lungs by full and deep inspiration and expirations, thereby
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to vitalize the impure circulating blood by introducing oxygen and expelling
carbon….

According to unaltered physiological laws, negroes, as a general rule to
which there are but few exceptions, can only have their intellectual faculties
awakened in a sufficient degree to receive moral culture and to profit by reli-
gious or other instructions, when under the compulsatory authority of the white
man; because, as a general rule to which there are but few exceptions, they will
not take sufficient exercise, when removed from the white man’s authority, to
vitalize and decarbonize their blood by the process of full and free respiration,
that active exercise of some kind alone can effect….

… The dysæsthesia æthiopica adds another to the many ten thousand evi-
dences of the fallacy of the dogma that abolitionism is built on; for here, in a
country where two races of men dwell together, both born on the same soil,
breathing the same air, and surrounded by the same external agents—liberty,
which is elevating the one race of people above all other nations, sinks the other
into beastly sloth and torpidity; and the slavery, which the one would prefer
death rather than endure, improves the other in body, mind and morals; thus
proving the dogma false, and establishing the truth that there is a radical, internal
or physical difference between the two races, so great in kind, as to make what is
wholesome and beneficial for the white man, as liberty, republican or free insti-
tutions, etc., not only unsuitable to the negro race, but actually poisonous to its
happiness.

3. Virginian George Fitzhugh Argues That Slavery
Is a Positive Good That Improves Society, 1854

At the slaveholding South all is peace, quiet, plenty and contentment. We have
no mobs, no trade unions, no strikes for higher wages, no armed resistance to the
law, but little jealousy of the rich by the poor. We have but few in our jails, and
fewer in our poor houses. We produce enough of the comforts and necessaries
of life for a population three or four times as numerous as ours. We are wholly
exempt from the torrent of pauperism, crime, agrarianism, and infidelity which
Europe is pouring from her jails and alms houses on the already crowded North.
Population increases slowly, wealth rapidly. In the tide water region of Eastern
Virginia, as far as our experience extends, the crops have doubled in fifteen years,
whilst the population has been almost stationary. In the same period the lands,
owing to improvements of the soil and the many fine houses erected in the
country, have nearly doubled in value. This ratio of improvement has been ap-
proximated or exceeded wherever in the South slaves are numerous. We have
enough for the present, and no Malthusian* spectres frightening us for the

George Fitzhugh, Sociology for the South, or the Failure of Free Society (Richmond, Va.: A. Morris, 1854), Appendix,
253–255.

*Reverend Thomas Malthus was a British economic philosopher who, in 1798, argued that there was a tendency in na-
ture for populations to exceed their means of subsistence and resources, resulting in disease, famine, and other suffering.
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future. Wealth is more equally distributed than at the North, where a few mil-
lionaires own most of the property of the country. (These millionaires are men
of cold hearts and weak minds; they know how to make money, but not how to
use it, either for the benefit of themselves or of others.) High intellectual and
moral attainments, refinement of head and heart, give standing to a man in the
South, however poor he may be. Money is, with few exceptions, the only thing
that ennobles at the North. We have poor among us. But none who are over-
worked and under-fed. We do not crowd cities because lands are abundant and
their owners kind, merciful and hospitable. The poor are as hospitable as the
rich, the negro as the white man. Nobody dreams of turning a friend, a relative,
or a stranger from his door. The very negro who deems it no crime to steal,
would scorn to sell his hospitality. We have no loafers, because the poor relative
or friend who borrows our horse, or spends a week under our roof, is a welcome
guest. The loose economy, the wasteful mode of living at the South, is a blessing
when rightly considered; it keeps want, scarcity and famine at a distance, because
it leaves room for retrenchment. The nice, accurate economy of France, England
and New England, keeps society always on the verge of famine, because it leaves
no room to retrench, that is to live on a part only of what they now consume.
Our society exhibits no appearance of precocity, no symptoms of decay. A long
course of continuing improvement is in prospect before us, with no limits which
human foresight can descry. Actual liberty and equality with our white popula-
tion has been approached much nearer than in the free States. Few of our whites
ever work as day laborers, none as cooks, scullions, ostlers, body servants, or in
other menial capacities. One free citizen does not lord it over another; hence
that feeling of independence and equality that distinguishes us; hence that pride
of character, that self-respect, that give us ascendancy when we come in contact
with Northerners. It is a distinction to be a Southerner, as it was once to be a
Roman Citizen.

4. African American Josiah Henson Portrays the Violence
and Fears in Slave Life, 1858

I was born June 15th, 1789, in Charles County, Maryland…. My mother was a
slave of Dr. Josiah McPherson, but hired to the Mr. Newman to whom my fa-
ther belonged. The only incident I can remember which occurred while my
mother continued on Mr. Newman’s farm, was the appearance one day of my
father with his head bloody and his back lacerated. He was beside himself with
mingled rage and suffering. The explanation I picked up from the conversation
of others only partially explained the matter to my mind; but as I grew older I
understood it all. It seemed the overseer had sent my mother away from the
other field hands to a retired place, and after trying persuasion in vain, had re-
sorted to force to accomplish a brutal purpose. Her screams aroused my father at
his distant work, and running up, he found his wife struggling with the man.

Josiah Henson, Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life: An Autobiography of the Rev. Josiah Henson (London: 1877).
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Furious at the sight, he sprung upon him like a tiger. In a moment the overseer
was down, and, mastered by rage, my father would have killed him but for the
entreaties of my mother, and the overseer’s own promise that nothing should be
said of the matter. The promise was kept—like most promises of the cowardly
and debased—as long as the danger lasted….

… The authorities were soon in pursuit of my father. The fact of the sacri-
legious act of lifting a hand against the sacred temple of a white man’s body …
this was all it was necessary to establish. And the penalty followed: one hundred
lashes on the bare back, and to have the right ear nailed to the whipping-post,
and then severed from the body….

The day for the execution of the penalty was appointed. The Negroes from
the neighboring plantations were summoned, for their moral improvement, to
witness the scene. A powerful blacksmith named Hewes laid on the stripes. Fifty
were given, during which the cries of my father might be heard a mile, and then
a pause ensued. True, he had struck a white man, but as valuable property he
must not be damaged. Judicious men felt his pulse. Oh! he could stand the
whole. Again and again the thong fell on his lacerated back. His cries grew
fainter and fainter, till a feeble groan was the only response to his final blows.
His head was then thrust against the post, and his right ear fastened to it with a
tack; a swift pass of a knife, and the bleeding member was left sticking to the
place. Then came a hurrah from the degraded crowd, and the exclamation,
“That’s what he’s got for striking a white man.” A few said, “it’s a damned
shame”; but the majority regarded it as but a proper tribute to their offended
majesty….

… [F]rom this hour he became utterly changed. Sullen, morose, and dog-
ged, nothing could be done with him. The milk of human kindness in his heart
was turned to gall…. No fear or threats of being sold to the far south—the great-
est of all terrors to the Maryland slave—would render him tractable. So off he
was sent to Alabama. What was his fate neither my mother nor I have ever
learned….

Our term of happy union as one family was now, alas! at an end. Mournful
as was [Dr. McPherson’s] death to his friends it was a far greater calamity to us.
The estate and the slaves must be sold and the proceeds divided among the heirs.
We were but property—not a mother, and the children God had given her.

Common as are slave-auctions in the southern states, and naturally as a slave
may look forward to the time when he will be put upon the block, still the full
misery of the event—of the scenes which precede and succeed it—is never un-
derstood till the actual experience comes. The first sad announcement that the
sale is to be; the knowledge that all ties of the past are to be sundered; the frantic
terror at the idea of being “sent south”; the almost certainty that one member of
a family will be torn from another; the anxious scanning of purchasers’ faces; the
agony at parting, often forever, with husband, wife, child—these must be seen
and felt to be fully understood. Young as I was then, the iron entered into my
soul. The remembrance of breaking up of McPherson’s estate is photographed in
its minutest features in my mind. The crowd collected around the stand, the
huddling group of Negroes, the examination of muscle, teeth, the exhibition of
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agility, the look of the auctioneer, the agony of my mother—I can shut my eyes
and see them all.

My brothers and sisters were bid off first, and one by one, while my mother,
paralyzed by grief, held me by the hand. Her turn came, and she was bought by
Isaac Riley of Montgomery County. Then I was offered to the assembled pur-
chasers. My mother, half distracted by the thought of parting forever from all her
children, pushed through the crowd, while the bidding for me was going on, to
the spot where Riley was standing. She fell at his feet and clung to his knees,
entreating him in tones that a mother only could command, to buy her baby
as well as herself, and spare to her one, at least of her little ones. Will it, can it
be believed that this man, thus appealed to, was capable not merely of turning a
deaf ear to her supplication, but of disengaging himself from her with such vio-
lent blows and kicks, as to reduce her to the necessity of creeping out of his
reach, and mingling the groan of bodily suffering with the sob of a breaking
heart? As she crawled away from the brutal man I heard her sob out, “Oh,
Lord Jesus, how long, how long shall I suffer this way!” I must have been then
between five and six years old. I seem to see and hear my poor weeping mother
now. This was one of my earliest observations of men; an experience which I
only shared with thousands of my race.

5. Southern Author Daniel Hundley Robinson
Depicts the White Yeoman Farmer, 1860

And of all the hardy sons of toil, in all free lands the Yeomen are most deserving
of our esteem. With hearts of oak and thews of steel, crouching to no man and
fearing no danger, these are equally bold to handle a musket on the field of battle
or to swing their reapers in times of peace among the waving stalks of yellow
grain….

Know, then, that the Poor Whites of the South constitute a separate class to
themselves; the Southern Yeomen are as distinct from them as the Southern
Gentleman is from the Cotton Snob. Certainly the Southern Yeoman are nearly
always poor, at least so for as this world’s goods are to be taken into the account.
As a general thing they own no slaves; and even in case they do, the wealthiest
of them rarely possess more than from ten to fifteen. But even when they are
slaveholders, they seem to exercise but few of the rights of ownership over their
human chattels, making so little distinction between master and man, that their
negroes invariably become spoiled, like so many rude children who have been
unwisely spared the rod by the foolish guardians….

Again, should you go among the hardy yeomanry of Tennessee, Kentucky,
or Missouri, whenever or wherever they own slaves (which in these States is not
often the case) you will invariably see the negroes and their masters ploughing
side by side in the fields; or bared to the waist, and with old-fashioned scythe
[vying] with one another who can cut down the broadest swatch of yellow

D. R. Hundley, Esq., Social Relations in Our Southern States (New York: Henry B. Price, 1860), 192–193, 197, 219.
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