By Michael Bowe

tis fair to say that both Blacks
and whites, in general, are of
the opinion that slavery was
brutal, inhumane, and savage.
However, many American
historians who are white and
highly respected share the
view that slavery was, for the
most part, a patriarchal institution that was
benevolent and kind within limits. Eugene
D. Genovese, Charles Joyner and Ulrich B.
Phillips are just a few examples of renowned
and acclaimed historians who support this
view of slavery.

Genovese, the founding father of the no-
tion that slavery was paternalistic, argues
that slaves were dependent on their owners
for protection and the necessities of life. While
masters depended upon their slaves passiv-
ity and willing productivity to preserve their
conscience. "Paternalism defined the
involantary labour of the slaves asalegitimate
return to their masters for protection and
direction."

Genoveseinsists that slavery,indeed, was
a savage system of oppression; however, the
master's attempts to dehumanize slaves into
things failed as a result of his conscience and
slaveresistance. Instead, heargues thatslaves
were incorporated into theirowners’ families
as ‘children.’

Charles Joyner, who is a supporter of
Genovese's views, asserts that slaves enjoyed
many liberties. In his book Down by the Riv-
erside Joyner writes: “Increasingly the slaves
asserted claims to off times and holidays, in
which their masters reluctantly acquiesced.”
Joyneralsoargues: “Slaves onthe Waccamaw
rice plantation who could perform two tasks
in a single day were entitled to a full day off
the following day.”

Just what did slaves do with all this time
off? Well, Joyner claims they “prayed and
frolicked, hunted (with their own guns) and
fished, cooked and cleaned, courted and
married... loved and hoped and dreamed.”

Ingeneral, Joyner tries to prove that slaves
in the Waccamaw region endured relatively
good conditions and treatment from their
owners and were allowed room for cultural
and self-development.

Joyner quotes as evidence for his claims, a
letter written by a rice planter which says
“there is no class of people,... in this country,
or Europe, of the same grade where there is
so much happiness, where the wants of na-
ture are so abundantly supplied, where the
requirements of labour are as little...”

Ulrich B. Phillips and other pro-slavery
historians argue that slavery was a benevo-
lentsystem. Phillips, whoisa fierce defender

of slavery, wrote that slavery gave Africans
“Christianity and civilization.” Moreover,
Phillips states that the life of enslaved Afri-
cans was fruitful.

Kenneth M. Stamp has examined theviews
of the above historians and disclaimed them
as nonsense, referring to them as mythical
and romanticized. In his book The Peculiar
Institution, Stamp argues that slavery was a
ruthless system of exploitation of slave la-

Africans who were brought as slaves to the New World did not
accept their condition meekly. They employed a variety of
methods to express their resentment of the institution of sla-
very, and of the white masters who enslaved them. They em-
ployed quiet, subtle, almost negative methods of protest which
today might be termed civil disobedience; for example they
pretended to be ill, and so avoided work. On the other hand,
they sometimes went to the positive, violent extreme of armed
rebellion. Historical studies have established fully the fact that
Black anti-slavery attitudes and actions were a strong and per-
sistent feature of the West Indian past.”
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bour for profit. He presents the records of
slave catchers and the brutal Middle Passage
where thousands of Africans perished in the
landing of 5,000,000 Africans into the United
States. He reveals the merciless making of
slaves out of Africans, the poor or nonexist-
ent health care, the brutal overseers and
“masters,” the acts of torture and the slave
rebellions.

Stamp refutes claims that the “primitive”
physical and mental makeup of Africans jus-
tified their enslavement; that slavery was
necessary to prepare a “primitive people” to
enter the complex civilized and modern soci-
ety of America; that by the mid-nineteenth
century slavery was at the point of extinction
since it was becoming uneconomical; that
slaves by and large were well-treated, con-
tent, did not mind being slaves and were
loyalto their “masters;” that for the most part
paternalism governed owner-slaverelations.

Stanley M. Elkins’ view of slavery is even
more uncompromising. In strict historical
fashion, Elkins insist that American slavery
was the most brutal the world has ever known.
His historical account depicts the total dehu-
manization of Africans.

Why the fuss over whether or not slavery
was paternalistic, kind and benevolent or a
brutal system of economic exploitation and
dehumanization? According to historians
who argue the former perspective, if it can be
proven that people of African decent were
indeed allowed the opportunity for cultural
and personal development then it logically
follows that they are partly to be blamed (if
not entirely) for their conditions after sla-
very.

Those who argue the latter perspective
attempt to prove that enslaved women and
men were dehumanized and given no room
for self-actualization. As a result, their condi-
tions after slavery and up until the present
were caused solely by their oppressors.

Modern historical literature has begun to
ascribe a new harsh and uncompromising
reality to slavery as a result of a new move-
ment of Black intellectuals. Nevertheless, a
school of white historians continues to por-
tray slavery as paternalistic, kind and be-
nevolent.
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