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“Slavery without Submission, Emancipation without Freedom” by Howard Zinn 

Excerpt from People’s History of the United States 
 

The United States government's support of slavery was based on an overpowering practicality. In 
1790, a thousand tons of cotton were being produced every year in the South. By 1860, it was a 
million tons. In the same period, 500,000 slaves grew to 4 million. A system harried by slave 
rebellions and conspiracies (Gabriel Prosser, 1800; Denmark Vesey, 1822; Nat Turner, 1831) 
developed a network of controls in the southern states, hacked by the laws, courts, armed forces, 
and race prejudice of the nation's political leaders. 

 
It would take either a full-scale slave rebellion or a full-scale war to end such a deeply entrenched 
system. If a rebellion, it might get out of hand, and turn its ferocity beyond slavery to the most 
successful system of capitalist enrichment in the world. If a war, those who made the war would 
organize its consequences. Hence, it was Abraham Lincoln who freed the slaves, not John Brown. 
In 1859, John Brown was hanged, with federal complicity, for attempting to do by small-scale 
violence what Lincoln would do by large-scale violence several years later-end slavery. 

 
With slavery abolished by order of the government-true, a government pushed hard to do so, by 
blacks, free and slave, and by white abolitionists-its end could be orchestrated so as to set limits to 
emancipation. Liberation from the top would go only so far as the interests of the dominant groups 
permitted. If carried further by the momentum of war, the rhetoric of a crusade, it could be pulled 
back to a safer position. Thus, while the ending of slavery led to a reconstruction of national politics 
and economics, it was not a radical reconstruction, but a safe one- in fact, a profitable one… 

 
Ex-slave Thomas Hall told the Federal Writers’ Project:  
 

Lincoln got the praise for freeing us, but did he do it? He gave us freedom without giving us 
any chance to live to ourselves and we still had to depend on the southern white man for 
work, food, and clothing, and he held us out of necessity and want in a state of servitude 
but little better than slavery. 

 
The result was that brief period after the Civil War in which southern Negroes voted, elected blacks 
to state legislatures and to Congress, introduced free and racially mixed public education to the 
South. A legal framework was constructed. The Thirteenth Amendment outlawed slavery: "Neither 
slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have 
been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction." 
The Fourteenth Amendment repudiated the prewar Dred Scott decision by declaring that "all 
persons born or naturalized in the United States" were citizens. It also seemed to make a powerful 
statement for racial equality, severely limiting "states' rights": 
 

No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of 
citizens of the United States; nor shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, 
without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of 
the laws… 

 
Whatever northern politicians were doing to help their cause, southern blacks were determined to 
make the most of their freedom, in spite of their lack of land and resources. A study of blacks in 
Alabama in the first years after the war by historian Peter Kolchin finds that they began 
immediately asserting their independence of whites, forming their own churches, becoming 
politically active, strengthening their family ties, trying to educate their children. Kolchin disagrees 
with the contention of some historians that slavery had created a "Sambo" mentality of submission 
among blacks. "As soon as they were free, these supposedly dependent, childlike Negroes began 
acting like independent men and women." 
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Black voting in the period after 1869 resulted in two Negro members of the U.S. Senate (Hiram 
Revels and Blanche Bruce, both from Mississippi), and twenty Congressmen, including eight from 
South Carolina, four from North Carolina, three from Alabama, and one each from the other former 
Confederate states. (This list would dwindle rapidly after 1876; the last black left Congress in 
1901.) 
 
The Constitutional amendments were passed, the laws for racial equality were passed, and the 
black man began to vote and to hold office. Cut so long as the Negro remained dependent on 
privileged whites for work, for the necessities of life, his vote could be bought or taken away by 
threat of force. Thus, laws calling for equal treatment became meaningless. While Union troops-
including colored troops- remained in the South, this process was delayed. But the balance of 
military powers began to change. 
 
The southern white oligarchy used its economic power to organize the Ku Klux Klan and other 
terrorist groups. Northern politicians began to weigh the advantage of the political support of 
impoverished blacks-maintained in voting and office only by force-against the more stable situation 
of a South returned to white supremacy, accepting Republican dominance and business legislation. 
It was only a matter of time before blacks would be reduced once again to conditions not far from 
slavery. 
 
A Negro blacksmith named Charles Caldwell, born a slave, later elected to the Mississippi Senate, 
and known as "a notorious and turbulent Negro" by whites, was shot at by the son of a white 
Mississippi judge in 1868. Caldwell fired back and killed the man. Tried by an all-white jury, he 
argued self-defense and was acquitted, the first Negro to kill a white in Mississippi and go free after 
a trial. But on Christmas Day 1875, Caldwell was shot to death by a white gang. It was a sign. The 
old white rulers were taking back political power in Mississippi, and everywhere else in the South. 
 
As white violence rose in the 1870s, the national government, even under President Grant, became 
less enthusiastic about defending blacks, and certainly not prepared to arm them. The Supreme 
Court played its gyroscopic role of pulling the other branches of government back to more 
conservative directions when they went too far. It began interpreting the Fourteenth Amendment- 
passed presumably for racial equality-in a way that made it impotent for this purpose. In 1883, the 
Civil Rights Act of 1875, outlawing discrimination against Negroes using public facilities, was 
nullified by the Supreme Court, which said: "Individual invasion of individual rights is not the 
subject-matter of the amendment." The Fourteenth Amendment, it said, was aimed at state action 
only. "No state shall ..." 
 
…[T]he mood of the Court reflected a new coalition of northern industrialists and southern 
businessmen-planters. The culmination of this mood came in the decision of 1896, Plessy v. 
Ferguson, when the Court ruled that a railroad could segregate black and white if the segregated 
facilities were equal: 
 

The object of the amendment was undoubtedly to enforce the absolute equality of the two 
races before the law, but in the nature of things it could not have been intended to abolish 
distinctions based upon color, or to enforce social, as distinguished from political equality, or 
a commingling of the two races upon terms unsatisfactory to either. 

 
It was the year 1877 that spelled out clearly and dramatically what was happening. When the year 
opened, the presidential election of the past November was in bitter dispute. The Democratic 
candidate, Samuel Tilden, had 184 votes and needed one more to be elected: his popular vote was 
greater by 250,000. The Republican candidate, Rutherford Hayes, had 166 electoral votes. Three 
states not yet counted had a total of 19 electoral votes; if Hayes could get all of those, he would 
have 185 and be President. This is what his managers proceeded to arrange. They made 
concessions to the Democratic party and the white South, including an agreement to remove Union 
troops from the South, the last military obstacle to the reestablishment of white supremacy there. 
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Northern political and economic interests needed powerful allies and stability in the face of national 
crisis. The country had been in economic depression since 1873, and by 1877 farmers and workers 
were beginning to rebel. As C. Vann Woodward puts it in his history of the 1877 
Compromise, Reunion and Reaction: 
 

It was a depression year, the worst year of the severest depression yet experienced. In the 
East labor and the unemployed were in a bitter and violent temper. . . . Out West a tide of 
agrarian radicalism was rising.. . . From both East and West came threats against the 
elaborate structure of protective tariffs, national banks, railroad subsidies and monetary 
arrangements upon which the new economic order was founded. 

 
With billions of dollars' worth of slaves gone, the wealth of the old South was wiped out. They now 
looked to the national government for help: credit, subsidies, flood control projects. The United 
States in 1865 had spent $103,294,501 on public works, but the South received only $9,469,363. 
For instance, while Ohio got over a million dollars, Kentucky, her neighbor south of the river, got 
$25,000. While Maine got $3 million, Mississippi got $136,000. While $83 million had been given to 
subsidize the Union Pacific and Central Pacific railroads, thus creating a transcontinental railroad 
through the North, there was no such subsidy for the South. So one of the things the South looked 
for was federal aid to the Texas and Pacific Railroad. 
 
Woodward says: "By means of appropriations, subsidies, grants, and bonds such as Congress had 
so lavishly showered upon capitalist enterprise in the North, the South might yet mend its 
fortunes- or at any rate the fortunes of a privileged elite." These privileges were sought with the 
backing of poor white farmers, brought into the new alliance against blacks. The farmers wanted 
railroads, harbor improvements, flood control, and, of course, land-not knowing yet how these 
would be used not to help them but to exploit them. 
 
As Woodward sums it up: 
 

The Compromise of 1877 did not restore the old order in the South. ... It did assure the 
dominant whites political autonomy and non-intervention in matters of race policy and 
promised them a share in the blessings of the new economic order. In return, the South 
became, in effect, a satellite of the dominant region… 

 
In the year 1886, Henry Grady, an editor of the Atlanta Constitution, spoke at a dinner in New 
York. In the audience were J. P. Morgan, H. M. Flagler (an associate of Rockefeller), Russell Sage, 
and Charles Tiffany [all of whom were wealth Northern industrialists]. His talk was called "The New 
South" and his theme was: Let bygones be bygones; let us have a new era of peace and 
prosperity; the Negro was a prosperous laboring class; he had the fullest protection of the laws and 
the friendship of the southern people. Grady joked about the northerners who sold slaves to the 
South and said the South could now handle its own race problem. He received a rising ovation… 
 
That same month, an article in the New York Daily Tribune: 
 

The leading coal and iron men of the South, who have been in this city during the last ten 
days, will go home to spend the Christmas holidays, thoroughly satisfied with the business 
of the year, and more than hopeful for the future. And they have good reason to be. The 
time for which they have been waiting for nearly twenty years, when Northern capitalists 
would be convinced not only of the safety but of the immense profits to be gained from the 
investment of their money in developing the fabulously rich coal and iron resources of 
Alabama, Tennessee, and Georgia, has come at last. 
 
The North, it must be recalled, did not have to undergo a revolution in its thinking to accept 
the subordination of the Negro. When the Civil War ended, nineteen of the twenty-four 
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northern states did not allow blacks to vote. By 1900, all the southern states, in new 
constitutions and new statutes, had written into law the disfranchisement and segregation 
of Negroes, and a New York Times editorial said: "Northern men ... no longer denounce the 
suppression of the Negro vote.. . . The necessity of it under the supreme law of self-
preservation is candidly recognized."… 

 
 
In this atmosphere it was no wonder that those Negro leaders most accepted in white society, like 
the educator Booker T. Washington, a one-time White House guest of Theodore Roosevelt, urged 
Negro political passivity. Invited by the white organizers of the Cotton States and International 
Exposition in Atlanta in 1895 to speak, Washington urged the southern Negro to "cast down your 
bucket where you are"-that is, to stay in the South, to be farmers, mechanics, domestics, perhaps 
even to attain to the professions. He urged white employers to hire Negroes rather than 
immigrants of "strange tongue and habits." Negroes, "without strikes and labor wars," were the 
"most patient, faithful, law-abiding and unresentful people that the world has seen." He said: "The 
wisest among my race understand that the agitation of questions of social equality is the extremest 
folly." 
 
The average wage of Negro farm laborers in the South was about fifty cents a day, Fortune said. 
He was usually paid in "orders," not money, which he could use only at a store controlled by the 
planter, "a system of fraud." The Negro farmer, to get the wherewithal to plant his crop, had to 
promise it to the store, and when everything was added up at the end of the year he was in debt, 
so his crop was constantly owed to someone, and he was tied to the land, with the records kept by 
the planter and storekeeper so that the Negroes "are swindled and kept forever in debt." As for 
supposed laziness, "I am surprised that a larger number of them do not go to fishing, hunting, and 
loafing." 
 
Fortune spoke of "the penitentiary system of the South, with its infamous chain-gang. . . . the 
object being to terrorize the blacks and furnish victims for contractors, who purchase the labor of 
these wretches from the State for a song. . . . The white man who shoots a negro always goes 
free, while the negro who steals a hog is sent to the chaingang for ten years."… 
 
W. E. B. Du Bois, saw the late- nineteenth-century betrayal of the Negro as part of a larger 
happening in the United States, something happening not only to poor blacks but to poor whites. In 
his book Black Reconstruction, written in 1935, he said: 
 

God wept; but that mattered little to an unbelieving age; what mattered most was that the 
world wept and still is weeping and blind with tears and blood. For there began to rise in 
America in 1876 a new capitalism and a new enslavement of labor. 

 
Du Bois saw this new capitalism as part of a process of exploitation and bribery taking place in all 
the "civilized" countries of the world: 

Home labor in cultured lands, appeased and misled by a ballot whose power the dictatorship of 
vast capital strictly curtailed, was bribed by high wage and political office to unite in an 
exploitation of white, yellow, brown and black labor, in lesser lands... . 

 
Was Du Bois right-that in that growth of American capitalism, before and after the Civil War, whites 
as well as blacks were in some sense becoming slaves? 
 
 


