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History of the US

Historians in conflict

Objective : to analyse, compare and explain  different visions of the history of the United States.

Sources :

· Daniel J.Boorstin, The Americans (three volumes : the colonial experience, the national experience, the democratic experience), first published 1958, Cardinal 1988.

· Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, abridged teaching edition, first published 1980, 2OO3 Ellen Reeves

· John Harmon MvElroy, American Beliefs, first published 1999, Ivan R.Deer, 1999

Historians :

Howard Zinn, Daniel J.Boorstin John Harmon McElroy

SOCIAL CLASSES IN VIRGINIA DURING THE COLONIAL PERIOD

THE PROMISED LAND ?

ZINN : Chapter 3:  Persons of mean and vile condition

p.34 : Times were hard in 1676. “There was genuine distress, genuine poverty… All contemporary sources speak of the great mass of people as living in severe economic straits.”

p.35 : It was a complex chain of oppression in Virginia. The Indians were plundered by white frontiersmen, who were taxed and controlled by the Jamestown elite. And the whole colony was being exploited by England.

BOORSTIN : Chapter 7 : English gentlemen, American style

p.101 : Near the end of the 17th century, a host of circumstances dissipated that fantasy-world where any man might become a gentleman

p.102: Toward the end of the 17th century, every decade saw the situation of the small planter grow less promising. After 1660 the stricter enforcement of the Navigation Acts, designed to tighten the Empire’s mercantilist fabric, narrowed the margin of colonial profit and created new problems for planters of all classes.

MCELROY : Chapter 3 : Primary beliefs of American Culture : everyone must work, people must benefit from their work, manual work is respectable

p.47 : Unlike conditions in England, small farms worked by their owners were the prevailing mode of life in America. The big landholdings that a few families acquired in Virginia and along the Hudson River in New-York were exceptions to that rule.

THE SELF-MADE MAN ?

ZINN : Chapter 3 : Persons of mean and vile condition

p.37 : More than half the colonists who came to North American shores in the colonial period came as servants.

After signing the indenture, in which the immigrants agreed to pay their cost of passage by working for a master for five or seven years, they were often imprisoned until the ship sailed, to make sure they did not run away. ..

What happened to these servants after they became free ? There are cheerful accounts in which they rise to prosperity, becoming landowners and important figures… In Boston in 1770, the top 1% of property owners owned 44% of the wealth.

BOORSTIN : Chapter 17 : English gentlemen, American style

p.102 : Until around 1660 it was customary for an indentured servant to remain in the colony at the end of his term of service to acquire a piece of land, and to look hopefully up the social ladder…But in the last decades of the century, liberated servants looked to the greener fields which some of the other colonies were offering. This exodus of the poorer white colonists worried Virginians but they could not agree on its causes…

Virginia had become an aristocracy. By the beginning of the 18th century, not more than 5% of the newcomers were becoming land owners.

McELROY :

Unlike conditions in England, small farms worked by their owners were the prevailing mode of life in America. The big landholdings that a few families acquired in Virginia and along the Hudson River in New-York were exceptions to that rule. In 1764 the governor of Massachusetts reported that not more than 2% of farmers were renters, rather than proprietors, of the land they tilled.

THE WHITE AND BLACK SLAVES

ZINN : Chapter 2 : Drawing the color line and Chapter 3 People of mean and vile condition

p.27 :… the number of arriving whites, whether free or indentured servants was not enough to meet the need of the plantations. By 1700 in Virginia, there were 6000 slaves, one-twelfth of the population. By 1763, there were 170 000 slaves, about half the population.

p.30 From time to time, whites were involved in the slave resistance. As early as 1663, indentured white  servants and black slaves in Gloucester County, Virginia, formed a conspiracy to rebel and gain their freedom. The plot was betrayed and ended with executions.

p.41 : What if these different despised groups - the Indians, the slaves, the poor whites -should combine ?

p.4é : Blacks ran away to Indian villages, and the Creeks and Cherokees harbored runaway slaves by the hundreds. Many of these were amalgamated into the Indian tribes, married, produced children. But the combination of harsh slave codes and bribes to the Indians to help put down black rebels kept things under control.

It was the potential combination of poor whites and blacks that caused the most fear among the wealthy white planters.

What made Bacon’s rebellion especially fearsome for the rulers of Virginia was that the black slaves and white servants joined forces (p.34 : 400 armed Englishmen and Negroes, a mixture of freemen, servants and slaves).

BOORSTIN : Chapter 17 : English gentlemen, American style

p.101 : Virginia society was beginning to be frozen . By 1670, the legislature, following the English example, established a property qualification. As time passed, the suffrage was further restricted to exclude leaseholders and life-tenants. After 1699 one could not vote unless he was a freeholder, that is one who owned land outright.

The character of the labouring class had begun to change. By 1680 Negro slaves were being imported in increasing numbers…Negro slaves were displacing white indentured servants as the dominant labor-supply, and slavery in Virginia grew at an accelerated pace during the 18th century, for slavery made the large plantation more profitable. The increasing difficulties of the small planter discouraged immigration of white servants, and the decrease of white servants in turn made the colony more dependant on Negro slaves.

McELROY Chapter 3 : Primary beliefs of American Culture

p.57 : Indentured servitude had one great flaw for employers : indentured servants frequently ran away from their masters before serving out the number of years specified in their contracts. 

The frequency with which indentured servants ran away was to have far-reaching and unforeseen consequences in American history. The solution to the problem emerged in the 1600s and was recognized as law in Virginia by 1700 : chattel slavery.

p.59 : Thus ironically – and, in regard to the development of American beliefs, perversely -, chattel slavery evolved from the very opportunities for improvement that first attracted poor workers of both African and European ancestry to America as indentured servants. Chattel slavery was a perversion of American beliefs because it shamefully contradicted the American convictions that manual labor is respectable and that workers must benefit from their labor.
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