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Preface

RACE AND RHETORIC HAVE GONE TOGETHER for so long that it is
easy to forget that facts also matter—and these facts often
contradict many widely held beliefs. Fantasies and fallacies

about racial and ethnic issues have had a particularly painful and
deadly history, so exposing some of them is more than an academic
exercise. The history of intergroup strife has been written in blood
in many countries around the world and across centuries of human
history.

The purpose of this book is to expose some of the more bla-
tant misconceptions poisoning race relations in our time. The
reasons for these misconceptions range from simple, innocent igno-
rance to reasons that are far from simple and far from innocent.
Many of the facts cited here may be surprising or even startling to
some readers, but they are not literally unknown to scholars; they
have simply not been widely discussed in the media or even in aca-
demia. Too much has been assumed for too long and too little has
been scrutinized.

It may be optimistic merely to suggest that racial or ethnic
issues can be discussed rationally. Evidence to the contrary is all
too abundant in the strident and sweeping condemnations directed
against many who have tried to do so. Yet there is also evidence in
recent years of a growing willingness to consider views that differ
from the racial orthodoxy that has prevailed largely unchallenged
from the 1960s onward in intellectual circles and in the popular
media. In any event, these essays summarize the conclusions of
more than a quarter of a century of my research on racial and cul-
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tural issues, as well as drawing on the work of innumerable other
scholars around the world.

These writings do not pretend to be definitive. If they provoke
thoughts on a subject where clichés and dogmas too often prevail,
then this book will have achieved one of its major goals.

However, even a work seeking primarily to untangle a com-
plex set of historic social issues can provoke the fashionable
question: “But what is your solution?” Yet there is not the slightest
danger that there will be a shortage of solutions. On the contrary,
an abundance of uninformed solutions has been one of our biggest
social problems.

Any serious consideration of social problems is likely to
involve trade-offs rather than neat “solutions,” and trade-offs depend
on values which can vary from one individual to the next. What
trade-offs others might make after considering what these essays
have to offer is not something that can be predicted, nor is such a
prediction necessary. There is still much to be said for the ancient
adage: “With all your getting, get understanding.” If this book can
contribute to understanding on a subject where misunderstandings
abound, then it will have done its work.

Because this book is written for the general public, it does not
feature long, convoluted sentences with escape clauses designed to
prevent words from being twisted to mean something that they
were never intended to mean. Common sense can be more readily
expected when writing for the general public than when writing for
the intelligentsia. To prevent the words in the essays that follow
from being stretched, twisted,or given clever meanings, let me state
here and now that these essays do not mean that (1) all Southern
whites were or are rednecks, that (2) all black Americans today or in
the past were or are black rednecks, that (3) Jews are exactly the
same as the other groups with whom they are compared, or that
(4) slavery is somehow morally acceptable because everyone was
guilty of it. One cannot predict, much less forestall, all the clever
misinterpretations that others might put on one’s words. The most
that can be done is to alert honest people to the problem.

While this book is not particularly large in bulk, its scope is
worldwide and it goes back through centuries. No one can write a
book of such scope without incurring many debts to others. These
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include scholars who devoted much of their careers to the study of
some particular specialty, such as the history of agriculture in the
Southern United States or the origins in Britain of various social
groups in America. Such debts are too numerous to list here, quite
aside from the danger of implicating other writers in conclusions
which are my own. What must be acknowledged is my debt to the
Hoover Institution, which has provided the conditions and the sup-
port which have facilitated my research and writing for more than
two decades. For much of that time, my research assistant Na Liu
has been an indispensable part of my work and, for this particular
book, she has been very ably assisted by the dedicated work of Eliz-
abeth Costa. In the end, however, I must and will take full
responsibility for the conclusions reached in the essays that follow.

THOMAS SOWELL 
Hoover Institution 
Stanford University

Preface xi





Black Rednecks and White Liberals

These people are creating a terrible problem in our cities.

They can’t or won’t hold a job, they flout the law constantly

and neglect their children, they drink too much and their

moral standards would shame an alley cat. For some reason

or other, they absolutely refuse to accommodate themselves

to any kind of decent, civilized life.

THIS WAS SAID IN 1956 IN INDIANAPOLIS, not about blacks or other
minorities, but about poor whites from the South. Nor was
Indianapolis unique in this respect. A 1951 survey in Detroit

found that white Southerners living there were considered “unde-
sirable” by 21 percent of those surveyed, compared to 13 percent
who ranked blacks the same way. In the late 1940s, a Chicago
employer said frankly, “I told the guard at the plant gate to tell the
hillbillies that there were no openings.” When poor whites from the
South moved into Northern cities to work in war plants during the
Second World War, “occasionally a white southerner would find that
a flat or furnished room had ‘just been rented’ when the landlord
heard his southern accent.”1

More is involved here than a mere parallel between blacks
and Southern whites. What is involved is a common subculture
that goes back for centuries, which has encompassed everything
from ways of talking to attitudes toward education, violence, and
sex—and which originated not in the South, but in those parts of
the British Isles from which white Southerners came. That culture
long ago died out where it originated in Britain, while surviving
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in the American South. Then it largely died out among both white
and black Southerners, while still surviving today in the poorest
and worst of the urban black ghettos.

It is not uncommon for a culture to survive longer where it is
transplanted and to retain characteristics lost in its place of origin.
The French spoken in Quebec and the Spanish spoken in Mexico
contain words and phrases that have long since become archaic in
France and Spain.2 Regional German dialects persisted among Ger-
mans living in the United States after those dialects had begun to
die out in Germany itself.3 A scholar specializing in the history of
the South has likewise noted among white Southerners “archaic
word forms,”4 while another scholar has pointed out the contin-
ued use in that region of “terms that were familiar at the time of
the first Queen Elizabeth.”5 The card game whist is today played
almost exclusively by blacks, especially low-income blacks, though
in the eighteenth century it was played by the British upper
classes, and has since then evolved into bridge. The history of the
evolution of this game is indicative of a much broader pattern of
cultural evolution in much more weighty things.

Southern whites not only spoke the English language in very
different ways from whites in other regions, their churches, their
roads, their homes, their music, their education, their food, and
their sex lives were all sharply different from those of other
whites. The history of this redneck or cracker culture is more than
a curiosity. It has contemporary significance because of its influ-
ence on the economic and social evolution of vast numbers of
people—millions of blacks and whites—and its continuing influ-
ence on the lives and deaths of a residual population in America’s
black ghettos which has still not completely escaped from that
culture.

From early in American history, foreign visitors and domestic
travelers alike were struck by cultural contrasts between the white
population of the South and that of the rest of the country in gen-
eral—and of New England in particular. In the early nineteenth
century, Alexis de Tocqueville contrasted white Southerners with
white Northerners in his classic Democracy in America and Fred-
erick Law Olmsted did the same later in his books about his travels
through the antebellum South, notably Cotton Kingdom. De Toc-
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queville set a pattern when he concluded that “almost all the dif-
ferences which may be noticed between the Americans in the
Southern and in the Northern states have originated in slavery.”6

Olmsted likewise attributed the differences between white South-
erners and white Northerners to the existence of slavery in the
South.7 So did widely read antebellum Southern writer Hinton
Helper, who declared that “slavery, and nothing but slavery, has
retarded the progress and prosperity of our portion of the Union.”8

Just as they explained regional differences between whites
by slavery, so many others in a later era would explain differences
between blacks and whites nationwide by slavery. Plausible as
these explanations might seem in both cases, they will not stand
up under a closer scrutiny of history.

It is perhaps understandable that the great, overwhelming
moral curse of slavery has presented a tempting causal explana-
tion of the peculiar subculture of Southern whites, as well as that
of blacks. Yet this same subculture had existed among Southern
whites and their ancestors in those parts of the British Isles from
which they came, long before they had ever seen a black slave.
The nature of this subculture, among people who were called “red-
necks” and “crackers” in Britain before they ever saw America,
needs to be explored before turning to the question of its current
status among ghetto blacks and how developments in the larger
society have affected its evolution.

REDNECK CULTURE

Emigration from Britain, like other migrations around the world, was
not random in either its origins or its destinations. Most of the
Britons who migrated to colonial Massachusetts, for example, came
from within a 60-mile radius of the town of Haverhill in East Anglia.
The Virginia aristocracy came from different localities in southern
and western England. Most of the common white people of the
South came from the northern borderlands of England—for cen-
turies a no-man’s land between Scotland and England—as well as
from the Scottish highlands and from Ulster County, Ireland. All
these fringe areas were turbulent, if not lawless, regions, where
none of the contending forces was able to establish full control and
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create a stable order. Whether called a “Celtic fringe” or “north

Britons,” these were people from outside the cultural heartland of

England, as their behavior on both sides of the Atlantic showed.

Before the era of modern transportation and communication, sharp

regional differences were both common and persistent.

In some of the counties of colonial Virginia, from nearly

three-quarters to four-fifths of the people came from northern

Britain and similar proportions were found in some of the coun-

ties of Kentucky and Tennessee, as well as in parts of both the

Carolinas.9 Although they predominated in many parts of the

South, such people also had some Northern enclaves in colonial

America, notably western Pennsylvania, where Ulster Scots settled.

What is at least equally important as where particular peoples set-

tled is when they emigrated from the borderlands, Ulster, and the

Scottish highlands.

Scotland in particular progressed enormously in the eigh-

teenth century. The level from which it began may be indicated by

the fact that a visitor to late eighteenth-century Edinburgh found it

noteworthy that its residents no longer threw sewage from their

chamber pots out their windows into the street—something that

passersby had long had to be alert for, to avoid being splattered.10

Such crude and unsanitary living had long been characteristic of

earlier times, when rural Scots lived in the same primitive shelters

with their animals, and vermin abounded.11 A similar lack of con-

cern with cleanliness was found among others in the borderlands

of Britain—and among their descendants on the other side of the

Atlantic in the antebellum South.12 For example, a nineteenth-cen-

tury politician “built up a political machine in the poor white

districts of Mississippi” by such practices as this:

He did not resort to any conventional tactics of kissing dirty
babies, but he pleased mothers and fathers in log cabins by tak-
ing their children upon his lap and searching for red bugs, lice,
and other vermin.13

Back in the British Isles, the life of the Scottish people was

transformed dramatically, from the masses to the elites, as they

advanced from being one of the least educated to one of the most

educated peoples in Europe. However, what is significant here is
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that much of the migration to the American South occurred before
these sweeping social transformations. This timing was crucial, as
Professor Grady McWhiney has pointed out in his book Cracker
Culture:

…had the South been peopled by nineteenth-century Scots,
Welshmen, and Ulstermen, the course of Southern history
would doubtless have been radically different. Nineteenth-cen-
tury Scottish and Scotch-Irish immigrants did in fact fit quite
comfortably into northern American society. (Significantly the
Irish, who retained their Celtic ways, did not.) But only a trickle
of the f lood of nineteenth-century immigrants came into the
South; the ancestors of the vast majority of Southerners arrived
in America before the Anglicization of Scotland, Wales, and
Ulster had advanced very far.14

In earlier centuries, Scotland was a poor and backward coun-
try, like Wales and Ireland—and like the turbulent northern
borderlands of England, where the Scots and the English fought
wars and committed atrocities against each other for centuries.
Local feuding clans and freebooting marauders kept this region in
an uproar, even when there were no military hostilities between
the English and Scottish kingdoms. Ulster County had a different
kind of turbulence, as the English and Scottish settlers there
encountered the hostility and terrorist activities of the conquered,
dispossessed, and embittered indigenous Irish population.

These were the parts of Britain from which most people
migrated to the American South, before the political and cultural
unification of the British Isles or the standardization of the English
language. The rednecks of these regions were what one social his-
torian has called “some of the most disorderly inhabitants of a
deeply disordered land.”15

In this world of impotent laws, daily dangers, and lives that
could be snuffed out at any moment, the snatching at whatever
fleeting pleasures presented themselves was at least understand-
able. Certainly prudence and long-range planning of one’s life had
no such pay-off in this chaotic world as in more settled and orderly
societies under the protection of effective laws. Books, businesses,
technology, and science were not the kinds of things likely to be
promoted or admired in the world of the rednecks and crackers.
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Manliness and the forceful projection of that manliness to oth-
ers—an advertising of one’s willingness to fight and even to put
one’s life on the line—were at least plausible means of gaining
whatever measure of security was possible in a lawless region and
a violent time. The kinds of attitudes and cultural values produced
by centuries of living under such conditions did not disappear
very quickly, even when social evolution in North America slowly
and almost imperceptibly created a new and different world with
different objective prospects.

What the rednecks or crackers brought with them across 
the ocean was a whole constellation of attitudes, values, and
behavior patterns that might have made sense in the world in
which they had lived for centuries, but which would prove to be
counterproductive in the world to which they were going—and
counterproductive to the blacks who would live in their midst for
centuries before emerging into freedom and migrating to the great
urban centers of the United States, taking with them similar values.

The cultural values and social patterns prevalent among
Southern whites included an aversion to work,16 proneness to 
violence,17 neglect of education,18 sexual promiscuity,19, improvi-
dence,20 drunkenness,21 lack of entrepreneurship,22 reckless
searches for excitement,23 lively music and dance,24 and a style of
religious oratory marked by strident rhetoric, unbridled emotions,
and flamboyant imagery.25 This oratorical style carried over into
the political oratory of the region in both the Jim Crow era and the
civil rights era, and has continued on into our own times among
black politicians, preachers, and activists. Touchy pride, vanity, and
boastful self-dramatization were also part of this redneck culture26

among people from regions of Britain “where the civilization was
the least developed.”27 “They boast and lack self-restraint,” Olm-
sted said, after observing their descendants in the American
antebellum South.28

While Professor Grady McWhiney’s Cracker Culture is per-
haps the most thorough historical study of the values and
behavioral patterns of white Southerners, many other scholarly
studies have turned up very similar patterns, even when they dif-
fered in some ways as to the causes. Professor David Hackett
Fischer’s Albion’s Seed, for example, challenges the Celtic con-
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nection thesis put forth by Professor McWhiney, but shows many
of the same cultural patterns among the same people, both in
Britain and in the American South. Popular writings of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries have likewise described similar
behavior, including the Indianapolis resident’s comments on white
Southern migrants to that city, which sound so much like what
many have said about ghetto blacks.

None of this is meant to claim that these patterns have
remained rigidly unchanged over the centuries or that there are lit-
erally no differences between whites and blacks in any aspects of
this subculture. However, what is remarkable is how pervasive and
how close the similarities have been.

Pride and Violence

Centuries before “black pride” became a fashionable phrase, there
was cracker pride—and it was very much the same kind of pride. It
was not pride in any particular achievement or set of behavioral
standards or moral principles adhered to. It was instead a touchi-
ness about anything that might be even remotely construed as a
personal slight, much less an insult, combined with a willingness to
erupt into violence over it. New Englanders were baffled about this
kind of pride among crackers. Observing such people, the Yankees
“could not understand what they had to feel proud about.”29 How-
ever, this kind of pride is perhaps best illustrated by an episode
reported in Professor McWhiney’s Cracker Culture:

When an Englishman, tired of waiting for a Southerner to start
working on a house he had contracted to build, hired another
man to do the job, the enraged Southerner, who considered him-
self dishonored, vowed: “to-morrow morn, I will come with
men, and twenty rifles, and I will have your life, or you shall have
mine.”30

In the vernacular of our later times, he had been “dissed”—
and he was not going to stand for it, regardless of the
consequences for himself or others. The history of the antebellum
South is full of episodes showing the same pattern, whether
expressed in the highly formalized duels of the aristocracy or in
the no-holds-barred style of fighting called “rough and tumble”
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among the common folk, a style that included biting off ears and
gouging out eyes. It was not simply that particular isolated indi-
viduals did such things; social approval was given to these
practices, as illustrated by this episode in the antebellum South:

A crowd gathered and arranged itself in an impromptu ring. The
contestants were asked if they wished to “fight fair” or “rough
and tumble.” When they chose “rough and tumble,” a roar of
approval rose from the multitude.

This particular fight ended with the loser’s nose bitten off,
his ears torn off, and both his eyes gouged out, after which the
“victor, himself maimed and bleeding, was ‘chaired round the
grounds,’ to the cheers of the crowd.” This “rough and tumble”
style of fighting was also popular in the southern highlands of
Scotland, where grabbing an opponent’s testicles and attempting
to castrate him by hand was also an accepted practice.31 Scottish
highlanders were, in centuries past, part of the “Celtic fringe” or
“north Britons,” outside the orbit of English culture, not only as it
existed in England but also in the Scottish lowlands.

The highlanders lagged far behind the lowlanders in educa-
tion and economic progress, as well as in the speaking of the
English language, for Gaelic was still widely spoken by highlanders
in the nineteenth century, not only in Scotland itself but also in
North Carolina and in Australia, where immigrants from the Scot-
tish highlands were unable to communicate with English-speaking
people, including lowland Scots who had also immigrated. In the
Hebrides Islands off Scotland, Gaelic had still not completely died
out in the middle of the twentieth century.32

What is important in the pride and violence patterns among
rednecks and crackers was not that particular people did particu-
lar things at particular times and places. Nor is it necessary to
attempt to quantify such behavior. What is crucial is that violence
growing out of such pride had social approval. As Professor
McWhiney pointed out:

Men often killed and went free in the South just as in earlier
times they had in Ireland and Scotland. As one observer in the
South noted, enemies would meet, exchange insults, and one
would shoot the other down, professing that he had acted in
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self-defense because he believed the victim was armed. When

such a story was told in court, “in a community where it is not a

strange thing for men to carry about their persons deadly

weapons, [each member of the jury] feels that he would have

done the same thing under similar circumstances so that in con-

demning him they would but condemn themselves.”33

“The actions of southern courts often amazed outsiders,” Pro-

fessor McWhiney said. But what may be even more revealing of

widespread attitudes were the cases that never even went to trial.

As another study of white Southerners put it:

To many rural southerners, rather than a set of legal statutes, jus-

tice remained a matter of societal norms allowing for respect of

property rights, individual honor, and a maximum of personal

independence. Any violation of this pattern amounted to a

breach of justice requiring a specific response from the injured

party. Upon learning that a youthful neighbor had approached

his wife in an overly friendly manner, Robert Leard of Tangipa-

hoa, Louisiana, promptly tracked the young man down and killed

him. Under the piney-woods code of justice, anything less would

have invited shame and ridicule upon the Leard family.34

“Intensity of personal pride” was connected by Olmsted

with the “fiend-like street fights of the South.”35 He mentioned an

episode of public murder with impunity:

A gentleman of veracity, now living in the South, told me that

among his friends he had once numbered two young men, who

were themselves intimate friends, till one of them, taking

offence at some foolish words uttered by the other, challenges

him. A large crowd assembled to see the duel, which took place

on a piece of prairie ground. The combatants came armed with

rifles, and at the first interchange of shots, the challenged man

fell disabled by a ball in the thigh. The other, throwing down his

rifle, walked toward him, and kneeling by his side, drew a bowie

knife, and deliberately butchered him. The crowd of bystanders

not only permitted this, but the execrable assassin still lives in

the community, has since married, and, as far as my informant

could judge, his social position has been rather advanced then

otherwise, from thus dealing with his enemy.36
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Again, what is important here is not the isolated incident
itself but the set of social attitudes which allowed such incidents
to take place publicly with impunity, the killer knowing in advance
that what he was doing had community approval. Moreover, such
attitudes went back for centuries, on both sides of the Atlantic, at
least among the particular people concerned.

During the era when dueling became a pattern among upper-
class Americans—between the Revolutionary War and the Civil
War—it was particularly prevalent in the South. As a social his-
tory of the United States noted: “Of Southern statesmen who rose
to prominence after 1790, hardly one can be mentioned who was
not involved in a duel.”37 Editors of Southern newspapers became
involved in duels so often that cartoonists depicted them with a
pen in one hand and a dueling pistol in the other.38 Most duels
arose not over substantive issues but over words considered insult-
ing.39 At lower social levels, Southern feuds such as that between
the Hatfields and the McCoys—which began in a dispute over a
pig and ultimately claimed more than 20 lives40—became leg-
endary.

It has been estimated that, while at least three-quarters of the
settlers in colonial New England originated in the lowland south-
eastern half of Britain, a similarly large proportion of the
population of the South originated in the Scottish highlands, Ire-
land, Wales, or the northern and western uplands of England.41

Those arriving from Ireland in colonial times would have been
from Ulster County, where Scots and Englishmen settled, since
substantial immigration of the indigenous Irish did not begin until
near the middle of the nineteenth century. Radically different 
cultures could develop and persist during this era before trans-
portation and communication developed to the point of
promoting widespread interactions among people in different
regions.

In colonial America, the people of the English borderlands
and of the “Celtic fringe” were seen by contemporaries as cultur-
ally quite distinct, and were socially unwelcome. Mob action
prevented a shipload of Ulster Scots from landing in Boston in
171942 and the Quaker leaders of eastern Pennsylvania encouraged
Ulster Scots to settle out in western Pennsylvania,43 where they
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acted as a buffer to the Indians, as well as being a constant source
of friction and conflict with the Indians. It was not just in the
North that crackers and rednecks were considered to be undesir-
ables. Southern plantation owners with poor whites living on
adjoining land would often offer to buy their land for more than it
was worth, in order to be rid of such neighbors.44

Because there were no racial differences to form separate sta-
tistical categories for these north Britons and for other whites who
settled in the South or in particular enclaves elsewhere, indirect
indicators must serve as proxies for these cultural differences.
Names are among these indicators. Edward, for example, was a
popular name in Virginia and in Wessex, England, from which many
Virginians had emigrated, but the first forty classes of undergradu-
ates at Harvard College contained only one man named Edward.
It would be nearly two centuries before Harvard enrolled anyone
named Patrick, even though that was a common name in western
Pennsylvania, where the Ulster Scots settled.45 This says something
not only about the social and geographic differences of the times,
but also about how regionalized the naming patterns were then, in
contrast to the fact that no one today finds it particularly strange
when an Asian American has such non-Asian first names as Kevin
or Michelle.

Even where there was no conflict or hostility involved, South-
erners often showed a reckless disregard for human life, including
their own. For example, the racing of steamboats that happened to
encounter each other on the rivers of the South often ended with
exploding boilers, especially when the excited competition led to
the tying down of safety valves, in order to build up more pressure
to generate more speed.46 An impromptu race between steamboats
that encountered each other on the Mississippi illustrates the pat-
tern:

On board one boat “was an old lady, who, having bought a win-
ter stock of bacon, pork, &c., was returning to her home on the
banks of the Mississippi. Fun lovers on board both boats insisted
upon a race; cheers and drawn pistols obliged the captains to
cooperate. As the boats struggled to outdistance each other,
excited passengers demanded more speed. Despite every effort,
the boats raced evenly until the old lady directed her slaves to
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throw all her casks of bacon into the boilers. Her boat then
moved ahead of the other vessel, which suddenly exploded:
“clouds of splinters and human limbs darken[ed] the sky.” On
the undamaged boat passengers shouted their victory. But above
their cheers could “be heard the shrill voice of the old lady, cry-
ing,‘I did it, I did it—it’s all my bacon!’ ”47

On the Mississippi and other “western” rivers of the United
States as it existed in the early nineteenth century, it has been esti-
mated that 30 percent of all the steamboats were lost in accidents.
Part of this may have been due to deficiencies in the early steam-
boats themselves but much of it was due to the recklessness with
which they were operated on Southern rivers. The comments of
a fireman on a Mississippi steamboat of that era may suggest why a
river voyage was considered more dangerous than crossing the
Atlantic—at a time when sinkings in the Atlantic were by no
means rare:

“Talk about Northern steamers,” the fireman of a Mississippi
steamboat sneered to an eastern traveler in 1844, “it don’t need no
spunk to navigate them waters. You haint bust a biler in five years.
But I tell you, stranger, it takes a man to ride one of these half alli-
gator boats, head on a snag, high pressures, valve soldered down,
600 souls on board & in danger of going to the devil.”48

This was not mere idle talk. Among the steamboat explosions
in the South, one on the Mississippi in 1838 killed well over a hun-
dred people, and another near Baton Rouge in 1859 killed more
than half of the 400 people on board and badly injured more than
half the survivors.49 Southerners were just as reckless on land,
whether in escapades undertaken for the excitement of the
moment or in the many fights and deaths resulting from some
insult or slight among people “touchy about their honor and dig-
nity.”50 Again, all of this went back to a way of life in the turbulent
regions of Britain from which white Southerners came.51 Nor is it
hard to recognize in these attitudes clear parallels to the behavior
and attitudes of ghetto gangs today, who kill over a look or a word,
or any action that can be construed as “dissing” them.

Pride had yet another side to it. Among the definitions of a
“cracker” in the Oxford dictionary is a “braggart”52—one who
“talks trash” in today’s vernacular—a wisecracker. More than mere
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wisecracks were involved, however. The pattern is one said by
Professor McWhiney to go back to descriptions of ancient Celts
as “boasters and threateners, and given to bombastic self-dramati-
sation.”53 Examples today come readily to mind, not only from
ghetto life and gangsta rap, but also from militant black “leaders,”
spokesmen or activists. What is painfully ironic is that such atti-
tudes and behavior are projected today as aspects of a distinctive
“black identity,” when in fact they are part of a centuries-old pat-
tern among the whites in whose midst generations of blacks lived
in the South.

Any broad-brush discussion of cultural patterns must, of
course, not claim that all people—whether white or black—had
the same culture, much less to the same degree. There are not
only changes over time, there are cross-currents at a given time.
Nevertheless, it is useful to see the outlines of a general pattern,
even when that pattern erodes over time and at varying rates
among different subgroups.

The violence for which white Southerners became most last-
ingly notorious was lynching. Like other aspects of the redneck
and cracker culture, it has often been attributed to race or slavery.
In fact, however, most lynching victims in the antebellum South
were white.54 Economic considerations alone would prevent a
slaveowner from lynching his own slave or tolerating anyone else’s
doing so. It was only after the Civil War that the emancipated
blacks became the principal targets of lynching. But, by then,
Southern vigilante violence had been a tradition for more than a
century in North America55 and even longer back in the regions of
Britain from which crackers and rednecks came, where “retribu-
tive justice” was often left in private hands.56 Even the burning
cross of the Ku Klux Klan has been traced back to “the fiery cross
of old Scotland” used by feuding clans.57

Economic Activity

Observers of the white population of the antebellum South often
commented not only on their poverty but also on their lack of
industriousness or entrepreneurship. A contemporary characterized
many white Southerners as “too poor to keep slaves and too proud
to work.”58 A landmark history of agriculture in the antebellum
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South described the poor whites this way:

They cultivated in a casual and careless fashion small patches
of corn or rice, sweet potatoes, cowpeas, and garden products.
Women and children did a large part of the work. The men
spent their time principally in hunting or idleness…. The men
were inveterate drunkards and sometimes the women joined
them in drinking inferior whisky. Licentiousness was prevalent
among them…. Among their equals, the men were quarrelsome
and inclined to crimes of violence…. The poor whites were
densely ignorant.59

Their labors tended to be intermittent—often when they
were pressed for money, rather than a steady employment career.60

Frederick Law Olmsted called it “lazy poverty,” with whatever
work they did being done in a “thoughtless manner.”61 Summariz-
ing his observations in the antebellum South, Olmsted said:

…I know that while men seldom want an abundance of coarse
food in the Cotton States, the proportion of the free white men
who live as well in any aspect as our working classes in the
North, on an average, is small, and that the citizens of the cot-
ton States, as a whole, are poor. They work little, and that little,
badly; they earn little; they sell little; they buy little, and they
have little—very little—of the common comforts and consola-
tions of civilized life. Their destitution is not material only; it is
intellectual and it is moral.62

When Olmsted found work done efficiently, promptly, and
well during his travels through the South—when he found well-
run businesses, good libraries, impressive churches, and efficiently
functioning institutions in general—he almost invariably found
them to be run by Northerners, foreigners, or Jews.63 Nor was he
the only visiting observer to reach such conclusions. Another
observed that “nearly all of the Old South’s successful storekeep-
ers were either Yankees or Yankee-trained Southerners.” A French
visitor said that, when you saw a plantation in better condition
than others, you would often discover that it was owned by some-
one from the North.64 A history of Southern agriculture presented
this picture of North Carolina in the early eighteenth century:
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Many of the inhabitants were rough borderers who lived a
crude, half savage existence. Some were herdsmen, dependent
mainly on the product of the range and “under the necessity of
eating meat without bread.” There were also many thriftless and
lazy families who had been attracted to the country by the mild
climate and the ease with which a bare livelihood could be
obtained by hunting and fishing, raising a little corn, and keep-
ing a few head of swine and possibly a cow or two on the range.
On the other hand, there were small farmers, many of Northern
or European extraction, living industrious and thrifty lives
amidst a rude abundance and considerable diversity of food sup-
plies.They maintained good-sized herds of cattle, swine, and
sheep, and the women made butter and cheese.65

“Borderers” at that point would refer to people from the bor-
derlands of Britain, those included in what Professor McWhiney
and others have called the “Celtic fringe” and what Professor 
Fischer called “north Britons.” While the making of butter and
cheese might seem to be an unremarkable activity in most rural
communities, butter- and cheese-making by these farmers of non-
Southerner origins was in fact exceptional in the South. One of
Frederick Law Olmsted’s complaints during his travels through the
antebellum South was the scarcity of butter, despite all the cows
he saw.66 Even among plantation owners, he said, “as for butter,
some have heard of it, some have seen it, but few have eaten it.”67

Hard data support his conclusions about the scarcity of butter in
the antebellum South, despite an abundance of cows. In 1860, the
South had 40 percent of all the dairy cows in the country but pro-
duced just 20 percent of the butter and only one percent of the
cheese.68 As a study of antebellum Southern agriculture noted,
“attempts to stimulate greater attention to commercial production
were futile” and even the bluegrass regions “imported a large pro-
portion of the cheese consumed.” The study concluded:

In short, while the South abounded in cattle, the reported pro-
duction of dairy products was very small. A table based on
census statistics shows that some of the Southern States, such as
Texas and Florida, had far more cattle per capita than important
dairy states like Vermont and New York, and in most of the
Southern States cattle per capita were nearly or quite as numer-
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ous as in the Northern States. Yet the production of butter and
cheese per capita in most of the Southern States was insignifi-
cant as compared with per capita production in the principal
Northeastern States.69

A speaker before an agricultural society in Orange County,

North Carolina, said: “It is a reproach to us as farmers, and no lit-

tle deduction from our wealth, that we suffer the population of

our towns and villages to supply themselves with butter from

another Orange County in New York.”70 In colonial times, butter

was imported from as far away as Ireland. Where butter was not

imported, it was often produced locally by people of non-Southern

origins. As a scholarly history of Southern agriculture reported:

In 1858 the dairies producing whole milk for the city of
Louisville, Kentucky, were described as “probably as well con-
ducted as any in the country,” but almost without exception
managed by Swiss or German operatives.71

Meanwhile, a newspaper in South Carolina said in 1857:

“Good butter is indeed a luxury to almost every planter in the

Southern country, and there is, perhaps, no one article of food that

is more eagerly sought after.”72 In antebellum Virginia, a Richmond

newspaper likewise complained of the scarcity of good butter, say-

ing that the quality of butter available in the local market “would

hardly be thought good enough to grease a cart-wheel.” When con-

sidering legislation to try to remedy the situation, a member of the

Virginia legislature attributed the poor quality of that state’s butter

to the carelessness with which Virginia farmers prepared it.73

One reason for the contrast between the abundance of but-

ter and cheese produced by German farmers in states like

Wisconsin, for example, and the scarcity of butter and cheese in

the South was that German farmers, wherever they were located,

tended to build fences and huge barns for their livestock, and to

feed them there during the winter. Southerners more often let

their cows and hogs roam freely during the winter, even though

this meant that “in the spring they turned up half starved and it

took the summer for them to put on normal weight.”74 This too

was a continuation of patterns found among their ancestors in
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the British Isles,75 and was part of a more general pattern of care-
lessness:

Many other observers noticed the broken fences and the
stunted cattle running at large, unfed and unprotected. Their
manure was put to no use. Artificial pasture long remained a rar-
ity, and few farmers stored feed for the winter. In Virginia a
French traveler of the late 17th century saw “poor beasts of a
morning all covered with snow and trembling with the cold, but
no forage was provided for them. They eat the bark of the trees
because the grass was covered.” Wild animals—wolves, bears,
and savage dogs—attacked the helpless cattle, and made the
raising of sheep difficult.76

Germans were better able than Southerners to milk their
cows regularly and prepare dairy products, while cows owned by
Southerners were more likely to run dry after calves were weaned.
A contemporary observer said that even Southern farmers with
many cows “will not give themselves the trouble of milking more
than will maintain their Family.”77 As late as the 1930s, a scholar
studying the geography and economy of the South wrote: “The
close attention to duty, the habits of steady skillful routine
accepted by butter fat producers of Wisconsin as a matter of fact,
are traits not yet present in southern culture.”78 At that point, the
Southern states, with 26 percent of the country’s dairy cows, pro-
duced just 7 percent of processed dairy products such as butter,
cheese, ice cream and condensed milk.79

There was a similar contrast between German farmers and
Southern farmers when it came to clearing land for farming back
in pioneering days. Germans cleared frontier land by both chop-
ping down trees and laboriously removing their stumps and roots,
so that all the land could be plowed thereafter. Southerners more
often cut down the tree, or even simply girdled it and left it to die
and rot, but in any case leaving the stump in the ground and plow-
ing around it.80 Although the erosion-prone soils of the Southern
uplands have been blamed for the poverty of the whites living on
them, nevertheless on that same land Germans “were able to cul-
tivate the hill soil, so as to avoid erosion and were willing to
expend upon it the additional labor which its topography
required” so that these soils in their hands “yielded excellent reg-
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ular returns.”81

Comments on the lack of enterprise by Southern whites
were made by numerous observers in various parts of the South.
In Alexis de Tocqueville’s classic Democracy in America, he con-
trasted the attitudes toward work among Southern and Northern
whites as being so great as to be visible to the casual observer
sailing down the Ohio River and comparing the Ohio side with the
Kentucky side.82 These were not just the prejudices of outsiders.
“No southern man,” South Carolina’s famed Senator John C. Cal-
houn said, “not even the poorest or the lowest, will, under any
circumstances…perform menial labor…. He has too much pride
for that.” General Robert E. Lee likewise declared: “Our people are
opposed to work. Our troops officers community & press. All
ridicule & resist it.”83 “Many whites,” according to a leading South-
ern historian,“were disposed to leave good enough alone and put
off changes till the morrow.”84

Very similar kinds of comments were made about these
Southerners’ ancestors in the parts of the British Isles from which
they came.85 Although the term “lazy” appears frequently in com-
ments on these people on both sides of the Atlantic, there has
been no evidence of any such aversion on their part to strenuous
physical activity in dancing, fighting, hunting and other recre-
ational activities, so sloth was not the real issue. Nor have
rednecks or crackers been prominent in such less physically
demanding activities as entrepreneurship or scholarship. It is the
nature of the particular activities in which they have taken an
active interest and on which they have expended their energies,
rather than the physical demands of those activities, that seems to
have been crucial.

Not only did many of the groups who settled in the South dis-
dain business as a career, as their ancestors had in those parts of
Britain from which they came, they typically lacked the kinds of
habits necessary to be successful in business. Among the habits
needed to run a business, none is more basic than a steady appli-
cation to the tasks at hand, doing things in a “business-like” way.
But those relatively few Southerners who did run businesses often
displayed no such business-like attitudes.

Even when there was business to transact, Southerners
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would often stop to go watch a cockfight or a parade, or visit a
saloon or go hunting.86 “In traveling in the South,” a Northern vis-
itor commented in the 1850s, “you become astonished at the little
attention men pay to their business.”87 Such views were not con-
fined to Northerners, however, nor to urban businesses. According
to a noted history of the antebellum South, the Richmond
Enquirer “attributed the success of Northern farmers where
Southerners had failed to the social nature of the latter, which led
them to gather around the courthouse and country stores to
smoke, chew, talk politics, and, in general, to waste time.”88 Many
Southern businessmen were unreliable about either paying their
bills or delivering goods and services when promised.89

Among Southerners in general, their improvident spending,
and the indebtedness to which it often led, was widely com-
mented on in the United States and in the places from which their
ancestors came in Britain.90 Even large Southern plantation owners
with lavish lifestyles were often deeply in debt. Among the Vir-
ginia gentry, “extravagant and even ruinous bets on horses” were
common, according to a scholarly study.91

Nor were Southerners alert to profitable investment
prospects, according to observers in the antebellum South. For
example, although there were large coal deposits and “a beautiful
quality of marble” near Tuscaloosa, Alabama, the people there
bought coal from Philadelphia, and marble for tombstones was
imported from Italy.92 In antebellum Virginia, as well, Olmsted
observed “the natural resources of the land were strangely unused,
or were used with poor economy.”93 Nor was he alone in that con-
clusion. A twentieth century scholar also commented on the coal
available in Alabama:

The Alabama iron district is one of the cheapest, if not the
cheapest, iron district in the entire world. It possesses a phe-
nomenal natural equipment. Jutting out of the hillsides that
flank one side of the broad open valley are thick deposits of iron
ore. On the other side of the valley are the coal mines and coke
ovens, and the limestone is at hand. Instead of carrying ore a
thousand miles, as at Pittsburgh and the English furnaces, or fuel
600 miles as at Lake Champlain, the raw materials for these
Southern furnaces are shifted across the valley by switching
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engines, and the local supply of cheap black labor helps to give
a wonderfully low cost.94

Yet it was more than 20 years after the Civil War before Birm-
ingham became an iron and steel production center. As for the 
reasons for the belated development of such a promising combi-
nation of natural resources:

In spite of the favors of geography, the iron and steel industry
in the South was slow in its beginnings and development. Like
everything southern, the industry was retarded by lack of capi-
tal and technical skill.95

Capital was available from outside the South, or indeed from
outside the country, as foreign capital was used to finance the
building of the Pennsylvania Railroad and the Illinois Central dur-
ing the same era. But the other factors had to be there to create a
promising prospect of profitability that would attract investment.
The difficulties of developing those other factors in Alabama was
shown by the fact that in 1888 “Birmingham saw its first ton of
steel run through the furnaces of the Henderson Steel Company
and burn out the crude furnace linings in the process.”96

Early explorers and settlers in the antebellum South “wrote
in glowing terms of the wild fruits, especially the wild grapes of
unusual size which excited extravagant hopes of the development
of wine industries.”97 Yet early attempts to find a market for South-
ern wine in Britain were ruined by the fact that a sample of wine
that was sent across the Atlantic spoiled in the musty casks in
which Southerners had carelessly shipped it.98 Later efforts to
establish a wine industry in the South were undertaken by for-
eigners—French, German, and Portuguese. A German settlement
in Missouri created a wine industry with an annual output of
about 100,000 gallons.99 But the South as a whole produced less
than one-fifth of the wine in the United States in 1849100—and this
was long before the development of the California wine industry.

As late as the beginning of the twentieth century, there were
still laments about the opportunities in the South missed by South-
erners and put to use by outsiders with different patterns of
behavior. Landowners in Alabama were said to have “cheated
themselves out of millions of dollars by failing to see the opportu-
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nities within their grasp” which “lumbermen from the North and
East” seized by cutting trees and shipping the lumber around the
world. Some Southerners along the Gulf coast likewise spoke of
“the golden opportunities which they failed to grasp, of the
numerous successes of Northern and Eastern men and lamented
the passing of the old school of gentlemen, the midday mint
juleps, and the easy-going business methods.” Some of these South-
erners, however, seemed to prosper “working shoulder to
shoulder with the Yankees.”101

Not only in the South, but in the communities from which
white Southerners had come in the Scottish highlands, in Ulster,
and in Wales of an earlier era, most of the successful businessmen
were outsiders.102 Even the poorest highland Scots would not skin
their horses when they died. Instead, “Scots sold their dead horses
for three pence to English soldiers who in turn got six pence for
the skinned carcass and another two shillings for the hide.”103 This
was not due to a lack of knowledge of skinning. In earlier times,
when Scotland and England were at war, one of the atrocities com-
mitted by the Scots was skinning captured English officers alive.104

During the sixteenth century border feuds, the “Johnston-John-
son clan adorned their houses with the f layed skins of their
enemies the Maxwells.”105 It was not the skill that was lacking, but
the enterprise.

Contemporary observers commented on another peculiarity
of antebellum Southerners—fording rivers and streams, instead of
building bridges over them. Nor was this due simply to poverty. A
biography of famed nineteenth-century congressman John Ran-
dolph of Virginia referred to the “bridgeless streams” in the area
where elite families like his lived.106 Thomas Jefferson noted that
he had to cross eight rivers between Monticello and Washington,
“five of which had neither bridges nor boats.”107 This peculiarity
was noted in other parts of the South and by observers in those
parts of Britain from which Southerners came:

Commenting on just how lazy Southerners were, one man noted
that “no Northern farmer” would neglect to build a bridge over
a stream that crossed his property; indeed, two “live Yankees”
would complete the work in a single day, but “the Southern
planter will ford the creek lying between his house & stable a
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whole lifetime.” The same complaint was made about Highland
Scots, whose roads were equally bad as those of Ireland and the
Old South. In the 1790s a minister, noting that fords rather than
bridges crossed streams on one of the most heavily traveled
road in the Highlands, wrote: “From a desire to save labour or
time, the ford is often attempted, when the…river [is] too high,
and the consequence is frequently fatal.”108

Again, it is necessary to emphasize that the culture which

Southerners brought over from the parts of Britain from which

they came changed in Britain in the years after they left. But all

this happened after the ancestors of rednecks and crackers had

immigrated to the American South from the outer regions of

British society, rather than from central England.

Intellectual Activity

Given the historical background of crackers and rednecks in Britain,

it could hardly be expected that intellectual activity would be a

major interest of theirs in the United States. A study of 18,000

county records from seventeenth-century colonial Virginia showed

that nearly half of all the white male Virginians “were so illiterate

that they could not sign their names” and simply made a mark on

legal documents. While the small Virginia aristocracy were often

well educated and had impressive collections of books in their

homes, these books were typically imported from England rather

than purchased from local bookstores. Thomas Jefferson com-

plained that the area where he lived was “without a single

bookstore.”109 As late as the census of 1850, more than one-fifth of

Southern whites were still illiterate, compared to less than one per-

cent of New Englanders.110

In the Southern backcountry, levels of schooling “were lower

here than in any other part of the United States,” according to a

landmark historical study, and “there were no institutions compa-

rable to New England’s town schools.”111 Although the white

population of the South was only one-half as large as that of the

North, the total number of illiterate whites in the South in 1850

was larger than the total number of illiterates in the North. In the

antebellum era, the total circulation of Northern newspapers was

22 Black Rednecks and White Liberals



more than four times the total circulation of Southern newspa-
pers.112 Moreover, many editors of Southern newspapers were
themselves from the North.113 The North had four times as many
schools, attended by more than four times as many pupils.114 Chil-
dren in Massachusetts spent more than twice as many years in
school as children in Virginia.115

When it came to inventions, only 8 percent of the patents
issued in 1852 went to residents of the Southern states, whose
white population was approximately one-third of the white popu-
lation of the country. Even in agriculture, the main economic
activity of the region, only 9 out of 62 patents for agricultural
implements went to Southerners.116 The cotton gin, perhaps the
most crucial invention for the antebellum South, was invented by
a Northerner.

A Southerner said to Frederick Law Olmsted: “The fact is, sir,
the people here are not like you northern people; they don’t rea-
son out everything so.”117 Olmsted himself likewise concluded
from his travels in the antebellum South that Southerners were
“greatly disinclined to exact and careful reasoning.”118 As late as the
First World War, white soldiers from Georgia, Arkansas, Kentucky,
and Mississippi scored lower on mental tests than black soldiers
from Ohio, Illinois, New York, and Pennsylvania.119 At higher levels
of achievement, the contrast between the South and other regions
was even more stark. A study of leading American figures in the
arts and sciences in the first half of the nineteenth century found
most clustered in the Northeast, while vast regions of the South—
Virginia alone excepted—were without a single one.120

The kinds of statistical disparities found between Southern
whites and Northern whites in the past are today often taken as
evidence or proof of racial discrimination when such disparities
are found between the black and white populations of the country
as a whole, while others have taken such disparities as signs of
genetic deficiencies. Yet clearly neither racial discrimination nor
racial inferiority can explain similar differences between whites in
the North and the South in earlier centuries.121 This should at least
raise questions about such explanations when applied to blacks of
a later era who inherited the culture of white Southerners.
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Sexual Activity

Southern whites were as different from Northern whites when it
came to sexual patterns as they were in other ways. Widespread
casual sex was commented on by outside observers in both the
American South and in those parts of Britain from which Southern-
ers had come.122 Here again, the greatest contrast is with New
England. While pregnant brides were very rare in seventeenth-cen-
tury New England,123 they were more common in the Southern
backcountry than anywhere else in the United States. A missionary
estimated that more than nine-tenths of the backcountry women at
whose weddings he officiated were already pregnant. In this, as in
other respects, the “sexual customs of the southern backcountry
were similar to those of northwestern England.”124 Meanwhile, the
region of England from which New Englanders came “had the low-
est rates of illegitimacy in England,” just as their descendants had
the lowest rates of illegitimacy in the United States.125

Women dressed more revealingly in the South and both sexes
spoke more freely about sex than was common in New England.
In the seventeenth century, “most Virginia girls found a husband
by the age of seventeen,” while in Massachusetts, the average age
at which women married was twenty-three.126 In that era, fornica-
tion and rape were acts severely punished in New England. Rape
was a hanging offense in New England, while in the Chesapeake
Bay colonies it was sometimes punished less severely than petty
theft.127

As with other North-South differences, differences in sexual
behavior have often been attributed to the existence of slavery in
the South—due, in this case, to the opportunities which this pre-
sented for sexual exploitation of slave women. But, again, history
shows the same patterns among the same people and their ances-
tors in Britain, before they had ever seen a black woman. In
colonial Virginia as well, the sexual exploitation of white inden-
tured servant girls was common before the slave population had
grown large enough for white servant girls to be replaced by black
women.128

Religion
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Religious denominations, practices, and churches differed as
between the crackers and rednecks of the South and those of the
white population in the rest of the country. As in other things, the
greatest contrast was with the role of religion in New England. This
did not mean that there was uniformity across the South, for the
Virginia elite tended to be Anglicans and there were also Quakers
in the South, for example, but most Southerners were either Baptists
or Methodists. Those Northerners or foreigners who visited the
South found the style and manner of religion among most white
Southerners distinct—and distasteful. These visitors “viewed with
contempt people who whooped and hollered, chewed and spit
tobacco in church.”129 Many Southern religious gatherings were not
held in churches but at outdoor “camp meetings”—a style that went
back to practices of these Southerners’ ancestors in Britain.130 So too
did the oratorical style of Southern preachers and the behavior of
their congregations, whether in churches or outdoors.

Frederick Law Olmsted’s description of a typical preacher in
the antebellum South noted that “the speaker nearly all the time
cried aloud at the utmost stretch of his voice, as if calling to some
one a long distance off,” that “he was gifted with a strong imagi-
nation, and possessed of a good deal of dramatic power,” that he
“had the habit of frequently repeating a phrase,” and that he
exhibited “a dramatic talent” that included “leaning far over the
desk, with his arms stretched forward, gesticulating violently,
yelling at the highest key, and catching his breath with an effort.”131

Similar scenes were described a century earlier in Virginia and at
a camp meeting in Scotland, where the preacher was “sweating,
bawling, jumping and beating the desk.”132

This melodramatic and emotional oratorical style could still
be seen in twentieth-century America, not only in religious serv-
ices but also in politics, both among white Southern politicians of
the Jim Crow era and among black leaders of the civil rights move-
ment in the South and community activists in the Northern
ghettos.

By contrast, religious services in colonial Massachusetts
developed what has been called the “meeting and lecture”
approach, where the “style of preaching was a relentless cultiva-
tion of the plain style.” These “addresses tended to be closely
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argued statements of great density, in which Puritans reasoned as
relentlessly with their maker as they did with one another.”133 This
intellectual approach to religion carried over into their daily lives:

Even more than most people in their time, they searched con-
stantly for clues to God’s purposes in the world. It was this
impulse which led so many English Puritans to study nature
with that extraordinary intensity which played a central part in
the birth of modern science.134

There was a dark side to this intensity as well. The vast
majority of the persecutions and executions of women for witch-
craft occurred in New England.135 Quakers did not have the
persecuting intolerance of the Puritans but they too had plain-spo-
ken religious meetings, also in contrast to melodramatic services
among the rednecks and crackers of the South. The Anglican serv-
ices were likewise less emotional and dramatic, but Anglicanism in
the South was largely confined to the Tidewater region.136

Catholics too had a quieter service, though more formal than the
Quakers, but there was little Catholicism in the South, where even
Irish immigrants tended to become absorbed into the Protestant
religions, just as the Scots tended to become absorbed into South-
ern fundamentalist religions. The South was a region lacking the
prerequisites for maintaining an educated clergy, as required by
both Presbyterians and Catholics. Anyone familiar with religious
practices among black Americans today will recognize the clear
imprint of the white Southern pattern.

It was not just the Southern preachers who behaved differ-
ently from their counterparts in other parts of the country. So did
the congregations. While many of those listening to hellfire-and-
damnation sermons were moved to extreme emotional reactions
of fear, confession, and repentance, many others took these ser-
mons as dramatic performances or spectacles, and the young
women and men often treated these religious gatherings as occa-
sions for socializing and preludes to romantic encounters later.137

This pattern too went back to earlier centuries in Scotland where,
while some at the camp meetings were “groaning, sighing and
weeping” for their sins, there was usually also “a knot of young fel-
lows and girls making assignations to go home together in the
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evening, or to meet in some ale-house.”138

While the keeping of the Sabbath as a day free of worldly
activities and amusements was a common practice in many parts
of the United States in centuries past, that was not the practice
among the rednecks and crackers of the antebellum South. South-
erners “had fun on Sundays,” to the consternation of Northern
observers:

“One of the strangest sights to a New England man, on visiting
Southern states, is the desecration of the Sabbath,” wrote a Yan-
kee. “In some of the cities, especially if a good number of the
business men are from the North, the churches are tolerably
well attended, —there being but one sermon for the day. But
even here the afternoon and evening are much devoted to
amusements.” Another Northerner declared that in the south
“there is no Sabbath…they work, run, swear, and drink here on
Sundays just as they do on any other day of the week.”139

Many Southerners did not go to church at all, or did so inter-
mittently, or when not distracted by other activities.140 Again, this
was a pattern found among their ancestors in Britain.141 Among
the reasons given by contemporaries for low church-attendance
among Southerners was that they often got drunk on Satur-
day night and were in no condition to go to church on Sunday
morning.142

BLACK REDNECKS

Much of the cultural pattern of Southern rednecks became the cul-
tural heritage of Southern blacks, more so than survivals of African
cultures, with which they had not been in contact for centuries.
(Even in colonial times, most blacks on American soil had been born
on American soil.) Moreover, such cultural traits followed blacks
out of the Southern countrysides and into the urban ghettos—
North and South—where many settled. The very way of talking,
later to be christened “black English,” closely followed dialects
brought over from those parts of Britain from which many white
Southerners came, though these speech patterns died out in Britain
while surviving in the American South,143 as such speech patterns
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would later die out among most Southern whites and among mid-
dle-class blacks, while surviving in the poorer black ghettos around
the country. For example:

Where a northerner said, “I am,” “You are,” “She isn’t,” “It does-
n’t,” and “I haven’t,” a Virginian even of high rank preferred to
say “I be,” “You be,” “She ain’t,” “It don’t,” and “I hain’t.”…These
Virginia speechways were not invented in America. They
derived from a family or regional dialects that had been spoken
throughout the south and west of England during the seven-
teenth century.144

From these same regions of England came such words as
“yaller for “yellow,” “ax” for ask, “acrost” for “across,” “y’awl” for
“you,” “bile” for “boil,” “do’ ” for “door,” “dis” for “this” and “dat”
for “that.”145 Many of these usages have long since died out in Eng-
land, though the word “chittlins” for hog entrails continued to be
used in some localities in England, even in the twentieth cen-
tury,146 as such usage remained common among black Americans.
But no such words came from Africa. Nor did the holiday
Kwaanza, which originated in Los Angeles. The slaves’ custom of
marking their marriages by jumping over a broomstick—a custom
resurrected at a posh wedding among blacks in twentieth-century
New York, as a mark of racial identity147—was in fact a pagan cus-
tom in Europe in centuries past and survived for a time among
Southern whites.148

Complaints about the improvidence of whites in the South,
and of their ancestors in Britain before that, were echoed in W. E.
B. Du Bois’ picture of his fellow blacks in the 1890s:

Probably few poor nations waste more money by thoughtless
and unreasonable expenditure than the American Negro, and
especially those living in large cities. Thousands of dollars are
annually wasted…in amusements of various kinds, and in mis-
cellaneous ornaments and gewgaws…. The Negro has much to
learn of the Jew and the Italian, as to living within his means and
saving every penny from excessive and wasteful expenditures.149

It was not, however, from Jews or Italians that blacks had
absorbed their culture. Du Bois’ description of the spending
habits of blacks in the 1890s was echoed by a contemporary
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observer, Jacob Riis, who said that the Negro “loves fine clothes
and good living a good deal more than he does a bank account.”150

Similar observations have been made by many others over the
years, inside and outside the black community.

For the lower socioeconomic classes among blacks, Gunnar
Myrdal’s descriptions of them near the middle of the twentieth
century still bore a remarkable resemblance to descriptions of
Southern whites and their regional forebears in Britain, including
“less resourcefulness,” “disorganized” family life, “lax” sexual
morals, and “recklessness,” with tendencies toward aggression and
violence.151 Despite a generally sympathetic approach to the study
of blacks in his landmark book An American Dilemma, which has
often been credited with a major influence on the advancement of
civil rights, Myrdal also noted the “low standards of efficiency,
reliability, ambition, and morals actually displayed by the average
Negro.”152 He observed “something of the ‘devil-may-care’ attitude
in the pleasure-seeking of Negroes” and a general attitude in
which “life becomes cheap and crime not so reprehensible.”153

Like other observers, Myrdal tended to attribute to slavery
such aspects of black culture as “the low regard for human life,”
when in fact antebellum whites had exhibited this same reckless
disregard of lethal dangers and so had their ancestors in Britain.
Unlike many others, however, Myrdal also recognized the influ-
ence of the Southern white culture on the culture of blacks,
pointing out that “the general Southern pattern of illegality main-
tained this low regard for human life.”154 He also noted that “the
so-called ‘Negro dialect’ is simply a variation on the ordinary
Southern accent,”155 that religious “emotionalism was borrowed
from and sanctioned by religious behavior among whites”156 in
the South, and that the “Negro trait of audaciousness is character-
istic of white Southerners too.” He quoted black scholar (and, later,
statesman) Ralph Bunche: “White Southerners employ many of
the defense mechanisms characteristic of the Negro. They often
carry a ‘chip on the shoulder’; they indulge freely in self-commis-
eration, they rather typically and in real Negro fashion try to
overcome a feeling of inferiority by exhibitionism, raucousness in
dress, and exaggerated self-assertion.”157

Although Dr. Bunche presented these as parallels, historically
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it was of course the Southern whites who first had these patterns,
reflecting patterns among their ancestors in Britain. In much of
the literature on black culture, however, the supposed influence of
slavery has been far more sweepingly assumed and the cultural
influence of white Southerners and their forebears in Britain
largely ignored. Attempts to derive the black manner of speaking
from slavery and its parallel among whites as an influence from
black speech were answered by a Southern historian who asked,
“from whence came the drawl of the people of the upper Great
Plains and of the Blue Ridge, Smoky, and Cumberland Mountains,
who have had little or no contact with the Negro?”158 Another cul-
tural historian of Southerners aptly observed that “southerners
white and black share the bonds of a common heritage, indeed a
common tragedy, and often speak a common language, however
seldom they may acknowledge it.”159

Half a century after Myrdal, another study of racial attitudes
noted “the intimidating ethnic style of many underclass black
males,”160 and noted that nearly half of all murder victims in Amer-
ica were black, and that 94 percent of them were killed by other
blacks.161 Many of these killings were due to gang members who
killed for such reasons as “Cause he look at me funny,” “Cause he
give me no respect,”162 and other reasons reminiscent of the
touchy pride and hair-trigger violence of rednecks and crackers
in an earlier era.

The neglect and disdain of education found among antebel-
lum white Southerners has been echoed not only in low
performance levels among ghetto blacks but perhaps most dra-
matically in a hostility toward those black students who are
conscientious about their studies, who are accused of “acting
white”—a charge that can bring anything from social ostracism to
outright violence.163 So much attention has been paid to questions
of ability that few have looked at cultural attitudes. One of those
who has is black professor and best-selling author Shelby Steele,
who “sees in many of these children almost a determination not to
learn,” even though, once outside the school and in their own
neighborhoods, “these same children learn everything.”164 He drew
on his own experiences teaching at a university:
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For some years I have noticed that I can walk into any of my
classes on the first day of the semester, identify the black stu-
dents, and be sadly confident that on the last day of the
semester a disproportionate number of them will be at the bot-
tom of the class, far behind any number of white students of
equal or even lesser ability.165

Statistical data substantiate these impressions. Black students
typically perform academically below the level of those white stu-
dents with the same mental test scores,166 in contrast to Asian
American students, who perform better than white students with
the same test scores as themselves.167 In short, even though black
students average lower test scores than either white or Asian Amer-
ican students, those test scores are not necessarily the sole, nor
perhaps even the predominant, reason for lower black academic
achievement. Indeed, it is possible that the lower test scores may
be a result of cultural attitudes—and of actions or inactions over
a period of years, based on those attitudes—more so than a cause
of academic failures.

While it has long been known that, historically, the average
IQ of blacks has been about 85, compared to a national average of
100, what has not been so widely known is that the average IQ of
blacks in the North was for years consistently higher than that of
blacks in the South.168 A 1942 study of freshmen at black colleges
found: “The superiority of freshmen from northern schools over
those from southern schools was found to persist throughout the
colleges.”169 As already noted, black soldiers from some Northern
states scored higher on mental tests than whites from some South-
ern states during the First World War. From that same era,
European immigrants from cultures where education was not a
high priority for ordinary people—parts of Eastern and Southern
Europe, for example—scored no higher on mental tests than Amer-
ican blacks170 and, in some communities, their children scored
lower than Northern black children attending the same schools.171

The low test scores of some European immigrant children
cannot be automatically attributed to their being new to the
United States. There have been settled communities of whites
with test scores similar to those of blacks, where these have been
culturally isolated people such as the inhabitants of the Hebrides
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Islands off Scotland or people living in Tennessee mountain com-
munities (“hillbillies”) or inhabitants of canal boat communities
in Britain.172 In short, some kinds of cultures tend to produce lower
mental test scores, whether the people in those cultures are black
or white, American or European.173 As someone has aptly said:
“The tests are not unfair. Life is unfair and the tests measure the
results.” No one chooses which culture to be born into or can be
blamed for how that culture evolved in centuries past.

In business-ownership, as in other ways, the pattern among
black Americans has followed the pattern of rednecks in earlier
times, with people from other groups owning most of the busi-
nesses in black neighborhoods. Some may try to explain the lack
of locally-owned businesses in the ghettos by racial discrimination
or poverty but, as early as the 1920s, there were numerous black-
owned businesses in Harlem—the majority of which were owned
by blacks from the Caribbean, not blacks from the American South,
who were the majority population of Harlem.174 Although New
York was the principal destination of blacks from the Caribbean,
then as now, the 1930 census showed that there were more than
four times as many native-born blacks in Manhattan as there were
foreign-born blacks.175

In a parallel to differences between Southern and non-South-
ern whites, a study of West Indian blacks in the United States
noted that “the Negro immigrants, particularly the British West
Indians, bring a zest of learning that is not typical of the native-
born population.”176 While black Americans have long been
over-represented among people in prison, a study of the racial
composition of New York State’s Sing Sing prison in the early
1930s found that black West Indians were under-represented rela-
tive to their share of the population, at a time when native-born
black Americans were over-represented several-fold among Sing
Sing inmates.177 During that same era, when American-born black
women and West Indian black women both worked in New York
City’s garment district, the latter were “more frequently found at
the skilled tasks.”178 More generally, the study found that the black
immigrant “brings a cultural heritage that is vastly different from
that of the American Negro.”179

The first black borough presidents of Manhattan were West
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Indians. As late as 1970, the highest ranking blacks in New York’s
police department were West Indians, as were all the black federal
judges in the city.180 The 1970 census showed that black West
Indian families in the New York metropolitan area had 28 percent
higher incomes than the families of American blacks.181 The
incomes of second-generation West Indian families living in the
same area exceeded that of black families by 58 percent.182 Neither
race nor racism can explain such differences.183 Nor can slavery,
since native-born blacks and West Indian blacks both had a his-
tory of slavery. Studies published in 2004 indicated that an
absolute majority of the black alumni of Harvard were either West
Indian or African immigrants, or the children of these immigrants.
Somewhat similar findings have emerged in studies of some other
elite colleges.184 With blacks as with whites, the redneck culture
has been a less achieving culture. Moreover, that culture has
affected a higher proportion of the black population than of the
white population, since only about one-third of all whites lived in
the antebellum South, while nine-tenths of all blacks did.

From the 1960s onward, much of the transplanted Southern
culture would—like “black English”—be seen as sacrosanct features
of a distinctive black “identity,” despite their mirroring very similar
cultural patterns among Southern whites in times past. Not all black
Americans, of course, retained this anachronistic culture, for the
spread of education and the growing experience of the counter-
productive effects of the Southern redneck way of life eroded it
over time for many blacks, as happened also among the whites who
brought this culture over from Britain. Even during the era of slav-
ery, those blacks who were house servants in more educated homes
tended to pick up a different culture, giving their descendants
enduring advantages over the descendants of field hands.

Contemporary black ghetto culture in the United States is
not, however, a simple linear extrapolation from the culture of
Southern whites. First of all, most black Americans today are no
longer part of the ghetto culture. Moreover, aside from influences
peculiar to the circumstances of blacks, profound changes in the
larger American society around them have also had an influence,
both positive and negative. The burgeoning of the American wel-
fare state in the second half of the twentieth century and the
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declining effectiveness of the American criminal justice system at
the same time allowed borrowed and counterproductive cultural
traits to continue and flourish among those blacks who had not
yet moved beyond that culture, thereby prolonging the life of a
chaotic, counterproductive, dangerous, and self-destructive sub-
culture in many urban ghettos.

Crime and violence were among the features of this subcul-
ture that were artificially prolonged. Prior to the 1960s, while
black males had a higher murder rate than other males, their mur-
der rate was also declining more sharply than the general murder
rate. Subsequently, the general murder rate in the United States
and the murder rate for black males both reversed and began ris-
ing sharply—that of black males more sharply than others.185 In
short, the drastic changes in law enforcement and social morality
during the 1960s had particularly adverse effects on the behavior
and actions of blacks—and on black victims of the criminals in
their midst. Intellectuals have also played a role, along with the
welfare state, in prolonging and legitimizing a counterproductive
culture among blacks.

Nowhere was the effect of the white liberalism of the 1960s
on the social evolution of black culture more devastating than in
the disintegration of the black family. The raw facts are these: As
of 1960, 51 percent of black females between the ages of 15 and
44 were married and living with their husbands, another 20 per-
cent were divorced, widowed, or separated, and only 28 percent
had never been married. Twenty years later, only 31 percent of
black women in these age brackets were married and living with
their husbands, while 48 percent had never married. By 1994, an
absolute majority—56 percent—of black women in these age
brackets were never married and only 25 percent were married
and living with their husbands.186 Accordingly, while two-thirds of
black children were living with both parents in 1960, only one-
third were by 1994.187 While only 22 percent of black children
were born to unmarried women in 1960, 70 percent were by
1994.188

White liberals, instead of comparing what has happened to
the black family since the liberal welfare state policies of the
1960s were put into practice, compare black families to white
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families and conclude that the higher rates of broken homes and
unwed motherhood among blacks are due to “a legacy of slavery.”
But why the large-scale disintegration of the black family should
have begun a hundred years after slavery is left unexplained. What-
ever the situation of the black family relative to the white family, in
the past or the present,189 it is clear that broken homes were far
more common among blacks at the end of the twentieth century
than they were in the middle of that century or at the beginning of
that century190—even though blacks at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century were just one generation out of slavery. The
widespread and casual abandonment of their children, and of the
women who bore them, by black fathers in the ghettos of the late
twentieth century was in fact a painfully ironic contrast with what
had happened in the immediate aftermath of slavery a hundred
years earlier, when observers in the South reported desperate
efforts of freed blacks to find family members who had been sep-
arated from them during the era of slavery. A contemporary
journalist reported meeting black men walking along the roads of
Virginia and North Carolina, many of whom had walked across the
state—or across more than one state—looking for their families.191

Others reported similar strenuous and even desperate efforts of
newly freed blacks to find members of their families.192

New England Enclaves

It should be noted again that not all blacks today are part of the
redneck culture—far from it—nor has that culture been the only
culture in which blacks lived in the past. There were small but sig-
nificant enclaves of New England culture introduced into Southern
black communities by teachers from New England who poured into
the South immediately after the end of the Civil War, to establish
schools and to teach and acculturate the children of freed slaves.
Often these were the only schools available for black children,
because the South was slow to begin establishing public schools,
especially for blacks. W. E. B. Du Bois called the work of these ded-
icated missionaries “the finest thing in American history.”193

By 1866—just one year after the Civil War ended—there
were about 1,400 Northern white teachers from dozens of reli-
gious missionary associations teaching black children in 975
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Southern schools—the numbers suggesting that these were mostly
the kinds of one-room school houses common at the time in rural
areas, which is where most Southern blacks lived. Just a few years
later, at the end of the decade, there were more than 2,500 North-
ern teachers in just over 2,000 schools for black children.194 A
sample of about a thousand of these teachers whose origins could
be traced showed that more than 500 came directly from New
England, and the others are believed to include people born in
New England but who came South directly from some other loca-
tion. To put this in perspective, only 17 percent of the Northern
population lived in New England at the time, so this was a wholly
disproportionate representation of New Englanders among those
who began to educate newly emancipated blacks. This was a New
England-led crusade, much like the pre-war abolitionist move-
ment, and many of those who went into the post-bellum South
were former abolitionists.195

These teachers brought a wholly different culture into the
South. In the words of distinguished black scholar E. Franklin Fra-
zier: “The missionaries from New England who founded the first
schools for Negroes in the South left the imprint of their Puritan
background upon Negro education.”196 In addition to strict moral-
ity, these missionaries “taught the Yankee virtues of industry and
thrift.”197 This cultural transformation was not incidental. The
avowed purpose of the American Missionary Association was to
transplant a different culture into the school and college enclaves
which they established among young blacks in the South, in order
to deliberately supplant the existing culture. These were deeply
religious institutions, but in the New England sense, so that black
students “were not to indulge in the religious emotionalism of the
black masses” in the South. They were to be different in many
other ways, as E. Franklin Frazier noted:

First, students were taught to speak English correctly and thus
avoid the ungrammatical speech and dialect of the Negro
masses. They were expected to be courteous, speak softly and
never exhibit the spontaneous boisterousness of ordinary
Negroes.198

The casual Southern attitude toward sex was not tolerated:
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“To be detected in immoral sex behavior, especially if the guilty
person was a woman, meant expulsion from the school.”199

The American Missionary Association was quite explicit in
their desire to remove black youngsters from their existing culture
and place them in enclaves of the culture transplanted from the
North. In an 1882 essay titled “Change of Environment,” Dr. W.
W. Patton, president of the A.M.A., lamented that many black chil-
dren “grow up in communities of prevailing ignorance,
superstition and immorality, where they live in miserable hovels,
see only examples of coarseness and rudeness and hear only a
negro dialect,” when what was needed was “a total change of
environment” by removing young people to places “where morals
are pure; where manners are refined; where language is grammati-
cal.”200 Far from celebrating the existing culture of the black
community, Dr. Patton declared: “All improvement must be by an
influence from without, which shall quicken and inspire, which
shall teach and guide”—this being the purpose of “planting and
strengthening the educational institutions which operate to
change for the better the environment of the colored race in this
country.”201

Although there was another educational tradition established
at the Hampton Institute in Virginia and transplanted to Tuskegee
Institute in Alabama by Booker T. Washington, a graduate of Hamp-
ton, this tradition as well was based on replacing the existing
culture of Southern blacks with a new imported culture. Hampton
Institute’s founder, General Samuel Chapman Armstrong, declared
that the “average Negro student” needed a residential boarding
school that could “control the entire twenty-four hours of each
day—only thus can old ideas and ways be pushed out and new
ones take their place.”202 Addressing the American Missionary Asso-
ciation in 1877, the Principal of Hampton Institute said: “There is
no lack of those who have mental capacity. The question with him
is not one of brains, but of right instincts, of morals, and of hard
work.”203 Contrary to later caricatures, neither Hampton Institute
nor Tuskegee Institute was based on an assumption that blacks had
the capacity to be only hewers of wood and drawers of water.

In short, however divergent the different schools of thought
were on educational philosophy, as between the Hampton-
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Tuskegee approach and the approach of the founders of other
institutions for blacks, they were agreed that what was most
needed for the advancement of blacks in the post-bellum South
was the replacement of the culture prevailing around them and
among them by a new imported culture. However, the greatest
obstacle to creating this new culture was the existing black red-
neck culture:

For many missionaries the physical problems of overwork, ill-
ness and poor facilities were less frustrating than their everyday
dealing with the freedmen. A constant problem for teachers was
student absenteeism; a pupil would attend school for a few days,
disappear for a time, then come back again; multiplied by a fac-
tor of 40 or 50, this made classroom continuity difficult. This
“irregularity,” said one teacher, was a “positive vice”of the freed-
men.A related weakness was unreliability: “You can…never
depend on any thing promised” went a typical complaint.
Another “general failing among the colored people,” according
to many teachers, was their tardiness at meetings, classes,
church services, and so on….

More serious were sexual offenses, theft, and lying.204

Many of the teachers blamed such behavior on slavery but, as
we have already seen, similar behavior was common among white
rednecks on both sides of the Atlantic, people who had never been
enslaved. Remarkably, the Northern teachers persisted in the face
of difficult students and a hostile white Southern society, from
which they were excluded and by which they were sometimes ter-
rorized.205

Although many teachers burned out in a few years, new
teachers continued to arrive from New England and other parts
of the North—thousands in the postwar decades. When black 
colleges were founded, New Englanders were again dispropor-
tionately represented among their teachers and college presidents,
and much of these colleges’ philosophy was that of New England.
These institutions introduced strict behavioral standards, as well as
high academic standards, imposing stern discipline and developing
self-discipline in a region where such was not the norm for either
blacks or whites. Noted black scholar and educator Charles S.
Johnson said, “No less stern rectitude could have broken the grip
of habits adjusted to a now out-moded life of irresponsibility and

38 Black Rednecks and White Liberals



reshaped them to a new and serious purpose.”206

W. E. B. Du Bois, himself a New Englander and with the first
Ph.D. from Harvard earned by a black man, declared the move-
ment “to plant the New England college in the South” to be “the
salvation of the South and the Negro.”207 Perhaps even more
remarkable than these dedicated efforts, was the fact that such
efforts began to produce educational results, early on:

In 1871, the Georgia legislature created a board of visitors to
attend public examinations at Atlanta University. The chairman
of the first board of visitors was ex-slaveholder Joseph Brown,
who reportedly said that he expected the examinations to con-
firm the Negro’s inferiority. But the recitations of former slaves
in Latin, Greek, and geometry forced from him the confession
that “we were impressed with the fallacy of the popular
idea…that the members of the African race are not capable of a
high grade of intellectual culture.” And the Atlanta Constitution
could hardly “believe what we witnessed. To see colored boys
and girls fourteen to eighteen years of age, reading in Greek and
Latin, and demonstrating correctly problems in Algebra and
Geometry…appears almost wonderful.”208

However discordant the philosophy of the American Mis-
sionary Association may have been with “multicultural” views
prevailing today, the crucial fact is that it worked—as so many of
today’s notions do not.

There was yet another route by which New England culture
reached some blacks in the nineteenth century. Oberlin College
was founded by New Englanders in 1833 and it functioned as a
New England college transplanted to Ohio—“an outpost of New
England culture beyond the Appalachians,” as one scholar put it.209

It was also one of the few colleges to which blacks were admitted
before the Civil War, as well as being a station on the Underground
Railroad through which Southern blacks escaped from slavery.
Although blacks were no more than 5 percent of the students at
Oberlin College, Oberlin was a much more significant factor in the
higher education of blacks. Of the 309 blacks who were known to
have received a degree from a white college in America up
through 1899, nearly half (149) received their degrees from Ober-
lin.210
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The first black woman to receive a college degree in Amer-
ica received it in Oberlin’s class of 1862. She became the principal
of a remarkable high school for blacks in Washington, D.C., dis-
cussed in a later essay as Dunbar High School. Of that school’s first
ten principals, three were graduates of Oberlin, two graduated
from Harvard and one each from Amherst and Dartmouth. In
essence, most of this highly successful school’s principals during
its early formative period had New England educations in a New
England culture, whether or not they received that education in
New England itself.

A wholly disproportionate share of future black leaders came
out of the schools and colleges established by New Englanders in
the South, not even counting Oberlin College or Dunbar High
School. These alumni of institutions founded as New England
enclaves in the South included W. E. B. Du Bois, James Weldon
Johnson, Langston Hughes, Walter White, Mary McLeod Bethune,
A. Philip Randolph, James Farmer, Thurgood Marshall, and Martin
Luther King Jr.211 In addition to these individuals from these South-
ern institutions, the first black man to graduate from Annapolis, the
first black woman to earn a Ph.D., the first black general, the first
black Cabinet member, and the first black federal judge all came
from the same public high school—Dunbar High School in Wash-
ington, with its culturally New England-educated principals in its
formative years.

Such concentrations of black pioneers and leaders in a few
highly atypical cultural enclaves suggests that their achievements
were not solely a matter of individual ability—“cream rising to
the top”—but were also a result of a culture very unlike that in
which most blacks were raised and educated. However much the
achievements of these individuals have been celebrated, the cul-
ture behind those achievements has not been. Today, the culture
that is celebrated in much of the media and in the schools is not
the culture that succeeded, but the culture that has failed—the
black redneck culture. When white couples who adopt black chil-
dren are warned to be sure to put those children in touch with
their “cultural heritage,” all too often that means the black red-
neck culture.
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Internal Cultural Differences

Internal cultural differences among blacks have long been extreme,
ranging from such things as urbanization, education, and regional
distribution to rates of crime, economic achievement, and general
acculturation to the norms of the surrounding society.

Historically, the most fundamental difference for many gener-
ations was between those blacks who were slaves and those who
were free. They differed not only in their legal status but also in
their regional distribution, their degree of urbanization, and even
biologically. There were free blacks as far back as the seventeenth
century. In fact, there were free blacks before there were slaves in
America. The first Africans brought in captivity to colonial Virginia
in 1619 became indentured servants, like the white indentured
servants who were common in colonial America.212 Only later, with
the mass importation of Africans, did this change. The first law in
America recognizing perpetual slavery appeared in 1661 in Vir-
ginia.213

The small class of free blacks in colonial America had fewer
restrictions than other free blacks would have in the nineteenth
century—and many of them and their descendants made use of
their opportunities. There was a black writer named Gustavus
Vassa whose book was popular enough to go through eight edi-
tions214 at a time when the vast majority of blacks were still
illiterate slaves in the South. Benjamin Banneker was a publisher
of almanacs and was also one of those who designed the lay-out of
the city of Washington—again, long before most blacks were
either free or able to read and write.

There were not just isolated individual blacks who were cul-
turally more advanced than other blacks, but whole classes of
blacks who had achieved cultural levels that most blacks would
not achieve until many generations later. The size of the free black
population increased after the United States came into existence
as an independent nation, as the ideology of freedom associated
with the American revolution led most Northern states to abolish
slavery, and even in the South, enough white slaveowners freed
their slaves to cause the free black population there to nearly dou-
ble and then redouble between 1790 and 1810.215

Both the regional distribution and the degree of urbanization
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of free and enslaved blacks differed greatly. After the invention of
the cotton gin in 1793, the cotton plantations of the Deep South
began to draw slaves away from upper South states like Virginia
and North Carolina toward more southerly states like Mississippi
and Alabama, sometimes as individuals “sold down the river”
and often as part of whole plantations that relocated. Thus the 
geographic center of the black population moved steadily 
southwestward at an average of about 50 miles per decade.216

Meanwhile, the “free persons of color” were moving in the
directly opposite direction. While more than 90 percent of the
antebellum black population lived in the South, the “free persons
of color” were evenly divided between the states of the North
and South and, within the South, they tended to leave the Deep
South and gravitate toward that region’s less oppressive places far-
ther north.217

The difference in geographic distribution was so extreme
that in 1860 there were more free blacks living in the city of Wash-
ington alone than in the states of Mississippi, Alabama, and
Georgia combined—these states having huge concentrations of
slaves.218 The slave and the free also differed greatly in urbaniza-
tion. While most black slaves worked in rural settings, by 1860 the
“free persons of color” were more urbanized than even the white
population.219

There were cultural consequences to these historic and geo-
graphic differences. While the vast majority of slaves could neither
read nor write, the census of 1850 showed that most “free persons
of color” were literate, but it would be half a century later—two
generations after emancipation—before the same would be true of
the black population as a whole.220 It would be 1940 before the
black population as a whole became as urbanized as the “free per-
sons of color” were in 1850.221 The cultural head starts of this
segment of the black population had enduring consequences. The
descendants of the antebellum “free persons of color” remained
predominant among black leaders in many fields, well into the
twentieth century, and they included W. E. B. Du Bois, Thomas For-
tune, Charles Waddell Chestnutt, Thurgood Marshall, John Hope
Franklin, and many others. Most black holders of doctoral degrees
in the middle of the twentieth century, as well as most Negroes
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working in the professions in the nation’s capital at that time,
were by all indications descendants of the antebellum “free per-
sons of color”—a group that was never more than 14 percent of
the black population.222

As a group, the “free persons of color” also differed from the
slaves in racial mixture. As in most of the Western Hemisphere,
freed slaves were often the offspring of those who freed them, and
the adults freed were more often female than male. While only 8
percent of slaves met the stringent U.S. Census requirement of half
or more white ancestry to be classified as mulatto, 37 percent of
the “free persons of color” did. This is not to say that all the others
in either category were of pure African ancestry. But there were
very noticeable skin color differences between the more accul-
turated descendants of those freed before the Civil War and those
freed as a result of the Emancipation Proclamation. The noticeably
greater success of the former was often attributed to their white
ancestry, both by whites and by some of the Negro elite them-
selves.223 But the historical and cultural antecedents of that success
are undeniable. Moreover, the later rise of other blacks to similar
levels of achievement undermines the biological explanation of
these internal differences among blacks.

The point here is that cultural differences led to striking
socioeconomic differences among blacks, as they did among
whites. In both races, those who lived within the redneck culture
lagged far behind those who did not. That these cultural differ-
ences among blacks also coincided with biological differences
did not mean that biology explained the differences in perform-
ance. The offspring of white slaveowners not only had a better
chance of being freed, they also tended to have better opportuni-
ties while still enslaved—being more likely to be house servants
rather than field hands and, in some cases, living the lives of de
facto free persons while still legally in bondage.224 Reconstruc-
tion-era black Senator Blanche K. Bruce, for example, was during
the era of slavery tutored alongside his owner’s son—or other son,
as many believed.225

During the antebellum era, there were other mulatto off-
spring of white slaveowners who were given special consideration
and aid.226 Some were sent to Oberlin College, sometimes with an
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intermediary handling financial arrangements,227 apparently to
conceal the identity of the white father. This is not to say that
most slaveowners freed their mulatto offspring but that, of those
blacks freed voluntarily, mulattoes were far more common than
among the slave population in general, and that women were freed
more often than men. Moreover, this pattern prevailed throughout
the Western Hemisphere. The point here is that the descendants
of “free persons of color” had a cultural history that served them
better than the cultural history of the descendants of slaves, even
after the abolition of slavery ended differences in their legal status.

Whether by individual escapes from slavery, by voluntary
manumissions in the antebellum South, or by general emancipa-
tion by law in the Northern states, a black class of “free persons
of color” emerged long before the Emancipation Proclamation.
The more prosperous of these families were able to educate their
own children, sometimes through college, and these were typically
lighter-skinned people, as well as people with generations of a
head start in freedom and acculturation, as compared to the mass
of enslaved blacks. The net result was that the elite among Ameri-
can Negroes tended to be, and to remain for generations after
emancipation, a racially mixed group that married among them-
selves and formed a socially exclusive class.228

Among nineteenth-century Negroes in Philadelphia, for
example, 85 percent of mulatto men married mulatto women and
93 percent of black men married black women.229 This was not
solely a matter of color prejudice, for there were major behavioral
differences between the two groups. The mulatto neighborhoods
had lower crime rates and a higher percentage of their children
attending school, as compared to the black neighborhoods, even
though it can hardly be claimed that school attendance or crime
rates are genetically predetermined.230 In short, there were major
cultural differences—and these differences in turn produced other
differences, such as a higher occupational status, better housing,
and more wealth among the mulattoes.231 Nor was this pattern
confined to Philadelphia. All across the country, North and South,
the elite of the Negro community were lighter in complexion than
the masses—and very self-conscious, and sometimes snobbish,
about that fact.232 This remained so through at least the first half of
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the twentieth century.
Among the consequences of the extreme range of education

and acculturation within the Negro community has been the
larger society’s erection of racial barriers provoked by black red-
necks, which barriers then deeply offended those individuals at
the other end of the cultural spectrum. These barriers based on
race prevented cultural elites from separating themselves as much
as they would like from lower-class blacks, with whom they were
forced to live in proximity and to share institutions. Yet protests
against racial barriers had to be made in the name of all—light or
dark—leading to charges of hypocrisy against the elites who spear-
headed protests against white social and economic barriers, while
maintaining their own social and economic barriers against the
black lower class.

That internal social barriers within the black community
became more pronounced at the same time as white barriers
against blacks in general suggests that more than coincidence was
involved, since both occurred in the wake of the mass arrival of
black rednecks from the South. Among the behavioral differences
between the black elites and the black masses was that the elites
had more stable families, with separation or divorce being rare
among them.233 It took more than money or a light complexion to
enter the social circles of the black elite. Behavioral standards
were also essential—and individuals who met these standards
could be admitted with little money and regardless of complex-
ion,234 though the history of black rednecks meant that few would
rise to elite levels.

External Relations

Cultural differences affected not only the internal development of
the black community but also the way that the black community
as a whole was treated by the larger surrounding white commu-
nity—and the way in which that treatment varied over time. The
small number of blacks who were free in colonial times were
joined over the generations by increasing numbers of blacks who
were either released from bondage or who escaped on their own.
The growth of this largely unacculturated population—“fugitives
in the rough,” in the words of black historian Carter G. Wood-

Black Rednecks and White Liberals 45



son235—in Northern cities during the first half of the nineteenth
century brought both social barriers and discriminatory laws bar-
ring black children from schools and black adults from equal
access to public accommodations.236 Yet, as these black communi-
ties grew more acculturated over time, and began to rise
economically, these laws and practices began to be relaxed in
many Northern cities in the latter part of the nineteenth century.

Writing in 1899, W. E. B. Du Bois noted “a growing liberal
spirit toward the Negro in Philadelphia,” in which “the commu-
nity was disposed to throw off the trammels, brush away petty
hindrances and to soften the harshness of race prejudice”—lead-
ing, among other things to blacks being able to live in white
neighborhoods. Jacob Riis noted similar changes in New York, and
similar trends emerged in other Northern cities in the last quarter
of the nineteenth century. In Detroit, blacks who had been denied
the vote in 1850 were voting in the 1880s, and in the 1890s blacks
were being elected to public office by a predominantly white elec-
torate in Michigan. The black upper class in Detroit at that time
had regular social interactions with whites and their children
attended high schools and colleges with whites. In Illinois during
this same era, legal restrictions on access to public accommoda-
tions for blacks were removed from the law, even though there
were not enough black voters at the time to influence public pol-
icy, so that this represented changes in white public opinion.237

By all indications, Northern black urban communities were
themselves becoming cleaner, safer, and more orderly during this
era of improving race relations, so changes in white public opinion
were not merely inexplicable mood swings. Neither were the later
retrogressions in race relations in the North which followed a mas-
sive influx of black migrants from the South—black rednecks—at
the beginning of the twentieth century. As late as 1890, nine-
tenths of all blacks in the United States still lived in the South, but
those who lived in northern urban communities were largely from
families long settled there. Most blacks living in New York State,
for example, were born in New York State. In short, there were set-
tled communities in both regions, and by all indications the
Northern black communities at that time were acculturating to the
norms of the Northern white society around them. But all of that
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changed radically within a relatively few years, as massive migra-
tions from the South not only enlarged Northern black
communities but transformed them culturally.

In 1900, for the first time, more than half of all blacks living
in New York State had been born outside that state. Newcomers
from the South became growing majorities in Northern urban
black communities in other states as well. The record-breaking
migrations of blacks from the South to the North during the first
decade of the twentieth century was nearly tripled during the sec-
ond decade—and that in turn was almost doubled again during
the decade of the 1920s. Moreover, the proportion of these
migrants coming from the Deep South, as distinguished from the
Upper South, increased over time238—which meant that the least
educated and least acculturated became a growing proportion of
the black migrant population moving into the Northern cities.
There were about 30,000 blacks living in Chicago in 1900 but this
grew to well over 100,000 by 1920 and more than 277,000 by
1940. In Detroit, the black population grew from a little more than
4,000 in 1900 to more than 40,000 in 1920 and over 149,000 by
1940. New York City’s black population was a little more than
60,000 in 1900, but grew to more than 150,000 by 1920 and more
than 450,000 by 1940.239 Writing in the midst of these massive
migrations, historian Carter G. Woodson predicted, “The maltreat-
ment of the Negro will be nationalized by this exodus.”240 That is
what had happened a hundred years earlier and now it happened
again.

The sheer numbers of these new black migrants from the
South not only overwhelmed the relatively small black populations
in Northern cities demographically in the early twentieth century,
their very different behavior patterns shocked both blacks and
whites at the time, as witnessed by adverse comments from earlier
black settlers and the black press, denouncing the new arrivals
from the South as vulgar, rowdy, unwashed, and criminal.241 Nor
were these conclusions without foundation. For example, a study
in early twentieth century Pennsylvania found that the rate of vio-
lent crimes by blacks who had migrated there was nearly five
times the rate of such crimes by blacks born in Pennsylvania.242 In
Washington, the rate of births out of wedlock more than doubled

Black Rednecks and White Liberals 47



with a large influx of Southern blacks during the late nineteenth
century.243

One indication of the white reaction was that blacks no
longer remained as free to live in white neighborhoods. This rep-
resented a major retrogression in race relations. In the late
nineteenth century, racial segregation in housing in Northern
cities was no longer what it had once been—or what it would
become again in the years ahead. In Detroit, as early as 1860, no
neighborhood was even 50 percent black.244 In Chicago, as late as
1910, more than two-thirds of the black population lived in neigh-
borhoods where most residents were white245 but, after the mass
migrations of blacks from the South, attempts by blacks to move
into white neighborhoods in Chicago were met with violence,
including bombings. New York, Philadelphia, and Washington were
also cities which began to restrict blacks to ghettoes only after the
massive influx of Southern blacks and their redneck culture.246 In
many cities, blacks were prevented from moving into existing
white neighborhoods but, in other cases, whites simply moved out
when blacks moved in. Harlem, the first of the great Northern
black ghettoes, was still predominantly white as late as 1910.247

Racial segregation in housing became an explicit law in Baltimore
in 1911.248 In one way or another, residential segregation became
the norm in Northern cities.

Residential segregation was not the only retrogression in race
relations during this period. In some Northern and Midwestern
cities where schools had been racially integrated for years, black
children were now segregated from white children after the mass
influx of blacks from the South.249 Blacks in Washington were no
longer allowed in white theaters, restaurants, or hotels, and their
opportunities to work in white-collar occupations shrank.250

W. E. B. Du Bois summarized these retrogressions this way:

Yet it has everywhere been manifest in the long run that while a
part of the negroes were native-born and trained in the culture
of the city, the others were immigrants largely ignorant and
unused to city life. There were, of course, manifold exceptions,
but this was the rule. Thus the history of the negro in Northern
cities is the history of the rise of a small group by accretion from
without, but at the same time periodically overwhelmed by
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them and compelled to start over again when once the material
had been assimilated.251

In Philadelphia, for example, the native-born blacks had
advanced but, according to Du Bois, they were “overwhelmed and
dragged back” by black migrants from the South. He added: “In
New York the native-born have been perhaps even more com-
pletely overwhelmed.”252

This pattern is confirmed in places where the retrogression
in race relations took place at a different time because of local
differences in the timing of large-scale in-migration of blacks from
the South. In San Francisco, for example, that mass influx took
place during the Second World War, as blacks from the South were
attracted by jobs in new war production facilities, notably the
Kaiser shipyards. Henry Kaiser recruited Southern blacks and
brought them to the San Francisco Bay Area by the trainloads. The
black population of San Francisco, which had been less than 5,000
in 1940, rose to more than 40,000 by the time of the 1950 census,
and the black populations of Oakland and Berkeley also rose sev-
eral-fold during the same decade.253

In the San Francisco Bay Area, as in the Northern cities half a
century earlier, there was a long-settled black population which
lived free of the Jim Crow laws and practices of the South, and
which had been able to get civil service jobs as far back as the
1920s. But although the newcomers were skilled workers more
often than the local black residents, culturally the newcomers
lagged far behind. Native-born blacks in the Bay Area described the
newcomers as “foreign” in the way they talked and in their behav-
ior—for example, “eating hamburgers openly on the bus; and
baloney, and loud talking and fighting on the busses…. That never
happened in the old days.”254 Some of the new blacks from the
South were described as having “a little more of a chip on their
shoulder than the people out here did.”255 Many local blacks
thought that white racism increased after World War II, when both
Southern blacks and Southern whites began arriving in large num-
bers.256

A similar retrogression in race relations on the Pacific coast
during the Second World War occurred in Portland, Oregon, where
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again there were large influxes of black workers to take jobs in the
growing war industries. These new black arrivals “with little edu-
cation” were “resented by the small group of law-abiding and
self-sustaining Negroes” already living in Portland. As in other
places and times, a ghetto now developed in Portland “and dis-
criminations in regard to civil rights were instituted.”257

On the national scene, the much later receding of racism and
the socioeconomic advancement of blacks in the second half of
the twentieth century cannot be attributed simply to the passage
of time, for the passage of time had produced major retrogressions
in race relations before. Nor can these advances be attributed to
the civil rights laws that began in the 1960s, for the advancement
of blacks antedated any serious civil rights legislation by years
and was in fact more dramatic in the years preceding such legisla-
tion. Between 1940 and 1960, the percent of black families with
incomes below the official poverty line fell from 87 percent to 47
percent.258 In various skilled trades, the income of blacks relative to
whites more than doubled between 1936 and 1959.259 The princi-
pal factor that raised black incomes during that period, both
absolutely and relative to white income, was migration—from
low-income areas to higher-income areas.260 However much these
migrations set back those blacks who were already living in North-
ern cities, this movement from the South put millions of blacks
into places where their children would get better education, while
their parents had better job opportunities.

With the passing years and generations, more and more of
these migrant families ceased to be black rednecks, acculturating
themselves in new surroundings, as minority groups tend to do in
countries around the world. Once again, racial barriers began to
erode after World War II—and before the civil rights legislation of
the 1960s. Perhaps the most dramatic example was the crumbling
of racial barriers in professional sports, exemplified by Jackie
Robinson’s becoming the first black major league baseball player
in 1947, seventeen years before the Civil Rights Act of 1964. A poll
that year showed his popularity to be second only to long-time
entertainment idol Bing Crosby.261

The process of ending racial segregation in American military
services was also begun during the Truman administration, years

50 Black Rednecks and White Liberals



before segregation was declared unlawful in civilian life. In 1948,
President Harry Truman ran for re-election on a platform that
included civil rights for blacks, which some thought would doom
his candidacy, but the fact that he won suggests that white public
opinion had already begun to change.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of
1965 dealt major blows to racial restrictions, especially in the
South, and had dramatic effects on the number of black elected
officials. Economically, however, the upward trends in black
income and occupations that had begun decades earlier simply
continued, but at no accelerated rate. The rise of blacks into pro-
fessional and other high-level occupations was in fact greater in
the years preceding the Civil Rights Act of 1964 than in the years
afterward,262 and was greater in the 1940s than in the 1950s.263

Behind such developments was the fact that blacks were closing
the gap between themselves and whites in years of schooling 
during this era.264

In short, major social transformations within the black com-
munity were having an impact in their economic condition. It
would hardly be surprising if it also had an impact on how whites
viewed blacks, as had happened in the nineteenth century. The
civil rights legislation of the 1960s may well have been an effect
of the rise of blacks, rather than the sole or predominant cause of
that rise, as it has been represented as being, by those leaders—
black and white—with incentives to magnify their own role in
racial progress.

The difference between cultural explanations of changing
race relations and explanations based on political acts or swings of
the pendulum in white public opinion is not just a matter of intel-
lectual preference. There are wholly different implications, not
only about the past, but especially about the future. The question
is whether the advancement of blacks is helped or hindered by
promoting a black “identity” built around a redneck culture whose
track record has been largely negative for both blacks and whites.

WHITE LIBERALS

White liberals in many roles—as intellectuals,politicians,celebrities,
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judges, teachers—have aided and abetted the perpetuation of a
counterproductive and self-destructive lifestyle among black red-
necks. The welfare state has made it economically possible to avoid
many of the painful consequences of this lifestyle that forced previ-
ous generations of blacks and whites to move away from the
redneck culture and its values. Lax law enforcement has enabled the
violent and criminal aspects of this culture to persist, and non-judg-
mental intellectual trends have enabled it to escape moral
condemnation. As far back as 1901, W. E. B. Du Bois, while com-
plaining of racial discrimination against blacks, also condemned
“indiscriminate charity” for its bad effects within the black commu-
nity.265 In a later era, the burgeoning welfare state, especially since
the 1960s,has spread an indiscriminate charity—in both money and
attitudes—that has given the black redneck culture a new lease on
life.

Intellectuals have been particularly prominent among those
who have turned the black redneck culture into a sacrosanct sym-
bol of racial identity. This includes both black and white
intellectuals, though the latter predominate numerically and in
terms of influence through the media and academia. Intellectuals
have promoted misconceptions of history, misreadings of contem-
porary life, and counterproductive notions of how to prepare for
the future.

By projecting a vision of a world in which the problems of
blacks are consequences of the actions of whites, either immedi-
ately or in times past, white liberals have provided a blanket
excuse for shortcomings and even crimes by blacks. The very pos-
sibility of any internal cultural sources of the problems of blacks
have been banished from consideration by the fashionable phrase
“blaming the victim.” But no one can be blamed for being born
into a culture that evolved in centuries past, even though moving
beyond such a culture may do more for future advancement than
blaming others or seeking special dispensations.

Blaming Others

Blaming others for anything in which blacks lag has become stan-
dard operating procedure among white liberals. If blacks do not
pass bar exams or medical board tests as often as whites or Asians,
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then that shows that something is wrong with those tests, as far as
many white liberals are concerned. Best-selling author Andrew
Hacker, for example, says that academic problems in general are
created for black students in white colleges because such colleges
use curricula that “are white in logic and learning, in their concep-
tions of scholarly knowledge and demeanor.”266 Why this does not
seem to be a problem for Asian students remains unexplained, even
though blacks have lived in this white society for centuries longer
than either Asian Americans or contemporary immigrants from Asia.
Why it is not a problem for blacks from the Caribbean is another un-
explained contradiction of such white liberal excuses for
American-born blacks.

If black attorneys are not elevated to partnerships in law
firms in proportion to their numbers, then to the New York Times
this shows, in the words of their front page headline: “Law Firms
are Slow in Promoting Minority Lawyers to Partner Role.”267 Appar-
ently there can only be external reasons for anything negative that
happens to blacks. According to Andrew Hacker, the fact that
white taxi drivers often pass up black males seeking a ride, espe-
cially at night, shows these drivers to be “patently racist”268—even
though black taxi drivers do the same, in order to avoid becoming
victims of crime.269

White liberals long denied that there were higher crime rates
among blacks by pointing to the imperfections of crime statistics
in general or, more specifically, claiming that blacks are simply
arrested more often for things that whites would not be arrested
for. But if the imperfections of crime statistics were the real prob-
lem, then discussions could be limited to murder statistics, since
dead bodies are not ignored, whether they are black or white, and
neither are murderers, whatever their race. But murder statistics
show the same disproportionate number of crimes by blacks as
other statistics do. While murder statistics might provide more
accuracy, they would not provide white liberals with a means of
evading the obvious.

Riots by blacks are almost automatically blamed on whites,
whether in the Kerner Report on the riots of the 1960s or in the
reactions among white liberals to the Los Angeles riots of 1992.
In some white liberal circles—the New York Times, for example—
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the police are almost automatically at fault in confrontations with
black criminals, hoodlums, or rioters. When the police arrive on a
scene of crime or violence in black communities, whatever they
do is likely to be categorized later as either having let the situation
get out of hand or as having used excessive force. Any force suffi-
cient to prevent the situation from getting out of hand is almost
certain to be called excessive force by white liberals in the media,
so that—by definition—the police will have acted badly, no matter
what they did or failed to do. Should the police arrive in such
overwhelming numbers as to bring the disorder to a quick halt
without any need to use force at all, then they will often be said
to have “over-reacted” by sending so many cops to deal with unre-
sisting people.

One of the reactions of the police to such predictable scape-
goating in the media has been to “de-police” some of the most
violent black neighborhoods, looking the other way rather than
risk seeing a whole career ruined by media charges of racism. This
gives criminals, hoodlums and rioters a freer hand—at the expense
of law-abiding blacks, who may be the great majority, even in a
high-crime neighborhood. There is evidence that this is in fact
what happens after a barrage of adverse media coverage against
the police.270

The incorrigibility of white society—and the corresponding
futility of black efforts to improve their situation by improving
their own education and other qualifications—is another leitmo-
tif of much white liberal writing. After the U.S. Supreme Court
struck down some racially gerrymandered congressional districts,
forcing some black members of Congress to run in districts where
most voters were white, New York Times columnist Anthony
Lewis said, “the reality in the South is that black men and women,
however well qualified, have little chance of winning in white dis-
tricts.”271 But these Southern black candidates were in fact
re-elected.

The fact that black rednecks exhibit the same hostility and
violence toward other minorities long associated with bigoted
white rednecks in the South presents white liberals with another
challenge to find a way to evade the obvious. Black anti-Semitism,
for example, is not recognized by Andrew Hacker, who claims that
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“no one really knows if blacks and whites differ markedly in their
feelings about Jews”—despite survey after survey showing greater
hostility to Jews among blacks.272 Black hostility to other minori-
ties, such as the Koreans, has likewise often been ignored by such
liberal publications as the New York Times273 or even defined out
of existence by a variety of white liberal writers on grounds that
racism requires power, which blacks do not have.

Following that logic, Nazis were not anti-Semites until they
gained control of the German government and the Ku Klux Klan
today would not be called racist any more because it has lost the
power it once had. But the arbitrary proviso of “power” was never
part of the definition of racism until racism among blacks became
widespread enough to require a convenient evasion.

The thuggish gutter words and brutal hoodlum lifestyle of
“gangsta rap” musicians are not merely condoned but glorified by
many white intellectuals—and “understood” by others lacking the
courage to take responsibility for siding with savagery. The
National Council of Teachers urged the use of hip hop in urban
classrooms.274 The cultural editor of the San Francisco Chronicle
characterized rapper Tupac Shakur as “a lightning rod of insurrec-
tion in the name of social justice.”275 USA Today said, “gangsta rap
is rooted in part in underfunded school systems which fail to
equip students with the skills to speak out effectively and intersect
with larger communities.”276 An article in the New Republic said
that rap music “has become the nearest thing to a political voice
of the poor.”277 Mikal Gilmore of Rolling Stone wrote of “all the ter-
rible forces” responsible for “such a wasteful, unjustifiable end”278

to the life of rapper Tupac Shakur by the very lawless violence he
had sung of and lived, not by some mysterious “forces.”

The blaming of gangsta rap barbarism on social conditions
takes many forms, such as that of a Boston Globe columnist who
depicted it as deriving from “the institutional indifference that
thrives wherever poor people assemble in America: struggling
schools, dangerous streets, long-gone factories, hospital emergency
rooms or EMTs substituting for family doctors, futures measured
by sunsets and sunrises and the dull feeling that nearly everything
is against you.”279 A New York Times essay dismissing critics of
gangsta rap referred to “the poverty and hopelessness that foster
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vicious behavior.”280

The general orientation of white liberals has been one of
“What can we do for them?” What blacks can do for themselves
has not only been of lesser interest, much of what blacks have in
fact already done for themselves has been overshadowed by liberal
attempts to get them special dispensations—whether affirmative
action, reparations for slavery, or other race-based benefits—even
when the net effect of these dispensations has been much less
than the effects of blacks’ own self-advancement. For example,
although the greatest reduction in poverty among blacks occurred
before the civil rights revolution of the 1960s, the liberal vision in
which black lags are explained by white oppression requires black
advances to be explained by the fight against such oppression,
symbolized by the civil rights legislation of the 1960s. This sce-
nario has been repeated so often, through so many channels, that
it has become a “well-known fact” by sheer repetition. Moreover,
this protest-and-government-action model has become the liberals’
preferred, if not universal, model for future black advancement.

Misconceptions of History

Many of the prevailing misconceptions of the histories of both
blacks and whites in America derive from trying to amalgamate
morality and causation, so as to make the moral evil of slavery a
causal explanation of contemporary negative social phenomena
which have in fact had entirely different historical bases.

The touchy “pride” of white Southerners, ready to explode
into deadly violence, has often been explained as being a result of
whites being used to unbridled domination over slaves. But the
very same attitudes existed among their ancestors in Britain,
where slavery did not exist, as those attitudes also existed in those
parts of the South where slaves were virtually nonexistent and
among people who were in no economic condition to buy slaves.
When discussing both blacks and Southern whites, slavery has
served as an all-purpose explanation of many social phenomena,
ranging from broken families to poor education, lower labor force
participation rates, and high rates of crime and violence. Often evi-
dence has been neither asked for nor given. Not surprisingly,
many of these explanations do not stand up under scrutiny. Cen-
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sus data, for example, show that labor force participation rates
were higher among non-whites than among whites in 1920 and
1930.281

No matter what the origin of counterproductive behavior,
such behavior must be changed if progress is the goal. On the other
hand, if the real agenda is to score points against American society,
then blacks can be used as a means to that end. More generally, a
pro-black stance by white intellectuals enhances the latter’s moral
standing and self-esteem, whether or not the particular manifesta-
tion of that stance helps or harms blacks on net balance.

The chafing restrictions of civilization, which can at times
become irksome to people of any color, may be vicariously
thrown off by those white intellectuals who cheer on outlandish
and even lawless behavior by black hoodlums or entertainers.
Blacks in effect become the mascots of these intellectuals, sym-
bolizing and acting out the latter’s resistance to “society”—or,
more accurately, civilization.282 But, while mascots may be
indulged, more fundamentally mascots exist for the sake of those
who adopt them, and the actual well-being of the mascot is seldom
a high priority. By cheering on counterproductive attitudes, mak-
ing excuses for self-defeating behavior, and promoting the belief
that “racism” accounts for most of blacks’ problems, white intel-
lectuals serve their own psychic, ideological, and political
interests. They are the kinds of friends who can do more harm
than enemies.

A crucial fact about white liberals must be kept in mind:
They are not simply in favor of blacks in general. Their solicitude
is poured out for blacks as victims, blacks as welfare mothers,
criminals, political activists against the larger society, as well as
those blacks who serve as general counter-cultural symbols against
the larger society. White liberals have nothing approaching the
same interest in blacks as the principal victims of black criminals
or as people advancing themselves within the existing framework
of American society, including many who have risen within the
military, nor do they get particularly worked up over blacks who
build up their own human capital or business capital. None of the
many reports of black schools that excel academically seems to
arouse any great interest among white liberals. It was not the lib-
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erals in Washington, but the Reagan administration, which offered
successful black educator Marva Collins an appointment as Secre-
tary of Education.

The “Identity“ Fetish

Intellectuals in the 1960s began promoting the idea that those
blacks who exhibited a culture different from the ghetto or black
redneck culture were not “really” authentic blacks. This issue was
strikingly demonstrated in a controversy between Irving Howe and
Ralph Ellison, growing out of Howe’s 1963 article criticizing such
black writers as Ellison, whom Howe considered insufficiently
authentic or militant. For Howe, the central character in Richard
Wright’s novel Native Son—a ghetto black epitomizing the black
redneck culture—was authentic and the more sophisticated cen-
tral character in Ellison’s novel Invisible Man was not. Ellison
rejected and derided the idea of a white man defining what a black
man should be and attempting to confine individual blacks to that
stereotype.283

The notion that the ghetto black was the authentic black not
only spread among both white and black intellectuals, it had social
repercussions far beyond the intellectual community. Rooting
black identity in a counterproductive culture not only reduced
incentives to move beyond that culture, it cut off those within that
culture from other blacks who had advanced beyond it, who might
otherwise have been sources of examples, knowledge, and experi-
ence that could have been useful to those less fortunate. But more
successful blacks were increasingly depicted as either irrelevant
non-members of the black community or even as traitors to it. In
turn, this meant that many blacks who had a wider cultural expo-
sure and greater socioeconomic success felt a need to conform,
to some degree or another, to a more narrow ghetto view of the
world, perhaps using ghetto language, in order to prove their
“identity” with their own race.

Such social pressures become especially acute for young
blacks in the schools and colleges. One consequence of this has
been that counterproductive attitudes toward education have fil-
tered upward into black middle-class young people raised in
racially integrated middle-class communities such as Shaker
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Heights, who spend less time on their studies than their white or
Asian American classmates—under the overhanging threat of
being accused of “acting white” if they devote themselves to their
studies, instead of to various social activities in which other black
students indulge.

The painful irony is that those who make this accusation are
themselves “acting white” when they perpetuate a redneck cul-
ture from a bygone era. Even such a modern ghetto creation as
gangsta rap echoes the violence, arrogance, loose sexuality, and
self-dramatization common for centuries in white redneck culture,
and speaks in exaggerated cadences common in the oratory of red-
necks in both the antebellum South and those parts of Britain from
which their ancestors came.284

It is not only the cultural peculiarities of the black ghetto cul-
ture which has been perpetuated by the identity fetish developed
in the post-1960s era. What has also been promoted has been a
conformity of beliefs and affirmations among blacks, with those
with different viewpoints being banished from consideration intel-
lectually and ostracized socially—at least in so far as “identity”
advocates succeed in imposing their straitjacket on others. Not
only behavioral litmus tests but ideological litmus tests have been
used by those promoting a black identity fetish, with those who do
not pass such litmus tests being dismissed as not “really” black.

This post-1960s black identity intolerance—promoted by
white intellectuals as well as black leaders and activists—is a
painful parallel to the post-1830s intolerance among white South-
erners against anyone who questioned slavery in any way.
Maintaining what has been aptly called an “intellectual block-
ade”285 against ideas differing from those prevailing in the South,
antebellum Southerners not only insulated themselves from ideas
and viewpoints originating outside the region but, at the same
time, in effect drove out of the South independent-minded people
who would not march in lockstep. The resulting narrow and
unquestioning conformity of that era led the South into the blind
alley of a Civil War that devastated wide sections of the region
and left a legacy of bitterness that lasted for generations. It can
only be hoped that today’s narrow intolerance promoted by a
black identity fetish will not lead into similarly disastrous blind

Black Rednecks and White Liberals 59



alleys.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

It would be good to know what proportion of either the black or
the white population,past or present,could be considered culturally
rednecks. While it is undoubtedly true that the South was not “a
monolithic region,”286 the issue here is how it differed from other
regions, not its internal variations. What is known is that the white
population of the antebellum South as a whole was strikingly dif-
ferent from the white population of the North, not only in the eyes
of contemporary observers, but also in objective statistics that are
an undeniable part of the historical record. What is also known is
that, while about one-third of the white population of the United
States lived in the antebellum South, nine-tenths of the black popu-
lation lived there at that time. Thus a culture which produced lower
levels of achievements for both blacks and whites, compared to
other members of their respective races from different cultures, was
more pervasive among blacks. The lesser educational and other
opportunities for blacks are consistent with the longer persistence
of this counterproductive culture among those who have not yet
risen out of low-income ghettos.

In addition to the negative effect of the redneck culture on
the achievements of both blacks and whites, it has also, for gener-
ations, provoked adverse reactions to rednecks of either race by
others. Calling all adverse reactions “racism” in the case of blacks
explains nothing when people of that same race have been treated
very differently at different periods of American history, as well as
in different parts of the country at the same time. There is no rea-
son to rule out, a priori, the possibility that different subgroups
of blacks were themselves different in behavior, attitudes, skills,
and performances. That has already become apparent when com-
paring blacks from the Caribbean with blacks from the South, or
when comparing blacks from the New England enclaves in the
South with blacks from the redneck culture.

Easy recourse to slavery as an explanation of either North-
South differences or black-white differences fails empirical tests.
Not only did the main features of the redneck culture exist in
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Britain, centuries before blacks and whites encountered each

other in the antebellum South, if slavery was the reason for the

South’s lags behind the North, then emancipation should have led

to a narrowing of the economic and other gaps between the two

regions. Contemporaries who drew this logical conclusion were

subsequently disappointed by what actually happened in the wake

of the end of slavery. Per capita real income in the South, which

had been 81 percent of the national average in 1860, fell to 51 per-

cent by 1880 and remained at about that level for another

generation,287 long past the time when the decline might have

been plausibly explained by the damage suffered during the Civil

War. However obtrusive and morally salient slavery might be, it

failed to carry the heavy burden placed on it as an explanatory fac-

tor—then or now.

The counterproductive redneck culture that eroded away

over the generations, among both whites and blacks, has been res-

cued after the 1960s by a “multicultural” ideology that has made

this residual survival among ghetto blacks a sacrosanct badge of

racial identity, not to be tampered with by teachers or criticized by

others, under pain of being labeled “racist.” It should also be noted

that both cultural transformations within the South and a large

return migration of blacks to the South in the late twentieth cen-

tury make the redneck culture no longer a regional phenomenon

but a largely urban ghetto phenomenon, North and South, with a

certain amount of outward diffusion, to middle-class black young-

sters especially.

Blanket application of the term “racism” as a causal expla-

nation—as distinguished from simply an epithet—cannot explain

why blacks who were living in white neighborhoods at the begin-

ning of the twentieth century could no longer do so two decades

later or five decades later. After all, those who lived interspersed

among whites in the earlier period were of the same race as those

who could not do so in the middle of the twentieth century. The

Ku Klux Klan was certainly a racist organization but that descrip-

tion cannot explain why it began to make major inroads among

whites in Northern states after a mass migration of blacks from the

South had moved into those states. Like the ghettoization of blacks
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in Northern cities, where they had once lived dispersed among
the white population, the spread of the Klan’s racist organizations
into Northern communities had to have some causal explanation.
It is hard to see these two major retrogressions in race relations
as mere coincidences that just happened to occur after the migra-
tions of Southern blacks into Northern cities.

In short, cultural differences have had a major economic and
social impact. Despite a tendency to attribute black-white differ-
ences in the United States to “a legacy of slavery,” blacks from
the West Indies also had a history of enslavement but brought with
them to the United States a very different culture that was
reflected in such things as differences from the native-born black
population in entrepreneurship, education, and imprisonment
rates. In short, what the two groups of blacks shared was a his-
tory of enslavement but what they did not share was the redneck
culture. The disproportionate number of prominent blacks who
came out of small enclaves of transplanted New England culture in
the South likewise underscores the impact of cultural differences.

While only circumstantial evidence is possible on the con-
nection between the cultural characteristics of Southern rednecks
or crackers in the past and those of ghetto blacks today, that evi-
dence is considerable. However, even if one were to dismiss all of
that evidence as sheer coincidence, the redneck culture would still
not be irrelevant, for it provides a demonstration of the counter-
productive effects of such a way of life.

External explanations of black-white differences—discrimi-
nation or poverty, for example—seem to many to be more
amenable to public policy than internal explanations such as cul-
ture. Those with this point of view tend to resist cultural
explanations but there is yet another reason why some resist
understanding the counterproductive effects of an anachronistic
culture: Alternative explanations of economic and social lags pro-
vide a more satisfying ability to blame all such lags on the sins of
others, such as racism or discrimination. Equally important, such
external explanations require no painful internal changes in the
black population but leave all changes to whites, who are seen as
needing to be harangued, threatened, or otherwise forced to
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change.
In short, prevailing explanations provide an alibi for those

who lag—and an alibi is for many an enormously valuable asset
that they are unlikely to give up easily. As Eric Hoffer put it:

There are many who find a good alibi far more attractive than an
achievement. For an achievement does not settle anything per-
manently. We still have to prove our worth anew each day: we
have to prove that we are as good today as we were yesterday.
But when we have a valid alibi for not achieving anything we are
fixed, so to speak, for life.288

However, as he said elsewhere:

America is the worst place for alibis. Sooner or later the most
solid alibi begins to sound hollow.289

Those who provide black rednecks with alibis do no favor
to them, to other blacks, or to the larger society in which we all
live. In American society, achievement is what ultimately brings
respect, including self-respect. Only for those who have written
off blacks’ potential for achievement will alibis be an acceptable
substitute. The liberal vision of blacks’ fate as being almost wholly
in the hands of whites is a debilitating message for those blacks
who take it seriously, however convenient it may be for those who
are receptive to an alibi.

Whether black redneck values and lifestyle are a lineal
descendant of white redneck values and lifestyle, as suggested
here, or a social phenomenon arising independently within the
black community and only coincidentally similar, it is still a way
of life that has been tested before and found wanting, as shown
by its erosion over the generations among whites who experi-
enced its counterproductive consequences. By making black
redneck behavior a sacrosanct part of black cultural identity, white
liberals and others who excuse, celebrate, or otherwise perpetuate
that lifestyle not only preserve it among that fraction of the black
population which has not yet escaped from it, but have con-
tributed to its spread up the social scale to middle class black
young people who feel a need to be true to their racial identity,
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lest they be thought to be “acting white.” It is the spread of a
social poison, however much either black or white intellectuals
try to pretty it up or try to find some deeper meaning in it.
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Are Jews Generic?

IN ANY GIVEN COUNTRY, A PARTICULAR MINORITY may be hated for
any of a number of reasons peculiar to that country or that
group. However, in a worldwide perspective, the most hated

kinds of minorities are often not defined by race, color, religion,
or national origin. Often they are generically “middleman minori-
ties,” who can be of any racial or ethnic background, and in fact
are of many. Many of the historic outbreaks of inter-ethnic mob
violence on a massive scale have been against the Jews in Europe,
the Chinese minorities in various Southeast Asian countries,
against the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, the Ibos in Nigeria,
and against other middleman minorities in other times and places.

While many kinds of minorities have been persecuted and
subjected to violence, the sheer magnitude and duration of the
persecution and violence unleashed against middleman minorities
eclipses that unleashed against other kinds of groups. Conquered
aborigines or formerly enslaved groups, for example, might be held
in greater contempt but lethal animosities on a mass scale have
been particularly often directed at middleman minorities. The
mass slaughter of tens of thousands of Ibos in mob attacks in Nige-
ria, and the horrors inflicted on the Vietnamese “boat people”
(most of whom were ethnically Chinese) have been reminiscent of
the pogroms against the Jews in Eastern Europe, and the term
“genocide” has been used to characterize what happened to the
Armenians in the Ottoman Empire during the First World War,
as well as to the Jews under the Nazis a generation later. Smaller
violent rampages against the businesses, homes, or persons of mid-
dleman minorities have been common around the world, whether
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directed against the Lebanese in Sierra Leone, the Japanese in

Peru, the Indians in Burma, or the Chinese in Southeast Asia.

Other kinds of minorities have of course also suffered vio-

lence, but the scale of lethal mass violence against middleman

minorities has been unequalled.1 All the blacks lynched in the

entire history of the United States 2 do not add up to as many people

as the number of Chinese slaughtered by mobs near Saigon in

1782,3 or the Jews killed by mobs in Central Europe in 1096 or in

the Ukraine in 1648,4 much less the slaughters of Armenians by

mobs in the Ottoman Empire during the 1890s or during the First

World War.5 Only the Nazi Holocaust exceeded the slaughter of

Armenians and, while the Holocaust was the ultimate catastrophe

for Jews, it was also the culmination of a long history of lethal mass

violence unleashed against middleman minorities around the

world.

What do all these groups have in common and why have

they been hated so much? Partly the resentments and animosities

against these groups have derived from the economic role they

play, a role that has been widely misunderstood and widely

resented—in very disparate societies, over a period of many cen-

turies—even when this economic role has been played by people

not ethnically different from those around them. Differences of

race, religion or ethnicity, added to the resentments arising from

the economic role itself, have produced explosive mixtures in

many times and places.

THE ECONOMIC ROLE

Middleman minorities have been intermediaries between produc-

ers and consumers, whether in the role of retailers or money-

lenders. The retailing has ranged from the modest level of street

peddlers to that of grand merchants owning chains of stores and

money-lending has likewise ranged from the level of the small

neighborhood pawnbroker to that of international financiers. Jews

have historically been the classic middleman minority, to whom

others have often been analogized—the overseas Chinese as “the

Jews of Southeast Asia,” the Lebanese as “the Jews of West Africa,”

the Parsees as “the Jews of India,” and the Ibos as “the Jews of

66 Black Rednecks and White Liberals



Nigeria,” for example. Shakespeare’s merchant of Venice was a Jew
and the story revolved around his money-lending. Numerically,
however, the 36 million overseas Chinese are more than twice as
numerous as all the Jews in the world.

Among other prominent middleman minorities have been
the Gujaratis from India, who have played the middleman role in
countries ranging from the South Pacific islands of Fiji to the
United States and South Africa. Armenians have been another
prominent middleman minority in countries around the world,
and the Chettiars from India have specialized in the middleman
occupation of money-lending in many times and places. In addi-
tion to these international middleman minorities, there have been
ethnic groups who played this role in particular countries or
regions, such as the Marwaris in India’s state of Assam or Koreans
in America’s black ghettos.

Middleman minorities have often been middlemen in a social
sense, as well as an economic sense. They have often served as
intermediaries between social groups who, for one reason or
another, interact better through third parties than they do directly.
Sometimes there are differences in language and culture, as
between members of a colonial establishment and the indigenous
population that they rule—such as between the European over-
lords in colonial Africa and the African population with whom
they had economic and other transactions via the Lebanese as
intermediaries in West Africa. Sometimes there are vast differences
in status, which make both groups uncomfortable in dealing
directly with one another, as for example, Polish noblemen who
used Jews to collect rents from the peasants.

None of this is new. In ancient times, Milesians played the
middleman role in this sense:

The Milesians not only were familiar with the Greek culture of
the mainland, but also were conversant with the Near Eastern
cultures of Lydia, of Cappadocia, of Phrygia, of the Phoenician
lands, of Egypt, of the whole Levantine world. Traders they
were, wandering about, speaking with great facility this, that, or
the other tongue that they found necessary to transact their
business.6

Armenians in the Ottoman Empire were likewise middlemen
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in this social sense, as well as in the economic sense:

Armenians, although persecuted, possessed wealth and
influence to a considerable degree because they had succeeded,
in the course of centuries, in making themselves indispensable
to their overlords. The Turk, after all, was not familiar with the
intricate web of seaborne traffic, with the many languages of the
Near East, with commercial accounting even when elemen-
tary—in short, was not able to get along without his despised
Christian slave (because that’s what the Armenian was, at least
a semi-slave).7

During the centuries of Mongol domination in Central Asia,
Armenians likewise served as trade envoys, interpreters, and sol-
diers. 8 In modern Sierra Leone, the Lebanese were often
middlemen between the Europeans and the native Africans, invest-
ing the time to become better acquainted with local African
languages and the African way of doing things, as well as with indi-
vidual Africans.9 The Chinese played a similar role during the
colonial era in French Indochina and, of what were then called the
Dutch East Indies, it was said: “All that the natives sold to Euro-
peans they sold through Chinese, and all that the natives bought
from Europeans they bought through Chinese.”10

Such intermediary roles are not without their hazards. High
prices, for example, may be caused by others but it is the middle-
man minorities who directly charge these prices who are likely to
be blamed. The manufacturer may be raising his prices, or the gov-
ernment may be raising taxes, or the costs of doing business in a
given neighborhood may be higher because theft, vandalism, and
violence raise the cost of insurance, or for other reasons. But, in
any case, those who charge the customers these higher prices are
more likely to be blamed than those who caused the prices to be
higher. Where those who cause the higher prices are of the same
ethnic background as the customers, and the middleman is ethni-
cally different, then it is a virtual certainty that the middleman
will be blamed by the customers and by their political and other
leaders.

In the case of aristocratic or colonial overlords, where a mid-
dleman minority collects the rents or taxes that these overlords
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impose, or otherwise serves as an economic or social intermedi-
ary, the resentments of the masses may again be directed at the
middleman who is seen face to face, more so than at distant over-
lords. What was said of the Chinese in the days of the Dutch East
Indies could be said of other middlemen in other places and times:
“the natives detested the Chinese, for they saw in them the active
agents of a system of oppression by which they were frequently
reduced to beggary.”11 Because the middleman is essential to the
overlords, these rulers may protect him when necessary from
overt violence. On the other hand, during periods when resent-
ments reach the point where the governing powers themselves
are at some risk, nothing is easier than to throw the middleman
minority to the wolves and not only withdraw protection but even
incite the mobs in order to direct their anger away from the over-
lords.

Although there have been many middleman minorities over
the centuries and around the world, the tragic history of the Jews,
as a people without a country for two thousand years, climaxed by
the Holocaust in which one-third of all the Jews in the world were
murdered, is unique. Yet the history of many other groups in other
times and places has borne a remarkable similarity to that of the
Jews in a number of ways, though of course no two groups are the
same in all ways. These similarities include their economic pat-
terns, their social patterns, and the pattern of responses they have
evoked from others.

Some observers have seen the resentments toward middle-
man minorities as being due to their prosperity, but truly wealthy
people have seldom provoked the kind of rage and bitterness
directed at middleman minorities, even in times and places where
most middlemen were far from rich. It is not just what these
minorities have achieved, but how they have achieved it, that
evokes suspicions and resentments.

Throughout most of the history of the human race, most peo-
ple have made a living in agriculture—typically through arduous
labor. The beginning of the industrial revolution meant, for most
people, the transfer of the scene of that arduous labor from farm to
factory. To such people, those who earned their livings without
visible toil, with clean hands, and by simply selling things that oth-
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ers had produced at higher prices than the producers had
charged, were ready targets of resentments, especially when these
non-producers enjoyed a higher standard of living than those who
worked in factories or on farms. It did not have to be a dramati-
cally higher standard of living. Those nearby on the
socioeconomic scale are often more hotly resented than distant
rich people.

Just as there are those who believe that only workers who
handle tangible physical objects in the production process are
“really” producing output, so they believe that middlemen 
who physically produce nothing are merely parasites who insert
themselves gratuitously between the “real” producers and the con-
sumers. If this crude misconception seems like too little to
account for so many centuries of hostility and violence against so
many groups that are typically non-violent themselves, it is never-
theless at the core of animosities that have endured even after
most members of middleman minorities have moved on to profes-
sional careers in medicine, law, and other fields.

The Economic Fallacy

Even in the absence of differences in toil or reward, the seeming
conjuring of wealth out of thin air, apparently by “overcharging”
others or making them pay back more money than was lent, has
been seen as parasitic activity, rather than as a contribution to the
well-being of the community. Suspicions are readily aroused
against an occupation where an income is generated, in Friedrich
Hayek’s words, “‘out of nothing,’ without physical creation and by
merely rearranging what already exists,” an operation that to the
uninitiated seems to “stink of sorcery.”12 Demagogues can easily
supply theories that play upon this pre-existing suspicion and mis-
apprehension. However, even in the absence of demagogues or of
ethnic differences, the economic role alone can generate negative
reactions.

An often-cited economist’s account of rudimentary eco-
nomic activities within a prisoner-of-war camp in Germany during
World War II showed the economic and social role of middlemen
among the men in the camp. Prisoners of war were fed by their
captors, while monthly shipments of Red Cross packages supple-
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mented their food and provided a few amenities like chocolates
and cigarettes. All prisoners received the same material goods but
of course they valued different items differently. Non-smokers
traded cigarettes for chocolates. Sikhs among the prisoners traded
away canned beef for jam or margarine.

On days when the Red Cross packages arrived, direct one-on-
one trades created chaos in a camp with more than a thousand
prisoners. Camp authorities sought to bring some order into the
situation by setting up bulletin boards on which prisoners could
make their offers of trades. But what proved to be even more
efficient arose spontaneously among the prisoners themselves:
Particular prisoners would circulate around the camp, trading
back and forth—playing the role of middleman among their
numerous fellow prisoners, who traded with one another without
coming into direct contact. The other prisoners saved themselves
the bother and the middlemen ended up with more material
goods, in effect charging for their services.

The middlemen who emerged in this informal economy were
not necessarily ethnically different. Those individuals who played
the middleman role in the camp ranged from a Catholic chaplain
to a Sikh. Moreover, the needs they met, though seemingly trivial
from the perspective of a larger and more affluent society, were
matters of “urgency,” according to a British economist who was
one of these prisoners.13 Things like cigarettes, jam, razor blades
and writing paper meant a lot in the grim conditions of a prisoner-
of-war camp.

The other function of middlemen—lending and charging
interest—also arose in the camp. As prisoners’ supplies of ciga-
rettes or sugar ran low near the end of the month, those who had
saved these items would provide them to those had run out—in
exchange for a pledge to pay back more than was lent when the
next Red Cross packages arrived. The economist among them was
fascinated to see many of the economic phenomena associated
with a complex market economy appearing spontaneously in
these primitive conditions. But he also noted social and political
phenomena generated by the work of middlemen:

Taken as a whole, opinion was hostile to the middleman. His
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function, and his hard work in bringing buyer and seller
together, were ignored; profits were not regarded as a reward
for labor, but as the result of sharp practices. Despite the fact
that his very existence was proof to the contrary, the middleman
was held to be redundant…14

Here, in microcosm, was the fundamental problem of the
middleman down through the centuries and around the world. In
the prisoner-of-war camp, at least these misconceptions were not
compounded by the additional factor of ethnically different mid-
dlemen and there was no market for political demagoguery.

Social Prerequisites

In the larger world, the economic role of a middleman minority, as
distinguished from that of isolated individuals, implies various
social patterns. For a particular minority group to become domi-
nant in retailing or money-lending, whether at a high or a low
economic level, means that their behavior pattern must be funda-
mentally different from that of the surrounding population.
Otherwise, the majority population would supply the majority of
the middlemen in their own society. This crucial difference cannot
be simply that the middleman minority has more money. Again
and again, in different ages and in various countries, the middle-
man minority has arrived on the scene as destitute immigrants,
owning virtually nothing and barely able to speak a few words of
the language of the country.

This was the situation of the vast numbers of Eastern Euro-
pean Jews who arrived in the United States in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.15 The greatest concentration of Jews
in the world was on New York’s lower east side, where a 1908
study showed that about half the families slept three or four peo-
ple to a room, nearly one-fourth slept five or more to a room, and
fewer than one-fourth slept two to a room.16 During the same era,
Chinese immigrants typically arrived in Southeast Asian countries
in similar rock-bottom poverty. For example: “Immigrant Chinese
arriving in Indonesia usually brought nothing but a bundle of
clothes, a mat, and a pillow.”17 It was much the same story with
Lebanese immigrants to colonial Sierra Leone and, in a later era,
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Korean immigrants and Vietnamese refugees to the United States.
Whatever economic progress such people could make would
come slowly and as a result of a long uphill struggle.

How could middleman minorities rise from such beginnings?
More to the point, how could they eventually rise above the
native-born population around them? Clearly, their values, their dis-
cipline, and their culture had to be different. Moreover, if they
wanted their children to succeed, they had to make sure to keep
these crucial intangible assets different. Accordingly, middleman
minorities around the world have distanced themselves and their
children from social involvement with the very different people
around them—whose differences were the basis of their liveli-
hood—and have therefore often been accused of being “clannish.”
This term has been applied not only to the Jews in Europe and
America but also, on the other side of the world, to the Parsees of
India18—and to other middleman minorities in between.

Even when middlemen have lived in the slums, their children
have worked harder and succeeded more often in the same
schools where other children were failing. That was not only the
history of Jewish children in the United States but also of Chinese
children in Southeast Asia, children of the Tamil middleman minor-
ity in Sri Lanka, of Korean immigrant children in the United States,
and other offspring of middleman minorities elsewhere.

Middleman minorities, struggling up from the bottom, could
not afford to have their children absorb the values of the society
around them. Clannishness was all but inevitable.

This social differentness, compounded by social withdrawal
from the larger society, creates additional sources of resentment
and hostility faced by a middleman minority, besides the resent-
ments growing out of the middleman economic role, as such. Yet,
if the middleman minorities were not different, they would be of
little use to others. People who do not save, for example, are able
to get loans or to buy on credit from middleman minorities pre-
cisely because the latter do save. If middleman minorities were as
improvident as their customers or clients, they would have noth-
ing to offer them and their businesses would be very short-lived.

The ability to save has played a key role in the rise of mid-
dleman minorities. An observer in India noted: “Gujaratis were
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rigorous savers, and their families worked endless hours and lived
abstemiously to ensure their success.”19 The same thing could be
said of the Jews, the Koreans, the Lebanese and many other mid-
dleman minorities. Although middleman minorities often began at
the bottom, it was typically at the bottom in entrepreneurial activ-
ities, often as peddlers with packs on their backs, the more
fortunate ones with pushcarts, and—usually somewhat later—
small shops. Even such large enterprises as Macy’s,
Bloomingdale’s, and Levi Strauss among the Jews, and Haggar and
Farah among the Lebanese, began at the level of the lowly peddler.

According to a history of the Jews in the United States, “stag-
gering numbers of Jews in the decades before and after the Civil
War first experienced America through peddling,” which became
“the nearly universal American Jewish male experience.”20 While
Jewish peddlers worked as isolated individuals, their supplies
came from a wider network:

Each peddler functioned in a long Jewish economic chain link-
ing shopkeepers to Jewish wholesalers in the larger cities on
whom they depended for credit. The Jewish peddler on the
road served as the agent of the Jewish town shopkeeper and the
big city jobber. This trading network depended on intracom-
munal trust. Wholesaler and peddler understood each other,
spoke the same language, and knew the same people.21

Jewish wholesalers in port cities from New York to San Fran-
cisco supplied Jewish peddlers with merchandise which they
carried on their backs into the hinterlands—to farmers, miners,
railroad crews and others working far from the big cities and often
in places where there were few or no stores.22 Peddlers of course
also worked in cities and in every region of the country—from the
Southern plantations to the California mining camps where Levi
Strauss first began to sell the rugged trousers that were to make
his name famous. While Jewish peddlers often worked in isolation
among a non-Jewish population, they were nevertheless tied to a
wider Jewish community, not only by commercial ties to Jewish
wholesalers and manufacturers, but also to family members in
Europe and America. They often saved money to pay for transat-
lantic passage for relatives in Europe to come and join them.
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These savings at some point also allowed the peddler to set
up a little shop in town, settle down, get married, and raise a fam-
ily. The wives and children then worked in the same little
business. Often the Jewish shopkeeper or other small business-
man and his family lived above or behind the store.23 Milton
Friedman’s family lived this way when he was growing up, a pat-
tern that he described as common among the immigrants to
America in that era.24 Yet this pattern was by no means confined
to Jews or to America. Similar economic and social patterns could
be found among the Lebanese in Sierra Leone25 and among other
middleman minorities in other parts of the world. The overseas
Chinese storekeeper in the Philippines was likewise “willing to
live in a small corner of his store.”26

As among the Jews, Lebanese children were initiated into
their family businesses in the United States, as were the children of
other middleman minorities in other countries:

Whereas a minority of sons and daughters peddled at an early
age, many, perhaps the majority of store owners’ children were
prepared for life behind a counter. School-age children, when
not in school, were at their parents’ elbows, waiting on cus-
tomers, making change, stocking shelves, and imbibing the
shrewdness of operating an independent business on meagre
resources. They were inculcated with the parents’ work and
thrift ethics and the lesson that family unity and self-denial was
essential to the family’s goals.27

Lebanese children were likewise initiated into their families’
stores, and into its economic culture, in Sierra Leone.28

A similar pattern could be found among Korean shopkeepers
in late twentieth-century New York, where family members con-
tributed many hours of unpaid labor toward the family business.
For example:

Mr. Kim…and his son daily purchase vegetables: at four o’clock
every morning when the dawn is coming, they get up and drive
to Hunts Point in the Bronx, where a city-run wholesale market
is located.…

In the market they run and run in order to buy at low prices
as many as one hundred and seventy different kinds of vegeta-
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bles and fruits. All the transactions are made in cash. At 7
o’clock they return to the store and mobilize the rest of the fam-
ily members in order to wash and trim vegetables.29

While Korean greengrocers in New York worked long hours
by doing wholesale shopping early in the morning at Hunts Point,
other greengrocers waited for a delivery service to bring fruits and
vegetables to them. The Koreans not only saved the cost of the
delivery service, they were able to pick the best quality fruits and
vegetables available and, by having the family wash, clip, and sort
them, reduce the rate of spoilage. But it took a toll: “They use
expressions such as ‘bloody urine,’ ‘drastic loss of weight,’ and
‘benumbed fingers like a leper’s’ when they describe the daily
struggle of operating their businesses.”30 In Atlanta, Korean store-
owners worked an average of 63 hours per week, with one-fifth
working 80 hours or more.”31

Early Lebanese businesses in the United States were noted for
“opening 16 to 18 hours daily,” utilizing “the assistance of the
whole family.”32 During the earlier rise of Chinese shopkeepers in
Southeast Asia, sixteen-to-eighteen-hour days were also common,33

and market gardeners from India who settled in nineteenth-cen-
tury South Africa, peddling produce, could be seen weeding their
gardens by moonlight after hawking fruits and vegetables in the
cities during the day.34

Because being a peddler or even a small storeowner does not
require any large amount of capital, these are occupations open
to innumerable people, so that widespread competition has been
common—and that in turn means that profits cannot come easily
or without long hours of work and much attention to the business,
as well as living within limited means. Nevertheless, such
sacrifices tend eventually to pay off. In eighteenth-century Russia’s
province of Astrakhan, people from India arrived “with very small
means, which they then increase in Astrakhan by trade, and living
there continuously for ten, twenty or thirty years, become
extremely wealthy, so that some among them have now one or
more hundred thousand roubles in their possession.”35

While some observers might regard such determination and
resourcefulness as admirable or inspiring, to others the rise of mid-
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dleman minorities from poverty to prosperity has been like a slap
across the face. If accepted as an achievement, it raises painful
questions about others who have achieved nothing comparable,
despite in some cases being initially more fortunate. Someone
who was born rich represents no such assault on the ego and cre-
ates no such resentment or hostility. Anyone who can offer an
alternative explanation of these middlemen’s successes—such as
calling them “parasites” or “bloodsuckers” who have prospered
at the expense of others—has been popular in many countries and
some have built entire careers and whole movements on such
popularity. When people are presented with the alternatives of
hating themselves for their failure or hating others for their suc-
cess, they seldom choose to hate themselves. More commonly
they will listen to even inconsistent or irrational arguments against
middlemen, as for example against the Chinese in the Philippines:

Pressed as to his case against the Chinese, the Filipino politi-
cian would say that the Chinese were too numerous, that they
had more than half of the retail business in their hands, that they
charged too high prices, cheated in weights and measures, and
made high profits. Should it be objected that if this were so all
the Filipino has to do was to open up a tienda of his own and
put the Chinese out of business in the village, the politician
would probably shift his ground. He would now say that the
Chinese standard of living is deplorably low; the owner of a Chi-
nese tienda is willing to live in a small corner of his store, that
he eats almost nothing and works day and night; so does his fam-
ily and his assistant if he has one. The Chinese in Manila, he says,
persistently disregard the eight-hour law. In fine, the charge now
is that the Chinese runs his business with too little, not with
too great, overhead expenses and profits. If this is true, then the
Chinese gives excellent service to the community as distribu-
tors. The Filipino can buy cheaply because the Chinese live so
meagerly.36

A common charge against middleman minorities in countries
around the world is that they operate illegally and often corrupt
the authorities with bribes. What is often overlooked by those
who make such charges is that discriminatory restrictions and pro-
hibitions against middleman minorities make it virtually
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impossible for them to operate legally and still make a living.
Sometimes they have been deprived of citizenship in the land of
their birth, even when their families have lived there for genera-
tions, or the citizenship available to them does not include the
same rights as those of indigenous citizens. Such discriminatory
restrictions and prohibitions have applied to the Lebanese in West
Africa, the Indians and Pakistanis in East Africa, the Chinese in
Southeast Asia, and to Jews across much of Europe for centuries.
That people who have had to struggle for survival against such dis-
crimination have bent or broken laws is hardly surprising and the
high levels of honesty and integrity that many middleman minori-
ties have observed within their own circles suggest that they are
not dishonest by nature. Similarly, the high levels of mutual help
with family and within other close circles among middleman
minorities often contrast with a cold-blooded attitude toward out-
siders in societies that have been discriminatory and oppressive
toward them.

The idea that middleman minorities are deceptive, unscrupu-
lous and unreliable people is far more widespread in political and
intellectual circles than among those in the business of extending
credit to them. Professor P. T. Bauer of the London School of Eco-
nomics found this to be true of Lebanese businessmen during his
study of West African trade:

The unfavourable attitude of many officials toward the Levan-
tine communities contrasts notably with the financial support
which European banks, manufacturers, export houses and 
merchants have given to many members of the Levantine com-
munities in West Africa. Many of the Levantine enterprises enjoy
the respect, confidence and financial backing of British banks
and firms. In some instances the supporters are highly regarded
old-established firms whose names are household words the
world over. It would seem that personal and commercial con-
tacts between members of the Levantine community and their
supporters have not confirmed the suspicions and fears enter-
tained in official circles.37

Economic Success

Armenians are among the middleman minorities who have worked
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their way up in various countries around the world. Armenians
were very poor peasants for centuries in the Ottoman Empire.
Over time, however, they evolved from rural entrepreneurs to
urban entrepreneurs and financiers in Istanbul:

Previously they had directed the transit trade with Persia from
Erzurum and eastern Armenia, but gradually they established
themselves along the route from Persia to Istanbul. They were
found in Sivas and Tokat, centers of agricultural production, in
Ankara, center for sheep’s wool and goat’s wool (tiftik), in
Bursa, center for silk and tobacco, and in Uskudar, the Istanbul
bridgehead in Asia and the destination of trade from Anatolia and
Persia. Together with European merchants, they played an
increasing role in this trade. Certain Armenians reached
significant positions in commerce and finance, for their names
appear in lists of money changers and bankers. In the eighteenth
century they were the most important minority merchants in
the capital.38

Both as peasants and as businessmen, Armenians were noted
for “sobriety and thrift.”39 In the process of becoming the most
important middleman minority in Istanbul, the Armenians dis-
placed the Jews in that role.40 Armenians were also prominent as
traders in Iran:

In Iran in the seventeenth century Armenians “dominated the
Persian external trade and much of the internal commerce,”
their activity stretching from Europe to India.41

It has not been at all uncommon for groups whose back-
ground was in farming to go on to become middleman minorities,
as the Armenians did. West African farmers, for example, have long
engaged in trade as part of the marketing of their agricultural pro-
duce.42 Indigenous middleman minorities, such as the Ibo in
Nigeria, were thus not fundamentally different initially in skills or
wealth from the farmers with whom they interacted, despite
attempts to contrast the productive farmer and the unproductive
middleman who “exploits” him. P. T. Bauer’s landmark study of
West African trade found this pattern:

The rapacious and unproductive middleman in primary produc-
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ing countries is often unfavourably contrasted with the allegedly
more deserving farmer. This contrast is misleading. It neglects
the fact that as long as entry is free the middleman is unlikely
to secure an excessive income since this would quickly attract
competitors. Perhaps more important, the dichotomy is a false
one. More often the real distinction is not between the pro-
ducer and the middleman, but between unenterprising,
indolent, unambitious and perhaps thriftless individuals, and
others more venturesome, energetic, resourceful and frugal. The
small-scale produce buyer or village trader is quite often the
farmer who thinks the effort worth while to collect and market
his neighbours’ produce or to cater for their simple require-
ments. These intermediaries are generally members or former
members of the agricultural community (or are at least closely
connected with it), who have improved their position through
their effort, enterprise and thrift.43

While such individuals might be of any ethnic background, in
Nigeria they were often from the Ibo tribe, in whose culture
“thrift, resourcefulness and foresight were the principal themes.”44

Some Ibos “began trading with a few shillings or even a few pence
derived from the sale of agricultural or jungle produce.” From
there they proceeded to rise, step by step, as they “slightly
enlarged their still very small scale of operations” until eventually
they were able to become established in retailing. “In practically
all cases they were members of farming families.”45

In West Africa as elsewhere, the rise of middlemen from
poverty to affluence has been widely seen as having taken place at
the expense of others. This applies to both indigenous and immi-
grant middlemen, such as the Lebanese:

The opinion derives superficial plausibility from the fact that
many traders began operations in West Africa with little or no
capital, so that the increase in their capital and their prosperity
have been obvious. However, this belief is fallacious because it
ignores the productivity of trade. The wealth of the traders has
not been taken or extorted from the Africans but has been cre-
ated by their trading activities. It was not previously in
existence….46

As in the prisoner-of-war camp during World War II and in
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countries around the world, middleman activities have usually not
been seen as producing wealth, but only as appropriating pre-
existing wealth, since the middleman does not visibly create a
material thing. Neither does anyone else create or destroy matter,
except for a few nuclear physicists. Turning iron ore into steel
products is not creating a material thing but only changing its
form to something that people want more. That is precisely what
middlemen do when they make goods or money available earlier
than otherwise through retailing, credit, or loans. They change
the time when things become available. Consumers could, in the-
ory, drive to factories to buy goods directly but retailers make this
time-consuming activity unnecessary, for a price—a price whose
legitimacy has often been questioned because the middleman did
not change the physical nature of what was sold.

Resentments against both indigenous and expatriate middle-
men in West Africa—with violence having erupted from time to
time against both—underline the fact that it is the activity itself
that is resented. The same has been true in other parts of the
world and other periods of history. Moreover, moving into mid-
dleman occupations from other kinds of work has not been solely
a characteristic of farmers. Korean shopkeepers in American black
ghettos did not come from a farm or business background in
Korea, but from an urban background. They had no special train-
ing in retailing, and the great majority had not even been
salespeople before opening their own businesses.47 Most relied on
their own savings, rather than bank loans or government loans, and
these savings came chiefly from working at low-paid jobs, includ-
ing two jobs at a time for about one-fourth of the Korean
businessmen in Atlanta. They worked an average of nearly four
years before saving enough money to set up their own business.48

In short, they worked their way up from the bottom, much like
the Ibos in Nigeria and like other middleman minorities around
the world.

When the very same ethnic group plays the middleman role
in some countries but not in others, the hostility to them has been
greatest where they have been middlemen. Japanese immigrants,
for example, were long subjected to far greater hostility in Peru,
where they worked in middleman occupations, than in Brazil,
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where they became agricultural producers—the latter partly as
an organized and conscious effort to avoid the social and political
problems associated with operating as middleman minorities.

The economic activity, rather than the ethnic group as such,
was likewise crucial in determining public reaction in seven-
teenth-century Poland, where tens of thousands of Scots lived,
most working as peddlers. Like most minorities who have taken
on the role of peddlers and shopkeepers, the Scots faced local
resentment and discriminatory laws designed to restrict their eco-
nomic activities, not only in Poland but in Prussia as well.49

Political attacks on Scots in Poland linked them with the classic
middleman minority, the Jews.50 Yet Scots seldom encountered
such hostility in the many countries around the world where they
worked as teachers, physicians, shipbuilders, and in many other
occupations. Indeed, Scottish noblemen who immigrated to
Poland were accepted into the Polish nobility, even while their
fellow Scots who worked as middlemen faced much hostility.

Just as the same ethnic group can encounter very different
amounts of social receptivity or resentments, depending on
whether or not they play the role of middleman minorities, so dif-
ferent ethnic groups can encounter very similar hostility when
they play the same role as middlemen. The hostility to Jews found
in black ghettos, before Jews began pulling out in the wake of the
ghetto riots of the 1960s, has been directed in later years at Korean
and Vietnamese middleman minorities who succeeded the Jews
in those roles. In even earlier times, before World War II, blacks in
Harlem were resentful of fellow blacks from the Caribbean, who
often played the role of middleman.51

Whatever the reasons for such widespread hostility to mid-
dleman minorities, it cannot be race, culture, religion, or
nationality, since middleman minorities have differed from one
another in all these respects. What they have had in common is
performing a much misunderstood and much resented economic
role—regardless of who performs that role. Even when the mid-
dleman role is played by people no different racially or ethnically
from those around them, the resentment is still there. Thus, in cen-
turies past, a Serb who charged interest on loans to fellow Serb
peasants was called a “Greek,” a term of condemnation, based on
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Serbian hostility to Greek money-lenders.52

Charging interest on loans was for centuries widely condemned
as immoral, a condemnation often made with the sanction of reli-
gion. Jews played the role of money-lenders largely by default in
medieval Christian Europe and in much of the Islamic world. Halfway
around the world, Chettiars from India faced hostility, mob violence,
and eventually expulsion as money-lenders in Burma, even though
they generally charged lower interest rates than those indigenous
Burmese who were money-lenders.53

The real measure of an economic function, however, is not its
plausibility to observers but, rather,what happens to a society in its
absence. Some countries have had disastrous famines, not from a
lack of food,but from a lack of distribution of food. People have lit-
erally died of starvation in the interior while food supplies 
rotted on the docks in port cities. In other economies, both pro-
duction and consumption suffer from a lack of credit. More to the
point, mass expulsions of supposedly “parasitic” middleman
minorities have created shortages, higher prices, and rising inter-
est rates, in a number of countries and a number of periods of
history.

Being a middleman involves more than retailing. There are
also middlemen who buy up agricultural produce that is an ingre-
dient in industrial production—cotton, for example—rather than
simply something to be resold directly to consumers. Often, espe-
cially in Third World countries, this means buying small amounts
from many farmers and combining all these small amounts in
order to be able to sell in larger quantities to one or a few com-
mercial or industrial firms. The money-lending function of
middlemen can often be combined with both retailing, by selling
to consumers on credit, or combined with buying raw produce, by
advancing money to farmers to be repaid at harvest time. The Chi-
nese in Southeast Asia, the Lebanese in West Africa and the Indians
in East Africa have been involved in all these various middleman
activities. Some middleman minorities, such as the Chettiars, spe-
cialize in money-lending as such, but many middleman minorities
become involve in extending credit or loans as a part of their buy-
ing and selling of consumer goods or agricultural produce.

Middleman minorities have often been accused of “taking
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over” large portions of a country’s economy, even in situations
where it was they who largely—or solely—created particular busi-
nesses and industries. Many sectors of the local economy simply
did not exist before the Chinese arrived in various countries in
Southeast Asia, or the Lebanese in West Africa, or the Gujaratis 
from India in South Africa. But, whatever the historical origins of
particular occupations or industries, middleman minorities have
often been represented in them out of all proportion to their num-
bers in the general population—whether while they were still
middleman minorities or in later generations when they moved
into other professions, businesses and industries.

On the eve of the First World War, for example, Jews were 60
percent of all the merchants in Hungary, despite being only 6 per-
cent of the population. By 1920, they were also half of all lawyers
and three-fifths of all doctors. On the eve of Hitler’s coming to
power in Germany, Jews owned 60 percent of wholesale and retail
clothing businesses in the country. In the late nineteenth century,
Jews owned 80 percent of all retail clothing stores in New York
City and 90 percent of the wholesale clothing trade.

The economic dominance of the overseas Chinese in vari-
ous Southeast Asian countries has been even greater. Although 
less than 5 percent of the Indonesian population, the Chinese 
have controlled an estimated 70 percent of the country’s private
domestic capital and have run three-quarters of its 200 largest
businesses. In Thailand, ethnic Chinese are about 10 percent of the
population and have controlled all four of the country’s largest pri-
vate banks. Of the five billionaires in Indonesia and Thailand in the
late twentieth century, all were ethnically Chinese. Although the
overseas Chinese have long been known as “the Jews of South-
east Asia,” perhaps Jews might more aptly be called the overseas
Chinese of Europe.

Where middleman minorities have gone into manufacturing,
clothing has been a favorite specialty. Like peddling, the manufac-
ture of garments requires little initial capital and the main
requirement for making a living at it is simply to work long hours.
Much of this work can be done at home, so it is not necessary to
invest in a shop or a factory,and sewing machines are relatively inex-
pensive,especially when bought on the second-hand market. When
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poverty-stricken Jewish immigrants were living packed into the ten-
ements on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, the whirring of sewing
machines could be heard behind the doors of their little apartments,
as the whole family, including children, were making garments in
their home “sweatshops.”54 As of 1908, 38 percent of the garment
workers in New York City were teenage Jews.55 Jews have been
prominent, if not predominant, in clothing and textiles in medieval
Spain, the Ottoman Empire, Argentina, and the United States.

It has been much the same story with Armenians. In the
Russian province of Astrakhan in the eighteenth century, 209 of
the 250 cotton cloth factories were owned by Armenians, who
also owned 32 out of 38 silk-weaving enterprises.56 Armenians
were also prominent as dealers in silk in the Ottoman Empire.57 A
modern clothier has said, “Everyone you meet in Southeast Asia
in apparel is Chinese.”58 Clothing and textiles were also occupa-
tions which attracted Lebanese immigrants in nineteenth-century
São Paulo, Brazil:

As Syrian and Lebanese pedlars accumulated capital, often by
severely depressing their living standards, they opened textile
and haberdashery stores along the major routes of communica-
tion and in the neighbourhood shopping areas.59

By the time of the First World War, “Syrian and Lebanese immi-
grants and their descendants dominated small-scale textile sales in
both São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro,” and “most members of the Syr-
ian-Lebanese community were no longer pedlars.”60 In Colombia, as
well, Lebanese immigrants were best known “for their retail trade in
cloth.”61 Like the Jews, the individual Lebanese peddler or shop-
keeper was part of a larger network of other members of their own
ethnic group. The Lebanese formed “a world-wide network of tex-
tile traders,” centered in Manchester, England.62 As already noted,
Lebanese-owned clothing manufacturing firms in the United States
include companies that make Haggar and Farah trousers.

The manufacture of clothing is one of those industries that
seems especially suited to those who begin with very little money,
even if it is one in which a successful individual can later expand
to become a large entrepreneur—in contrast to an industry like
steel-making, where the initial capital has to be substantial, just to
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begin. Clothing and textiles are just two of many occupations, pro-
fessions, and industries that middleman minorities have gone into,
after they have achieved success in traditional retailing and
money-lending enterprises. Often it is the later generations who
go on to build upon the rise of their parents and grandparents
from peddlers or small shopkeepers. While the earlier generations
moved upward from peddlers to sedentary retail or wholesale
merchants—as the Lebanese did in Sierra Leone, Brazil, Argentina,
Colombia, Australia, the United States, and the Caribbean63—later
generations have tended to move not only into manufacturing,
transport, publishing, and other industries, but also into profes-
sions requiring advanced education, which those who went before
them seldom had.

What was said of the Lebanese in Australia could be said of
middleman minorities in other countries around the world: “Sec-
ond- and third-generation Lebanese have been occupationally
mobile and economically prosperous in comparison with their
peddling and shop-owning predecessors.”64

SOCIAL PATTERNS

Among the social patterns found among middleman minorities
around the world have been close family ties and strong ties
within the group, though these ties have seldom extended to the
entire group, despite popular beliefs that Jews or other middleman
minorities “all stick together.” Another common pattern among
middleman minorities has been an emphasis on education, even
when living in the midst of others who were uneducated.

Family Ties

We have already noticed some of the social patterns of middleman
minorities—the children working in the family business, for exam-
ple. These businesses tended to remain family businesses, even
when the peddler became a store owner and the store owner
expanded into ownership of a chain of stores or the proprietor of
a factory. This has been true of Jewish businesses, overseas Chi-
nese businesses, Lebanese businesses, and businesses run by
Gujaratis and Chettiars from India. Even when these enterprises
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became businesses of international scope, family ties spread across
national boundaries. Among the reasons for the success of Jews
and Lebanese, in particular, in the import-export business have
been their family ties on both ends of many shipments and many
international financial transactions. It was much the same story
with the Armenians in earlier centuries.65 Similarly today with the
overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia, whose family financial links
often reach from country to country in that region, with capital
being shifted from place to place according to both economic and
political developments in particular countries.

Intense family loyalties have led middleman minorities to take
young relatives into their businesses, even when these might have
to be brought from overseas in India or Lebanon or elsewhere.
Among the Lebanese living in other countries, for example, “a suc-
cessful emigrant would send back for others from his family and
village,” leading to “clusters of emigrants from the same district in
some town or region of the country of settlement.”66 In Argentina
or Sierra Leone, for example, established Lebanese would lend
money to new arrivals or create business partnerships with them.67

This has been just one aspect of strongly felt mutual obligations
within families. Some middleman minorities have been noted for
their remittances to family members in the countries from which
they came or in other countries in which they have settled. Local
populations have long resented this as exporting their countries’
wealth—a charge often made against the Chinese in Southeast Asia
and the Lebanese in many countries. Even in the early years of Jew-
ish poverty in the United States, those in America managed to send
money back to family members in Eastern Europe,not only for sub-
sistence but also to pay for their passage to the United States. These
international transfers of wealth, though large in the aggregate,
were no net reduction of the wealth of the country from which
they were sent because the middleman minorities had already
added to the pre-existing wealth of the countries in which they set-
tled and were sending abroad only a fraction of that net addition.

The central role of families—their cohesiveness, cooperation,
and loyalties—has long been a common denominator among mid-
dleman minorities around the world. Their successes have not
been simply the individual successes of “cream rising to the top”
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in isolation, though such groups have in fact turned out many
remarkable individuals in many fields. Other groups, without the
same strong and stable family backgrounds found among middle-
man minorities, have succeeded disproportionately in those few
areas where purely individual talents are the over-riding factors,
such as sports and entertainment. In the United States, the Irish
in the nineteenth century and blacks in the twentieth century
became spectacularly successful in boxing and baseball, as well as
among singers and other entertainers, despite their lagging behind
other groups in business, science, and other fields with more pre-
requisites of cultural or social capital.

Both the nineteenth-century Irish and the twentieth-century
blacks were noted for high rates of broken families, violence, alco-
holism and crime. It is hardly surprising that both groups
succeeded, not only as well as others, but far more so than most
others, in fields where only the individual’s abilities mattered.
Such fields attracted a disproportionate share of their most able
and ambitious young people, who often lacked the social prereq-
uisites for widespread success in other fields. While intergroup
comparisons have been discouraged by the taboo against “blaming
the victim,” blame is in fact irrelevant. Certainly no individual or
group has any control over the past from which their social and
cultural legacy has come. What intergroup comparisons can tell us
is which things have turned out to produce what results under
what circumstances. If nothing else, that can warn us against blind
alleys and counterproductive efforts—and against demagogues
who would lead the young, especially, into those blind alleys and
into self-destructive attitudes and behavior.

Patterns within Groups

Commercial, as well as family, ties have been strong within vari-
ous middleman minorities. German Jewish businesses were
among the main employers of Eastern European Jewish immi-
grants who arrived in the United States during the late nineteenth
century. Even earlier, Jewish peddlers were able to get goods to
sell on credit from more substantial Jewish businesses, not only in
the United States but also in Latin America. Young men from com-
mercial families in India and Lebanon were sent out to East and
West Africa, respectively, to establish small businesses, often back
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in the interior hinterlands where European businesses seldom ven-

tured. The international textile networks established by the

Lebanese in Manchester supplied goods sold by Lebanese mer-

chants and peddlers overseas. Cotton bought by Indian

middlemen from East African farmers was shipped back to Bom-

bay to be woven into cloth to be sold in international markets.

One of the many practical benefits of close ties within a mid-

dleman minority has been an ability to conduct business with one

another at lower costs because of less need to resort to precau-

tions before making transactions or to the formal legal system

afterward, both of which can be costly and time-consuming. Thus

Lebanese diamond dealers in Sierra Leone have handed over dia-

monds to one another without even getting receipts68—as Hasidic

Jews have done in New York’s diamond district.69 Such mutual

trust has also been common in commercial transactions in gen-

eral among the overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia.70 It was

likewise the basis of international trade among the Armenians in

earlier centuries:

These widely spread but highly interrelated individual enter-
prises operated under the ethos of trust. Trust, and the shared
moral and ethical norms underlying it, helped the Armenian
trading houses to avoid the relatively rigid and costly operation
of the hierarchic system of organization practiced by the Eng-
lish. Seen in this light, trust served as a human capital, but one
that could not be acquired through a rational investment deci-
sion. It accrued to the Armenian merchant community as a
result of their collective sociopolitical experiences over many
generations. Based on family kinship and trusted fellow coun-
trymen, the Armenian trading house did, indeed, rely on trust as
its principal means of organization and control.71

These middleman minorities have thus been able to take

advantage of business opportunities that others would either be

reluctant to risk or could do so only with precautions that cost

time and money. But such a mode of operation becomes practical

only on the basis of strong social ties and enduring economic rela-

tionships that make cheating too costly to attempt.

Despite the frugal living common to middleman minorities

around the world, they have also been notable for their donations
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to their own charitable institutions, such as hospitals and schools,
and often to charitable institutions serving the larger society
around them. At a minimum, they have avoided the social stigma
of having the poorer individuals and families in their respective
groups become public charges on the larger society.

The close ties within middleman minorities have led some to
imagine a wider web of loyalties than has actually existed. Such
phrases as “Jews all stick together” confuse intense loyalties
within particular subsets of Jews—or other middleman minori-
ties—with a solidarity encompassing the whole population of the
group. However, when Eastern European Jews began arriving in
the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, the predominantly German Jewish community viewed their
arrival with alarm. The Jewish press, which was largely controlled
by German Jews at that time, characterized the new immigrants
as “slovenly in dress, loud in manners, and vulgar in discourse,”
people speaking “a piggish jargon”72—that is, Yiddish.

The highly acculturated German Jews feared that the huge
influx of Eastern European Jews with foreign ways would cause
the larger society to raise barriers against all Jews—a fear that
turned out to be well founded. Programs set up by German Jews
to try to acculturate Eastern European Jews, in order to minimize
the larger society’s adverse reactions to Jews in general, included
pointed lessons on the use of soap and water.73

When Eastern European Jews moved into German Jewish
neighborhoods in Chicago, the German Jews moved out. Both in
Chicago and New York at that time, most Eastern European Jews
could not afford to live where German Jews lived, in the first
place. German Jews were willing to employ Eastern European
Jews but living near them was something else. Moreover, even
within the poorer Eastern European Jewish neighborhoods on the
lower east side of New York, Hungarian Jews had their own
enclaves, separate from the enclaves of Russian or Polish Jews.
There was a “low intermarriage rate” among these various sub-
groups of Eastern European Jews and a “mutual incomprehension
and intolerance that kept Jews apart.”74

Mutual aid societies among the Jews were likewise broken
down by nationality groups, among other breakdowns. Even in the
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small Jewish communities back in colonial America, Sephardic
Jews were known to disown children who married Ashkenazic
Jews. Similar sectarian, national, and ideological divisions split 
Jewish communities throughout the Western Hemisphere and in
Europe. In eighteenth-century France, Sephardic Jews expressed
the same views as some Gentiles that Ashekenazic Jews were not
yet ready for equal citizenship.75 In some places, neither marriage
nor burial crossed these lines of internal division.*

Similarly among the overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia and
the Western Hemisphere, where people from different parts of
China belonged to different formal and informal networks, and
lived separate social lives, often speaking mutually unintelligible
dialects and specializing in different sectors of the economy. As a
scholarly study noted:

Were the comprador of the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank in Sin-
gapore to be a Cantonese, it was less likely that a merchant who
was Teochew could gain access to the Hongkong bank. Chinese
banks themselves were dominated by these dialect and kin divi-
sions. For example, the Chinese Commercial Bank (established
1912), the Ho Hong Bank (1917), and the Overseas Chinese
Bank (1919) were all Hokkien banks. Lee Wah Bank (1920) was
a Cantonese bank. The Overseas Union was a Toechew bank.
Here not only the directors and officers but also the customers
and depositors were drawn from a similar dialect background.76

Among the Lebanese, there was certainly no solidarity
between Christian and Moslem Lebanese. Moreover, among the
Moslems, there were divisions between the Sunni and the Shi’ites,
and among the Christians there were divisions among the
Catholics, Maronites, and Orthodox. These of course all had sepa-
rate religious institutions, but they also had separate social and
business networks. Among the Lebanese who settled in Australia,
“their regional loyalties seldom extended beyond that of the vil-
lage” in Lebanon from which they had come.77 A history of bitter
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and lethal intergroup violence in Lebanon and Syria, taking thou-
sands of lives at a time, was part of the legacy that Lebanese took
to other countries in which they settled. Even in a small country
like Sierra Leone, the many internal disputes among various
Lebanese factions, which spilled over into the courts and involved
political authorities, proved too baffling for either Europeans or
Africans to understand—much less settle—during the colonial era.
Indeed, one of the main tasks of diplomatic representatives from
Lebanon in Sierra Leone after independence was to arbitrate these
internal disputes among various Lebanese factions there.78

Conflicts among various Lebanese Shi’ite groups spread as far as
Australia and conflict among Lebanese political groups led to the
assassination of a refugee from Lebanon living in Brazil.79

The various Indian middleman minorities, such as the
Gujaratis and the Chettiars, have had separate social and economic
institutions, both in India and in the many countries where they
have settled overseas. As a study of Indian emigration pointed out,
“most Indians emigrate primarily as members of their subgroup—
as Gujeratis, Jains, Sikhs or Muslims,” and most “still have arranged
marriages within their subgroup.”80 Another study, of Indians in
East Africa, notes that they have been “fragmented into so many
linguistic, religious, caste, and other sub-groups, as to constitute a
‘community’ almost exclusively in the minds of outsiders.”81 The
Armenian community in the Ottoman Empire was likewise “beset
by factionalism.”82

The difference is not between atomistic independence and
group-wide ties. Subgroup ties and loyalties within middleman
minorities have often been intense, but have seldom encompassed
all the people lumped together by others.

Education

As communities determined to maintain their own values and
work ethic without allowing their children to be influenced by the
very different values they often found in the societies around
them, middleman minorities have often had their own social insti-
tutions, including their own private schools, after they reached an
economic level where they could afford them. Even when their
children went to public schools, as among Jews in the United
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States, there were often supplementary schools, such as the
Hebrew schools. In other countries there were often full-time pri-
vate schools for the children of middleman minorities, teaching in
the Chinese language, the Gujarati language, or whatever the par-
ticular language of the particular middleman minority might be.

Education has for centuries been a high priority among Jews,
even in times and places where illiteracy was the norm among the
people around them. A Russian official reported on the Jews in
Russian-conquered Poland in 1818: “Almost every one of their fam-
ilies hires a tutor to teach its children” and “their entire
population studies.” He added:

Girls too can read, even the girls of the poorest families. Every
family, be it in the most modest circumstances, buys books
because there will be at least ten books in every household.
Most of those inhabiting the huts in [Gentile] villages have only
recently heard of an alphabet book.83

Nearly two centuries later, when television host Brian Lamb
asked author Abigail Thernstrom why Jews scored so well on the
Scholastic Aptitude Test, she replied: “They have been preparing
for it for a thousand years.”

This is not to say that education was necessarily the factor
that first lifted middleman minorities out of poverty. Among the
immigrant Jews in America, for example, most worked in manual
occupations during the last decades of the nineteenth century and
no Jewish child in New York City graduated from a public high
school then because the first graduating class from any public high
school in New York was the class of 1902. A survey of City College
students in 1951, when most of these students were Jewish,
showed that only 17 percent of their fathers who were born
before 1911 had completed the eighth grade.84 But Jews were
already beginning to rise economically. Their economic improve-
ment meant that their children’s labor was no longer necessary to
enable the family to survive, so that these children could now go
on to finish high school or college.

Higher education was the effect, rather than the cause, of
their initial rise—and it would also become the vehicle by which
later generations of Jews could move on into the professions. Even
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before that was possible, however, the intellectual interest was
manifest. A survey of public libraries in New York’s lower east side
tenement neighborhoods where Russian Jews lived in 1912
showed that over half the books borrowed were non-fiction and
that most of the fiction was by such authors as Tolstoy, Dumas,
and Dickens, while light-weight best-sellers gathered dust on the
shelves.85 New York’s free public libraries, free public lectures
and—above all—free city colleges were a godsend to the Jews.

When the College of the City of New York, once known as
the working man’s Harvard, was a distinguished institution that
admitted students strictly on their academic records, three-quar-
ters of its students were Jewish. Some other colleges, notably
Harvard, set upper limits on the number of Jewish students they
would admit because of a fear that otherwise Jews would over-run
the institution, because so many were so highly qualified. Similar
limits were placed on the admissions of Jews to various universi-
ties in Eastern Europe between the two World Wars and in the
Soviet Union after World War II for similar reasons.

Education was likewise not the basis for the initial rise of
Lebanese immigrants in many societies. Although they came from
a country with a tradition of education, 29 percent of the
Lebanese immigrants who arrived in Brazil between 1908 and
1936 were illiterate, as were a majority of those who arrived in the
first wave of Lebanese immigrants to nineteenth-century Australia,
while most of those who immigrated to Mexico in the nineteenth
century had not completed elementary school and those among
them who were illiterate often kept letters from home for months
until they could find someone to read them to them.86 In Sierra
Leone, the Europeanized Africans in Freetown initially “looked
down on the Lebanese because they were uneducated and poor.”
Later this contempt “turned into dislike and even hatred when the
Lebanese were successful in business.”87

As with the Jews, the Lebanese first rose in occupations not
requiring education but their tradition of respect for education
then manifested itself in their later successful rise into the profes-
sions. The same pattern could be seen on the other side of the
world, among the Chinese minority in Indonesia: “Everywhere
they went the Chinese carried with them their reverence for learn-
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ing,” even though the earliest Chinese immigrants to Indonesia
“were many of them illiterate.”88 In Burma, as late as 1931, there
were more illiterate Chinese males than literate ones.89 What the
overseas Chinese had was not necessarily more education than
others but more of an aspiration for education, which their eco-
nomic rise through other means would allow them to fulfill. What
was said of the Lebanese in the Dominican Republic—“Having
achieved success in the commercial and industrial sphere, many
Lebanese encouraged their sons to enter the professions”90—could
be said of Lebanese in other countries, and of Jews and overseas
Chinese as well. In nineteenth-century Germany and Austria, the
Jewish intelligentsia was overwhelmingly from families that had
succeeded in business.91

Jewish students, like students from other middleman minori-
ties, tended to specialize in the more difficult and rewarding fields,
such as science, medicine and law. In a later era, Chinese Ameri-
cans would specialize disproportionately in engineering and
science. Even during the era of anti-Chinese feeling in the United
States before World War II, Chinese schoolchildren were among
the favorites of teachers for their academic performance and their
good behavior. At the college level, Asian American students have
consistently scored higher than white American students on the
mathematics portion of the Scholastic Aptitude Test. However,
Asian Americans’ success in academia and in later careers is not
simply a reflection of higher test scores. A scholarly study found
that white students had to have IQs 15 points higher to match
either the educational or the economic performances of Asian
Americans.92

When university admissions were based on academic per-
formance in Malaysia, the Chinese minority there supplied an
absolute majority of the students in higher education. During the
decade of the 1960s, the Chinese students outnumbered students
from the Malay majority by a hundred to one in the absolute num-
ber of degrees received in engineering. In Sri Lanka, children from
the Tamil middleman minority outperformed members of the Sin-
halese majority on admissions tests and in at least one year made
an absolute majority of the A’s on these tests. Here too the mid-
dleman minority students were particularly concentrated in
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science, medicine, and the law.
During the days of the Ottoman Empire, students in Armen-

ian schools were found to perform not only better than students in
Turkish schools but even wrote better in the Ottoman Turkish lan-
guage than their Turkish counterparts.93 During the era of the
Soviet Union, Armenia did not require Russian experts to run its
economic and other institutions, as some other Soviet republics
did. As of 1960, 92 percent of the experts in Armenia were Arme-
nians—and Armenia also exported about half of its experts to
other Soviet republics.94

The Lebanese have long been among the more highly edu-
cated peoples of the Middle East, though in earlier times this did
not mean universal literacy, as witnessed by the many illiterate
Lebanese immigrants in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
tury. Moreover, it was Christians in Lebanon who were especially
likely to become educated. Partly this was because of Christian
missionaries who established schools there for Lebanese Chris-
tians. Many of these educated Lebanese immigrated to other
countries to live and work, and others went overseas to seek
higher education. Before 1970, 40 percent of all Lebanese entering
the United States did so as students.95 Lebanese students in Brazil
tended to specialize in courses that prepared them for careers in
business and industry—and, later, law.96 Yet even those students
who went into law tended at first to become attorneys for their
family businesses.

Political Activity

Various ethnic groups in countries around the world have differed
greatly in the degree to which they participated in political activ-
ity and in the kind of political activity that they engaged in when
they did. The Irish, for example, have heavily engaged in politics
and have been highly successful at it. Irish political machines long
dominated many American cities, even when Irish voters were a
minority within those cities, and people of Irish ancestry have
become presidents of the United States and prime ministers in
Britain, Canada, and Australia. Middleman minorities have typically
not been as involved in politics, nor as successful, and the kinds
of politics they have pursued are usually different from the prag-
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matic, bring-home-the-bacon kinds of politics characteristic of the
great Irish political machines.

For much of the history of Europe and the Islamic world,
there was no place in positions of political authority for Jews,
Armenians, or Lebanese, just as there was no place for the overseas
Chinese in Southeast Asia or for Indians in Fiji or East Africa or
South Africa. Their whole orientation was usually in other direc-
tions, so that even the emergence of democratic societies did not
attract as much participation among these groups as among some
other ethnic groups. Even the belated emergence of individual
politicians from middleman minority groups did not usually mean
the development of ethnic-group politics. Rather, these political
leaders usually rose to prominence as representatives of the larger
society.

New York’s Senator Jacob Javits and Governor Herbert
Lehman were general politicians who were Jewish but not ethnic-
group leaders. In Australia, where the Jews have never been as
much as 1 percent of the population, Jewish politicians have been
mayors of Melbourne, Adelaide and other communities, as well as
serving in legislative and judicial posts, obviously not as a result
of the Jewish vote, much less as standard-bearers of ethnic group
politics. The overseas Chinese minorities in Southeast Asia or in
the Western Hemisphere have typically avoided political careers,
even where they were allowed to participate. Although there has
been a Lebanese prime minister in Jamaica and a Peruvian presi-
dent of Japanese ancestry, these posts were not achieved as a
result of being ethnic politics leaders. Indeed, the virtual impossi-
bility of middleman minority political power in these countries
enabled these individuals to be viewed as national figures.

The exceptional cases where middleman minorities, as such,
have played major political roles have involved countries where
such minorities were a major portion of the total population—and
their economic rise has generally preceded their political promi-
nence, or even their political involvement on a large scale, rather
than being a cause of it. Both in Fiji and in Guiana, people from
India became at one time or another equal in number to the
indigenous Fijian population, or to the population of African ances-
try in the case of Guiana. In the latter country, Indian and black
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politicians formed a coalition to seek independence from
Britain—a coalition which later split into polarized parties, each
representing its own ethnic group, leading to internal disorder and
political repression. In Fiji, the election of an Indian prime minis-
ter sparked a military coup led by indigenous Fijians. In Sri Lanka
and Nigeria, both British former colonies like Fiji and Guiana, the
emergence of independence and democratic government led to
ethnic identity politics and to bloody civil wars.

The history of middleman minorities offers little support for
those who see political power and ethnic identity politics as
requirements for group economic advancement. Middleman
minorities have typically advanced much more rapidly than other
groups that have pursued political routes, even when those other
groups have been successful in such pursuits. Nothing is easier
than to name prominent political leaders of economically lagging
racial and ethnic groups, but such leaders have usually not been as
common among middleman minorities. Nor have the exceptional
instances where middleman minorities have become heavily
involved in politics led to better results for them.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

Similarities in economic and social patterns among middleman
minorities do not imply that any of these minorities copied oth-
ers—that Parsees ever thought of themselves as “the Jews of
India” or the Chinese as “the Jews of Southeast Asia.” These pat-
terns go back through centuries in which there was no such
worldwide communication as the modern world takes for granted.
Many of these groups had for centuries no way of knowing what
middleman minorities elsewhere did or how. Yet, if these similari-
ties do not imply emulation, what do they imply?

One of the implications of these similarities might be that the
occupation of middleman minority itself has inherent require-
ments that must be met by those who successfully fulfill this role.
The small capital needed for beginning in retailing at the bottom,
perhaps as a peddler or as the owner of a tiny shop, means that
many people can engage in this occupation, guaranteeing much
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competition and correspondingly low profit rates at the beginning
of one’s entrepreneurial career. Only those willing to endure such
deprivations, and to put in long hours of work for the sake of the
future, are likely to last long enough to begin to move up the eco-
nomic ladder to the remarkable successes which middleman
minorities have eventually achieved in many societies. Moreover,
this may not be a process which can be completed, once and for
all, for any given middleman minority. In many places and times,
younger people have been brought in at the bottom, often in Third
World countries, opening their own tiny businesses in remote hin-
terlands where few others have set up shop, whether in Africa or
in Southeast Asia. Not everyone has either the temperament or the
patience for this kind of life.

Various kinds of people are precluded from the outset. Brawl-
ing drunkards or live-for-the-moment individuals seldom even
consider becoming middlemen, much less have any realistic
chance of succeeding in such businesses. Given the long years
that can pass between initial poverty and eventual prosperity, peo-
ple with short time horizons are automatically precluded from this
field. The utter dominance of particular minorities as middlemen
amid vastly larger populations suggests that there are few mem-
bers of the surrounding society who have all of the characteristics
needed. Where differences between the whole lifestyle of the mid-
dleman minority and that of the majority population around them
are so great, this means economic complementarity that benefits
both—and social differences which alienate others and which can
be exploited by demagogues to generate hostility and backlashes.
The history of middleman minorities has been full of both.

Longer time horizons for middleman minorities influence
their education and the kinds of careers their later generations
pursue, as distinguished especially from the educational experi-
ences of groups with shorter time horizons. Many years must
elapse before any kind of education reaches a level where it pays
off and this is of course particularly true where postgraduate edu-
cation is a prerequisite for a professional career. People can
become rock stars or professional athletes in a relatively few years,
but it takes far longer to become a surgeon or scientist. There are
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correspondingly sharp differences in which groups become
prominent or predominant in these different kinds of occupations.
It is not only particular ethnic minorities, such as blacks or the
Irish, who have at particular times dominated sports and enter-
tainment in the United States, but also white Southerners.97 All
these groups have succeeded out of all proportion to their num-
bers in the general population, while all have been conspicuously
rare among surgeons and scientists, where the descendants of
middleman minorities have been over-represented.

Middleman minorities do not happen to be different. That
differentness is central to their success and it carries over into
other fields when they branch out into industry, commerce, and
the professions. Middleman minorities must get used to long
hours of work, for example. Consumers whose jobs leave them
little time to shop, except early in the morning or later in the
evening, can shop at stores run by people who work long hours.
Consumers with low incomes can afford to buy in places where
thin profit margins keep prices within reach, even when that
restricts the standard of living of the peddlers or shopkeepers.

What all this implies is that middleman minorities must be
very different from their customers. This differentness—and the
social withdrawal needed to preserve this differentness in their
children—then leave the middleman minorities vulnerable to
charges of “clannishness” by political and other demagogues.
Moreover, the lack of knowledge of either the business or the
social imperatives of middlemen by outsiders leaves the majority
population vulnerable to exploitation of their ignorance by politi-
cians and activists who can spin plausible-sounding accusations
against middleman minorities. These accusations can exploit
racial, religious, or other differences, but this is not to say that such
differences are the fundamental reasons for the hostility.

None of this need suggest that middleman minorities have
done nothing to irritate the surrounding population or even to
provoke their hostility. The many internal divisions within partic-
ular middleman minorities suggests that there are behaviors and
attitudes that provoke negative reactions from other subgroups of
Jews, overseas Chinese, Lebanese, and others. Against that back-
ground, it would hardly be surprising if members of the larger
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society were also irritated, repelled or made hostile by the behav-
ior patterns or attitudes among middleman minorities. Moreover,
there is independent evidence of illegal and other repellent behav-
ior by members of middleman minorities, who have been no more
free of sins than any other segment of the human race.

Illegal and often violent gang activities by overseas Chinese
tongs in Southeast Asia go back for centuries and such activities
have likewise followed Chinese immigrants to the Western Hemi-
sphere. Jewish pimps made early twentieth-century Buenos Aires
one of the world centers of prostitution, recruiting women as far
away as Eastern Europe.98 In the United States, there were many
prominent Jewish gangsters during the immigrant era, including
an organized group of killers for hire called “Murder, Incorpo-
rated.” More widespread, if less violent, activities included
corruption of public officials by the overseas Chinese in Southeast
Asia and by Jews in Eastern Europe—both being places where
such corruption was widespread in the general population and
often especially necessary for middleman minorities, in order to
escape discriminatory laws. Yet such habits did not end when mid-
dleman minorities settled elsewhere. A Yiddish-language
newspaper in the United States complained of the corrupt behav-
ior of Jews from Russia who got themselves in trouble offering
bribes to American officials.99

In earlier centuries, middleman minorities and other mer-
chants around the world included slaves among the merchandise
they traded. These slave traders included Venetians, Greeks, and
Jews in Europe,100 the overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia,101 and
the Arabs who both captured and sold slaves in Africa.102 Gujaratis
from India often financed the African slave trade, though they did
not usually conduct it.103 In medieval Europe, Jews were major
slave traders, often selling Slavs who had been enslaved by Ger-
man conquerors.104 Jews were also the principal suppliers of white
eunuchs as slaves to the Ottoman Empire in the fifteenth cen-
tury.105 Later, as Italian merchants began displacing Jewish
merchants in the eastern Mediterranean and the Black Sea during
medieval times, they also began displacing Jews in the Black Sea
slave trade.106

In ancient times, Jews were both slaves and slaveowners, as
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were many other peoples around the world.107 By the time of the
African slave trade to the United States, Jews played only a very
minor role. During the antebellum era, Jews owned fewer slaves
than free blacks owned and fewer even than American Indians
owned.108 Most Jewish immigrants arrived in the United States
years after slavery had been abolished, and most arrived without
enough money to buy a single slave, even had slavery still existed.
The same was true of other groups that became middleman
minorities in the United States. In short, during an era when slav-
ery was an accepted and unquestioned institution around the
world, neither middleman minorities nor any other group made a
distinction between selling human beings and selling merchan-
dise. The two things went together for centuries, whether among
Europeans, Arabs, Asians or Africans. When the Yao, a Central
African tribe, were the leading traders of ivory in their region, they
were also the leading traders of slaves in that region.109

Too often the sources of irritation and hostility generated by
the behavior and attitudes of middleman minorities themselves
have been passed over in silence, lest one be accused of “blaming
the victim.” Yet explanation is not blame, much less an excuse for
mass violence against the innocent or even for bigotry based on
ignorance or arrogance. Hostility to middleman minorities has
been widespread for centuries, though many have managed to live
peacefully until some dramatic event or some talented demagogue
managed to stir the population against them. For example, the
plagues that decimated Europe in the Middle Ages were sometimes
blamed on Jews, leading to mob violence against them.

Where has hostility to middleman minorities been greatest?
There may not be any single predictor that covers all cases. Yet, in
broad terms, it seems clear—painfully clear—that they have been
most hated where they have been most essential. This has not
always been the same as where they make their greatest economic
or other contribution. Jews have made great contributions to the
United States in a wide range of fields, but there are many other
Americans who have also made great contributions in those same
fields. Even if Jews’ greatest contributions to the world have been
in the United States, there have been other countries—in Eastern
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Europe, for example—where they were more essential because
there were relatively few other people doing what they did.

Persecution and violence have driven many middleman
minorities from many countries and some have been explicitly
expelled by government authorities. The widespread belief that
such groups have made no “productive” contribution to the
economies in which they lived has often been belied by the
decline or collapse of those economies after their departure. Yet
even after such collapses, popular hostility has seldom abated.
Twenty years after the expulsion of 50,000 Indians and Pakistanis
from Uganda in the 1970s had wreaked havoc on that country’s
economy, economic desperation led the government to seek their
return. But the Uganda Africa Trade Movement issued a statement
declaring that its members “intend to wage an atrocious war
everywhere in Uganda on any Asian returnee.” More explicitly,
they said:

We intend to harm, maim, cause them a lot of suffering, even
killing them in the most despicable way ever…if they don’t
leave our land and country immediately.110

What was threatened in Uganda has been carried out against
middleman minorities in many places and times. For example, the
Turkish persecutions and mass slaughters of the Armenians during
the First World War included “bayoneting the men to death, rap-
ing the women, dashing their children against the rocks.”111 When
the American ambassador protested to a Turkish official, the reply
he received was: “The massacres! What of them! They merely
amuse me!” On one death march in which thousands perished,
“Ambassador Morgenthau reported that many of the women had
been stripped stark naked by their guards and by brigands in
league with them. The poor creatures could hardly walk for
shame; they staggered into the city bent double.”112 These calcu-
latingly sadistic tortures and humiliations were a foretaste of what
would happen to the Jews in Nazi extermination camps a genera-
tion later.

Note that merely killing middleman minorities was not con-
sidered sufficient. Gratuitous infliction of both physical and
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psychic pain has marked violence against the Chinese in Southeast
Asia, as well as against the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, and
the Jews in Europe. This suggests that what their enemies feel is
not simply a need to be rid of them but also a need to rid them-
selves of feelings of inferiority by subjecting middleman minorities
to humiliation and dehumanization. These middlemen—“their
wealth inexplicable, their superiority intolerable”113—are basically
an ego problem among those who have been so blatantly outper-
formed. This is also consistent with the history of the countries
where middleman minorities have been either accepted or bitterly
opposed.

It is in precisely those times and places where there are few
others who can supply the skills of middleman minorities that
they are most hated—whether it is the Koreans in today’s Ameri-
can black ghettos, Jews in Eastern Poland in centuries past,
Chinese in Southeast Asia, Armenians in regions of the Ottoman
Empire where they were the predominant entrepreneurial group,
Lebanese in West Africa, Ibos in northern Nigeria, Indians in East
Africa or others in other places. Where middleman minorities
have been more accepted have been places where others have
had similar skills and entrepreneurial occupations, such as the
United States, Australia, Britain, and the Scandinavian countries.

It has been precisely where middleman minorities have been
most needed economically that they have been most hated, while
places that have been not nearly as dependent on them have been
places where they have found their greatest acceptance. This does
not present a very reassuring picture of human reasonableness,
but neither does the history of most middleman minorities.

Where members of middleman minorities have largely
moved beyond their middleman occupations into other businesses
and professions, and where they have also been accepted by the
larger society, the “clannishness” of their earlier struggling times
has tended to erode away as they became assimilated members of
the larger society. This happened more often, for example, among
Jews in Anglo-American societies, including Australia, than among
those in Eastern Europe.

Notable examples in nineteenth-century Western Europe
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included Benjamin Disraeli, David Ricardo, and Karl Marx. While
religious restrictions kept Jews out of the British Parliament dur-
ing the first half of the nineteenth century, individuals of known
Jewish ancestry were able to enter if they were Christians in reli-
gion. Thus David Ricardo sat in Parliament in 1819 and Benjamin
Disraeli entered in 1837, eventually becoming Prime Minister.
Although Karl Marx was descended from a long line of rabbis on
both sides of his family, he was baptized and raised as a Christian
living among other Christians in Germany. He never considered
himself a Jew and always spoke of Jews in the third person.

Even religious Jews were so acculturated in pre-Hitler Ger-
many that they referred to themselves as “Germans of the Mosaic
faith.” Even after emigrating overseas, they often settled among
German immigrants in other countries and participated in German
cultural organizations in those countries. But Polish Jews never
considered themselves Poles, either in Poland or overseas, and did
not settle in Polish immigrant neighborhoods. Much the same
story could be told of the overseas Chinese, who continue to live
in their own enclaves in countries where they encounter hostility
but, in the United States, no longer live primarily in Chinatowns,
which have been left to a minority of later arriving immigrants or
others who have not assimilated.

It would be good to know what proportion of groups known
as middleman minorities actually worked in middleman occupa-
tions at a given time but data are seldom available. Most Jews have
been middleman minorities in some times and places but not in
others. Apparently most Lebanese immigrants to Argentina were in
such occupations, but most Armenians in the Ottoman Empire
were not. Among the occupations declared by Middle Eastern
arrivals in Argentina from 1876 to 1900, the overwhelming major-
ity were merchants and more than a quarter were specifically
peddlers as late as 1910.114 However, it is known that more Arme-
nians in the Ottoman Empire were peasants than were
entrepreneurs or money-lenders.115 But it was in the latter roles
that they were more likely to come to the attention of members of
the larger society, either through personal contact in the market-
place or through general notoriety. To a greater or lesser degree,
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that has been true of other middleman minorities. Moreover, the
general attitudes of the surrounding society that were formed dur-
ing the era when these various groups were prominent as
middleman minorities have long outlasted that era and continued
on as a majority in later generations of middleman minorities 
have gone into other businesses and professions. Moreover, the
striking success of these later generations in education and in
other occupations continues to fuel envy and resentment.

The role of middleman minorities in various countries
around the world has attracted the attention of many scholars and
produced many suggested explanations of their roles and experi-
ences. One of the most often cited studies has been “A Theory of
Middleman Minorities” by Edna Bonacich.116 A crucial element in
her theory is that of sojourning. Middleman minorities have often
been sojourners rather than permanent settlers in the societies in
which they live. Because “they begin as sojourners,” according to
Professor Bonacich, they have less reason to assimilate to the soci-
ety around them. While sojourning “is not a sufficient condition of
the middleman,” Professor Bonacich says, “it is a necessary one.”
However, if the economic function performed by middlemen
requires social separation from the surrounding society and its cul-
ture, then whether they plan to return somewhere else or not is
no longer crucial.

The sojourning theory encounters serious problems that the
economic explanation does not. One of the most prominent of
middleman minorities has been American Jews who, as Professor
Bonacich concedes, “had no plan to return to Eastern Europe.”117

American Jews in fact had far lower rates of return migration than
did other contemporary immigrants to the United States or Mexi-
can immigrants in a later era. Even less could Jews who settled in
Australia or South America be likely to have had plans to return to
their countries of origin.

Edna Bonacich attempts to salvage her sojourner thesis by
saying that although American Jews did not see Eastern Europe as
a place to which they would return, they retained “an unusual
attachment to an ancestral homeland” in the Middle East. Yet Zion-
ism was by no means common among Jews around the world
during the period of mass migration to the United States, and in
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fact there was hostility to the idea among Orthodox Jews, as well
as among Western European Jews in general. Moreover, emotional
attachment to an ancestral homeland says nothing about any plans
to return to it today. Irish Americans, like Jewish Americans, have
maintained an emotional attachment to their ancestral homeland,
but nevertheless there are more people of Irish ancestry living in
the United States than in Ireland, just as there are more Jews liv-
ing in the United States than in Israel.

By the time Zionism was rekindled after the Second World
War by the establishment of Israel, American Jews were culturally
assimilated and had rising rates of intermarriage with the general
population, as well as moving out of middleman occupations and
into the professions. In short, sojourning seems neither necessary
nor sufficient, nor even plausible, to explain the cultural separation
of Jews or other middleman minorities. While it is true that many
middleman minorities began their careers abroad as sojourners—
the Chinese in Southeast Asia or the Lebanese in West Africa, for
example—so did other immigrant groups such as the Italians, an
absolute majority of whom returned to Italy, not only from other
European countries but also from the United States and even
South America. That remains true today of immigrants from India
and Pakistan working in the Middle East.

As Professor Bonacich concedes, the fact that many middle-
man minorities began as sojourners does not mean that most of
them in fact returned home. There were growing permanent set-
tlements of Chinese in Southeast Asia, for example, even as the
Chinese continued to live wholly separate social lives from those
of the surrounding Malay or Indonesian societies. Sojourning has
been a phase in the immigration of many groups who never
became middleman minorities, with their settlements abroad
becoming permanent only after achieving a satisfactory modus
vivendi with the surrounding population.

Another feature of middleman minorities cited by various
scholars has been their tendency to invest in highly mobile capi-
tal—intellectual skills being the ultimate in portability—rather
than in fixtures that could not move, such as the machinery of
heavy industry, land, dams or transmission lines for electricity or
conduits for water. No doubt centuries of a history of being vic-
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tims of spoliation and confiscation, as well as being forced by mob
violence or official expulsion to flee and leave much of their
wealth behind, has made highly portable wealth particularly attrac-
tive to middleman minorities. Cash, gems, and intellectual skills are
among these highly portable forms of wealth. Moreover, even
forms of wealth that are not strictly portable, but which can be
readily liquidated, such as inventories of groceries, textiles, cloth-
ing, or sewing machines, have been preferable to steel mills,
railroads, or hydroelectric dams. None of this depends upon an
“orientation toward a homeland,” as Professor Bonacich con-
tends.118 Indians and Pakistanis fleeing Uganda fled to Britain more
often than to India or Pakistan and, in an earlier era, Jews fleeing
persecution in Eastern Europe fled to the United States far more
often than to the Middle East.

While our focus has been on patterns among middleman
minorities in general, what of the Jews specifically? To what extent
are they generic and to what extent do they have their own sepa-
rate and distinct patterns? Jews are, like every other individual and
group, unique in some ways and very much like other people in
other ways. Whatever has been unique, or thought to be unique,
about them has been seized upon and used negatively by their
enemies. Their supposed role in the crucifixion of Jesus—“Christ
killers” in the bitter indictment of a bygone era of religious big-
otry—can hardly have been the reason for that bigotry, for it was
the Romans who actually crucified Jesus and no such guilt has
been attached to the whole Italian people of later centuries. More-
over, wholly fictitious complaints have been invoked against the
Jews—that they were responsible for medieval plagues, for exam-
ple—when whoever made up these charges obviously had other
reasons for hostility. It is these other reasons that have been com-
mon to numerous other groups who have faced similar hostility
in countries around the world, despite differing from the Jews in
religion, language and other social and cultural traits.

Some have regarded the Holocaust as making anti-Jewish feel-
ing unique, at least in intensity. Yet what made the Holocaust
possible were technological and organizational capabilities for
mass murder that enemies of other middleman minorities simply
did not have available. In view of what was actually done to some
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of these other groups, there is little reason to doubt that their per-
secutors would have used such technological and organizational
capabilities if they had had them.

In Eric Hoffer’s account of a mass movement’s need for uni-
fying elements, he classified hatred as one of those elements. He
quoted Hitler as saying that if there were no such thing as a Jew,
“We should then have to invent him. It is essential to have a tangi-
ble enemy, not merely an abstract one.” Hoffer added:

F.A. Voigt tells of a Japanese mission that arrived in Berlin in
1932 to study the National Socialist movement. Voigt asked a
member of the mission what he thought of the movement. He
replied: “It is magnificent. I wish we could have something like
it in Japan, only we can’t, because we haven’t got any Jews.”119

The tragic history of middleman minorities around the world
shows that often there are many substitutes for Jews in the role of
scapegoats, as well as in their economic functions.

In terms of their achievements in the arts and sciences, Jews
have been unique, not only among middleman minorities but also
among the world’s population at large. They have been particu-
larly over-represented among the leading figures in such fields as
mathematics, the sciences, and philosophy. In the second half of
the twentieth century, Jews won 29 percent of all the Nobel Prizes
in the sciences, medicine and literature combined, even though
Jews were less than one-half of 1 percent of the world’s popula-
tion.120 Such spectacular achievements have come only in relatively
recent times, as history is measured. These have been largely the
achievements of Ashkenazic Jews, who were excluded from civil
society for many centuries in most of Europe where they lived,
and their remarkable rise to prominence among the leading intel-
lectual figures dates largely from the nineteenth century, when
severe restrictions on them were relaxed in a growing number of
European countries. It was in the new nation of the United States
that Jews were first accorded civil equality and it was here that
their greatest successes were achieved. Another way of looking at
this is that much of the world for much of history lost the benefits
of the talents of these people—and of similar people elsewhere—
through suppression and persecution. While the intellectual
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achievements of Jews have been unique, the bigotry and persecu-
tion that they suffered has been the fate of middleman minorities
around the world.

While there are characteristics and achievements which are
uniquely Jewish, the history of middleman minorities around the
world seems to suggest that it has not been these uniquely Jewish
characteristics which called forth venomous hatreds but charac-
teristics and achievements common to middleman minorities,
both when they are in that occupational role and after they move
beyond into a wide range of occupations. Whatever is unique to
each of these groups may be seized upon by those promoting
hatred of them but that does not mean that the promotion of
hatred in the first place has been due to qualities unique to each
group. However unique any of these groups may be, historically
the kind of hostility and hatred they have faced has been generic.
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The Real History of Slavery

SLAVERY WAS AN EVIL OF GREATER SCOPE and magnitude than most
people imagine and, as a result, its place in history is radically
different from the way it is usually portrayed. Mention slav-

ery and immediately the image that arises is that of Africans and
their descendants enslaved by Europeans and their descendants in
the Southern United States—or, at most, Africans enslaved by Euro-
peans in the Western Hemisphere. No other historic horror is so
narrowly construed. No one thinks of war, famine, or decimating
epidemics in such localized terms. These are afflictions that have
been suffered by the entire human race, all over the planet—and
so was slavery. Had slavery been limited to one race in one coun-
try during three centuries, its tragedies would not have been
one-tenth the magnitude that they were in fact.

Why this provincial view of a worldwide evil? Often it is
those who are most critical of a “Eurocentric” view of the world
who are most Eurocentric when it comes to the evils and failings
of the human race. Why would anyone wish to arbitrarily under-
state an evil that plagued mankind for thousands of years, unless
it was not this evil itself that was the real concern, but rather the
present-day uses of that historic evil? Clearly, the ability to score
ideological points against American society or Western civilization,
or to induce guilt and thereby extract benefits from the white pop-
ulation today, are greatly enhanced by making enslavement appear
to be a peculiarly American, or a peculiarly white, crime.

This explanation is also consistent with the otherwise inex-
plicable contrast between the fiery rhetoric about past slavery in
the United States used by those who pass over in utter silence the

111



traumas of slavery that still exist in Mauritania, the Sudan, and parts
of Nigeria and Benin. Why so much more concern for dead people
who are now beyond our help than for living human beings suf-
fering the burdens and humiliations of slavery today? Why does a
verbal picture of the abuses of slaves in centuries past arouse far
more response than contemporary photographs of present-day
slaves in Time magazine, the New York Times or the National Geo-
graphic?1

It takes no more research than a trip to almost any public
library or college library to show the incredibly lopsided cover-
age of slavery in the United States or in the Western Hemisphere,
as compared to the meager writings on the even larger number
of Africans enslaved in the Islamic countries of the Middle East and
North Africa, not to mention the vast numbers of Europeans also
enslaved in centuries past in the Islamic world and within Europe
itself. At least a million Europeans were enslaved by North African
pirates alone from 1500 to 1800,2 and some European slaves were
still being sold on the auction block in Egypt, years after the Eman-
cipation Proclamation freed blacks in the United States. Indeed, an
Anglo-Egyptian treaty of August 4, 1877 prohibited the continued
sale of white slaves after August 3, 1885, as well as prohibiting the
import and export of Sudanese and Abyssinian slaves.3

During the Middle Ages, Slavs were so widely used as slaves
in both Europe and the Islamic world that the very word “slave”
derived from the word for Slav—not only in English, but also in
other European languages, as well as in Arabic.4 Nor have Asians or
Polynesians been exempt from either being enslaved or enslaving
others. China in centuries past has been described as “one of the
largest and most comprehensive markets for the exchange of
human beings in the world”5 Slavery was also common in India,
where it has been estimated that there were more slaves than in
the entire Western Hemisphere—and where the original Thugs kid-
napped children for the purpose of enslavement.6 In some of the
cities of Southeast Asia, slaves were a majority of the population.7

Slavery was also an established institution in the Western Hemi-
sphere before Columbus’ ships ever appeared on the horizon. The
Ottoman Empire regularly enslaved a percentage of the young boys
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from the Balkans, converted them to Islam and assigned them to
various duties in the civil or military establishment.8

RACE AND SLAVERY

The instrumental use of the history of slavery today also underlies
the claim that slavery grew out of racism. For most of its long his-
tory, which includes most of the history of the human race, slavery
was largely not the enslavement of racially different people, for the
simple reason that only in recent centuries has either the technol-
ogy or the wealth existed to go to another continent to get slaves
and transport them en masse across an ocean. People were
enslaved because they were vulnerable, not because of how they
looked. The peoples of the Balkans were enslaved by fellow Euro-
peans, as well as by the peoples of the Middle East, for at least six
centuries before the first African was brought to the Western
Hemisphere.9

Before the modern era, by and large Europeans enslaved
other Europeans, Asians enslaved other Asians, Africans enslaved
other Africans, and the indigenous peoples of the Western Hemi-
sphere enslaved other indigenous peoples of the Western
Hemisphere. Slavery was not based on race, much less on theo-
ries about race. Only relatively late in history did enslavement
across racial lines occur on such a scale as to promote an ideol-
ogy of racism that outlasted the institution of slavery itself.

Wherever a separate people were enslaved, they were dis-
dained or despised, whether they were different by country,
religion, caste, race, or tribe. The Europeans who were enslaved
in North Africa were despised and abused because they were
Christians in a Moslem region of the world,10 where they were
called “Christian dogs.” Race became the most visible difference
between slaves and slaveowners in the Western Hemisphere. As
distinguished historian Daniel J. Boorstin put it: “Now for the first
time in Western history, the status of slave coincided with a differ-
ence of race.”11 To make racism the driving force behind slavery is
to make a historically recent factor the cause of an institution
which originated thousands of years earlier. This enshrinement of
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racism as an over-arching causal factor accords far more with cur-
rent instrumental agendas than with history.

The form in which the story of slavery has reached most peo-
ple today has been along the lines of the best-selling book and
widely-watched television mini-series, Roots by Alex Haley. Chal-
lenged on the historical accuracy of Roots, Haley said: “I tried to
give my people a myth to live by.”12 This instrumental use of his-
tory—or purported history—is open to the same objections as
other instrumental myth-making. First is the objection to
falsification itself, that the damage which this does to the general
level of understanding and trust in a society is incalculable, and
can easily outweigh, in its long-run consequences especially, any
immediate good that might be expected from an expedient taking
of liberties with the truth. Second, even the short-run benefits are
by no means clear. Has a sense of special grievance helped
advance any people—or has what happened in centuries past
been a distraction and an incitement to counterproductive strife,
much as territorial irredentism has been? 

Rather than debate current ideological agendas, we can try
to determine what we can about the actual history of slavery,
including how it ended. No institution of comparable age and
worldwide scope has ever disappeared, over almost the entire
planet, leaving so little awareness of how and why it vanished or
so little interest in that question. Volumes continue to be pub-
lished about the decline and fall of the Roman Empire which, for
all its greatness, did not encompass one-tenth as much of the
world as the institution of slavery did. Archaeologists continue to
excavate the ruins of ancient civilizations in Central America and
the Middle East, while military historians pore through archives
and examine ancient weapons to try to piece together the history
of warfare. Yet remarkably little is written about one of the most
momentous moral dramas in the history of the human species—
the bitter worldwide struggle, which lasted for more than a
century, to destroy the elaborate systems and institutions for the
ownership and sale of human beings.

While there is a sizable literature on the American Civil War,
for all its staggering carnage and historic legacy within the United
States, in an international perspective it is only a small and highly
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atypical part of the story of the worldwide crusade against slavery.
No other nation ended slavery in the same way as the United
States did and few ended it after so short a struggle, as history is
measured.

How and why did slavery end in most of the world?
There were two major processes. Over the centuries, as more

and more territories around the world consolidated into nation
states with their own armies and navies, raiding those territories to
capture and enslave the people who lived within them became
more hazardous in itself and also risked military retaliation against
the countries from which the raiders came. Thus more and more
peoples became off-limits to slave-raiders over time. Put differ-
ently, the areas which remained subject to slave raiding over the
centuries were primarily those where the people lived in smaller
or weaker societies. Such societies continued to exist where it was
difficult, for geographic or other reasons, to consolidate large areas
under one government. This was true of the Balkans, the backwa-
ters of Asia, and much of sub-Saharan Africa. By the early modern
era, sub-Saharan Africa with its numerous and severe geographic
handicaps13 was one of the last remaining areas from which vast
numbers of people could be enslaved.

Far from being targeted by Europeans for racial reasons, as
some have claimed, Africa was resorted to as a source of large sup-
plies of slaves only after centuries of Europeans enslaving other
Europeans had been brought to an end by the consolidation of
nations and empires on the European continent, by internal shifts
from slavery to serfdom in much of Europe, and by the Catholic
Church’s pressures against enslaving fellow Christians—which
was by no means the same as the Church’s saying that slavery, as
such, was wrong.14 Similar consolidations of political units in parts
of Asia led to a decline of slavery in those realms.15 While Africa
became the main source of new slaves in later centuries, existing
slaves continued to include peoples of many races living in many
places around the world. Ending the slavery of all these peoples
was a very difficult process and one requiring deliberate and sus-
tained action for many generations.

Ironically, the anti-slavery ideology behind this process began
to develop in eighteenth century Britain, at a time when the
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British Empire led the world in slave trading, and when the econ-
omy of most of its overseas colonies in the Western Hemisphere
depended on slaves. Here again, the baffling present-day disregard
of an international saga of strife, full of individual dramas as well as
historic consequences, seems explicable only in terms of today’s
ideological agendas. While slavery was common to all civiliza-
tions, as well as to peoples considered uncivilized, only one
civilization developed a moral revulsion against it, very late in its
history—Western civilization. Today it seems so obvious that, as
Abraham Lincoln said, “If slavery is not wrong, nothing is wrong.”16

But the hard fact is that, for thousands of years, slavery was simply
not an issue, even among the great religious thinkers or moral
philosophers of civilizations around the world.

We may wonder why it took eighteen centuries after the Ser-
mon on the Mount for Christians to develop an anti-slavery
movement, but a more profound question is why not even the
leading moralists in other civilizations rejected slavery at all.
“There is no evidence,” according to a scholarly study, “that slav-
ery came under serious attack in any part of the world before the
eighteenth century.”17 That is when it first came under attack in
Europe.

Themselves the leading slave traders of the eighteenth cen-
tury, Europeans nevertheless became, in the nineteenth century,
the destroyers of slavery around the world—not just in European
societies or European offshoot societies overseas, but in non-Euro-
pean societies as well, over the bitter opposition of Africans,
Arabs, Asians, and others. Moreover, within Western civilization,
the principal impetus for the abolition of slavery came first from
very conservative religious activists—people who would today be
called “the religious right.” Clearly, this story is not “politically cor-
rect” in today’s terms. Hence it is ignored, as if it never happened.

WESTERN AND NON-WESTERN SOCIETIES

Slavery did not die out quietly of its own accord. It went down
fighting to the bitter end—and it lost only because Europeans had
gunpowder weapons first. The advance of European imperialism
around the world marked the retreat of the slave trade and then of

116 Black Rednecks and White Liberals



slavery itself. The British stamped out slavery, not only throughout
the British Empire—which included one-fourth of the world,
whether measured in land or people—but also by its pressures
and its actions against other nations. For example, the British navy
entered Brazilian waters in 1849 and destroyed Brazilian ships that
had been used in the slave trade. The British government pres-
sured the Ottoman Empire into banning the African slave trade
and, later, threatened to start boarding Ottoman ships in the
Mediterranean if that empire did not do a better job of policing
the ban. Still later, Americans stamped out slavery in the Philip-
pines, the Dutch stamped it out in Indonesia, the Russians in
Central Asia, the French in their West African and Caribbean
colonies. Germans, in their East Africa colonies, often hanged slave
traders on the spot when they caught them in the act.18

No non-Western nation or civilization shared this animosity
toward slavery that began to develop in the Western world in the
late eighteenth century, reached its peak in the nineteenth cen-
tury, and continued to fuel the anti-slavery efforts that were still
necessary in much of Africa and the Middle East on into the first
half of the twentieth century. This worldwide struggle went on for
more than a century because the non-Western world in general
resisted and evaded all efforts to get them to root out this institu-
tion that was an integral part of their economies and societies.
When the British ambassador to the Ottoman Empire first raised
the issue of abolishing slavery with the sultan in 1840, he reported
this response:

…I have been heard with extreme astonishment accompanied
with a smile at a proposition for destroying an institution closely
inter-woven with the frame of society in this country, and inti-
mately connected with the law and with the habits and even the
religion of all classes, from the Sultan himself on down to the
lowest peasant.19

Similarly, the Maoris of New Zealand responded to comments
on their enslavement of some fellow Polynesians on other islands
by saying:

We took possession…in accordance with our customs and we
caught all the people. Not one escaped. Some ran away from us,
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these we killed, and others we killed—but what of that? It was
in accordance with our customs.20

When British Foreign Secretary Palmerston sought in 1841
through his representative consul, Atkins Hamerton, to get the
ruler of Zanzibar to end the flourishing slave trade there, this was
the response:

When Palmerston continued to press for an end to the slave
trade, Said pleaded that if he acceded to British demands his sub-
jects would withdraw their loyalty from him, and support
another claimant to the throne. And was he not looked up to
by all Arabs generally “as the person who should protect and
guarantee for them their dearest interest—the right to carry on
the slave trade?” He reminded Hamerton that Arabs were not
‘like the English and other European people who were always
reading and writing’ and were unable to understand the anti-
slavery viewpoint. The British obsession with it was quite
inexplicable to them.21

In short, what was so patently wrong about slavery—in the
eyes of Western civilization of the past two centuries—was almost
incomprehensible to many non-Westerners. Eventually, some West-
ernized elites or intellectuals in non-Western societies also became
embarrassed about slavery but these societies developed no such
fervent anti-slavery movements as those which propelled succes-
sive European and European-offshoot societies to ban this practice
for themselves and to stamp it out among others. In the Western
world, hostility to slavery was by no means confined to elites.
When a British ship stopped at Zanzibar in the nineteenth century,
it was considered “dangerous” to let British sailors go ashore, for
fear that they would riot if they saw the slave market there.22 In
the years leading up to the abolition of slavery in Brazil, soldiers
and their officers “no longer believed in the legitimacy of slavery”
and so dragged their feet when assigned the task of recapturing
runaway slaves:

Soldiers continued to be sent to places where slaves were on
the loose, but were not afraid to express their unwillingness to
capture fugitives. The commander of an army unit sent to a
community in São Paulo early in 1888 agreed to maintain order
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but openly declined to capture slaves…. In places runaways
were loitering on the roads, refusing to work. Army units sent to
control them did nothing.23

Not all Brazilian soldiers refused orders to control or recap-
ture escaped slaves but there was enough opposition to this role
that a formal request was made to the civil authorities by the mili-
tary to relieve them of this distasteful duty.24 With public opinion
increasingly hostile to the continuation of slavery and many Brazil-
ians keenly aware of, and painfully embarrassed by, the fact that
their country was the last one in the Western world to still have
slavery, the plantation owners were increasingly isolated and some
began freeing their slaves themselves, in anticipation of official
emancipation, and in some cases in hopes of retaining these work-
ers as employees. Thus, when the official date of emancipation
arrived in Brazil, most slaves were already free, either having been
freed by plantation owners or having simply left the plantations
on their own, secure in the knowledge that the surrounding pop-
ulation was not likely to cooperate in their recapture and return.
Still, when the official day of emancipation arrived, it was a cause
of national celebration:

The novelist Machado de Assis recalled that the celebrations fol-
lowing the passage of the Golden Law were “the only instance
of popular delirium that I can remember ever having seen.” One
São Paulo newspaper described the crowds that gathered to cel-
ebrate: “To try to describe the splendor of that festival of joy, to
tell everything that happened, falls beyond our abilities….
Never has this capital seen such multitudinous and unanimous
enthusiasm.”25

Perhaps at no other period of history was the contrast
between the Western and the non-Western world greater. Here
was the scene when the Ottoman Empire announced the end of
the slave trade:

In 1855, when the Sultan’s firman was read out in Mecca and
Jedda, it caused a revolution. Turkish officials, including the kadi
who read the firman, were murdered, the garrison shut, and
Mecca was in a state of revolt until the Porte repealed the
obnoxious order…. And when the Governor-General of the
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Hedjaz issued orders on 25 February 1860, forbidding the slave
trade in all Turkish ports in the Red Sea, there was great excite-
ment and fear of the recurrence of the 1855 violence. There
was no Ottoman cruiser in the Red Sea capable of giving effect
to this order, and Turkish officials were too frightened to enforce
it.26

Although the slave trade was formally abolished in the
Ottoman Empire, under pressure from the British government,
slavery itself continued. As of 1891, the imperial palace purchased
eleven slave girls for its harem, as others in the Ottoman Empire
purchased women as concubines—typically white women from a
region near the Caucasus and the Black Sea known as Circassia27—
even though every nation in the Western world had by then
outlawed slavery. Not only the Turks accepted such slavery, so did
the Circassians. Mothers often groomed their daughters for this
role and sold them into what was considered to be a desirable sit-
uation, at least by comparison with what was available in Circassia.
British foreign secretary Palmerston said, “the only complaint we
have ever heard from the Circassians has been against our
attempts to stop the traffic.”28

Contrary to the “myths to live by” created by Alex Haley and
others, Africans were by no means the innocents portrayed in
Roots, baffled as to why white men were coming in and taking
their people away in chains.29 On the contrary, the region of West
Africa from which Kunte Kinte supposedly came was one of the
great slave-trading regions of the continent—before, during, and
after the white man arrived. It was the Africans who enslaved their
fellow Africans, selling some of these slaves to Europeans or to
Arabs and keeping others for themselves. Even at the peak of
Atlantic slave trade, Africans retained more slaves for themselves
than they sent to the Western Hemisphere.30

This pattern was not confined to West Africa, from which
most slaves were sent to the Western Hemisphere. In East Africa,
the Masai were feared slave raiders and other African tribes—
either alone or in conjunction with Arabs—enslaved their more
vulnerable neighbors. As late as 1891, it was reported that
“Manyuema slavers had demoralized surrounding tribes, destroy-
ing crops, and famine reigned everywhere.”31 Even in the early
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twentieth century, Abyssinians were still raiding other Africans

and carrying off slaves.32 It was 1922 before the British had gained

sufficient control in Tanganyika to stamp out slavery there.33 Arabs

were the leading slave raiders in East Africa, ranging over an area

larger than all of Europe.34 The total number of slaves exported

from East Africa during the nineteenth century has been estimated

to be at least two million.35

Despite the impression created by Roots, during the era of

the massive slave trade from West Africa, a white man was more

likely to catch malaria in Africa than to catch slaves himself. The

average life expectancy of a white man in the interior of sub-Saha-

ran Africa at that time was less than one year. By and large, men

from Europe or the Western Hemisphere came to the coasts of

Africa, bought their slaves, and left as soon as possible. Even so, the

death rates among the white crews of the ships carrying slaves to

the Western Hemisphere were as high as the death rates among

the slaves themselves. It was only much later, after quinine and

other medical measures enabled Europeans to survive where there

were tropical diseases, was it possible for them to invade Africa in

force and establish empires there. But, by then, the Atlantic slave

trade had already been ended. During the era of that trade, Africa

was largely ruled by Africans, who established the conditions

under which slave sales took place. The crew of a slave ship was

in no position to defy African rulers and their armies by going out

across the land and capturing people willy-nilly. The stronger

African peoples captured and enslaved the weaker peoples—the

same pattern found over the centuries in Europe, Asia, the Western

Hemisphere, and Polynesia:

In Nyasaland, the Ngoni and Yao swaggered over and terrorized
other tribes. In Uganda, the Baganda made life miserable for
their neighbours; and the Nyoro and Hima of Ankole enslaved
Toro women and children. The Tutsi dominated the Hutu in
Ruanda; The Masai lorded it over the Kikuyu and Kamba, and
the latter, in turn, held the Ndorobo in a kind of serfdom.36

It was precisely the fact that Europeans—except for the Por-

tuguese—seldom participated in the raids that captured and

enslaved Africans that enabled most people in Europe and the
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Americas to remain oblivious to the traumatic experience that this
was, with some Africans committing suicide to avoid capture and
wives being whipped as they tried to cling to their husbands or
children. Historian David Brion Davis pointed out that “Europeans
had little contact with the actual process of enslavement” and that
“as late as 1721 the Royal African Company asked its agents to
investigate the modes of enslavement in the interior.”37 Europeans
typically saw only the end-results—enslaved people being offered
for sale on the coast. It was much the same story in the Ottoman
Empire, where those who bought slaves had no idea what these
slaves had been through before.

Slavery was destroyed within the United States at staggering
costs in blood and treasure, but the struggle was over within a few
ghastly years of warfare. Nevertheless, the Civil War was the blood-
iest war ever fought in the Western Hemisphere, and more
Americans were killed in that war than in any other war in the
country’s history. But this was a highly atypical—indeed, unique—
way to end slavery. In most of the rest of the world, unremitting
efforts to destroy the institution of slavery went on for more than
a century, on a thousand shifting fronts, and in the face of deter-
mined and ingenious efforts to continue the trade in human beings.

Within the British Empire, the abolition of slavery was
accompanied by the payment of compensation to slave owners
for what was legally the confiscation of their property. This cost
the British government £20 million—a huge sum in the nine-
teenth century, about 5 percent of the nation’s annual output.38 A
similar plan to have the federal government of the United States
buy up the slaves and then set them free was proposed in Con-
gress, but was never implemented. The costs of emancipating the
millions of slaves in the United States would have been more than
half the annual national output—but still less than the economic
costs of the Civil War,39 quite aside from the cost in blood and
lives, and a legacy of lasting bitterness in the South, growing out of
its defeat and the widespread destruction it suffered during that
conflict.

While the British could simply abolish slavery in their West-
ern Hemisphere colonies, they faced a more daunting and
longer-lasting task of patrolling the Atlantic off the coast of Africa,
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in order to prevent slave ships of various nationalities from con-
tinuing to supply slaves illegally. Even during the Napoleonic wars,
Britain continued to keep some of its warships on patrol off West
Africa. Moreover, such patrols likewise tried to interdict the ship-
ments of slaves from East Africa through the Indian Ocean, the Red
Sea, and the Persian Gulf. Brazil capitulated to British demands
that it end its slave trade, after being publicly humiliated by British
warships that seized and destroyed slave ships within Brazil’s own
waters. In 1873, two British cruisers appeared off the coast of
Zanzibar and threatened to blockade the island unless the slave
market there shut down. It was shut down.

It would be hard to think of any other crusade pursued so
relentlessly for so long by any nation, at such mounting costs, with-
out any economic or other tangible benefit to itself. These costs
included bribes paid to Spain and Portugal to get their cooperation
with the effort to stop the international slave trade and the costs
of maintaining naval patrols and of resettling freed slaves, not to
mention dangerous frictions with France and the United States,
among other countries.40 Captains of British warships who
detained vessels suspected of carrying slaves were legally liable if
those vessels turned out to have no slaves on board. The human
costs were also large:

The heavy drain, physical and mental, in keeping squadrons on
the East African coast was reflected in the loss of 282 officers
and men in the ten years 1875-85; and this did not include these
invalidated home. Naval personnel, wracked by fever, sunstroke
and dysentery, were forced to retire prematurely and live on a
small pittance.The cost of upkeep of the squadron over the
twenty years prior to 1890 was estimated at four millions ster-
ling, and this did not take into account the large amount of work
imposed on consular and judicial staff at Zanzibar in trying cases
and dealing with reports, etc.41

Even so, the results were slow in coming. More streamlined
slave ships were designed, in hopes of being able to outrun the
ships of the Royal Navy in the Atlantic.42 Nevertheless, the dogged
persistence of the British eventually reduced the shipment of
slaves across the Atlantic and across the waters of the Islamic
world. Although the French flag was for many years widely used as
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protection from the boarding of ships on the high seas by the
British navy, even by slave traders who were neither French nor
authorized to fly the French flag, eventually France itself turned
against slavery, outlawed the institution and sent some of its own
warships to patrol the Atlantic off the coast of Africa to intercept
and deter the shipment of slaves to the Western Hemisphere. The
American flag was likewise so used43 and the United States, like
France, eventually turned against the slave trade and sent warships
to join the Atlantic patrols to interdict slave shipments.

Although by 1860 the Atlantic slave trade had been effec-
tively stopped, the slave trade from East Africa across the Indian
Ocean, the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf took longer to be reduced
significantly. Off the east coast of Africa, smaller Arab vessels called
dhows hugged the coastlines, in waters too shallow for the British
warships to enter.44 One British commodore estimated that he cap-
tured one dhow for every eight that escaped.45 Nevertheless,
during the period from 1866 to 1869, 129 slave vessels were cap-
tured and 3,380 slaves were freed.46 When the threat of being
boarded seemed imminent, the Arabs would throw slaves over-
board to drown, rather than have them be found on board, which
could lead to British seizure of the vessel and punishment of those
who manned it:

The worst that could befall the slaves was when the slaver was
overhauled by a British cruiser, and they might then be flung
overboard to dispose of all evidence. Devereaux mentions a
case where the Arabs, when pursued by an English cruiser, cut
the throats of 24 slaves and threw them overboard. Cololm also
states that Arabs would not hesitate to knock slaves on the head
and throw them overboard to avoid capture.47

Because there were only a few naval ships available to cover
a vast expanse of water in this region, British warships would
often launch smaller boats to engage the Arab slave dhows. In
these cases, as one study put it, “the slave traffickers frequently did
not hesitate to attack boat crews in defence of their profits.”48 Bat-
tles between the Arabs’ vessels and the smaller British craft were
especially likely when the larger ships that launched them were
too far away to reach the scene in time to join the battle. In other
cases, the Arabs fled even from the smaller British vessels. An
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episode in 1866 was typical:

On 26 April 1866, the Penguin set out after a dhow and fired
several shots in an effort to make the crew come to. When the
dhow failed to lower its sail, Gartorth felt certain that she was a
slaver and ceased firing for the sake of the slaves onboard. How-
ever, he managed to close with the dhow which then made for
the rocks through a heavy surf. By the time the ship’s boats
could be lowered to follow, the Arab crew had fled but the
pounding surf made any attempt by the slavers to salvage the
human cargo too dangerous. To their horror, the boat crew
found that they, too, could not reach the dhow which was rap-
idly filling with water drowning the slaves. The boat officer
decided that he could not risk coming in close to the dhow but
several of the crewmen of the cutter recklessly dived in and
swam through the surf to the dhow. In a remarkable display of
courage, the sailors managed to bring 28 of the slaves back to
the boat. But the dhow appeared to have had more [than] 200
slaves on board and most died in the pounding waves.49

In another episode, the Arabs’ ruthlessness toward the slaves
was further revealed:

When the Daphne’s cutter captured a dhow with 156 slaves on
board many were found to be in the final stages of starvation
and dysentery. One woman was brought out of the dhow with
a month-old infant in her arms. The baby’s forehead was
crushed and when she was asked how the injury had happened
she explained to the ship’s interpreter that as the boat came
alongside the baby began to cry. One of the dhowmen, fearing
that the sailors would hear the cries, picked up a stone and
crushed the child’s head.50

This was not a unique act. British missionary and explorer
David Livingstone related a similar incident on land: “One woman,
who was unable to carry both her load and young child, had the
child taken from her and saw its brains dashed out on a stone.”51

Dr. Livingstone also reported having nightmares for weeks after
encountering Arab slave traders and their victims. Not only was
this Christian missionary shocked by the brutality of the Arab slave
traders, so was Mohammed Ali, the ruler of Egypt, who was a bat-
tle-hardened military commander.52
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None of this means that the horrors of the transatlantic slave
trade should be ignored, downplayed, or excused. Nor have they
been. A vast literature has detailed the vile conditions under
which slaves from Africa lived—and died—during their voyages to
the Western Hemisphere. But the much less publicized slave trade
to the Islamic countries had even higher mortality rates en route,
as well as involving larger numbers of people over the centuries,
even though the Atlantic slave trade had higher peaks while it
lasted. By a variety of accounts, most of the slaves who were
marched across the Sahara toward the Mediterranean died on the
way.53 While these were mostly women and girls, the males faced a
special danger—castration to produce the eunuchs in demand as
harem attendants in the Islamic world.

Because castration was forbidden by Islamic law, the opera-
tion tended to be performed—usually crudely—in the hinterlands,
before the slave caravans reached places within the effective con-
trol of the Ottoman Empire. The great majority of those operated
on died as a result,54 but the price of eunuchs was so much higher
than the prices of other slaves that the practice was still profitable
on net balance.

The British governor-general of the Sudan, C.G. Gordon, esti-
mated that, between 1875 and 1879, from 80,000 to 100,000 slaves
were exported through his region.55 General Gordon imposed the
death penalty on those convicted of castrating slave men to market
them as eunuchs.56 His attempt to stamp out slave trading in the
Sudan cost him his own life as an opposing army, raised and led by
Mohammad Mahad, defeated his troops at Khartoum in 1885 and
killed Gordon—after which the slave trade flourished again.57

British control in the region was firmly re-established in 1898 by
the crushing victory of troops led by Lord Kitchener at Omdur-
man and including a young officer named Winston Churchill.

On the issue of slavery, it was essentially Western civilization
against the world. At the time, Western civilization had the power
to prevail against all other civilizations. That is how and why slav-
ery was destroyed as an institution in almost the whole world. But
it did not happen all at once or even within a few decades. When
the British finally stamped out slavery in Tanganyika in 1922 it was
more than half a century after the Emancipation Proclamation in
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the United States, and vestiges of slavery still survived in parts of
Africa into the twenty-first century.

The unique position of the Western world in the history—
and especially the destruction—of slavery need not imply that
there was unanimity within the West on this institution. In addi-
tion to whites who defended the enslavement of Africans on racial
grounds, or who opposed general emancipation on social grounds,
there were many whites—and even blacks—who defended slavery
as a matter of self-interest as slaveowners. Although most black
owners of slaves in the United States were only nominal owners of
members of their own families, there were thousands of other
blacks in the antebellum South who were commercial slaveown-
ers, just like their white counterparts.58 An estimated one-third of
the “free persons of color” in New Orleans were slaveowners and
thousands of these slaveowners volunteered to fight for the Con-
federacy during the Civil War.59 Black slaveowners were even more
common in the Caribbean.60 In short, there were many defenders
of slavery in the West, even in the nineteenth century—and, out-
side the West, slavery was too widely accepted to require defense.

THE MORAL DIMENSIONS OF SLAVERY

If slavery is not morally wrong, it is hard to imagine what else could
possibly be wrong. Yet when Lincoln expressed this view, which
was gaining currency in his time, it was a belief less than a century
old in the West and still virtually non-existent outside the West.

In ancient times, Aristotle had attempted to justify slavery,
but many other Western and non-Western philosophers alike took
it so much for granted that they felt no need to explain or justify
it at all. Some Moslems regarded attempts to abolish slavery as
impious, since the Koran itself accepted slavery as an institution,
while trying to ameliorate the lot of the slave. Only in the Ameri-
can South did a large apologetic literature develop, seeking to
justify slavery, because only there was slavery under such large-
scale and sustained attacks on moral grounds as to require a
response. While slavery was referred to in antebellum America as
a “peculiar institution,” in an international perspective and in the
long view of history it was not this institution that was peculiar
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but the principles of American freedom, with which slavery was in
such obvious and irreconcilable conflict.

If all men were created equal, as the Declaration of Indepen-
dence proclaimed, then the only way to justify slavery was by
depicting those enslaved as not fully men. A particularly virulent
form of racism thus arose from a particularly desperate need to
defend slavery against telling attacks that invoked the fundamental
principles of the American republic. Nowhere else in the world
was slavery in such dire straits ideologically and nowhere else did
racism reach such heights (or depths) in defense of the institution.
As a noted study of Brazil observed, “the defenders of slavery on
clearly racist grounds were as rare among public supporters of
slavery in Brazil as they were common in the United States.”61

Brazil was not a democracy and so had no such ideological con-
tradictions to overcome.

In short, racism was neither necessary nor sufficient for slav-
ery, whose origins antedated racism by centuries. Racism was a
result, not a cause, of slavery and not all societies that enslaved
people of another race became pervaded with racism to the
extent that the American South did.

The stark contrast between the slave and the free which
made slavery a moral issue in the Western world in modern times
was simply not there for most societies and for most of history in
most of the world. In hierarchical societies, where people were
born into their stations in life, ranging through many gradations
from royalty to bondage, slavery was simply the bottom rung on a
ladder based on the accident of birth—one notch below the serf,
who was bought and sold with the land, instead of individually.

This is not to say that being a slave was a matter of indiffer-
ence. A horror of becoming a slave has been widespread around
the world, but this is wholly different from a reluctance to enslave
others. Christians, Moslems, and Jews all forbad the enslavement of
their own respective fellow religionists—though they did not
always honor even this ban—but all considered it permissible to
enslave others. Clergy themselves had slaves and both Christian
monasteries in Europe and Buddhist monasteries in Asia owned
slaves.62 Even Sir Thomas More’s fictional ideal society, Utopia, had
slavery.
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It was not until the late eighteenth century that there was
even an intellectual movement, much less a political movement,
for the abolition of slavery, and those in these movements were
distinctly in the minority, even in the West—and had no counter-
parts outside the West. What was historically unusual was the
emergence in the late eighteenth century of a strong moral sense
that slavery was so wrong that Christians could not in good con-
science enslave anyone or countenance the continuation of this
institution among themselves or others. Nor was this view
confined to religious leaders or congregations. Adam Smith in
Britain and Montesquieu in France were among the secular intel-
lectuals who wrote against slavery in the eighteenth century.

Slavery was one of a number of long-standing institutions and
traditions which were being questioned in the eighteenth cen-
tury in the West. Before then, both secular and religious
philosophers going back to Plato had seen the mundane physical
world as being far less important than the ideal or spiritual world,
so that being right and free in one’s mind was more important
than one’s fate in the physical world. Dissipating one’s energies
trying to reform the practices of a sinful world was considered less
important than bringing one’s own soul into line with spiritual
imperatives. To the religious, the world of the here and now was
a transient thing, a prelude and a testing ground for the world that
really mattered, the world of eternity. However, as a humanistic
philosophy began to affect both secular and religious thought,
what happened in the mundane physical world began to assume
greater importance than it had before in the eyes of intellectuals,
philosophers, and religious leaders.

As the fate of human beings in the here and now loomed
larger as a moral concern, the fate of slaves became part of the
intellectual and moral agenda of the times. Over the centuries,
established religious institutions in the West—notably the Catholic
Church, but later including also established Protestant denomina-
tions—had made their peace with the institution of slavery as a
fact of life and produced traditional rationales to reconcile it with
the message of Christianity. Now these institutions, traditions, and
rationales came under fire from within, as well as outside, the reli-
gious community across a broad front, of which slavery was just
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one battleground. Religious minorities, such as the Quakers or
the Evangelicals within the Anglican Church, could not simply rely
on religious tradition and authority because their very existence
was based on a questioning of, and in some cases a break with,
those traditions and authorities.

These insurgents had to think independently about slavery, as
about other things, and derive their own conclusions—as most
people do not have to think through things which have been
accepted facts of life for centuries. The rising class of secular intel-
lectuals in the West could even less rely on the authority of
established religious institutions. This did not mean that either
secular or religious insurgents were automatically anti-slavery.
What it meant was that they both had to evolve some intellectually
and morally defensible position because they could not simply
base themselves on existing beliefs or practices. Different individ-
uals resolved the issues differently but out of this process came
some who began to see slavery as an intolerable evil.

Quakers were the first religious group to find slavery morally
intolerable—a threat to their own eternal salvation, rather than
simply a temporal misfortune of others. Yet even the Quakers did
not arrive at this conclusion all at once. In the seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries, there were Quaker plantation owners
in the West Indies and Quaker slave traders operating from Lon-
don, Philadelphia, and Newport, Rhode Island.63 As late as 1705,
most of the leaders of the Philadelphia Quakers owned slaves.
However, as anti-slavery sentiment grew among the Quakers, slave-
ownership among these leaders declined to 10 percent by 1756.
Then, just two years later, the Philadelphia Quakers banned the
ownership of slaves by its members.64

In England as well, Quakers were the first to require mem-
bers of their congregations to cease being slave owners.
Evangelicals in the Anglican church—notably William Wilberforce
in Parliament—joined the Quakers and took the issue to the gen-
eral public with a decades-long political struggle to get the British
government to ban the trading of slaves. Only optimists thought
this possible at the time and even the leaders of the anti-slavery
movement did not at first attempt the direct abolition of the insti-
tution of slavery itself, hoping instead that stopping the buying
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and selling of human beings would dry up the source and cause
slavery as an institution to wither on the vine.

At this juncture in history, Britain was the world’s largest
slave trader and the powerful vested interests which this created
were able to roundly defeat early attempts to get Parliament to ban
the trade. In the long run, however, such powerful opposition to
the proposed ban, combined with equal tenacity on the other side,
simply dragged out the political struggle for decades, making ever
wider circles of people aware of the issue. Something that had
never been a public issue before now became a subject of
inescapable and heated controversy for years on end. Slavery
could no longer be accepted as simply one of those facts of life
that most people do not bother to think about. The long, drawn-
out political controversy meant that more and more people had to
think about it—and many who began to think about slavery
turned against it.

Eventually, such strong feelings were aroused among the
British public that anti-slavery petitions with unprecedented num-
bers of signatures poured into Parliament from around the
country, from people in all walks of life, until the mounting politi-
cal pressures forced not only a banning of the international slave
trade in 1808, but eventually swept the anti-slavery forces on
beyond their original goals toward the direct abolition of the insti-
tution of slavery itself.

Nor was this a transient phenomenon. For more than a cen-
tury, these political forces were so unremitting that no British
government of any party could ignore them, and even British
politicians and colonial officials with no personal sense of a need
to ban slavery65 were nevertheless forced further in that direction
by political pressures. Not only were Britons forbidden to trade
or hold slaves, the British navy intercepted slave ships from other
nations on the high seas, set the slaves free and confiscated the
ships.

Only Britain’s overwhelming power made this possible—and
even then not against a powerful nation like France—but only
extraordinary political pressures at home made it necessary. More-
over, this was a moral crusade continually fanned by reports from
British missionaries in Africa and elsewhere, as well as by anti-slav-

The Real History of Slavery 131



ery sentiments from other sources. Queen Victoria told Harriet
Beecher Stowe that she had wept when she read Uncle Tom’s
Cabin. Yet one of the signs of our own times is that intellectuals
have made desperate but futile efforts to depict the worldwide
British anti-slavery crusade as somehow motivated by economic
self-interest,66 rather than by the kinds of moral imperatives acti-
vating the kinds of people that today’s intellectuals find hard to
understand. At the time, however, John Stuart Mill said that the
British “for the last half-century have spent annual sums equal to
the revenue of a small kingdom in blockading the Africa coast, for
a cause in which we not only had no interest, but which was con-
trary to our pecuniary interest.”67

While Britain spearheaded the anti-slavery movement in the
world, the nineteenth century saw anti-slavery feelings spread
until they became common throughout Western civilization—and
only in Western civilization. By 1888, every country in the Western
Hemisphere had abolished slavery, as had all European and Euro-
pean-offshoot nations around the world. Yet attempts to abolish
slavery in the non-Western world provoked armed uprisings
within the Ottoman Empire, and elsewhere peoples unable to
directly mount challenges on the battlefield nevertheless engaged
in massive evasions and concealments of their continued trade in
human beings. After the open slave market in Istanbul was shut
down, slaves continued to be smuggled in, often at night and in
small groups, from the Caucasus and from around the Black Sea,
among other places.68 Suppressing the slave trade across the Per-
sian Gulf and the Red Sea was much harder and took much longer
than suppressing the Atlantic slave trade. While slaves were trans-
ported across the Atlantic in large ships packed with their human
cargoes, slaves were carried in smaller and more numerous ves-
sels, along with rice, fish, and other merchandise, from East Africa
to the Islamic world.69

British naval patrols were overwhelmed by the task of sorting
out which of the innumerable Arab vessels were carrying slaves at
a given time and place, and these patrols were never able to inter-
cept more than a fraction of the slaves being shipped out of East
Africa to the Islamic world of the Middle East and North Africa.70

Moreover, such success as the British had on the high seas led to a
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shifting of more of the slave trade to land, and especially to inland
areas away from the ports and coastal outposts where British naval
power could be exerted. With the passage of time, however, espe-
cially as other European powers began to adopt anti-slavery
policies, not only for themselves, but for other nations that they
conquered or influenced, the slave trade was forced to retreat fur-
ther, though not to surrender. Moreover, the retreat of the slave
trade did not mean the abolition of slavery itself.

A number of European nations, as well as the United States,
officially banned the international slave trade in the early nine-
teenth century, and treaties among them decades later provided
various means of making the ban more effective.71 But, while
nations could deter other nations from slave trading, it was much
more difficult to deter free-lance pirates or free-lance marauders
on land from capturing and selling people wherever a vulnerable
source of supply might exist. Thus North African pirates raided the
Mediterranean coast in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
while pirates in Asia raided islands in the Philippines and sold the
people captured to buyers in Borneo, the Celebes, and other
islands in the Pacific. The Spanish colonial authorities who con-
trolled the Philippines organized resistance against these pirates
but it was not until the United States took over the Philippines in
1898 that slave raiding was stopped.72 In the French colony of
Senegal, slavery itself was still thriving as late as 1904, though the
slave trade had been reduced earlier.73 The Portuguese did not put
an end to the slave trade in their colony in Guinea until just before
the First World War.74

Where European colonial military forces were spread thin
and relied on “indirect rule” through indigenous authorities, as in
much of Africa, local European colonial officials often found it
expedient to turn a blind eye to the continued existence of slavery
and the slave trade among the indigenous peoples, who saw noth-
ing wrong with it and depended on it for a livelihood.75 However,
this simply provided more fuel for exposés by European mission-
aries and journalists, leading eventually to still more pressure from
the home governments to stamp out slavery.76 As one British his-
torian put it, “public opinion would not tolerate even vestigial
slave trading in an area controlled by Britain.”77
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One sign of the difference between the history of slavery in
Western and non-Western societies is the very different language
used to describe the very different processes by which slavery was
ended in these societies. For the European offshoot societies of
the Western Hemisphere, the term was the “abolition” of slavery,
while for Africa and the Middle East the term was “the decline of
slavery”—a much more uneven and protracted process in which
local peoples continued the practice whenever and wherever they
could escape the scrutiny or the power of European imperial
authorities. In Asia as well, slavery continued to exist in backwa-
ters and hinterlands, on into the early twentieth century. Writing
in the last decade of the twentieth century, a scholar observed:

Slavery in Southeast Asia is not a remote historical phenomenon.
Laws certainly have prohibited private ownership of persons for
a century or more, yet in more hills and islands of the region one
still encounters people who admit to being slaves or the chil-
dren of slaves.78

Even independent non-Western nations were pressured to
end slavery, both directly and by a desire not to be embarrassed in
the eyes of the world—meaning, during the nineteenth century,
mostly the powerful European world. In short, where European
and European-offshoot societies held direct and effective power in
the nineteenth century, slavery was simply abolished. But where
the Western world’s power and influence were mediated, reduced
or otherwise operated only indirectly, there non-Western peoples
were able to fight a long war of attrition and evasion in defense of
slavery—a war which they had, however, largely lost by the mid-
dle of the twentieth century, but which they had not yet wholly
lost even at the beginning of the third millennium, when vestiges
of slavery remained in parts of Africa.

Despite all this, those with an instrumental view of history
have managed to turn things upside down and present slavery as
an evil of “our society” or of the white race or of Western civiliza-
tion. One could as well do the same with murder or cancer, simply
by ignoring these evils in other societies and incessantly denounc-
ing their presence in the West. Yet what was peculiar about the
West was not that it participated in the worldwide evil of slavery,
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but that it later abolished that evil, not only in Western societies
but also in other societies subject to Western control or influence.
This was possible only because the anti-slavery movement coin-
cided with an era in which Western power and hegemony were at
their zenith, so that it was essentially European imperialism which
ended slavery. This idea might seem shocking, not because it does
not fit the facts, but because it does not fit the prevailing vision of
our time.

Selective Moral Indignation

Many who are selectively indignant about the immorality of slav-
ery in American society or in Western civilization do not merely
pass over in silence the larger-scale slavery in other parts of the
world but sometimes even attempt to apologize for the latter. The
argument often used by apologists for slavery in the antebellum
American South, that slaves were treated “like members of the
family,” has often been uncritically accepted for African or Middle
Eastern societies, though dismissed out of hand for slavery in the
United States.79 Some of the forms of involuntary servitude in non-
Western societies have even been said not to have been “really”
slavery, though scholars have differed among themselves on the
definition of a slave.80

The treatment of slaves has varied enormously, usually
according to the kinds of work that slaves did. Around the world,
plantation slaves have been almost universally treated worse than
slaves used as domestic servants, for example. Given that planta-
tion slavery was more common in the Western Hemisphere than in
the Ottoman Empire, where slaves were more likely to be domes-
tic servants, an argument could be made that the treatment of
slaves in some societies was in general worse than in others. How-
ever, the high mortality rates and low reproduction rates of slaves
in the Islamic countries should caution against accepting self-serv-
ing arguments that slaves were treated “like members of the
family” in that part of the world, any more than in the American
South. The absence of a critical literature or an anti-slavery move-
ment outside the West left the abuses of slaves in non-Western
countries without the kind of exposure or denunciation that such
abuses provoked in European and European-offshoot societies.
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Even so, terrible mortality rates were known to exist among
slaves in Egyptian salt mines or among slaves in Iraq. For all the
domestic slavery of Africa, there were also slave plantations in East
Africa and on the island of Zanzibar, and some African and Asian
slave owners used their slaves as human sacrifices in religious cer-
emonies, as did the Mayans in the Western Hemisphere.81

Europeans enslaved by North Africans were often used as galley
slaves, which could be killing work. But slaves or former slaves in
non-Western countries did not have an audience for stories of their
oppressions comparable to that of slaves or former slaves in the
United States, where the experiences of Frederick Douglass and
other former slaves were widely publicized outside the South. The
lone exception would be the narratives of European slaves in North
Africa, after they were ransomed or escaped back to Europe, or the
stories told by the smaller number of Americans who were
enslaved in North Africa and then rescued by the U.S. Navy in the
early nineteenth century.82 But the audiences for their stories were
in the West, not in the Islamic countries where they had been
enslaved. Moreover, the stories of white slaves in the Islamic world
were of interest only in the West of their time, not in the West of
our time, when such experiences are largely passed over in silence,
like other historical facts that do not fit today’s visions and agendas.

Direct observation of the treatment of slaves was less com-
mon with domestic slaves living behind walls, or galley slaves
hidden in the bowels of ships, as distinguished from plantation
slaves working out in open fields. However, what was directly
observable in the Islamic world were the slave caravans which
marched vast numbers of human beings from their homes where
they had been captured to the places where they would be sold,
hundreds of miles away, often after spending months crossing the
burning sands of the Sahara.

The death toll on these marches exceeded even the horrific
toll on packed slave ships crossing the Atlantic. Slaves who could
not keep up with the caravans were abandoned in the desert and
left to die a lingering death from heat, thirst and hunger. Thou-
sands of human skeletons were strewn along one Saharan slave
route alone—mostly the skeletons of young women and girls, who
were more in demand than men in much of the Islamic world.
These skeletons tended to cluster in the vicinity of wells, suggest-
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ing their last desperate efforts to reach water. A letter from an
Ottoman official in 1849 referred to 1,600 black slaves dying of
thirst on their way to Libya. It has been estimated that, for every
slave to reach Cairo alive, several died on the way. Whether or not
the survivors were later treated better or worse than slaves in the
Western Hemisphere, after reaching their final destinations, is by
no means the whole story.

While much of the history of the treatment of slaves has
been presented as a history of the treatment of African slaves, the
treatment of European slaves in North Africa and elsewhere was
by no means benign. For example, this was the scene in eigh-
teenth-century Algiers as newly captured European slaves were
paraded through town:

Since the arrival of new slaves was a sign of prosperity and an
occasion of civic pride for all the townsfolk, the resident Turks,
Moors, Jews, and renegades all turned out to cheer and taunt the
newcomers. Local children especially followed the slaves as they
shuffled along, loudly humiliating them and sometimes threw
refuse at them.83

The newly captured men’s heads and beards were roughly
shaved bare, as part of the demoralization process to break their
spirit, and slaves of either sex could be stripped naked for sale at
auction.84 Most of the female slaves were used for domestic work
but the men tended to be used for work requiring strength, includ-
ing the brutal and degrading work of galley slaves:

When the ship was idle, slaves who needed to relieve them-
selves could make their way to the opening at the hull side of
their bench, known as the borda, dragging their part of the
chain and presumably climbing over their sleeping compan-
ions—“The only liberty that is given us in the Galley,” recalled
Louis Marott, “is to go to this place when we have occasion.”
This, however, many slaves were apparently too exhausted or
dispirited to do and often ended up simply fouling themselves
where they sat. The resulting stench, as many observers agreed,
was beyond belief, but besides the fumes in which they labored,
the shackled gaeotti were also tormented by rats, fleas, bedbugs,
and other parasites.85

In the middle of the sixteenth century, galleys propelled by

The Real History of Slavery 137



the rowing of slaves were common in the Mediterranean, among
both Europeans and their Islamic neighbors and enemies. In their
epic naval battle of Lepanto in 1571, an estimated 80,000 rowers
propelled the galleys of the warring powers, and these rowers
were mostly slaves. The need for galley slaves later declined as
Europeans first began to rely on sails for power, so that by the late
1600s, galley slaves were found primarily in vessels from North
Africa and the Middle East.86 Later, as sails became more common
on Mediterranean vessels from the Islamic countries as well, the
hideous work of galley slaves also declined.

While North African pirates enslaved Europeans primarily
from the countries around the Mediterranean, they occasionally
ranged much farther afield. Some of these pirates sailed into the
English Channel and even into the Thames estuary. A seventeenth-
century British Parliamentary report said: “The fishermen are
afraid to put to sea, and we are forced to keep continual watch on
all our coasts.” Nevertheless, Algerians were estimated to have
captured more than 350 British ships between 1672 and 1682,
which would mean that they enslaved a few hundred Britons
annually.87 Earlier, in 1627, these pirates ranged even farther afield
and raided Iceland, carrying off nearly 400 people into bondage.88

As late as the early nineteenth century, Barbary pirates captured
American ships on the high seas and enslaved their crews. The
phrase “to the shores of Tripoli” is in the U.S. Marine Corps hymn
because Marines were part of a naval expedition sent to rescue
hundreds of Americans from bondage in North Africa and serve as
a warning against further pirate attacks on American ships.89

Not all the captured Europeans became slaves. Some were
ransomed, as were Americans. After a successful raid on a Euro-
pean coast, the pirates sometimes sailed out of sight and then
returned a day or two later, under a white flag, to offer to sell some
of their captives back to their families:

This was especially effective when the captives were children or
youths, who might be brought before their parents in the cus-
tody of a fearsome and leering Moor, to leave no doubt what
awaited them in slavery, perhaps even before they arrived in Bar-
bary.90

The story of how human beings treat other human beings
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when they have unbridled power over them is seldom a pretty
story or even a decent story, regardless of the color of the people
involved. When the roles were reversed,Africans did not treat
Europeans any better than Europeans treated Africans. Neither can
be exempted from moral condemnation applied to the other.

Anachronistic Morality

Moral principles may be timeless but moral choices can be made
only among the options actually available at particular times and
places. By the time the existence of slavery became an issue in the
Western world of the late eighteenth century, the question was
no longer whether such an institution should have been created in
the first place, but what to do, now that both that institution and
millions of people brought from Africa by that institution were
already inside Western societies, such as the newly created United
States. It was possible to abolish the institution but it was not pos-
sible to abolish the people. That simple, inescapable fact underlay
the tangled and tortuous history of the issue of slavery in nine-
teenth-century America, where circumstances made the moral
issue more acute than in most other Western nations, while it was
no moral issue at all outside the West.

“Deep rooted prejudices entertained by the whites,” Thomas
Jefferson said, and “ten thousand recollections by the blacks, of the
injuries they have sustained” made the peaceful co-existence of
these two large populations in the South unlikely in his judgment.
More likely, he thought, were “convulsions which will probably
never end but in the extermination of the one or the other race.”91

James Madison likewise referred to the “repugnance of the
whites” to blacks, which he saw as “founded on prejudices, them-
selves founded on physical distinctions, which are not likely soon,
if ever, to be eradicated.”92 Therefore, like many other opponents of
slavery in their day, Jefferson and Madison saw emancipation as
something that needed to be combined with expatriation, in order
to solve the problem of slavery without creating a bigger problem
of a race war. The race war and bloodbath that erupted with the
emancipation of blacks in Santo Domingo—today’s Haiti—cast a
long shadow over the South, and apprehensions were increased
when Nat Turner’s uprising in 1831 left a trail of death in Virginia

The Real History of Slavery 139



before it was suppressed by lethal force.
Many Americans of that era who saw slavery as evil saw a

race war as a greater evil. Those who took this view had the most
difficult moral choices to make and were most inclined to want
to grope toward some plan that would ease slavery out of exis-
tence without consuming blacks and whites alike in mutually
annihilating strife. The founders and early leaders of the Ameri-
can republic—including Southerners like George Washington,
Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison—saw slavery as an evil that
could be tolerated only in fear of greater evils, and even then not
tolerated indefinitely. Among prominent Southerners of a later era,
Robert E. Lee likewise declared in 1856 that he regarded slavery as
an evil that he wished to see somehow gradually ended.93

Too often the reductionism of a later age has turned all such
hesitation about immediate emancipation into either rationaliza-
tions for continued economic exploitation or sheer hypocrisy.
These charges need to be examined carefully rather than being
accepted or rejected a priori.

Few who actually lived in antebellum America thought that
slavery could be ended in the South by simple fiat, even though it
was abolished that way without incident in most Northern states.
The situation was radically different in the two parts of the coun-
try. Slaves were only a relatively minor part of the Northern
population and plantation slavery was virtually unknown, partly
because the climate and soil did not lend themselves to the kinds
of crops that could be grown efficiently on cotton plantations in
the South or on sugar plantations in the Caribbean. Therefore in
the North the question of abolishing slavery as an institution did
not raise serious questions about what to do with the people who
had been enslaved. Some affluent whites in the North lost their
black household servants, or re-hired them as employees, or sold
them to the South, where slavery was still prevalent. But the rela-
tively small numbers of people involved meant that it was not a
major problem for the North in any case.

Southerners faced a very different situation, with momentous
economic and social implications. Blacks were a much higher per-
centage of the total Southern population than in the Northern
states, and in some places were an absolute majority. From the first
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census of 1790 to the last census before the Civil War in 1860,
slaves were approximately one-third of the total Southern popula-
tion. As of 1860, slaves were more than 40 percent of the
population of Alabama, Florida, Georgia, and Louisiana—and more
than half the population of Mississippi and South Carolina.94 Free-
ing in their midst millions of people of an alien race and unknown
disposition, and with no history in either Africa or America that
would prepare them to be citizens of a society such as the United
States, was not an experiment that many were willing to risk in
these states. Not when it could mean risking their lives.

Only those on opposite ends of a spectrum of opinion found
the issue of slavery easy—those like Senator John C. Calhoun of
South Carolina, who wished to keep blacks enslaved indefinitely,
and those like Massachusetts’ William Lloyd Garrison, who advo-
cated immediate emancipation of blacks with the full rights of
citizenship. Ironically, both men reasoned on the basis of abstract
principles—legalistic principles in the case of Calhoun and moral-
istic principles in the case of Garrison.95 In both cases, the
relentless march of their syllogisms left the painful human realities
and dilemmas fading into the dim background. For the majority
of Americans in between, neither option was acceptable, nor was
any other option able to command a general consensus.

The kind of strange cross-currents this situation generated
were perhaps epitomized by the career of Congressman John Ran-
dolph of Virginia, a prominent and bitter opponent of the
abolitionists, who nevertheless hated slavery. Slavery was to him
“a cancer” but one which “must not be tampered with by quacks,
who never saw the disease or the patient,” for this could end in
the race war that he too feared, threatening “the life’s blood of
the little ones, which are lying in their cradles, in happy ignorance
of what is passing around them; and not the white ones only, for
shall not we too kill?”96

Fears of a race war were not confined to Southerners, how-
ever, or even to Americans. Alexis de Tocqueville saw a race war
in the South as a very real possibility in the wake of mass emanci-
pation and one of many painful prospects created by the
institution of slavery, especially a slavery in which the freed people
and their descendants would be physically distinct and could not
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readily vanish by assimilation into the larger society, as in some
earlier times and in other parts of the world. Moreover, slavery was
a very poor preparation for freedom for blacks, economically,
socially or otherwise. Free blacks were already very dispropor-
tionately represented in prison populations, creating fears of what
would happen if the much larger slave population were suddenly
freed.

Even a Northern opponent of slavery like Frederick Law Olm-
sted, having encountered and been appalled by slave field hands
during his travels through the South, feared that their “presence in
large numbers must be considered a dangerous circumstance to a
civilized people.”97 He urged charitable efforts toward blacks after
they were freed, lest “desperate want” make them dangerous to
those around them. But he too saw the freeing of millions of peo-
ple unprepared for freedom as creating a serious danger to the
society as a whole. Nor was Olmsted alone. Abolitionists were
hated in the North as well as the South: William Lloyd Garrison
narrowly escaped being lynched by a mob in Boston, even though
there were no slaveholders in Massachusetts, and another aboli-
tionist leader was killed by a mob in Illinois. Abolitionists were
also targets of mobs in New York and Philadelphia, and anti-aboli-
tionist rallies were held in many Northern communities.98

None of this was based on any economic interest in the own-
ership of slaves in states where such ownership had been
outlawed decades earlier. But, just as Southerners resented dangers
to themselves created by distant abolitionists, so Northerners
resented dangers to the Union, with the prospect of a bloody civil
war. Even people who were openly opposed to slavery were often
also opposed to the abolitionists. A leading historian of the Civil
War era has called it “a moot question” whether even such leaders
of the fight against slavery as Charles Sumner or Thaddeus Stevens
could be called abolitionists in the sense in which the term was
used at the time.99 Quakers, who had spearheaded the anti-slavery
movement on both sides of the Atlantic, nevertheless distanced
themselves from the abolitionist movement exemplified by Garri-
son.100

Abraham Lincoln likewise was never an abolitionist in the
sense in which that word was used at the time, even though he
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publicly argued for an end to slavery for decades before he was in
a position to put an end to it himself. When he first ran for Presi-
dent, in 1860, abolitionists refused to support him, saying that the
outcome of this election would make no difference “whether suc-
cess be to the Democrats or the Republicans.”101 Accordingly, the
abolitionists ran their own candidate for President, even though he
had no realistic chance of being elected and in fact split the anti-
slavery vote, so that Lincoln was elected with only a plurality. Even
after Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, the abolition-
ist movement split on whether to support him for re-election.102

Some abolitionists even criticized Frederick Douglass for pur-
chasing his legal freedom, rather than continue to be in danger as
a fugitive slave, because paying compensation for one’s freedom
was taken as a legitimization of slavery.103 It was the abolitionists’
doctrinaire stances and heedless disregard of consequences, both
of their policy and their rhetoric, which marginalized them, even
in the North and even among those who were seeking to find
ways to phase out the institution of slavery, so as to free those
being held in bondage without unleashing a war between the
states or a war between the races. Garrison could say “the ques-
tion of expedience has nothing to do with that of right”104—which
is true in the abstract, but irrelevant in a world where conse-
quences matter. Too often the abolitionists were intolerant of
those seeking the same goal of ending slavery when those oth-
ers—including Lincoln—proceeded in ways that took account of
the inescapable constraints of the times, instead of being oblivious
to context and constraints.

While the dilemmas created by slavery were particularly
acute in the United States, similar considerations applied in some
other Western societies. In eighteenth-century Britain, Edmund
Burke recognized the very same dilemmas for British colonies,
such as those in the West Indies, and sought to devise ways around
them. An opponent of the slave trade long before Parliament had
been brought to that point by popular pressures, Burke put the
problem, as he put so many other problems, in the context of the
inherent constraints of circumstances. While seeing slavery as “an
incurable evil,”105 Burke was concerned with what would happen
to the slaves themselves after they were freed, as well as the impli-
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cations of their freedom for the society around them.
The “minds of men being crippled” by slavery, Burke said,

“we must precede the donation of freedom” by developing in the
enslaved people the capacity to function as responsible members
of a free society. Therefore he proposed “the civilization and grad-
ual manumission of negroes in the two hemispheres.”106 Later, he
proposed “to give property to the Negroes” when they should
become free.107 But nowhere did Burke view this as an abstract
question without considering the social context and the conse-
quences and dangers of that context. He rejected the idea that one
could simply free the slaves by fiat as a matter of abstract princi-
ple, since he abhorred abstract principles on political issues in
general. Thomas Jefferson likewise regarded emancipation, all by
itself, as being more like abandonment than liberation for people
“whose habits have been formed in slavery.”108

When Edmund Burke set forth his particular proposal to a
colleague, he warned:

Its whole value (if it has any) is the coherence and mutual
dependency of parts in the scheme; separately they can be of lit-
tle or no use.109

Burke’s approach to slavery, as to other issues, was in terms
of the actual context and the constraints implied by that context,
not abstract principles. As he said on another issue:

I do not enter into these metaphysical distinctions; I hate the
very sound of them.110

In America, John Randolph of Roanoke took a similar posi-
tion: “I am not going to discuss the abstract question of liberty, or
slavery, or any other abstract question.”111

Today, slavery is too often discussed as an abstract question
with an easy answer, leading to sweeping condemnations of those
who did not reach that easy answer in their own time. In nine-
teenth-century America, especially, there was no alternative that
was not traumatic, including both the continuation of slavery and
the ending of it in the manner in which it was in fact ended by the
Civil War—at a cost of one life for every six slaves freed.112 Many
problems can be made simple, but only by leaving out the compli-
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cations which those in the midst of these problems cannot so eas-
ily escape with a turn of a phrase, as those who look back on them
in later centuries can.

Even at the individual level, it was not always legally possi-
ble for a slaveowner to simply set a slave free, for authorities had
to approve in many states. When a motion was introduced into the
Virginia House of Burgesses in 1769 to allow slaveowners to free
their slaves unilaterally—a motion seconded by Thomas Jeffer-
son—there was anger at such a suggestion and the motion was
roundly defeated.113 An unlimited power to release slaves into the
larger society was considered too dangerous to leave in private
hands.

Many who have dismissed the anti-slavery words of the
founders of the American republic as just rhetoric have not both-
ered to check the facts of history. Washington, Jefferson, and other
founders did not just talk. They acted. Even when they acted
within the political and legal constraints of their times, they acted
repeatedly, sometimes winning and sometimes losing. One of the
early battles that was lost was Jefferson’s first draft of the Declara-
tion of Independence, which criticized King George III for having
enslaved Africans and for over-riding colonial Virginia’s attempt to
ban slavery. The Continental Congress removed that phrase under
pressure from representatives from the South.

When Jefferson drafted a state constitution for Virginia in
1776, his draft included a clause prohibiting any more importation
of slaves and, in 1783, Jefferson included in a new draft of a Vir-
ginia constitution a proposal for gradual emancipation of slaves.
He was defeated in both these efforts. On the national scene, Jef-
ferson returned to the battle once again in 1784, proposing a law
declaring slavery illegal in all western territories of the country as
it existed at that time. Such a ban would have kept slavery out of
Alabama and Mississippi. The bill lost by one vote, that of a legis-
lator too sick to come and vote. Afterwards, Jefferson said that
the fate “of millions unborn” was “hanging on the tongue of one
man, and heaven was silent in that awful moment.”114

Three years later, however, Congress compromised by pass-
ing the Northwest Ordinance, making slavery illegal in the upper
western territories, while allowing it in the lower western territo-
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ries. Congress was later authorized to ban the African slave trade
and Jefferson, now President, urged that they use that authority to
stop Americans “from all further participation in those violations
of human rights which has been so long continued on the unof-
fending inhabitants of Africa.”115 Congress followed his urging. As a
historian summarized the actions of these early leaders:

If the Founding Fathers had done none of this—if slavery had
continued in the North and expanded into the Northwest; if mil-
lions of Africans had been imported to strengthen slavery in the
Deep South, to consolidate it in New York and Illinois, to spread
it to Kansas, and to keep it in the border South; if no free black
population had developed in Delaware and Maryland; if no apol-
ogy for slavery had left Southerners on shaky moral grounds; if,
in short, Jefferson and his contemporaries had lifted nary a
finger—everything would have been different.116

In short, the ideology of the American revolution was not just
words. Those ideas were not wholly without effect, even in the
South, during the years immediately following creation of the
United States, for a number of Southern states eased legal restric-
tions on private manumissions during that era and many blacks
were freed voluntarily.117 As a leading historian of slavery in the
United States noted: “Manumissions were in fact so common in
the deeds and wills of the men of ‘76 that the number of colored
freemen in the South exceeded thirty-five thousand in 1790 and
was nearly doubled in each of the next two decades.”118 Despite
growing apprehensions in the South following the bloodbaths in
Santo Domingo, even as late as 1832 the Virginia legislature con-
sidered a bill to abolish slavery, though it was defeated by a vote of
just seventy-three to fifty-eight.119

Nevertheless, resistance to general emancipation was far
stronger in the South than in the North. Moreover, that resistance
grew more intransigent after the Nat Turner rebellion in 1831 and
the rise of militant abolitionism in the North, exemplified by the
founding of William Lloyd Garrison’s fiery newspaper, The Libera-
tor, that same year. Even the right of private manumission began to
be severely restricted after the rise of the Northern abolitionist
movement.120 The free black population, which had been growing
faster than the slave population in the decades of large-scale pri-
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vate manumissions immediately following the American Revolu-
tion, now grew much more slowly than the slave population in the
decades leading up to the Civil War.121 Southerners with a variety
of views on the slavery issue were bitter against Northern aboli-
tionists, who were seen as imposing dangers on the South that
the distant abolitionists themselves would never have to face. Out
of this bitterness came a sectionalism and intolerance in the South
that led, especially from the 1830s on, to suppression of criticisms
of slavery in the region, including restrictions on academic free-
dom and freedom of the press, state censorship of the U.S. mails,
and a campaign to stop sending Southern young men to Northern
colleges.122

Ultimately, such fears, bitterness, and sectionalism led to
secession and the ensuing Civil War. Before things reached that
point, however, there were many efforts, both individual and col-
lective, in early nineteenth-century America to find some way out
of the dilemma in which many felt themselves trapped by deci-
sions made before they were born—indeed, decisions made before
there was a United States. In colonial times, the colony of Georgia,
for example, had tried to ban the introduction of slavery there, but
was over-ruled in London. Quakers in colonial Pennsylvania had
tried to put a high tax on the importation of slaves into that state
but this too was over-ruled by the British government. The fact
that nineteenth-century public opinion in both Britain and Amer-
ica was very different from what it had been two centuries earlier
did not mean that either country could simply wipe the slate clean
and escape the consequences of what had already been done in
earlier times.

Some Americans—including Washington, Jefferson, Jackson
and Lincoln123—sought a way out of the painful dilemma by send-
ing freed slaves “back to Africa.” However, by the time this idea
became widespread, most of the slaves in the United States had
never seen Africa and neither had their grandparents. They spoke
no African languages and had no idea where their forebears had
originated, on a continent more than twice the size of Europe,
and one where local and tribal origins were—and still are—crucial
to one’s acceptance or even toleration by other Africans.

One concrete result of the back-to-Africa movement was the
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establishment of the colony of Liberia on the West African coast, to
which freed American blacks were sent during the administration
of James Monroe, for whom they named their capital Monrovia.
These first settlers were decimated by African diseases to which
they no longer had biological resistance—which was just one of
the problems of trying to undo the past. More fundamentally, the
numbers that could realistically be transported to Africa for reset-
tlement was less than the natural increase of the black population
of the United States, so this was a foredoomed hope.124 Neverthe-
less, the American Colonization Society and many others persisted
in the hope that slavery could be ended as an institution, without
releasing into American society millions of former slaves, by estab-
lishing colonies for them in Africa or Haiti.

Even when private manumissions of individual slaves was
legally possible, it was not wholly without its dilemmas. Modern
historian David Brion Davis denounced Congressman John Ran-
dolph for “hypocrisy” because Randolph publicly condemned the
slave trade during a visit to England,125 while he himself contin-
ued to hold slaves in the United States. However, Randolph was
not just speaking for public consumption in England. He said sim-
ilar things both in public and in private letters to friends in the
United States.126 Why, then, did Randolph not simply free his own
slaves? This question reaches beyond one man and has implica-
tions for the whole set of contradictions which slavery presented
in a free society.

At a personal level, the answer was clearest: Randolph could
not simply free his own slaves legally, since he had inherited a
mortgaged estate and the slaves were part of that estate.127 Only
after he had removed both financial and legal encumbrances was
freeing his slaves possible, and only after he made some provision
for their economic viability as free people did he consider it
humane. During hard economic times, Randolph wrote to a friend
of “more than two hundred mouths looking up to me for food”
and though it would be “easy to rid myself of the burthen,”
morally it would be “more difficult to abandon them to the cruel
fate to which our laws would consign them than to suffer with
them.”128 Thomas Jefferson likewise owned a plantation encum-
bered by debt, as did many other Southerners, so emancipation of
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all of Jefferson’s slaves was never a real possibility, though he did
manage to free nine of them.

Like Burke and Randolph, Jefferson did not see slavery as an
abstract issue. He saw the heavy moral stigma of slavery but also
the social dangers to flesh and blood people. He wrote in a letter:

I can say, with conscious truth, that there is not a man on earth
who would sacrifice more than I would to relieve us from this
heavy reproach, in any practicable way. The cession of that kind
of property (for so it is misnamed) is a bagatelle, which would
not cost me a second thought, if in that way a general emanci-
pation and expatriation could be effected; and gradually, and
with due sacrifices, I think it might be. But, as it is, we have the
wolf by the ears, and we can neither hold him nor safety let him
go. Justice is in one scale, and self-preservation in the other.129

Many other slaveowners of course saw their slaves as simply
a source of wealth and were therefore determined to hold on to
them for that reason. However, even those slaveholders with aver-
sions to slavery in principle were constrained by a strong tradition
of stewardship, in which the family inheritance was not theirs to
dispose of in their own lifetime, but to pass on to others as it had
been passed on to them. George Washington was one of those
who had inherited slaves and, dying childless, freed his slaves in
his will, effective on the death of his wife. His will also provided
that slaves too old or too beset with “bodily infirmities” to take
care of themselves should be taken care of by his estate, and that
the children were to be “taught to read and write” and trained for
“some useful occupation.”130 His estate in fact continued to pay
for the support of some freed slaves for decades after his death, in
accordance with his will.131

The part of Washington’s will dealing with slaves filled
almost three pages, and the tone as well as the length of it showed
his concerns:

The emancipation clause stands out from the rest of Washing-
ton’s will in the unique forcefulness of its language. Elsewhere
in it Washington used the standard legal expressions—“I give
and bequeath,” “it is my will and direction.” In one instance he
politely wrote, “by way of advice, I recommend to my Execu-
tors…” But the emancipation clause rings with the voice of
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command; it has the iron firmness of a field order: “I do hereby
expressly forbid the sale…of any Slave I may die possessed of,
under any pretext whatsoever.”132

Long before reaching this point in his personal life, George
Washington had said of slavery as a national issue: “There is not a
man living who wishes more sincerely than I do to see a plan
adopted for the abolition of it.”133 But, like Burke, he saw a need for
a plan of some sort, rather than simply freeing millions of slaves in
a newly emerging nation surrounded by threatening powers, just
as the freed slaves themselves would be surrounded by a hostile
population. In short, the moral principle was easy but figuring
out how to apply it in practice was not. Moreover, in a country
with an elected government, how the white population at large
felt could not be ignored. When Washington congratulated
Lafayette for the latter’s purchase of a plantation where former
slaves could live, he added: “Would to God a like spirit would dif-
fuse itself generally into the minds of the people of this country;
but I despair of seeing it.” He saw legislation as the only way to
end slavery and said that a legislator who did that would get his
vote.134

Slaves that Washington took north with him when he entered
public life he quietly left behind when he returned to Virginia after
completing his terms as President—in effect freeing them “on the
sly,” as one biographer put it,135 at a time when to free them
officially could have set off controversies that neither he nor the
new nation needed. George Washington was, after all, trying to
hold together a fragile coalition of states bearing little resemblance
to the world power that the United States would become in later
centuries.

As a slaveowner in Virginia, Washington thought of ways he
might sublet much of his estate, in which his current slaves “might
be hired by the year, as labourers” by tenant farmers. He was
clearly casting about for some way, as he put it in a letter, “to lib-
erate a certain species of property which I possess very
repugnantly to my own feelings.”136 But there were no takers.
Washington’s behavior as a slaveowner is also worth noting:

Beginning in the early 1770s, he rarely bought a slave and he
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would not sell one, unless the slave consented, which never hap-
pened. Not selling slaves was an economic loss. Slave labor on a
plantation with soil as poor as Mount Vernon brought in little
or nothing…. The only profit a man in his position would make
was by selling slaves to states where agriculture was more flour-
ishing.Washington would not. “I am principled against selling
negroes as you would do cattle at a market….” From 1775 until
his death, the slave population at Mount Vernon more than dou-
bled.137

As Southern states in the nineteenth century began to
tighten restrictions on the right of slaveowners to free their slaves,
in order to forestall the social problems that were widely feared,
the laws made manumission increasingly difficult, legally compli-
cated, and a costly process. Those slaveowners who were
prepared to grant manumission found it less onerous to let those
who were legally their slaves simply live as de facto free persons.
In antebellum Savannah, for example, two of the churches in the
free black community there were headed by ministers who were
among the most prosperous members of that community, even
though they were, legally speaking, still slaves.138 Many blacks who
had managed to gain freedom for themselves individually then
legally owned members of their own families, because it was not
financially or otherwise feasible to go through what it would take
to free them all de jure. Quakers also held legal titles to many
slaves in their Southern churches, while it was an open secret that
these “slaves” lived free and independent lives.

In the case of John Randolph, the charge of hypocrisy is hard
to sustain in view of the events surrounding his death. Never mar-
ried, and so without heirs to his estate, he made provision in his
will, years before his death, that his slaves were to be not only
freed but provided with land in a free state, on which they might
hope to live in peace and be self-supporting. In a will written a
dozen years before his death, Randolph wrote: “I give and
bequeath all my slaves their freedom, heartily regretting that I have
ever been the owner of one.”139 An earlier will said: “I give my
slaves their freedom to which my conscience tells me they are
justly entitled.”140 That this was said by a conservative white South-
erner—a bitter political opponent of the abolitionists and a man
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who asserted the right of secession long before the Civil War—
suggests something of the complexity of the issue confronting
those who faced it directly as a human reality, rather than as an
abstract question.

Knowing the stringency of the laws of the South when it
came to the freeing of slaves, when Randolph felt that he was
dying he summoned a doctor whom he wanted, ostensibly for
medical treatment, but in fact as a white witness whose testimony
would be accepted in a Southern court as to his dying wishes.
Once the doctor was present, Randolph ordered his black servant
not to let the doctor leave the room until he—Randolph—was
dead, so that there would be no legal question about what he had
done. This was the scene:

Randolph was propped up in the bed with pillows at his
back…. With his last remaining strength, eyes flashing, he
pointed his long, bony index finger at the assembly: “I confirm
all the directions in my will, respecting my slaves, and direct
them to be enforced, particularly in regard to a provision for
their support.” Raising his arm as high as he could, he brought
it down with his hand open on Johnny’s shoulder. “Especially
for this man.” He then asked whether each of the witnesses
understood him. Immediately, Randolph’s keen, penetrating gaze
clouded, his mind gave way, and he slumped down.141

Randolph’s will provided money to purchase land for his
freed slaves in a free state, in order to give them a chance to be
self-supporting as free people. But, even in the free state of Ohio,
the opposition of local whites made it impossible for them to live
on the land he had provided. The racial animosity that he had
feared from the beginning would blight their chances was ram-
pant even in the North. Whatever the merits or demerits of
Randolph’s personal or public policy conclusions, “hypocrite”
hardly seems the right word for him. Abstract moral decisions are
much easier to make on paper or in a classroom in later centuries
than in the midst of the dilemmas actually faced by those living in
very different circumstances, including serious dangers.

One way to understand the constraints of the times and their
effects on public attitudes is to examine the difference between
the way that many in nineteenth-century America saw the slave
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trade, as distinguished from the way that they saw slavery itself. If
the institution of slavery and the presence of millions of slaves
were facts of life, within which many decision-makers felt trapped
by having inherited the consequences of decisions made by others
in generations before them, the continuing trade in slaves, whether
from Africa or within the United States, was a contemporary prob-
lem that was within their control. Thus, decades before slavery
was abolished, the United States joined in the outlawing of the
international slave trade. Even many Americans not yet ready to
support the abolition of slavery as an institution nevertheless
made the bringing of more slaves from Africa a capital offense in
the United States.

One of the few individuals whose appeal to President Abra-
ham Lincoln for clemency was denied was a ship’s captain named
Nathaniel Gordon who was hanged in 1862 after having been
caught bringing slaves out of Africa. His ship was bound for Cuba
but was intercepted on the high seas by a warship of the American
navy,because of the international ban on slave trading,even though
slavery itself was still perfectly legal at that time in Africa, in Cuba,
and in the United States. Clearly, the evil nature of slavery was rec-
ognized by the severe penalties imposed in America on those who
continued to bring slaves from Africa, though there was not yet a
consensus on what to do about the millions of enslaved people
already in the country. “In the North, with all the hesitation in
many matters, there existed unanimity in regard to the slave trade,”
according to W. E. B. Du Bois.142 Gordon’s trial and execution were
not even controversial and received little attention in the press.143

Even in the antebellum South, Virginia Congressman John
Randolph again exemplified the cross currents of the times in the
dichotomy between the way that slave trading was seen and the
way that slavery itself was seen. Although a fierce opponent of the
abolitionists, Congressman Randolph was nevertheless adamant
against slave trading, at home or abroad. Despite being a slave-
owner, Randolph did not engage in the practice of buying or
selling slaves himself,144 and denounced on the floor of the House
of Representatives those “hard-hearted masters” who broke up
black families by selling their members. Randolph urged the fed-
eral government to act in an area where it had legal jurisdiction, to
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ban domestic slave-trading in the District of Columbia.145

The fact that there was no such general support for making
domestic slave trading a criminal offense as for making the inter-
national slave trade a capital offense reflected the fact that the
former did not increase the total number of slaves in the United
States nor take any more people out of Africa. However, being a
domestic slave trader was not without social stigma, even in the
antebellum South.146 This moral distinction between slave trading
and the continuation of slavery as an institution might be hard for
some in later centuries to understand because, in the abstract,
there is no moral difference. Only in the concrete circumstances
faced by the people of the times was there a practical social dif-
ference.

The Civil War that grew out of tensions over slavery was the
bloodiest war ever fought in the Western Hemisphere and cost
more American lives than any other war in the country’s history.
Whether or not those fighting on either side thought of their bat-
tles as being over slavery, as distinguished from secession, without
slavery there would have been no secession and no Civil War. The
states that first seceded were states where slaves were the high-
est percentage of the population.147 Contemporary words and
deeds by the leaders of the Confederacy made unmistakably clear
that slavery was at the heart of their secession and at the heart of
the constitution that they established for their own new govern-
ment.148 In later times, as slavery became ever more repugnant to
people throughout Western civilization and even beyond, apolo-
gists for the South would stress other factors.149 But the real
question is what factor moved Southern leaders when the fateful
decision was made to secede—and that was “unashamedly,” as a
Civil War historian put it, slavery.150

As for the race war that so many had feared, the fact that it
did not materialize after emancipation is hardly decisive evidence
that the fear was unfounded. During the Civil War, blacks were
freed only where Union troops were in occupation of Southern
territory, and an army of occupation remained in the South for
more than a decade after the Civil War. In the antebellum era, no
one on either side of the issue of slavery and emancipation had
anticipated that. Even so, the vigilante violence of the Ku Klux
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Klan and other white terrorists, even while under military occu-
pation, suggests that the potential for a race war was quite real.

Among the other examples of anachronistic moral principles
being applied in our own times to earlier times have been the many
complaints that the Constitution of the United States did not abol-
ish slavery. This was never a viable option because the South would
not have remained united with the North if there had been such a
clause. The clause would have been an empty symbolic gesture, leav-
ing millions still enslaved in the South, but jeopardizing the
existence of a vulnerable new country by splitting it in half at the
outset. Even had both North and South survived as independent
nations, slaves in the South were highly unlikely to have been freed
by 1863, when Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation.
Would a meaningless clause have been worth the price of condemn-
ing even more generations of blacks to slavery? Moral principles
cannot be separated from their consequences in a given context.

Those preoccupied today with the contemporary instrumen-
tal use of history have scored many talking points by referring to
the Constitution’s allowance of additional representation for the
South in Congress by counting three-fifths of the slave population
in determining the number of Congressmen to which the South-
ern states would be entitled. Like many political compromises, this
one made no sense except as a means of obtaining agreement in a
situation where a dangerous stalemate threatened. The talking
point made today is that this political arrangement amounted to
saying that a black man was only three-fifths as important as a
white man. But would those who say this have preferred that the
slave population had been counted as requiring the same repre-
sentation in Congress as the free? What would have been the
consequences? Or do consequences matter to those trying to
score points?

Since slaves had no voice whatever in the selection of South-
ern Congressman, counting the slave population at full strength
would only have given white Southerners a stronger pro-slavery
contingent in Congress. Scoring points today and being serious are
two very different things. It should also be noted that the Consti-
tution’s distinction in counting people for representation in
Congress was between slave and free, not black and white. Free
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blacks were counted the same as whites—and free blacks existed
before the Constitution existed.

Social Consequences in Different Societies

The situation in the Islamic world was very different from that in
the West. Despite the larger total numbers of slaves sent from
Africa to the Islamic world over the centuries,151 the surviving
African population in these countries was much less than the tens
of millions in the Western Hemisphere. In addition to higher mor-
tality rates of slaves en route to North African and Middle Eastern
countries, the survival and reproduction rates of African slaves
there were much less than in the United States. While slaves in the
antebellum South lived in families, even though they lacked official
legal sanction for their marriages, both marriage and casual sex
among slaves were suppressed in the Islamic world and, among
the relatively small numbers of children born to African slaves
there, the mortality rate was so high that few lived to adulthood.152

The sex imbalance among African slaves—far more women than
men in the Islamic countries—and the fact that eunuchs were
common among the relatively few African men likewise precluded
a vast African slave population in the Moslem countries.

Among the European galley slaves in North Africa, there was
even less chance for them to reproduce, and the European women
who were domestic servants or concubines were in no position to
leave behind European offspring raised in a European culture. The
children born to them, fathered by North African or Middle Eastern
slave owners, were absorbed both biologically and culturally into
the Islamic world. By the late eighteenth century, visitors were
commenting on the lighter complexions of the inhabitants of
Algiers.153

What the United States had that the Islamic world did not
have was a self-sustaining and racially distinct population of major
proportions within the larger society. Non-Western countries in
general faced neither the social nor the moral dilemmas that 
confronted nineteenth-century Americans. Moreover, the emanci-
pation of slaves was not an issue faced by non-Western societies
but rather was something imposed on them by the West. Even
European powers with substantial slave populations in their West-
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ern Hemisphere colonies faced no major domestic social conse-
quences from the freeing of those slaves, however much that
might have economic repercussions, for their slaves were freed on
the other side of the ocean. Both slavery and emancipation were
peculiar in their consequences on American soil. It may be
significant that the only other independent nation in the Western
Hemisphere with a large slave population—Brazil—was the last
Western nation to abolish the institution, a quarter of a century
after the United States.

THE LEGACY OF SLAVERY

Slavery has left many legacies—some economic, some social,
some psychological, some political—and most detrimental.

Economics

Those who think of slavery in economic terms often assume that
it is a means by which a society, or at least its non-slave popula-
tion, becomes richer. Some have even claimed that the industrial
revolution in Western civilization was based on the profits
extracted from the exploitation of slaves. Rather than rehash a
large and controversial literature on this issue, we may instead
look at the economic condition of countries or regions that used
vast numbers of slaves in the past. Both in Brazil and in the United
States—the countries with the two largest slave populations in the
Western Hemisphere—the end of slavery found the regions in
which slaves had been concentrated poorer than other regions of
these same countries. For the United States, a case could be made
that this was due to the Civil War, which did so much damage to
the South, but no such explanation would apply to Brazil, which
fought no civil war over this issue. Moreover, even in the United
States, the South lagged behind the North in many ways even
before the Civil War.

Although slavery in Europe died out before it was abolished
in the Western Hemisphere, as late as 1776 slavery had not yet died
out all across the continent when Adam Smith wrote in The Wealth
of Nations that it still existed in some eastern regions. But, even
then, Eastern Europe was much poorer than Western Europe. The
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slavery of North Africa and the Middle East, over the centuries,
took more slaves from sub-Saharan Africa than the Western Hemi-
sphere did (in addition to large imports of slaves from Eastern
Europe and Southern Europe to the Moslem countries of North
Africa and the Middle East). But these remained largely poor coun-
tries until the discovery and extraction of their vast oil deposits.

In many parts of the non-Western world, slaves were sources
of domestic amenities and means of displaying wealth with an
impressive retinue, rather than sources of wealth. Often they were
a drain on the wealth already possessed. According to a scholarly
study of slavery in China, the slaves there “did not generate any
surplus; they consumed it.”154 Another study concluded: “The Mid-
dle East and the Arab world rarely used slaves for productive
activities.”155 Even though some slaveowners—those whose slaves
produced commercial crops or other saleable products—received
wealth from the fruits of the unpaid labor of these slaves, that is
very different from saying that the society as a whole, or even its
non-slave population as a whole, ended up wealthier than it would
have been in the absence of slavery.

Not only in societies where slaves were more often con-
sumers than producers of wealth, but even in societies where
commercial slavery was predominant, this did not automatically
translate into enduring wealth. Unlike a frugal capitalist class, such
as created the industrial revolution, even commercial slaveowners
in the American antebellum South tended to spend lavishly, often
ending up in debt or even losing their plantations to foreclosures
by creditors. However, even if British slaveowners had saved and
invested all of their profits from slavery, it would have amounted
to less than two percent of British domestic investment.156

In the United States, it is doubtful whether the profits of slav-
ery would have covered the enormous costs of the Civil War—a
war that was fought over the immediate issue of secession, but the
reason for the secession was to safeguard slavery from the grow-
ing anti-slavery sentiment outside the South, symbolized by the
election of Abraham Lincoln. Brazil, which had several times as
many slaves as the United States, and perhaps consumed more
slaves than any other nation in history, was nevertheless still a rel-
atively undeveloped country when slavery ended there in 1888,

158 Black Rednecks and White Liberals



and its subsequent economic development was largely the work of
immigrants from Europe and Japan.

In short, even though some individual slaveowners grew rich
and some family fortunes were founded on the exploitation of
slaves, that is very different from saying that the whole society, or
even its non-slave population as a whole, was more economically
advanced than it would have been in the absence of slavery. What
this means is that, whether employed as domestic servants or pro-
ducing crops or other goods, millions suffered exploitation and
dehumanization for no higher purpose than the transient aggran-
dizement of slaveowners.

Social and Psychological Legacies of Slavery

Just as enslaved peoples tend to be despised, so the work done by
slaves tended to acquire social stigmas in countries around the
world. In Java, for example, free people did not want to carry their
own packages, since slaves carried packages, and therefore free
people without slaves would hire a slave for such chores. Similarly
in Egypt, work done by slaves was spurned by working class peo-
ple, even after slavery was over. Sometimes it was not just
particular kinds of work but hard work in general, or work under
the direction of a foreman or overseer, that was stigmatized. Just as
great conquerors like the Mongols or the Spaniards disdained com-
merce as beneath them, so ordinary people in slave societies
disdained many kinds of work because it had been done by slaves.

One consequence of this was that immigrants with a work
ethic, such as Italian immigrants to Brazil and Argentina, who often
entered such societies much poorer than the existing white pop-
ulations of these countries, began at the bottom by working at
many tasks that local whites disdained, and ultimately rose to a
higher economic plane than the whites who had been born there.
Whatever their initial disadvantages, the immigrants were not bur-
dened with the native-born whites’ aversions to work. Former
slaves and the descendants of slaves likewise developed aversions
to tasks performed under slavery. In the British West Indies, for
example, blacks after emancipation left the plantations in such
numbers that a whole new plantation workforce had to be
imported from India to replace them.
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The economic costs of such attitudes, deriving from slavery
and continuing for generations thereafter, cannot be quantified but
also cannot be dismissed as negligible. Where slaves and slave-
owners have been of visibly different races, then the racial
animosities and distrust deriving from the era of slavery may also
last for many generations after slavery itself is over, leading to eco-
nomic and psychic costs to individuals, as well as social costs to
nations. Although the negative economic consequences of slavery,
including consequences among generations born long after slav-
ery itself was ended, cannot be quantified, the patterns of lasting
economic lags in regions where slavery was widespread may nev-
ertheless be suggestive.

In the United States, and no doubt some other societies, one
of the major psychological legacies of slavery has been a sense of
shame and resentment among the black population and a sense
of guilt among the white population. The reiterated depiction of
enslavement as a peculiarly black experience falsely makes this
seem to be a uniquely shameful fate to which a particular race sub-
mitted, requiring for some of their descendants compensatory
bombast from themselves and, if possible, compensatory benefits
to be extracted from others. To whites, the false depiction of the
history of slavery makes some feel uniquely guilty and responsi-
ble for the current misfortunes of blacks. Such attitudes, and the
many cross-currents they generate, are hardly the framework for a
rational discussion or resolution of today’s social issues.

The physical and psychic sufferings of slaves in the past are
neither necessary nor sufficient to explain the economic and
other differences between their present-day descendants and
members of the general population. The economic and other dis-
parities between Europeans and Africans living, respectively, in
Europe and Africa are vastly greater than the disparities between
the descendants of Europeans and Africans living in the United
States. The latter have not lost but gained economically from living
in the United States. That these gains derive from the tragic fate of
their ancestors does not make them any less gains, over and above
where these descendants would be today if their ancestors had
been left alone in peace in their homeland. This cannot morally
justify the seizing of their ancestors. It simply affects the cause-
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and-effect question of the reasons for black-white disparities today.
Often the economic lags or social pathology of American

blacks have been blamed on “a legacy of slavery.” Whether it is the
dearth of marriages and families among contemporary blacks or
their lower labor force participation than whites, or their high
crime rates, slavery has often been invoked as an explanation. Yet
the fact is that in the late nineteenth century, when blacks were
just one generation out of slavery, there was nothing like today’s
levels of unwed births or failure to participate in the labor force. It
has been from the 1960s onward that these social pathologies
have escalated. Whatever the cause, it has arisen long after slav-
ery had ended.

Two very different questions have been confused as regards
the history of black families: (1) Why marriage rates differ between
blacks and whites? and (2) Why marriage rates among blacks are
much lower now than in the past? Official Census data show that
blacks had slightly higher marriage rates than whites for every cen-
sus from 1890 to 1940,157 but far lower marriage rates than whites
by 1960.158 On the black-white difference, some have argued that
the census data from the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies are misleading, that black unmarried women with children in
that era called themselves “widows” to avoid the embarrassment of
being unwed mothers,159 even though the mortality rate among
black men was not enough to account for so many widows.

Interestingly enough, those who argued this way offered no
explanation for the high rate of marriage among black men dur-
ing that same era, since unmarried fathers were unlikely to have
children living with them to require them to pretend to be mar-
ried when they were not. As of 1940, for example, from 66 to 70
percent of non-white males in age brackets from 30 and up
reported themselves in the census as married and living with a
spouse. Adding those black males who were widowers, separated,
or divorced, more than three-quarters of black males had been
married,160 despite being only the third generation after slavery.

However one resolves the question of the black-white differ-
ences in rates of married and unwed motherhood, the more
fundamental question as regards the “legacy of slavery” argument
is why black marriage rates began a precipitous decline in 1960—
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nearly a century after the end of slavery. While the percentage of
first births that were premarital has long differed as between
blacks and whites—as it differed between antebellum white
Southerners and white Northerners, and between other groups
around the world in places where slavery cannot be invoked as
an explanation—the sharp increase in premarital first births
among blacks began in the 1960s. From 1930 to 1934, 31 percent
of first births to black women were premarital, while from 1990 to
1994, 77 percent were. Moreover, whereas in 1930–34 premarital
births plus the births of children conceived before marriage but
born after marriage were together still a minority of all black
births, by 1994 these two categories constituted 86 percent of all
black births.161 That such a “legacy of slavery” would take nearly a
century to appear strains credulity.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

The history of slavery can be looked at from several perspectives
or for several purposes. Whether slavery is examined morally,
causally, or politically is a matter of individual choice. But, once
that choice is made, accuracy and consistency are crucial. Moral
judgments must be made with the facts as they are or were, and
applied consistently, regardless of the race, nationality, or religion
of either the enslavers or the enslaved. These facts include the
social context and the constraints and consequences implied by
that context. We cannot assume twenty-first-century options, or
even present-day knowledge, when judging decisions made in the
nineteenth century. Nor can we assume that we have superior
knowledge of the social realities of an earlier era that we never
lived through, compared to the first-hand knowledge of those who
confronted those realities daily and inescapably.

Moral questions about slavery have been, almost exclusively,
Western moral questions. Non-Western societies had neither moral
concerns about slavery nor, in most cases, the power to decide on
the continuance or extinction of the institution for themselves
during the era of European imperialism, when slavery was sup-
pressed over most of the world by the West. Not only has the
West’s crucial role in the destruction of slavery around the world
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gone largely unnoticed, standards applied almost exclusively to the
West have been used to condemn European and European off-
shoot societies for having once had slavery.

Even those Western leaders who sought to end slavery are
condemned by critics today for not having done it sooner or faster.
The dangers and constraints of their times have too often been
either ignored or brushed aside as mere excuses, as if elected lead-
ers operating under constitutional law could simply decree
whatever they felt was right.

Even a sympathetic biography of George Washington, for
example, said: “He had helped to create a new world but had
allowed into it an infection that he feared would eventually
destroy it.”162 This statement is breathtaking in its assumptions.
Washington did not “allow” slavery, which existed on American
soil and around the world before he was born, nor did he have
the option to decree its end. Even to have made slavery a public
issue at the time would have accomplished nothing except to
jeopardize the survival of a fragile coalition of newly independent
states. Yet this man who contributed more than anyone else to the
introduction of free republican government in the modern world
is widely seen as being under a moral cloud, as if he had chosen
to introduce or abet slavery. Washington’s actual behavior illus-
trated what Adam Smith had said, decades earlier, in his Theory of
Moral Sentiments, that a man prompted “by humanity and benev-
olence,” when he cannot establish the right, “will not disdain to
ameliorate the wrong.”163

Abraham Lincoln, who took advantage of a military conflict
to stretch his powers as commander-in-chief to the point of issu-
ing the Emancipation Proclamation, has been downgraded in the
post-1960s world for not having done it sooner, more sweepingly,
with more fervent moral rhetoric, and with affirmations of the
equality of the races thrown in. The serious legal and political
risks that Lincoln took when he emancipated Southern slaves are
ignored. There was no groundswell of public opinion, even in the
North, for freeing slaves. On the contrary, in a war-weary nation it
was feared that the Emancipation Proclamation would stiffen
Southern resistance and reduce the chances of an early negoti-
ated settlement of a conflict that killed more Americans than any
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other war, before or since.
Lincoln himself was unsure what the net military effect of

the proclamation would be.164 Yet military necessity was the only
rationale that had either a constitutional basis or a political chance
of being accepted. Those in later times who judge only by words
may be disappointed that Lincoln did not make a ringing moral
case for emancipation. But seldom, if ever, do they ask whether
that would have made the proclamation more likely or less likely
to survive both constitutional and political challenges. Despite Lin-
coln’s mastery of moral rhetoric—some consider his Gettysburg
Address the finest speech in the English language—the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation was written in such dry and dull language that it
has been likened to a bill of lading.165 But Lincoln understood that
ringing rhetoric can be as counterproductive in some situations as
it is inspiring in others.

To have made the moral case for emancipation in the Procla-
mation would have undermined its acceptance as a matter of
military necessity. The earlier emancipation of slaves in the British
Empire likewise invoked military necessity and avoided ringing
humanitarian rhetoric, in order to maximize the range of its politi-
cal support.166 As a distinguished scholar aptly put it, “we are so
conditioned to expecting interest to masquerade as altruism that
we may miss altruism when concealed beneath the cloak of inter-
est.”167

As it was, Lincoln was viciously attacked in the Democrats’
press for issuing the Emancipation Proclamation. Nor was this sim-
ply a question of his own political career being in jeopardy.
Lincoln warned Andrew Johnson “to remember that it can not be
known who is next to occupy the position I now hold, nor what
he will do”168 at this critical moment in the history of the nation
and of the fight against slavery. William Lloyd Garrison could
indulge in ringing rhetoric without regard to the conse-
quences but Abraham Lincoln had the heavy responsibility of 
consequences squarely on his shoulders as he faced his country-
men—and history. Lincoln had been elected to his first term by a
plurality, rather than a majority, and it was by no means certain that
he would be re-elected, especially with the controversy over the
Emancipation Proclamation swirling around him.
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Those who view slavery as an abstract moral issue are as dis-
appointed with Lincoln today as William Lloyd Garrison was at the
time. Garrison was dissatisfied with the language of the Emanci-
pation Proclamation and with the fact that it did not decree “the
total abolition of slavery,” rather than just its abolition in the South-
ern states at war.169 He seemed oblivious to the huge legal and
political risks that Lincoln was taking—as many in later times
would be when they criticized the limits of his actions and words.
But had Lincoln’s real concerns extended no further than the mil-
itary effects of the Emancipation Proclamation, it would be hard to
explain his many and strenuous behind-the-scenes efforts to get
slave-holding border states and the Congress of the United States
to extend the ban on slavery to the whole country.170 Garrison’s
rhetoric may look better to a later generation but the cold fact is
that William Lloyd Garrison did not free a single slave, while Abra-
ham Lincoln freed millions.

Lack of awareness or concern for the context and constraints
of the times is only part of the problem of those today assessing
such historic figures as Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln—or the
American nation as a whole. No small part of the distortion and
confusion about the history of slavery comes from attempts at
scoring points about the past or using the past to try to extract
concessions or largess in the present. Non-Western slave-holding
countries, past and present, from whom no reparations or other
concessions are even remotely to be expected, are passed over in
silence by the most vocal critics of the West.

Scholars have long known that slavery was a worldwide insti-
tution, going back thousands of years, though that has not led
them to provide comparable coverage to slavery outside Western
civilization. One scholar whose study of slavery encompassed
Islamic as well as Western countries observed: “Slavery has been
a common feature of human history, appearing in nearly every part
of the world”171—though his own study did not extend across the
vast reaches of Asia or to the Polynesian islands. Another scholar
distinguished for his studies of the Atlantic slave trade declared:

Slavery until recently was universal in two senses. Most settled
societies incorporated the institution into their social structures,
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and few peoples in the world have not constituted a major
source of slaves at one time or another.172

Despite such common knowledge among scholars, the ver-
sion of the history of slavery more commonly depicted to the
general public, as well as to students in our schools and colleges, is
more along the lines of Roots or other similar productions.

On the other end of the spectrum, one of the rationales for
slavery used in both ancient times and in more recent centuries
has been that consigning some people to perform the drudgery
of the world freed others to pursue the higher things—education,
invention, political leadership, the arts, etc.—and thus advance civ-
ilization as a whole. Plato and Socrates came out of a slaveholding
society, as did many of the remarkable leaders who founded the
American republic. But correlation is not causation—and even the
correlation is not as clear as some apologists for slavery have
assumed.

Although Brazil imported several times as many slaves as the
United States, it would be difficult to find Brazilian equivalents of
Plato or Socrates or other world leaders in the advancement of civ-
ilization in the arts or sciences. The remarkable number of early
American leaders who came out of Virginia—including Washing-
ton, Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe—had no counterparts in
other Southern states which collectively had vastly larger numbers
of slaves than those of Virginia. The South as a whole lagged far
behind the North in producing leaders in the arts and sciences.173

Slavery has been too facile an explanation of both the positive and
negative aspects of slaveholding societies.

The idea that slavery was based on race or racism is yet
another popular notion that will not stand up to a scrutiny of his-
tory, as we have already seen. Yet beliefs about the innate ability of
blacks in the United States by prominent American leaders of an
earlier era have been invested with great moral implications by
those seeking to score points. But beliefs are neither moral nor
immoral. They may be accurate or inaccurate, founded or
unfounded, but they acquire moral significance only when they
are shaped to serve some ulterior purpose that is either moral or
immoral. Belief in the innate equality of all people has been pro-
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moted in order to promote equal treatment of all people, and
belief in innate inferiority has been promoted in order to justify
discrimination against some people, but it is these goals which
have moral significance. In the absence of such goals, the beliefs
themselves are subject to the tests of evidence and logic, rather
than the test of moral principles.

Abraham Lincoln, for example, said of blacks that their abili-
ties were no measure of their rights.174 Thomas Jefferson likewise
said:

Be assured that no person living wishes more sincerely than I
do, to see a complete refutation of the doubts I have myself
entertained and expressed on the grade of understanding allot-
ted to them by nature, and to find that in this respect they are on
a par with ourselves. My doubts were the result of personal
observation on the limited sphere of my own State, where the
opportunities for the development of their genius were not
favorable, and those of exercising it still less so. I expressed
them therefore with great hesitation; but whatever their degree
of talent it is no measure of their rights. Because Sir Isaac New-
ton was superior to others in understanding, he was not
therefore lord of the person or property of others.175

That took the question of Jefferson’s beliefs about the innate
ability of blacks out of the realm of morality. Elsewhere Jefferson
pointed out how tentative any conclusion must be about the
innate ability of blacks, given the lack of scientific precision possi-
ble on such questions.176 Although Jefferson has been criticized for
having expressed doubts—what he called “a suspicion only”177—
about the innate ability of black people, his obvious pleasure at
discovering the able work of Benjamin Banneker178 suggests that
his beliefs were not the servant of some ulterior purpose. The vast
majority of blacks that Thomas Jefferson saw were illiterate people
whose development had been stunted by slavery. He never in his
entire life saw a black American who had a college degree because
there were none. The first black man to receive a college degree in
the United States did so two years after Jefferson’s death and the
first black woman more than a quarter of a century after that. As
Jefferson himself realized, his observed sample of black people
was inherently biased by time and place, which is an empirical
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deficiency of his circumstances, rather than a moral choice of his
own.

Others, however, used their belief that blacks were innately
lacking in ability to justify, for example, forbidding the teaching of
blacks. Frederick Law Olmsted’s response to the claim that blacks
were no more capable of being educated than animals were was to
ask why there were no laws forbidding animals from being edu-
cated.179 The very need for such a law undermined the belief that
was used to justify that law. Again, the moral significance of a
belief derives from the purpose to which it is put. Otherwise,
there is only a question of assessing the logic and evidence behind
the belief.

While facts about slavery are essential, we need more than
facts. Indeed, one of the principal uses of facts is to gain some
sense of causation, some explanation of why history unfolded as
it did. In the case of slavery, it has been too readily assumed that
resistance to emancipation in nineteenth-century America was
based simply on the economic interests of those who owned
slaves, when in fact abolitionists were hated even in states that had
outlawed slavery, and emancipation was feared even by white
Southerners who owned no slaves—who were a majority of white
Southerners. When slavery is viewed in worldwide perspective,
still more common beliefs crumble when confronted with the
facts of history.

The truth should need no apology but the truth about the
history of slavery is urgently needed for reasons that go beyond
historical accuracy. Both the present and the future are at stake
when we look at the past. What lessons we draw from that past
depend on whether it is viewed narrowly or against the broader
background of world history.

From a narrow perspective, the lesson that some draw from
the history of slavery, automatically conceived of as the enslave-
ment of blacks by whites, is that white people were or are
uniquely evil. Against the broader background of world history,
however, a very different lesson might be that no people of any
color can be trusted with unbridled power over any other peo-
ple, for such power has been grossly abused by whatever race,
class, or political authority has held that power, whether under
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ancient despotism or modern totalitarianism, as well as under serf-
dom, slavery, or other forms of oppression.

It was not because people thought slavery was right that it
persisted for thousands of years. It persisted largely because peo-
ple did not think about the rightness or wrongness of it at all. In
very hierarchical societies, where most people were born into
their predetermined niches in the social complex, slaves were sim-
ply at the bottom of a long continuum of varying levels of
subordination based on birth. Even in colonial America, white
indentured servants were a major part of the population and they
were auctioned off just like black slaves. It was the rise of mod-
ern free societies and their accompanying ideologies in the West
which made slavery stand out in stark contrast, and it was the
emergence of a general questioning of institutions and beliefs in
the eighteenth century—also in the West—that brought slavery
into question.

Once that happened, slavery could not stand up under moral
scrutiny. Outside the West, it did not have to, at least not until after
the spread of Western ideas of individual freedom belatedly took
hold in some other societies. That such an institution could last so
long unchallenged, on every inhabited continent, is a chilling
example of what can happen when people simply do not think.
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Germans and History

GERMANS ARE AN OLD PEOPLE—THEIR LANGUAGE is centuries older
than English, French, Spanish, or Italian1—but the history
of a dozen years has cast a long shadow over the thou-

sands of years of their existence as a people. The rule of Hitler and
the Nazis from 1933 to 1945 not only sealed the fate of the Ger-
mans of that generation, it has colored the way Germans have
been seen since then, as well as the way the previous history of
Germans has been seen. German intellectual figures, social tradi-
tions, and political movements in centuries past that were once
seen in the context of their own times are now often seen as pre-
cursors of Nazi totalitarianism or of the Holocaust. Was all of
German history leading up to Hitler? Or were the Nazi years sim-
ply a tragic aberration on a monumental scale?

The collectivization of Germans in the minds of others has
had major consequences in the real world, quite aside from its
impact on intellectual conceptions of this people. At the end of
the Second World War, millions of people of German ancestry liv-
ing outside the Reich in various parts of Eastern Europe and the
Balkans were sent “back” to Germany, even though many of these
families had been living where they were for centuries and many
of the individuals sent “back” to Germany had in fact never seen
Germany. Winston Churchill protested these “mass expulsions of
millions of Germans on a scale grievous and undreamed-of” and
said, “we must banish revenge against an entire race from our
minds.”2

In order to assess the twelve fateful years of the Nazi regime
and its relationship to German culture and history in general, we
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must first review that history and that culture. Germans as a peo-
ple have extended well beyond the boundaries of present-day
Germany, not only in Europe but in overseas settlements in the
Western Hemisphere and as far away as Australia. The extent to
which these far-flung settlements could be considered German,
and for how long, depends of course on the extent to which Ger-
man culture persisted among them and whether or not that
culture was linked to the German nation-state. To assess that, we
need to see, at least in outline, some of the prominent features of
the culture and values historically associated with Germans. More-
over, the features of German culture stand out in sharper relief
against the cultures of the surrounding peoples, such as the Slavs
of Eastern Europe or the British and French to the west.

GERMANS BEFORE GERMANY

Germans were recognized as a distinct people as far back as
Roman times, many centuries before there was a nation-state of
Germany. Like other peoples, Germans evolved socially, culturally,
and politically within the influence and constraints of geography
and the imperatives of other peoples. The great cultural impact
of the Roman Empire, which left enduring marks on the develop-
ment of Western Europe, reached what is now France long before
it reached what is now Germany, simply because the mountains
that impeded movement into Central Europe and Eastern Europe
were more formidable than the geographic obstacles to expansion
into Western Europe. The great East-West divide that has split
Europe culturally and economically for thousands of years since
then goes back to the intractable facts of geography as the arena
within which human achievements developed and spread—or
failed to develop and failed to spread.

Eastern Europe has differed from Western Europe, not only in
that the West was part of the Roman Empire for centuries and the
East was not, but also that the many geographic advantages of
Western Europe were lacking in much of Eastern Europe and the
Balkans. Mineral deposits such as iron ore and coal, crucial to the
industrial revolution, have been more abundant in Western
Europe. The milder climate of Western Europe, warmed by the

172 Black Rednecks and White Liberals



Gulf Stream, has meant that its rivers have remained flowing when
those of Eastern Europe are frozen for months at a time. Moreover,
the navigable waterways of Western Europe empty into the open
seas, providing access to the trade routes of the world, while many
of the rivers of Eastern Europe, even when flowing, flow into lakes
or inland seas.

Being part of the Roman Empire meant that Western Europe
had not only a common language—Latin—but a literate language,
centuries before there were written versions of the various Slavic
languages of Eastern Europe. Written words have been essential to
science, scholarship, and literature, as well as facilitating economic
development—all of which flourished in Western Europe for cen-
turies before they had a comparable impact in Eastern Europe.
This meant that there was an accumulation of centuries of litera-
ture in philosophy, science, history and other fields in the
languages of Western Europe and of Germany before any such lit-
erature began to be developed in Eastern Europe. One result of
this was that for centuries whatever educated class existed in East-
ern Europe read and wrote primarily in languages other than their
own vernaculars, which had no comparable serious literature.

This association of class with language was so strong that,
even when Czech nationalism developed within the Hapsburg
Empire, those nationalists published their patriotic and anti-Ger-
man tracts in German. When they wrote in Czech in the
eighteenth century, they wrote such things as children’s stories or
light romantic novels or they wrote translations from German or
other languages.3 When the Ukrainian or Byelorussian languages
began to be used in plays, they were used in dialogue for comic
characters.4 The rise of an indigenous intelligentsia was marked by
their resentment of such cultural subordination, a resentment and
a promotion of group identity that they spread to other members
of their respective groups. This was as true among the Russians
as among the Czechs or Latvians.

The historic lag of Eastern Europe and the Balkans behind
the development of the rest of the European continent has had
enduring consequences. At the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the average real income per capita in Eastern Europe was
only half of what it was in Britain—and that gap widened as
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Britain developed more rapidly during that century.5 At the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century, the nations of the European Union
as a whole, centered in the West, had double the per capita income
of most Eastern European countries.6 Western Europe also had a
longer tradition of free democracies and societies open to inter-
national cultural, technological, and economic influences.

Throughout the long centuries from Roman times to the
nineteenth century, the Germans, living concentrated in Central
Europe in what is today Germany and Austria, were economically
and technologically more advanced than the populations of East-
ern Europe, but lagged behind those of Western Europe. In the
early nineteenth century, Britons came to Germany to create rail-
road systems and Germans went to Britain to study the advanced
technology of the times. Germans, however, were for centuries
the principal intermediaries through whom the advances of the
West moved eastward with a lag. German cultural influence per-
vaded the urban centers of Eastern Europe from the Baltic to the
Adriatic.

Over the centuries, the interactions of the Germans and the
Slavs have ranged from economic to military. In the Middle Ages,
the Mongol invaders from Central Asia forced Slavic populations
westward from the Ukrainian steppes and the Slavs in turn forced
the Germans westward. Later, the Germans forced the Slavs back
eastward, with the Oder River forming a boundary between them,
then as now.7 But Slavic-German interactions were not limited to
the interactions of whole societies. Enclaves of Germans were
scattered throughout medieval Eastern Europe, bringing with
them craft, industrial, and agricultural skills more advanced than
those of the Slavic regions.

Many products of Western European societies, from coins to
castles, moved eastward in medieval times. So did more advanced
agricultural methods, such as improved plows, the horse collar,
and new systems of crop rotation.8 Germans living in Eastern
Europe became in effect enclaves of Western European culture
there. The landed nobility of Eastern Europe often deliberately
attracted German farmers by allowing them to settle in towns and
villages under German laws.9 Hundreds of villages in Silesia were
under German law at the end of the thirteenth century and more
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than a thousand by the middle of the fourteenth century, when
more than a hundred towns were also under German law.10

Germans were the predominant population in many Eastern
European cities during the Middle Ages, while the Slavic popula-
tions predominated in the countryside. Until 1312, the official
records of the city of Cracow were kept in German and that year
they began to be kept in Latin. It was decades later when Poles
became a majority of the population of the city.11 For centuries,
rural and urban populations differed in ethnicity throughout East-
ern Europe and the Balkans. During the Middle Ages, most of the
towns founded in Croatia and Transylvania were founded by Ger-
mans. Adriatic port cities such as Dubrovnik developed under
Italian cultural influence and Sarajevo under the cultural influence
of the Turks.12 In Romania as well, Romanians were not only a
minority in many of the towns and cities, they were a subordinate
minority, working as servants and unskilled laborers, while Ger-
mans, Jews, and others predominated in higher-level occupations.13

Even after Slavs and other Eastern European populations became,
over a period of centuries, numerically predominant in the cities
of the region, Germans remained the elite in such cities as Riga
and Prague, and members of the local populations who wished to
rise economically and socially had to learn to speak German and
become part of the German culture in order to do so.

One reason for the German cultural predominance was sim-
ply that they were literate much more often than the indigenous
populations of Eastern and Central Europe. Most Russians, for
example, were illiterate in the late nineteenth century but 94 per-
cent of the Germans in Riga could read and write.14 In the Austrian
Empire, even as late as the beginning of the twentieth century,
the illiteracy rate of Polish adults was 40 percent and among
Serbo-Croatians was 77 percent, but among Germans only 6 per-
cent.15 Education, however, was just one symptom of a vast
difference in skills between the indigenous populations of East-
ern Europe living overwhelmingly in the countrysides and the
skills of the outsiders living in urban enclaves among them. Mer-
chants from the indigenous populations in East Central Europe
were usually unable to compete successfully with more experi-
enced merchants who came from Western Europe and other

Germans and History 175



places with a long history of commerce.16 Even in agriculture,
places with rich soil such as Romania and Russia had lower crop
yields than those in Western Europe, where agricultural practices
were more advanced. The difference was in the people rather
than the soil. German farming communities in Eastern Europe like-
wise had higher crop yields than those of the surrounding
populations.

During the Middle Ages, the mining skills for which Germans
became widely known led to the establishment of predominantly
German mining communities in the Balkans.17 German priests con-
verted the Czechs to Christianity18 and the University of
Prague—the first university in Eastern Europe—was founded in
1348 with a predominantly German faculty. Dorpat University in
Riga, established by the czar in 1802, was likewise in effect a Ger-
man university on Russian soil, with nearly half its faculty coming
from Germany itself.19 Although Germans were only about one
percent of the population of the Russian Empire, they lived clus-
tered in enclaves—both urban and rural—that remained culturally
German for centuries.20 In the 1880s, more than half the Russian
foreign ministry was German, as were nearly all members of the St.
Petersburg Academy of Sciences.21 Polish authorities imposed Ger-
man agricultural practices on Polish peasants.22 German words
crept into the languages of Eastern Europe, and Slavic rulers in
medieval Mecklenburg gave their children German names.23 In
Russia, there were such phrases as “as punctual as a German” and
“as honest as a German.”24

The transfer of skills and cultures into Eastern Europe was by
no means always socially harmonious, however. Those who had
cultural advantages resisted having their cultures diluted by the
culture of the indigenous people around them and the indigenous
people resented those advantages and the foreigners who had
them. During the Middle Ages, Slavs were barred from member-
ship in some German guilds in Eastern Europe and members of
those guilds who married Slavs were subject to expulsion. Con-
versely, Germans were barred from employment in a Polish
hospital founded in the fourteenth century and an organization
founded among Czechs in that same century required that those
admitted must be “born from two Czech-speaking parents.”25 Mob
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violence was unleashed against Germans in Cracow in this same
era.

With the eventual rise of an indigenous educated class,
resentments were fanned as these newly educated people led in
the promotion of group identity movements, intolerant of out-
siders, and insisting on preferential treatment and the imposition
of the group’s language and symbols on others. In 1892, for exam-
ple, street signs in Prague, which had been written in both German
and Czech, were changed to become exclusively Czech.26 Group
identity movements were not confined to Czechs by any means
but were led by the intelligentsia, including students and lawyers,
among a number of groups in the Hapsburg Empire.27 It was much
the same story in the Russian Empire, where an emerging Latvian
educated class, educated at culturally German Dorpat University,
promoted group identity agitation in the Baltic.28

Among Germans of this later era, whether in the Hapsburg or
the Russian Empire, a cosmopolitan attitude long prevailed, reject-
ing arguments or policies based on ethnic origins, and welcoming
into the German culture the educated classes of Latvian, Czech,
Jewish, or other origins who chose to share in that culture and had
achieved mastery of it.29 German was the language of Prague’s edu-
cated classes, whether in business, the clergy, or the
military—regardless of the ancestry of the individuals involved.30

However, the unrelenting promotion of group identity politics by
others, directed against people of German ancestry, eventually led
to a defensive solidarity among the Germans and thus to ethnic
polarization.

The full and fatal fruition of these group antagonisms would
come only in the twentieth century, when discrimination and vio-
lence against Germans in Czechoslovakia, for example, made them
ripe for Nazi propaganda and willing accomplices of Hitler’s
takeover of that country. Elsewhere in Eastern Europe, including
the Soviet Union, abused German minorities likewise collaborated
with the German invaders during the Second World War and many
of them accompanied Hitler’s armies on their retreat back into
Germany. After the war, millions of Germans—whether collabora-
tors or not—were forced to go “back” to Germany from Eastern
Europe, many of them dying either from mob violence against
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them or from the brutal conditions in which they were suddenly
seized and transported. The Potsdam agreement among the victo-
rious Soviet, American, and British governments facilitated these
mass expulsions but the expulsions and the hatred behind them
were visible even before that agreement:

In early May, 1945, Czech nationalists in conjunction with Com-
munists began to treat the Germans of the Sudetenland like the
Nazis had treated the Jews: murders, atrocities of all kinds,
thefts, expropriation, became the order of the day. Even before
Potsdam, Germans were required to wear white badges, were
allowed on the streets only at certain times, and were forbidden
to ride on public transportation or even walk on the pavements.
Certain types of German property were confiscated and special
ration cards were issued to Germans, denying them goods the
Czechs could obtain.31

More than three million Germans were expelled from
Czechoslovakia. Millions more were expelled from Poland, Hun-
gary, Romania, and Yugoslavia, often under brutal conditions that
lead to deaths on a large scale.32

GERMAN CULTURE

In an era when all general characterizations about peoples are
likely to be met with cries of “stereotypes,” it is especially useful
to note the consistency of these characterizations of the same
group living in lands separated by thousands of miles of land and
water—even in times before modern communications, when peo-
ple in South America had no way of knowing what beliefs existed
in Russia about the Germans living there or how similar those
beliefs were to their own observations about Germans living in
South America. The ease with which charges of “stereotypes” are
made suggests that those with flesh-and-blood people before their
eyes have been mistaken more often than observers far distant in
space and time, and relying on general presumptions—a proposi-
tion that lacks even plausibility, much less evidence or proof.

Craft Skills

Long before German societies became industrialized, Germans
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were skilled craftsmen in many fields. Germans were known for
brewing beer in Roman times33 and Germany today produces more
beer than any other country in Europe. People of German ances-
try have set up breweries as far away as Australia and China—the
famous Tsingtao beer of China having been created by Germans
there. The leading American brands of beer—Budweiser, Coors,
and Miller—were likewise all created by people of German ances-
try. German breweries in Buenos Aires drove English beer out of
the market there.34 In the Brazilian state of São Paulo, the only pro-
ducers of beer in the early twentieth century were Germans.
Beer-brewing Germans are not simply a stereotype.

German craftsmen also pioneered in making pianos and took
this skill with them to other countries. The first pianos in colo-
nial America were built by Germans, who also led the way in
building pianos in Australia, Russia, France, and England.35 German
craftsmanship also created optical products that made such firms
as Zeiss, Schneider, Rodenstock, and Voigtländer world leaders in
high-quality lens production. The leading lens-making firm in the
United States was founded by two German immigrants named
Bausch and Lomb. Printing was another area in which Germans
led the way. Gutenberg introduced printing with movable type in
Europe and, centuries later, Germans set up the first printing press
in the Western Hemisphere. When printing presses began to
spread from Western Europe into Eastern Europe, they spread first
into German enclaves in the east, because here were concentrated
people who could read.

Germans also pioneered in map-making.36 The name “Amer-
ica” was given to the Western Hemisphere by a German map-
maker.37

Mining was another area in which Germans became
renowned as far back as the sixteenth century. Copper mines in
Britain were opened up by Germans, as were silver mines in Mex-
ico, Spain, and Norway,38 in addition to the German mining
communities in the Balkans already noted. German craftsmanship
in metal created the first armor and swords manufactured in Mex-
ico, as well as the renowned “Kentucky rifle,” which was in fact
made by Germans in Pennsylvania.39

For thousands of years, Germans excelled in military opera-

Germans and History 179



tions. German generals held positions of high command in the
Roman legions, as they would in later centuries command armies
in czarist Russia,40 in South America,41 and in the United States
from the Revolutionary War of 1776 to the two world wars of the
twentieth century,42 in both of which the U.S. Army was com-
manded by generals of German ancestry—Pershing and
Eisenhower, respectively. German commanders of American mili-
tary forces in the Second World War also included Admiral Chester
Nimitz who commanded the Pacific fleet and General Carl Spaatz,
whose bombers reduced much of Germany to rubble. In both
World Wars, the armies of Germany inflicted far more casualties on
opposing forces than the Germans sustained themselves.43

During the Middle Ages, the Teutonic Knights conquered
Prussia, which became the heartland of German military prowess
for centuries to come. German fighting men were in demand by
rulers in Eastern Europe and in the Ottoman Empire, and were
used by the British in their attempt to suppress the rebellious
American colonies—as well as by the Americans in order to bring
their citizen army up to the military standards required to fight the
British. Ironically, Germans produced not only leading military
men but also leading pacifist groups, such as the Mennonites, who
also spread to other countries.

Whether in agriculture, industry, commerce, or the military,
Germans became known for thoroughness, organization, punctu-
ality and hard work, as well as for specific skills. Other countries
not only welcomed German immigrants but some actively
recruited them and, in some cases, subsidized their travel. Not only
in Eastern Europe but also in developing nations in the Western
Hemisphere and in Australia, Germans were recruited to pioneer in
opening up undeveloped wilderness.44

Cultural Persistence

Wherever Germans settled around the world, there were newspa-
pers printed in German. In Russia, the St. Petersburger Zeitung
was founded in 1727, followed in later years by the Saratov
Deutsche Zeitung in the German agricultural settlements on the
Volga and the Odessaer Zeitung among Germans who settled by
the Black Sea. In the United States, during the immigrant era, most
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of the foreign language newspapers in the country were German.45

St. Louis had two daily newspapers in German as early as 184546

and, out on the plains, there was an Odessa Zeitung, set up by Ger-
man immigrants from Russia, who had kept their language and
culture intact after settling in Russia for generations and then re-
settling in the United States.47 German language newspapers were
published daily in 15 American cities, with such names as Die New
Yorker Staats-Zeitung, the Cincinnati Volksblatt, the Chicago
Abendpost, the Louisville Anzeiger and the Deutsche Zeitung in
New Orleans.48 In Brazil, there were the Santa Cruz Anzeiger, the
Deutsche Zeitung and the Brasil Post.49 Elsewhere in South Amer-
ica there were the Argentinisches Tageblatt and the Deutsche
Zeitung für Paraguay, among others.50 In the Australian city of
Adelaide, the Australische Zeitung was still being published in the
late twentieth century.51

These German language newspapers in countries around the
world were just one indication of the persistence of German cul-
ture among people settled for generations, or even centuries, in
other countries. German settlers in Australia built houses and com-
munities in the style that they had been used to in their
homeland.52 A German traveler in nineteenth century Australia
wrote of an immigrant settlement there:

There are German public houses, a German drug store, German
doctors, stores, blacksmith, carpenter, school, church, in fact
everything is German. The traveller would believe himself in
some little village of the old country between the Rhine and
the Oder.53

A rural village in Argentina was described this way by a visi-
tor in 1967:

I entered the church and heard something I did not remotely
expect in this distant place—traditional German hymns of Holy
Week, sung in typical Volga German style in which each voice
remains distinct. I looked around; men, women and children
were in their Sunday dress. Some of the women wore scarves.
Beneath them were faces like those of the country people in
Germany. In front of the nave the minister was preaching in
common German to the parishioners.

It was difficult to believe that I was in Latin America, that the
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ancestors of these people had left Germany for Russia 200 years
ago.54

This cultural persistence among Germans around the world
represented a loyalty to the particular subculture of the locality
from which they had come, not a political loyalty to the German
nation. Many had in fact immigrated before there was a German
nation created in 1871. A nineteenth-century German community
in Australia was described as the re-creation of a Silesian village.
In the United States as well, Germans from particular localities
settled together and maintained the culture of that area. Frankfort,
Kentucky, was founded by Germans from Frankfurt, Germany, and
Grand Island, Nebraska, by Schlesweig-Holsteiners.55 Lomira, Wis-
consin, was settled almost exclusively by Prussians from
Brandenburg, while the nearby towns of Hermann and Theresa
were settled by Pomeranians.56

Even among Germans who immigrated from Russia to the
United States, those who came from the Volga settlements estab-
lished their own communities in the plains states distinct from the
communities in those states established by those Germans who
came from the Black Sea settlements. Even when they resettled
again in California, the Volga Germans and the Black Sea Germans
settled separately—the former around Lodi and the latter around
Fresno.57

How long and to what extent the Germans remained cultur-
ally separate varied with circumstances. Rural enclaves tended to
remain culturally insular longer and more completely than was the
case where Germans settled in urban communities that included
people of other nationalities and cultures. Where the Germans
were the numerically predominant urban group, as they were for
centuries in much of Eastern Europe, they could assimilate the
local population—or at least its upwardly mobile elements—to the
German culture. But where the Germans were greatly outnum-
bered, and especially where the great majority of the German
immigrants were male, then interactions among groups, including
intermarriage, eroded the German culture. This was the case in
much of nineteenth-century Australia, but not in South Australia,
where whole families of Germans tended to settle together and
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there were as many women as men, so that these communities
could maintain their separate social and cultural identities for gen-
erations.

It was much the same story in Brazil, where there was very
little intermarriage with members of the local population living
near German agricultural communities, well into the twentieth
century, while in cities and in some rural areas where there were
more diverse populations, acculturation and assimilation became
more common.58 Yet even living in cities with large numbers of
people from other backgrounds did not automatically lead to rapid
assimilation. In New York City, where 90 percent of the popula-
tion was non-German, in the early twentieth century most people
of German ancestry nevertheless married other people of German
ancestry. That changed over the years, but not immediately or rap-
idly.59

This cultural cohesiveness was seldom accompanied by polit-
ical cohesiveness or group-identity politics. Germans were usually
not very politically active in any case and they tended to be under-
represented among career politicians. Where German political
leaders arose in other countries, it was seldom as representatives
of ethnic Germans in those countries. In the United States, for
example, those people of German ancestry who did achieve
prominence in politics—the Muhlenbergs in the eighteenth cen-
tury, Carl Schurz and John Peter Altgeld in the nineteenth, and
Herbert Hoover and Dwight D. Eisenhower in the twentieth cen-
tury—did so as representatives of the American people at large,
rather than as spokesmen for ethnic German interests.

There were similar patterns in other countries. In Australia,
Germans tended to be under-represented in politics and those
Germans who achieved political office were elected from con-
stituencies where there were few Germans, as well as from
constituencies where Germans were the predominant popula-
tion.60 In Russia, the presence of Baltic Germans in high positions
in the czarist government was of no benefit to the Volga Germans
or the Black Sea Germans, in whom these German officials took no
interest and whom they looked down on as peasants. In Brazil,
Germans long remained politically apathetic until after the Second
World War, when they began to elect more deputies.61 However, in
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places where the German minority was under sustained political
attack, such as by the Latvians or the Czechs, Germans were pro-
voked into political activity.

The persistence of German culture did not in most cases
mean making public dramatizations of a separate identity—excep-
tions again being in places like Czechoslovakia. More commonly,
Germans maintained their culture without making a public issue
of it. In the United States, such American sports icons as Babe Ruth
and Lou Gehrig grew up speaking German and so did Nobel-
Prizewinning economist George Stigler.

Education

Among the things that Germans had in common, wherever they
were from and wherever they settled, was making education a
high priority. Even among German farmers pioneering in the
wilderness of nineteenth-century Brazil, German schools appeared
in the first clearings in the woods,62 while most native-born Brazil-
ians remained illiterate on into the twentieth century.63 This
reflected the high priority of education among Germans in
Europe, where the term kindergarten originated and where the
German research-oriented and doctorate-granting university
became the model for modern American universities. Education
was not just for intellectuals or academics, however. German farm-
ers and craftsmen learned to read and write, even in times and
places where the surrounding population was illiterate, as in most
of Eastern Europe and in Brazil.

Education became the foundation for German prominence in
the professions and in science and technology, both at home and
abroad. In nineteenth-century America, one-third of all the physi-
cians in New York State were of German ancestry.64 As already
noted, in czarist Russia Germans predominated in the St. Peters-
burg Academy of Sciences. In Argentina, German academics
predominated in the Institute of Physics, Astronomical Laboratory,
Natural History Museum, National Bureau of Mines and Geology,
and in its Institute of Military Geography.65

THE GERMAN NATION
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With the passing generations, the kinds of Germans who immi-
grated from their homeland changed, as that homeland itself
changed. In the early nineteenth century, the small German states
and principalities which existed prior to their being consolidated
into a nation in 1871 were a largely agrarian world in which three-
quarters of the population lived in small villages and towns. Its
manufactured goods, such as textiles and metal products, were
produced largely by artisans and craftsmen, rather than by large-
scale industrial enterprises, such as were developing in Britain.66

While Germans were economically more advanced than the peo-
ples of Eastern Europe, they lagged behind other countries in
Western Europe in technology and in sophisticated commercial
and financial institutions. But all of that changed during the course
of the nineteenth century.

At first, the Germans simply borrowed the more advanced
methods of the British in industry and agriculture.67 Britons
installed industrial equipment and built railroads in Germany, and
taught Germans how to operate both.68 British capital financed the
industrial production of wool and helped create the German steel
industry, with Belgians and the French also contributing technol-
ogy to German economic development.69 Yet, once launched into
the industrial age, the Germans surpassed their mentors before the
end of the nineteenth century. The number of German steam
engines tripled between 1834 and 1850 and, between 1815 and
1850, coal production increased more than tenfold.70 Germans had
nearly double the railroad mileage of the French by the middle of
the nineteenth century.71 In the crucial area of steel production,
Germany overtook Britain by the last decade of the nineteenth
century and, on the eve of the First World War, German steel pro-
duction was double that of the British.72

Political developments were equally dramatic. When the Ger-
man states and principalities were consolidated into a nation in
1871, it was the most economically advanced nation in Europe and
militarily the most powerful, as demonstrated in its crushing vic-
tory over France that same year and its seizing of the iron and coal
deposits of Alsace-Lorraine. Strong nationalistic fervor accompa-
nied these dramatic economic, political, and military
developments, not only among Germans in Europe but also as far
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away as Australia. German immigrants from the new era when Ger-
many reached the forefront of industrial development brought
with them more industrial skills, more science and technology.
Others took abroad artisan skills as before. While artisans and
craftsmen were being superseded by modern industry in Ger-
many, their skills were still in demand in other countries that had
not yet reached that same level of technology.

Germany’s belated but dramatic emergence among the great
powers of the world, like that of Japan in the same era, led to an
aggressive nationalism that provoked armed conflicts with its
neighbors. Although the First World War began with the Hapsburg
Empire’s military action against Serbia, in response to a Serb’s
assassination of the heir to the imperial throne, it was Germany’s
military backing and urging that led the Hapsburg Empire to take
that fatal step, with the full knowledge that existing alliances and
alignments risked bringing Russia, France, and Britain into the war.
The same nationalistic overconfidence which led to Germany’s
willingness to challenge these powers later led to the sinking of
American ships bound for Britain, bringing the United States into
the war, thereby tipping the military balance toward the defeat of
Germany and the dismemberment of its allies, the Hapsburg and
Ottoman Empires.

The rise of Adolf Hitler to power in 1933 and his swift trans-
formation of Germany into a militaristic and totalitarian
dictatorship set the stage for a new and more bloody World War
and, in the end, a more catastrophic defeat that now led to the
dismemberment of Germany. While Germany rose from the rubble
of wartime destruction to recover economically and eventually
was reunited politically, the unprecedented horrors inflicted by
the Nazis at home and abroad raised questions about the whole
German culture and character that have not yet been put to rest in
the twenty-first century.

What the Nazis had done went far beyond launching a war.
Their conscienceless persecutions at home and abroad, their racial
fanaticism, and the murders of millions of unresisting civilians of
both sexes and all ages reached unprecedented depths of deprav-
ity. As Time magazine commented after the collapse of that
regime:
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This war was a revolution against the moral basis of civilization.
It was conceived by the Nazis in conscious contempt for the
life, dignity and freedom of individual man and deliberately pros-
ecuted by means of slavery, starvation and the mass destruction
of noncombatants’ lives. It was a revolution against the human
soul.73

What did the Nazi era say about the German people who,
after all, gave Hitler the electoral plurality that put him in power?
How much of what the Nazis did reflected the culture and history
of the German people?

Political Developments

The political freedom and individual rights which are loosely char-
acterized as democracy had existed for less than a generation in
Germany when Hitler came to power. Germany itself had existed
for less than a century at that point, though there were Germanic
states before, such as Prussia and the Holy Roman Empire, not to
mention contemporary Austria, the remnant of the Hapsburg
Empire that had been ruled politically and dominated economi-
cally by people of German ancestry. Autocratic and authoritarian
governments had long been the norm among Germans, as they
had been across much of the world for most of history. Yet Hitler
was more than just an autocratic ruler in a country with a mili-
taristic tradition.

What did putting Hitler in power say about the German peo-
ple? Strictly speaking, it could reflect only on those Germans who
voted Hitler into office in a democratic election, after which he
seized dictatorial powers. Hitler never received a vote of a major-
ity of the citizens of Germany, even to be put into office as
chancellor, much less to become dictator. The millions of Ger-
mans outside of Germany of course had no part in any of this. Yet,
when all is said and done, there can be little question that Hitler’s
massive support in Germany reached levels of adoration seldom
seen in any country before or since. How much of that was sup-
port for the Nazi ideology or its known agenda, much less for its
hidden agenda that unfolded later to shock and outrage the world?

While Hitler himself was even more ruthless and reckless
than the Kaiser who led Germany into the First World War, there
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was among the German people no such exaltation at the launch-
ing of the Second World War as had existed in countries across
Europe when the First World War began with both sides full of
confidence of quick and easy victories. William L. Shirer’s monu-
mental eye-witness history of Nazi Germany described the scene
in Berlin on the first day of World War II this way:

The people in the streets, I noticed, were apathetic despite the
immensity of the news which had greeted them from their
radios and from the extra editions of the morning newspapers.
Across the street from the Adlon Hotel the morning shift of
laborers had gone to work on the new I.G. Farben building just
as if nothing had happened, and when newsboys came by shout-
ing their extras no one laid down his tools to buy one. Perhaps,
it occurred to me, the German people were simply dazed at
waking up on this first morning of September to find themselves
in a war which they had been sure the Fuehrer somehow would
avoid. They could not quite believe it, now that it had come.

What a contrast, one could not help thinking, between this
gray apathy and the way the Germans had gone to war in 1914.
Then there had been a wild enthusiasm. The crowds in the
streets had staged delirious demonstrations, tossed flowers at
the marching troops and frantically cheered the Kaiser and
Supreme Warlord, Wilhelm II.74

Hitler counted on no enthusiasm for war on the part of the
German people. On the contrary, he preceded his invasion of
Poland with elaborate charades of seeking peace. In order to make
it appear that the Poles had attacked Germany, he even staged bor-
der incidents, using Germans in Polish uniforms to fire weapons
and leaving concentration camp inmates dying as “casualties” of
the purported Polish attacks.75 None of this was expected to fool
the outside world. That it was considered necessary to fool the
German people, insulated by a government-controlled press, sug-
gests a serious difference between the aims and values of the Nazis
and the aims and values of the people whom they were leading
and misleading. Differences between the goals and imperatives of
the Nazis and those of the millions of Germans living outside the
Reich were even clearer.
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The Volksdeutsche

As of 1935, there were an estimated 95 million Germans living in
various countries around the world—65 million in Germany itself,
6.5 million in Austria, 3.3 million in Czechoslovakia, and 1.2 mil-
lion in the Soviet Union, as well as sizeable numbers of Germans
scattered through other European countries to the east and south
of Germany.76 Many of these became involved politically with the
German nation before and during the Nazi era in a way very dif-
ferent from that of people of German ancestry living in the
Western Hemisphere or Australia.

In addition to those Germans who had settled in Eastern and
Southern Europe in centuries past, Germans living outside Ger-
many—ethnic Germans (Volksdeutsche), as distinguished from
German citizens living at home or abroad (Reichsdeutsche)—
included Germans who suddenly found themselves minorities in
new nations created by the breakup of the Hapsburg Empire and
Germans stranded across new national boundary lines created by
the Treaty of Versailles that ended the First World War. While the
Germans living in Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland were the largest
and best known of these, others included Germans living in the
South Tyrol that had been transferred from Austria to Italy and Ger-
mans living in the newly reconstituted nation of Poland. These
Volksdeutsche faced varying degrees of discrimination from coun-
try to country and from time to time, with that discrimination
becoming more severe during the Great Depression of the 1930s,
when economic opportunities became more scarce for everyone.

Years before the Nazis came to power in Germany, these
Volksdeutsche in other countries organized themselves for various
forms of protest and political activity in self-defense. Not only did
the Nazis have little interest initially in these Volksdeutsche organ-
izations and movements, the Volksdeutsche had little interest in
Germany’s Nazis, and even those Germans abroad who established
relationships with organizations within Germany usually did so
with non-Nazi organizations.77 Only as the Nazis saw a possible
usefulness of Volkdeutsche organizations in furthering Hitler’s
international ambitions did they take an interest in them, champi-
oning their cause when its suited Germany’s national purposes
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and abandoning them to their fate when Volksdeutsche interests
conflicted with Hitler’s national ambitions. Thus, while Nazi Ger-
many championed the cause of the Sudeten Germans as part of
Hitler’s plan to take over Czechoslovakia, and encouraged Sudeten
German militancy, extremism, and violence there, German officials
were exerting pressure against Volksdeutsche in  the South Tyrol
to restrain themselves and accept Italian rule, since Hitler valued
his alliance with Mussolini more than he cared about the fate of
South Tyroleans.78

Similarly, Volksdeutsche leaders in Lithuania were pressured
to restrain the hotheads in their ranks, in order to avoid creating
international problems that would distract from Hitler’s current
international strategies. The Volksdeutsche in the Slovak protec-
torate were likewise sacrificed to Germany’s international designs
and Volksdeutsche from the Soviet-occupied eastern region of
Poland were relocated to Germany for the same reason.79 Perhaps
the biggest clue to the Nazi strategy was that, during the years of
Hitler’s complaints about the treatment of Germans in other coun-
tries during the 1930s, emigration of those Volksdeutsche to
Germany was discouraged.80 As disaffected minorities they were
useful where they were, both as fifth columns within countries tar-
geted for conquest and as propaganda justifications for Nazi
invasions.

Prior to the achievement of power by the Nazis in Germany
in 1933, the various Volksdeutsche organizations and movements
were not Nazi movements or movements sharing the racial or
national fanaticism of the Nazis. Only after Hitler came to power
in Germany were they gradually won over to cooperation with the
Nazis in their own self-interest as beleaguered minorities seeking
allies and to varying degrees imbued with the Nazi ideology, espe-
cially after Germany’s conquests cast them in the role of a “master
race” collaborating with Reichsdeutsche in the subjugation of the
peoples who had formerly oppressed them. Among overseas Ger-
mans, things never reached that stage and the ability of the Nazis
to infiltrate and co-opt German communities and cultural organi-
zations was far more limited. As early as 1938, authorities in
Germany were aware of how little they were accomplishing with
people of German ancestry in the United States and cut back their
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activities there as a result.81

In short, among Volksdeutsche as among Reichsdeutsche,
there was little to suggest a predisposition toward Nazi aims or
ideology before Hitler took power. Their role in, and their respon-
sibility for, the tragedies of the Nazi era are an entirely different
question from that of whether the prior history of the German
people was one uniquely leading toward the Nazi catastrophes.

Nationalism and Nazism

Fanatical nationalism was at the heart of the Nazi creed. To what
extent did most Germans share that creed during the Nazi era? Was
it a creed going back into history or continuing on past the Second
World War?

Patriotism has been common to peoples around the world,
particularly in wartime and especially when people have been led
to believe that their country has been attacked. There is no reason
to doubt the patriotism of the Germans during the Nazi era. But
gauging public opinion in a totalitarian state can hardly be done
with any precision. The euphoria with which the beginning of the
First World War was greeted in Germany was all too common
across Europe at the time. What of Germans outside of Germany—
and across a wider stretch of history than a few decades of the
twentieth century?

Despite the tenacity with which Germans clung to their own
culture in the farthest reaches of the world, there was no such
political loyalty to the German nation or its antecedents. Germans
in Russia fought loyally against Germany in the First World War, as
German Americans did in both World Wars. No one found it note-
worthy during the Second World War that so many top American
military leaders were of German ancestry, nor was any question
of conflicts of national loyalties raised. In Australia, those Lutheran
churches that were subsidized from Germany tended to be sym-
pathetic toward Germany, while those subsidized from the United
States were not. Yet, once Australia went to war, even the Lutheran
churches that had been sympathetic to Germany before now
urged their members to fight for Australia and otherwise cooperate
with Australian authorities.82 The Nazis worked hard to infiltrate
German organizations in the United States, Brazil and Australia dur-
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ing the years leading up to World War II, but with only limited suc-
cess, despite tactics that sometimes included threats of reprisals
against family members in Germany if their overseas relatives did
not cooperate.83

Where German minorities had been badly treated, as in
Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union, it was a different story. Ger-
mans in the Sudeten region of Czechoslovakia helped create the
crisis that was resolved at the infamous Munich conference of
1938, where Britain and France agreed that Nazi Germany should
take over that whole region of Czechoslovakia. Later, when the
German army invaded the Soviet Union in 1941, Black Sea Ger-
mans welcomed them as liberators—as did some non-German
minorities—and then, after the Soviet army counter-attacked,
more than a quarter of a million ethnic Germans followed the Nazi
army as it retreated back to Germany.84 During the postwar Red
Army occupation of East Germany, tens of thousands of former
Soviet Germans were forced to return to the USSR, though tens of
thousands of others used false identities to avoid this fate and still
others avoided it by committing suicide.85

During the war, many Germans in the conquered lands, sud-
denly elevated to privileged positions as members of the “master
race” by the Nazi occupiers, collaborated actively, leading to a
postwar backlash that led to the expulsion of millions of Germans
as mass punishment, irrespective of individual guilt or innocence.

The question here, however, is not the balance of justifiable
or reprehensible behavior on the part of Germans in Europe dur-
ing a period of several years but the larger historical question of
whether the Nazi ideology and its horrifying consequences repre-
sented an enduring set of distinctive characteristics of Germans
as a people. Those Germans living overseas in lands where they
had no special grievances and were free to express themselves
showed no such loyalty to Germany as a nation, much less to Nazi
ideology, as to sustain a conclusion of indelible cultural character-
istics favorable to the values of Hitler and the Nazis.

Racial Fanaticism

The Nazi amalgamation of nation and race under totalitarian
rule—“one people, one country, one leader”—led to the horror
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most unforgettably burned into the history of Germany and of Ger-
mans, the murder of millions of Jews and others deemed to be of
inferior races. Was this the culmination of long-standing beliefs
and actions of the German people or a monstrous new creation
of the Nazis?

In Germany, as in other countries, there were people hostile
to the Jews on religious, racial, or other grounds. Nor were these
isolated anti-Jewish individuals. There were institutions, move-
ments, and political parties hostile to Jews, sometimes bitterly and
venomously so, and these included historic figures from Martin
Luther to Richard Wagner. But the ultimate question is how all this
affected the behavior of the German people as a whole, as com-
pared to other peoples in Europe and elsewhere.

Self-aggrandizement and bias against others has been too
tragically pervasive throughout human history and among peoples
around the world to make it a distinctive characteristic of a par-
ticular people or a particular era. However, racism in its modern
sense of belief in innate genetic inferiority and superiority of par-
ticular races has had a shorter history, dating from the last half of
the nineteenth century, when some regarded this doctrine as a log-
ical corollary of Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection.
Hostility to Jews, for example, had existed for thousands of years,
but anti-Semitism in the strict sense of believing in the biological
inferiority of Jews as a Semitic people was one of the offshoots of
what was regarded as “scientific” racism.

This new racism that wrapped itself in the mantle of science
was neither peculiar to Germany nor limited in its application to
Jews. In the United States, some referred to the immigrants from
Eastern and Southern Europe as “the beaten men of beaten races,”
who would be incapable of being able to be absorbed into Ameri-
can society. The eugenics movement sought to limit the
reproduction of “inferior” individuals and races, so as to prevent
the lowering of the national intelligence in future generations.
Planned Parenthood was founded not simply as an organization for
limiting the size of families in general but more particularly to
reduce the reproduction of the black population in the United
States, as Planned Parenthood founder Margaret Sanger herself
noted. Such ideas were common among intellectuals who consid-
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ered themselves “progressive” at the beginning of the twentieth
century.

Ironically, although the logical corollary of this genetic deter-
minism was that national IQs would fall over time, as less
successful people with generally lower IQs tended to reproduce at
a higher rate than more successful people with higher IQs,
research in the last years of the twentieth century showed that
scores on IQ tests had in fact risen substantially in more than a
dozen nations during the course of a generation or two.86 The
question here, however, is not the validity of genetic determinism
but how widespread and how openly avowed it was during a par-
ticular era. Germans were neither exempt from nor unique in
their susceptibility to this doctrine. Hitler’s racism represented the
gutter-level application of an idea discussed in more lofty tones at
higher intellectual levels.

Racism in our narrow modern sense has been a significant
force for little more than a century, while violent and lethal hatred
of other groups goes back thousands of years. There were
pogroms against Jews in Europe, and similar mass slaughters of
Chinese minorities in Southeast Asia, centuries before most people
had ever heard of genetics. What, then, has been the record of Ger-
mans in this longer and broader history of intergroup hostility,
discrimination, and violence?

Comparing Germans with other Europeans for the sake of
convenience, it seems clear that whatever differences there were
historically tended to show the Germans not as intolerant as most
Eastern Europeans, for example, toward the Jews. Jews fleeing
from Eastern Europe to Germany constituted about one-fifth of the
Jewish population in Germany when Hitler came to power.87 How-
ever tragic that was in the light of later events, it was a very
reasonable move in light of the differences between Germany and
Eastern Europe at that time. Jews were so widely accepted in Ger-
many that nearly half of all Jewish marriages there between 1921
and 1927 were marriages to people who were not Jews.88 German
Jews were noted for being far more assimilated to the larger West-
ern society than were Jews from Eastern Europe, and this was true
not only in Germany but in the United States and as far away as
Australia.
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German American immigrant communities welcomed Ger-
man Jewish immigrants as members of their Turnvereine, singing
groups, and other cultural organizations.89 Nineteenth-century Ger-
man Jews living in Chile and Czechoslovakia likewise took part in
the general cultural life of German communities in those coun-
tries.90 Jewish views of pre-Hitler Germany were very favorable,
not only in Germany itself but overseas. During the First World
War, American Jewish publications were so favorably disposed
toward Germany that they were investigated and prosecuted for
favoring an enemy nation in wartime, leading to the famous “clear
and present danger” doctrine in favor of free speech by Justice
Oliver Wendell Holmes in cases involving Jewish writers, Abrams
v. United States and Schenk v. United States. Even some Zionists
in Palestine returned to Germany during the First World War to
fight for the Fatherland.91

Jews were of course not the only targets of racial hostility
nor Germany the only place where such hostility was expressed
and acted out. What has been the record of Germans with regard
to other racial or ethnic groups in other countries and in other
times?

We have already noted the cosmopolitan tone that Germans
sought to maintain in the face of group-identity extremism among
Latvians and Czechs, though in both cases the Germans eventu-
ally decided that they had to defend themselves as Germans. In
the Western Hemisphere, the first anti-slavery meeting in North
America was held by Germans in 1688 and Germans in Brazil were
likewise opposed to slavery there.92 A history of the antebellum
South referred to a “colony of antislavery Germans” who settled in
Texas, as well as Germans in Virginia who were “antagonistic to
slavery” and Germans in St. Louis who were “strongly antislav-
ery.”93

When whites in early nineteenth-century North Carolina
voted to deny the franchise to free blacks, this disenfranchisement
was opposed by voters in almost all of the western counties of the
Piedmont region94—where the Germans and the Scotch-Irish were
concentrated. While Germans were split on many of the complex
issues revolving around race and slavery, no prominent German
American leader was pro-slavery and, when the Civil War came, the
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large German population in Missouri was credited with keeping
that state in the Union, despite many Confederate sympathizers
among other Missourians.95

As for relations with the indigenous population of the West-
ern Hemisphere, Germans were noted for getting along with the
Indians better than other Europeans did,96 though all had clashes
with the indigenous peoples at some point or other. Germans in
Paraguay likewise treated the indigenous people in a more concil-
iatory manner than other Europeans had.97 In Australia, Germans
established missions to help the aborigines.98 As noted in an earlier
essay, in the German colonies in East Africa slave traders were
hanged on the spot when they were caught in the act.99

The history of pre-Hitler Germans, whether at home or
abroad, can readily stand comparison with that of most Europeans,
just as the record of Europeans can stand comparison with that of
most other races around the world. That is what makes what hap-
pened under Hitler and the Nazis even more chilling. If this could
happen with Germans, it could happen with any other people.
There were anti-Semites in Germany, as in other countries, and
their words can now be read as alarming warnings in light of our
knowledge of what lay ahead. But there was little at the time to
serve as a credible warning of such a monstrous and almost incon-
ceivable event as the Holocaust.

Even if we confine the question to those Germans living in
Germany during the fatal dozen years of the Nazi regime, the issue
is whether the Germans of that era, or even those particular Ger-
mans whose votes put Hitler in power, were attracted to him for
his racist agenda. In elections held from 1871 through 1928, Ger-
man political parties explicitly devoted to anti-Jewish principles
reached a high of 7 percent of the vote and a low below one per-
cent.100 These parties included, but were not limited to, the Nazis.
A study of anti-Semitism in Germany concluded, “by 1914 the anti-
Semitic parties were practically defunct and their press was in
ruins.”101

Hitler’s speeches during the election campaigns of 1928,
1930, and 1932 made no specific proposals on what he intended
to do about Jews.102 He apparently did not see German public
opinion as ready for any of the actions that he would in fact later
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take against the Jews. When the desperation of Germans in the
face of severe economic and social crises created by the world-
wide Great Depression of the 1930s elevated Hitler from a fanatic
in the streets to a dictatorial ruler, the die was cast, fatally. From
that point on, it no longer mattered what most other Germans
thought, whether about race or war or anything else. But, before
then, when voters in Germany had their last free choice, what
were Hitler’s supporters supporting? What did they know and
when did they know it? A study that attempted to answer these
questions concluded:

Middle-class and other voters did not vote for Hitler because he
promised to exterminate European Jewry. Neither did they vote
for him because he promised to tear up the constitution, impose
a police state, destroy labor unions, eradicate rival political par-
ties, or cripple the churches. Even Hitler’s Mein Kampf did not
forecast these events.103

During the years leading up to the Second World War, Hitler
moved against the Jews in orchestrated stages, allowing him to
gauge the extent to which German public opinion supported his
actions. A Nazi-sponsored boycott of Jewish stores in 1933 failed
so badly that it was called off after four days, rather than have it
be an ongoing fiasco.104 Even after five years of anti-Jewish propa-
ganda in Germany, when the Nazis in November 1938 unleashed
Kristallnacht—the night of broken glass, featuring violence against
Jews, their homes and their businesses—the negative reactions of
Germans, including some Nazi party members, led Hitler to pro-
ceed against the Jews thereafter with as much secrecy as
possible.105 Even when Jews were rounded up and sent off to con-
centration camps, there was nothing at that point to indicate the
grisly fate awaiting them and it was a crime punishable by death to
reveal the extermination program.106

Rumors circulated and some undoubtedly knew more than
rumors but rumors and speculations always abound in wartime.
Moreover, even those who were certain of what was happening
had no ability to stop it in a totalitarian state and they and their
families could pay with their lives for publicly protesting. Even a
prominent German Jewish leader like Leo Baeck said that he did
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not know about Auschwitz and the systematic killing of Jews until
1943, even though millions of Jews had already been killed by
then.107

Genocide against the Jews was a government program, not
the lethal mob violence unleashed against the Jews in earlier
pogroms in Eastern Europe or against the Armenians in Turkey dur-
ing the First World War or against the Ibos in Nigeria in the 1960s
or against the Chinese in a number of Southeast Asian countries on
a number of occasions over the centuries. Given the fact that Jews
had been stripped of legal protections early in the Nazi regime,
any of these things might have been done by the German people.
Indeed, Hitler tried to represent Kristallnacht as a spontaneous
burst of public outrage, rather than as the staged event that it was.
But what the German people did not do in these circumstances
may be more revealing about their own attitudes. None of this
denies that there were anti-Semitic fanatics in Germany, both in
the Nazi party and among the German public. It simply makes the
dimensions and duration of anti-Semitism among Germans at large
subject to question.

What must also be noted is that Jews were a very small
minority in pre-Hitler Germany—never as much as two percent
of the population,108 despite their prominence or even predomi-
nance in particular fields such as medicine, journalism, or banking.
The average German had no compelling reason to be thinking
about Jews, one way or another, and indications are that most were
apathetic about anti-Semitism, both before and during the Nazi
era.109

Nevertheless, the egregious behavior of the Nazis toward the
Jews prompted some Germans to come to their aid, even during
wartime, when that meant risking death for themselves and their
families. Estimates of the number of Jews hidden in Berlin alone
during the Second World War run into the thousands.110

As for post-Hitler Germany, perhaps the following capsule
account from Commentary magazine—published by the Ameri-
can Jewish Committee—is as revealing as any:

All told, Germany’s voluntary payments for past wrongs amount
thus far to more than $55 billion over a period of six decades,
and are unparalleled in history.111
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These were not like the reparations after the First World War,
imposed on Germany by the victorious powers; these were repa-
rations voluntarily paid by a democratically elected German
government. This did not of course mean that all hostility to Jews
had been obliterated in Germany. It does suggest that such hostil-
ity was not pervasive nor necessarily greater than in other
European countries. It is hard even to imagine such reparations
being paid to persecuted groups by democratically elected gov-
ernments in places like Rwanda, Uganda, Fiji, or other countries
where minorities have been expelled or slaughtered.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

The role of the Germans as bearers of more advanced skills to
other countries in Europe and the Western Hemisphere has by no
means endeared them to all these peoples. Farmers in Honduras
complained about having to compete with German farmers there
who worked too hard.112 Latvians and Czechs complained that to
become educated, they had to learn the German language—this
at a time when there was little serious literature in their own
native languages. Russian farmers resented the greater success of
German farmers there and the rise of Communism, with its theo-
ries of “exploitation,” enabled them to unleash an orgy of violence
and destruction on German farm communities. In short, produc-
tivity does not imply popularity, whether for Germans or for any
other race or class. The history of middleman minorities around
the world underscores that point as well. Moreover, it is not usu-
ally the masses of the people who most resent the more
productive people in their midst. More commonly, it is the intelli-
gentsia, who may with sufficiently sustained effort spread their
own resentments to others.

When considering the question of the extent to which the
Nazi era in Germany reflected the culture or history of Germans as
a people, two very different questions must be distinguished from
one another: (1) the culpability of that generation of Germans who
enabled, abetted, or promoted the cause of the Nazis and its cata-
strophic human consequences, and (2) the extent to which the
prior cultural, political, or social history of Germans as a people

Germans and History 199



made Hitler and the Nazis inevitable, likely, or an aberration. The
first question is harder but the second question has wider and
more enduring implications.

The issue is not whether there have been anti-Jewish indi-
viduals, institutions, writings, movements, or political parties in
Germany—there were in fact all of these, for centuries before the
rise of the Nazis—but the ultimate question is: What was the net
effect on the actual behavior of Germans toward Jews, not com-
pared to an ideal, but compared to the behavior of others toward
Jews or toward other minority groups around the world? Here the
pre-Hitler behavior of Germans toward Jews compares favorably
with that of most other peoples in most other places, not only in
behavior toward the Jews but toward minorities in general. This
is no exoneration of anti-Semites, either before or after Hitler. Each
generation and each individual bears the heavy burden of guilt for
what they did—but not for what others did in other places and
other times.

Hitler’s accession to power, followed by his coup of convert-
ing the constitutional power of a chancellor into the totalitarian
dictatorship of a führer, was of course made possible by the Ger-
man voters who gave him a plurality in a democratic election in
1933, setting in motion this whole tragic chain of events. Yet the
dictatorship, war, and Holocaust that we associate with the Nazi
regime in retrospect was not on the ballot, or even on the horizon,
of those who voted for Hitler in 1933. They were seeking a politi-
cal savior in a chaotic and economically depressed time. The
relative political apathy of Germans and their historic law-abiding
habits enabled Hitler to seize far more power than he was elected
to, with perhaps less resistance than such an action might have
provoked in some other societies, and the German military tradi-
tion and military prowess made him more dangerous than he
might have been as the leader of some other nation.

Looking back through German history, one can find exam-
ples of anti-Jewish words and actions by both elites and masses.
Tragically, that does not distinguish Germans from Europeans in
general—or from human beings in general, when it comes to vile
or vicious things being said or done to any number of ethnic or
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other minorities in countries around the world. But the Holocaust
was unique. The question then is whether there was anything cor-
respondingly unique in the breadth or depth of German
antipathies toward minorities in general, or Jews in particular, in
their pre-Hitler history. No such uniqueness stands out prior to the
era of Nazi rule, either in Germany itself or among German com-
munities around the world.

The racial fanaticism of Hitler and the Nazi movement, which
spread to the German generation of their day and led ultimately
to the Holocaust, were not historically distinct characteristics of
Germans as a people. On the contrary, the rise of such a man as
the leader of such a people should serve as a permanent warning
to all people everywhere who are charmed by charisma or
aroused by rhetoric.
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Black Education
Achievements, Myths and Tragedies

WILL ROGERS ONCE SAID THAT IT WAS not ignorance that was
so bad but, as he put it, “all the things we know that
ain’t so.” Nowhere is that more true than in American

education today, where fashions prevail and evidence is seldom
asked for or given. Nowhere does this do more harm than in the
education of black children.

The quest for esoteric methods of trying to educate black
children proceeds as if such children had never been successfully
educated before, when in fact there are concrete examples, both
from history and from our own times, of schools that have been
successful in educating black children, including those from low-
income families. Yet the prevailing educational dogma is that you
simply cannot expect children who are not middle class to do well
on standardized tests, for all sorts of sociological and psychological
reasons.

This dogma is not even true for the children for whom it is
most often invoked—black American children—much less for
minority children in general, whether in the United States or in
other countries.

SCHOOLS: PAST ACHIEVEMENTS

Contrary to prevailing educational dogmas, there are schools in
America today where low-income black and other minority students
do in fact score well on standardized tests—both public schools and
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private schools, secular and religious—even as the vast majority of
ghetto schools have abysmal performances on such tests. Moreover,
there has been successful black education as far back as the nine-
teenth century.

High-Performance Schools

In 1899, there were four academic public high schools in Washing-
ton, D.C.—one black and three white.1 In standardized tests given
that year, students in the black high school averaged higher test
scores than students in two of the three white high schools.2 Today,
more than a century later, it would be considered Utopian even to
set that as a goal, much less expect it to actually happen. Yet what
happened back in 1899 was no isolated fluke. That same school
repeatedly equaled or exceeded national norms on standardized
tests in the 1930s, 1940s, and early 1950s.3 Back in the 1890s, it was
called the M Street School and in 1916 it was renamed Dunbar High
School.

When this information on Dunbar High School was first pub-
lished in the 1970s, those few educators who responded at all
dismissed the relevance of these findings by saying that these
were “middle class” children and therefore their experience was
not “relevant” to the education of low-income minority children.
Those who said this had no factual data on the incomes or occu-
pations of the parents of these children—and the data that existed
said just the opposite. The problem, however, was not that these
dismissive educators did not have evidence. The more fundamen-
tal problem was that they saw no need for evidence. According
to their doctrines, children who did well on standardized tests
were middle class. These children did well on such tests, so there-
fore they must be middle class.

It so happens that there was evidence on the occupations of
the parents of the children at this school as far back as the early
1890s. As of academic year 1892–93, of the known occupations
of these parents, there were 51 laborers, 25 messengers, 12 jani-
tors, and one doctor.4 That hardly seems middle class. Over the
years, a significant black middle class did develop in Washington
and most of them may well have sent their children to the M Street
School or to Dunbar High School, as it was later called. But that is
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wholly different from saying that most of the children at that
school came from middle-class homes.

More detailed data on parental occupations are available for a
later period, from the late 1930s through the mid 1950s. These
data reveal that there were far more children whose mothers were
maids than there were whose fathers were doctors.5 Mary Gibson
Hundley, who taught at Dunbar for many years, wrote:

A large segment of the homes of the students had one or more
government employees for support. Before the 1940s these
employees were messengers and clerks, with few exceptions.”6

It is possible, of course, to redefine “middle class” in relative
terms for the black community as it existed at that time, but such
verbal dexterity serves only to salvage words at the expense of
reality. The parents of Dunbar students may or may not have been
a random sample of the black parents of their time, either occupa-
tionally or in terms of their aspirations for their children, but
neither were most of them people with professional careers or
levels of income that would be considered middle class by the
standards of American society as a whole. Intellectual or academic
achievements for blacks, as for everyone else, no doubt have pre-
conditions but the crucial question is whether these are economic
preconditions, as so widely asserted—and so widely assumed to be
insuperable barriers to good education for minority children from
low-income families.

A related stereotype is that the children who went to Dunbar
High School were the light-skinned descendants of the black elite
that derived from miscegenation during the era of slavery. Here
again, the facts have been readily available—and widely ignored.
Photographs in old yearbooks from the era of Dunbar’s academic
success show no such preponderance of light-skinned blacks.
Here again, there is a fundamental difference between saying that
certain types of people were more likely to send their children to
Dunbar, or that such children were over-represented, and saying
that most of the children who went to Dunbar came from such
families.

Whether in economic or other terms, the families from
which the students of Dunbar High School came cannot be nearly
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so atypical as suggested by those who say that they were mostly
“Washington’s growing black bourgeoisie.”7 For many years, there
was only one academic high school for blacks in the District of
Columbia and, as late as 1948, one-third of all black youngsters
attending high school in Washington attended Dunbar High
School. “If we took only the children of doctors and lawyers,” a
former Dunbar principal asked, “how could we have had 1400
black students at one time?” This was not a “selective” school in
the sense in which we normally use that term—it was not neces-
sary to take tests to get in, for example—even though there was
undoubtedly self-selection in the sense that students who were
serious went to Dunbar and those who were not had other places
where they could while away their time, without having to meet
high academic standards.

A spot check of attendance records and tardiness records
showed that the M Street School at the turn of the century and
Dunbar High School at mid-century had less absenteeism and less
tardiness than the white high schools in the District of Columbia
at those times. In the nineteenth century, tardiness had at first
been a problem,8 but it was a problem that was apparently not
tolerated. The school had a tradition of being serious, going back
to its founders and early principals, who reflected the influence of
the New England culture which contrasted so much with that of
the culture of most blacks.

Among those early principals was the first black woman to
receive a college degree in the United States—Mary Jane Patterson
from Oberlin College, class of 1862. At that time, Oberlin had dif-
ferent academic curriculum requirements for women and men.
Latin, Greek and mathematics were required in “the gentlemen’s
course,” as it was called, but not in the curriculum for ladies. Miss
Patterson, however, insisted on taking Latin, Greek, and mathemat-
ics anyway.9 We can only imagine what fortitude and sense of
purpose that must have taken, at a time when no black woman
had ever gotten a college degree in the entire history of the coun-
try, and when most members of her race were still slaves in the
South. Not surprisingly, in her later 12 years as principal of the
black high school in Washington during its formative period, Mary
Jane Patterson was noted for “a strong, forceful personality,” for
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thoroughness, and for being an “indefatigable worker.”10 Having
this kind of person shaping the standards and traditions of the
school in its early years undoubtedly had something to do with its
later success. Other early principals included the first black man
to graduate from Harvard, class of 1870. Three of the school’s first
ten principals had graduated from Oberlin, two from Harvard, and
one each from Amherst and Dartmouth.11 Because of restricted
academic opportunities for blacks, Dunbar could get teachers with
very high qualifications, and even had Ph.D.s among its teachers in
the 1920s. Mary Gibson Hundley pointed out, in her history of
Dunbar High School: “Federal standards providing equal salaries
for all teachers, regardless of sex or race, attracted to Washington
the best trained colored college graduates from Northern and
Western colleges in the early days, and later from local colleges as
well.”12

One of the other educational dogmas of our times is the
notion that standardized tests do not predict future performances
for minority children, either in academic institutions or in life.
Innumerable scholarly studies have devastated this claim intellec-
tually,13 though it still survives and flourishes politically. But the
history of this black high school in Washington likewise shows a
pay-off for solid academic preparation and the test scores that
result from it.

Over the entire 85-year history of academic success in this
school, from 1870 to 1955, most of its graduates went on to higher
education.14 This was very unusual for either black or white high-
school graduates during that era. Because these were usually
low-income students, most went to a local free teachers college
or to relatively inexpensive Howard University, but significant
numbers won scholarships to leading colleges and universities
elsewhere.15

Early in the twentieth century, some M Street School gradu-
ates began going to Harvard—the first in 190316—and other
academically elite colleges. A French educator who visited the M
Street School that year described its students as “pursuing the
same studies as our average college student.”17 During the period
from 1918 to 1923, graduates of this school went on to earn 25
degrees from Ivy League colleges, Amherst, Williams, and Welles-
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ley.18 At one time during this era, there were nine black students at
Amherst—six from Dunbar High School.19 Over the period from
1892 to 1954, Amherst admitted 34 graduates of the M Street
School and Dunbar. Of these, 74 percent graduated from Amherst
and 28 percent of these graduates were Phi Beta Kappas.20 Nor
was Amherst unique; Dunbar graduates also became Phi Beta Kap-
pas at Harvard, Yale, Williams, Cornell, Dartmouth, and other elite
institutions.21

At one time, the reputation of Dunbar graduates was such
that they did not have to take entrance examinations to be admit-
ted to Dartmouth, Harvard, and some other selective colleges.22

When Robert N. Mattingly graduated from the M Street School in
1902, he entered Amherst College, receiving credit for freshman
mathematics and first-year college physics—and he graduated in
three years, Phi Beta Kappa. Yet, far from being one of the elite,
Mattingly was, in his own words, “at Amherst on a shoestring.”23

No systematic study has been made of the later careers of the
graduates of M Street and Dunbar High School. However, when
black educator Horace Mann Bond studied the backgrounds of
blacks with Ph.D.s in 1970, he discovered that more of them had
graduated from M Street-Dunbar than from any other black high
school in the country. “The first black who” pioneered in a num-
ber of fields also came from this school.

The first black man to graduate from Annapolis came from
Dunbar.24 The first black enlisted man in the army to rise to
become a commissioned officer also came from this same institu-
tion.25 So did the first black woman to receive a Ph.D. from an
American university.26 So did the first black full professor at a
major American university (Allison Davis at the University of
Chicago). So did the first black federal judge, the first black gen-
eral, the first black Cabinet member, the first black senator elected
since Reconstruction and, among other notables, the doctor who
pioneered the use of blood plasma, historian Carter G. Woodson,
author and poet Sterling Brown, and Duke Ellington, who studied
music at Dunbar.27 During World War II, when black military offi-
cers were rare, there were among this school’s graduates “many
captains and lieutenants, nearly a score of majors, nine colonels
and lieutenant colonels, and one brigadier general” 28
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All this contradicts another widely believed notion—that
schools do not make much difference in children’s academic or
career success because income and family background are much
larger influences. If the schools do not differ very much from one
another, then of course it will not make much difference which
one a child attends. But, when they differ dramatically, the results
can also differ dramatically.

This was not the only school to achieve success with minor-
ity children. But, before turning to other examples, it may be
useful to consider why and how this 85-year history of dramatic
success was abruptly turned into all too typical failure, virtually
overnight, by the politics of education.

The landmark racial desegregation case of Brown v. Board of
Education initially led to a strong resistance to school desegrega-
tion in many white communities, including that in Washington,
D.C. Ultimately a political compromise was worked out in the Dis-
trict of Columbia: In order to comply with the Supreme Court
decision, without having a massive shift of students, the D.C.
school officials decided to turn all public schools into neighbor-
hood schools. By this time, the neighborhood around Dunbar High
School was rundown and there was a local saying that children
who lived near Dunbar didn’t go to Dunbar. This had not affected
the school’s academic standards, however, because black students
from all the rest of the city went to Dunbar.

When Dunbar became a neighborhood school, however, the
whole character of its student body changed radically—as did the
character of its teaching staff. In the past, many Dunbar teachers
continued to teach for years after they were eligible for retirement
because it was such a fulfilling experience. Now, as inadequately
educated, inadequately motivated, and disruptive students flooded
into the school, teachers began retiring, some as early as 55 years
of age. Dunbar quickly became just another failing ghetto school,
with all the problems that such schools have, all across the coun-
try. Eighty-five years of achievement simply vanished into thin air.

It is a very revealing fact about the politics of education that
no one tried to stop this from happening. When I first began to
study the history of this school, back in the 1970s, it seemed to me
inconceivable that this could have been allowed to happen with-
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out a protest. The Washington school board in the 1950s had
included a very militant and distinguished black woman named
Margaret Just Butcher, who was also a graduate of Dunbar High
School. Surely Dr. Butcher had not let all this happen without
exercising her well-known gifts of withering criticism.

Yet I looked in vain through the minutes of the school board
meetings for even a single sentence by anybody expressing any
concern whatever about the fate of Dunbar High School under the
new reorganization plan. Finally, in complete frustration and
bewilderment, I phoned Dr. Butcher herself and asked: Was there
anything that was said off the record about Dunbar that did not
find its way into the minutes that I had read? “No,” she replied.
Then she reminded me that racial “integration” was the battle cry
of the hour in the 1950s. No one thought about what would hap-
pen to black schools, not even Dunbar.

Now, decades later, we still do not have racial integration in
many of the urban schools around the country—and we also do
not have Dunbar High School. Such are the ways of politics, where
the crusade of the hour often blocks out everything else, at least
until another crusade comes along and takes over the same
monopoly of our minds.

Ironically, black high schools in Washington today have many
of the so-called “prerequisites” for good education that never
existed during the heyday of Dunbar High School—and yet the
educational results are abysmal. “Adequate funding” is always
included among these “prerequisites” and today the per pupil
expenditure in the District of Columbia is among the highest in the
nation,while its test scores are among the lowest. During the years
of Dunbar’s success, it was starved for funds and some of its classes
had more than 40 students.29 As a failing ghetto school today, Dun-
bar has a finer physical plant than it ever had when it was an
academic success. Politics is also part of this picture. Immediate,
tangible symbols are what matter within the limited time horizon
of elected politicians. Throwing money at public schools produces
such symbolic results, even if it cannot produce quality education.

The aftermath of the decline and academic collapse of Dun-
bar High School is also revealing. With a new school building, the
question arose as to the disposition of the original building. Dun-
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bar alumni wanted that building preserved as some sort of memo-
rial to an historic achievement, but Washington’s political
leaders—representing the kind of people who had not gone to
Dunbar—were bitterly opposed.30 This became a heated legal
issue, fought all the way up to the federal Circuit Court of Appeals.
After the political leaders won in court, one of them spoke for
those “who say that the school represents a symbol of an elitism
among blacks that should never happen again. I say we should
raze it.”31 They did. The dog in the manger triumphed once more.

Washington Post columnist William Raspberry summarized
the conflicting feelings about Dunbar High School in the black
community when he wrote:

Fill a room with middle-aged blacks who grew up in Washing-
ton, mention the word “Dunbar,” and then take cover. That one
word will divide the room into two emotion-charged, outraged,
warring factions: those who did and those who didn’t attend
Dunbar High School “when it was Dunbar.”32

Despite the Supreme Court’s pronouncement in the historic
1954 case of Brown v. Board of Education that racially separate
schools “are inherently unequal,”33 there have been many predom-
inantly or wholly minority schools whose test scores were at or
above the national average. The average IQ at Dunbar High School
was 111 in 1939 and again in 1950.34 Ironically, Dunbar was within
walking distance of the Supreme Court which in effect declared
its existence impossible. However, it was not the only black school
of which this was true, much less the only minority school, for
there have also been all-Chinese American schools and at least one
all-American-Indian school which have done the same.35

Many, if not most, predominantly minority schools have per-
formed very poorly, but enough others have not that this cannot
be blamed simply on their being racially segregated schools. Not
only did M Street-Dunbar High School have a racially segregated
student body throughout the 85 years of its academic success, so
did St. Augustine School, a Catholic high school in New Orleans,
which also met national standards in its early history. The first
black student from the South to win a National Merit Scholarship
came from St. Augustine. So did the first Presidential Scholar of
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any race from the state of Louisiana. When St. Augustine was stud-
ied back in the 1970s, 20 percent of all Presidential Scholars in the
history of the state had come from this one school with about 600
black students.

Test scores were never used as a rigid cutoff for admission
to St. Augustine. There were students there with IQs in the 60s,
as well as others with IQs more than twice that high. Moreover,
the average IQ of the school as a whole rose over the years—being
in the 80s and 90s in the 1950s and then reaching the national
average of 100 in the 1960s. To put that in perspective, both
blacks and whites in the South during this era tended to score
below the national average on IQ and other standardized tests.

By contrast with a private Catholic high school like St. Augus-
tine, P.S. 91 in Brooklyn, New York, was a public elementary
school, located in a rundown ghetto and housed in an even older
building than the original Dunbar High School. Yet the students
in most of the grades in this predominantly black school scored at
or above the national norms on standardized tests when I studied
it back in the 1970s. It was the only school in its district whose
students were reading at or above the national average. The next
best school in that district had fewer than 40 percent of its stu-
dents reading at or above national norms and a number of other
schools in the district had fewer than 30 percent who reached that
level.36

This was not in any sense a middle-class school or a magnet
school. It was just an ordinary ghetto school run by an extraordi-
nary principal. What was more extraordinary to me than even the
test scores of the students was the openness with which I was
welcomed and allowed to see whatever I wanted to see.

Educators often like to give guided tours to selected (and
often atypical) places, much like the Potemkin village tours in
Czarist Russia. But, in P.S. 91, I was allowed to wander down the
halls and arbitrarily pick out which classrooms I wanted to go into.
I did this on every f loor of the school. Inside those classrooms
were black children much like children you can find in any ghetto
across the country. Many came from broken homes and were on
welfare. Yet, inside this school, they spoke in grammatical Eng-
lish, in complete sentences, and to the point. Many of the materials
they were studying were a year or more ahead of their respective
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grade levels.
None of these successful schools had a curriculum especially

designed for blacks. Most had some passing recognition of the
children’s backgrounds. Dunbar High School, for example, was
named for black poet Paul Laurence Dunbar and it set aside one
day a year to commemorate Frederick Douglass, but its curriculum
could hardly be called Afrocentric. As Senator Edward Brooke, a
Dunbar alumnus, put it:

Negro History Week was observed, and in American history they
taught about the emancipation of slaves and the struggle for
equality and civil rights. But there was no demand by students
for more, no real interest in Africa and its heritage. We knew
about Africa as we knew about Finland.37

Throughout the 85 years of its academic success, Dunbar
High School taught Latin. In some of the early years, it taught
Greek as well. Its whole focus was on expanding the students’ cul-
tural horizons, not turning their minds inward. Still less was its
focus on giving students a sense of victimhood or of doors closed,
though in fact many doors were closed to them throughout the
history of Dunbar’s academic success. On the other hand, many
Dunbar alumni were the first to open some of those doors. Instead
of today’s fashionable focus on grievances, the tone was set by a
poem on the assembly wall, written by Paul Laurence Dunbar, for
whom the school was named. Its first stanza said:

Keep a-pluggin’ away.
Perseverance still is king;
Time its sure reward will bring;
Work and wait unwearying— 
Keep a-pluggin’ away.

This was written at a time when racial segregation and dis-
crimination were pervasive across the South and were spreading
into the North, when blacks were being lynched, and when the
very school in which these words were posted received less
money than white schools in the same city. Many today might dis-
dain this message of self-improvement as naive at best. But the fact
is that it worked—and much that is considered more sophisticated
today has a dismal record of failure.

A particularly painful example of contemporary failure is this
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account of Dunbar High School in 1993:

Rodney McDaniel is a senior at Dunbar High School in Washing-
ton, D.C. He is the captain of its football team, which is the best
in the city…. Rodney McDaniel evidently has the ability to take
harder courses than he does. But he, like other students at Dun-
bar, has been held to low standards by teachers unwilling or
unable to demand more…. A smaller percentage of Dunbar stu-
dents go to college now than did 60 years ago.38

Sixty years earlier would have been in the depths of the Great
Depression of the 1930s.

Harlem and the Lower East Side

Important as the history of outstanding schools for black students
has been, there is also much to learn from the history of very ordi-
nary urban ghetto schools, which often did far better in the
past—both absolutely and relative to their white contemporaries—
than is the case today. The test scores in ordinary Harlem schools
in the 1940s were quite comparable to the test scores in white
working-class neighborhoods on New York’s lower east side at that
same time.

Sometimes the Harlem schools scored a little higher and
sometimes the lower east side schools scored a little higher but
there were no such glaring racial disparities as we have become
used to in urban schools in recent years. In April 1941, for exam-
ple, some lower east side schools scored slightly higher on tests
of word meaning and paragraph meaning than some schools in
Harlem but, in tests given in December of that same year, several
Harlem schools scored higher than the lower east side schools.
Neither set of schools scored as high as the city-wide average,
though neither was hopelessly below it.39

While the lower east side of New York is justly known for the
many people who were born in poverty there and rose to middle-
class levels—and some to national prominence—very little
attention is paid to a very similar history in Harlem during that era.
Some years ago, a national magazine ran a flattering profile of me,
expressing wonder that I had come out of Harlem and gone on to
elite colleges and an academic career. Shortly thereafter, I received
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a letter from a black lawyer of my generation, pointing out that
my experience was by no means so unusual in those days. He had
grown up in Harlem during those same years, just a few blocks
from me. From the tenement building in which he lived came chil-
dren who grew up to become a doctor, a lawyer, a priest, and a
college president. Indeed, where did today’s black middle class
come from, if not from such places and such schools? 

Parents have been an important ingredient in the success of
schools, whatever the racial or social backgrounds of the students.
But the specific nature of parental involvement can vary greatly—
and has often been very different from what is believed among
some educational theorists. In some of the most successful
schools, especially of the past, the parents’ role has been that of
giving moral support to the school by letting their children know
that they were expected to learn and to behave themselves.

Current educational fashions see parents’ roles as more
active, both on site in the schools and in such things as helping
with their children’s homework. Whatever the merits or demerits
of these notions, historically that was certainly not the role played
by parents of children at successful schools in the past. Nor were
parents necessarily equipped to play such a role. As of 1940, for
example, the average black adult in the United States had only an
elementary school education, usually in inferior Southern schools.

During that era, parents of children going to school on the
lower east side of New York were similarly ill-equipped to be par-
ticipants in the educational process. Immigrant children who grew
up there have expressed painful memories of how their parents,
with their meager education and broken English, hated to have to
go see a teacher—and how embarrassed their children were when
their parents showed up at school. Among immigrant Japanese
parents on the West Coast, what they had to offer their children
was the value of education and discipline, “even when the parents
themselves were poorly educated.”40 American parents today may
be more educated and more sophisticated but it is not clear that
their involvement in schools has been a net benefit. At the very
least, history shows that it has never been essential.

Successful minority schools are not confined to history, how-
ever. They still exist in the third millennium—and they are still
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largely ignored by educators, politicians, community activists, and
intellectuals.

SCHOOLS: CONTEMPORARY ACHIEVEMENTS

While schools for low-income and minority students that succeeded
in the past often had to do so despite the indifference of boards of
education run by white officials, those which have succeeded in
our own time have often had to do so in the face of active hostility
by education officials of whatever race.

The principal of Bennett-Kew Elementary School in Ingle-
wood, California, whose student body is 52 percent Hispanic and
45 percent black, raised these children’s reading levels from the
third percentile to the fiftieth percentile in just four years. But
she was threatened with loss of money because she used phonics
instead of the mandated “whole-language” teaching methods and
taught exclusively in English, instead of using the “bilingual”
approach required by education authorities. The fact that she was
succeeding where others were failing carried no weight with state
education officials. Fortunately, it carried enough weight with the
parents of her students that they bombarded these officials with
protests that caused them to relent and let this principal continue
to succeed in her own way, instead of failing in their way.41

In Houston, Texas, students in Wesley Elementary School—
92 percent black and 7 percent Hispanic—were reading “several
years below grade level” before a new principal installed a new
curriculum and raised their reading and math scores above the
national average. But, again, the methods he used were not those
favored by the education establishment, which tried to stop him.
Fortunately, a new district superintendent—Rod Paige, later U.S.
Secretary of Education—was more supportive, so that the success
of this school and these methods continued under a new princi-
pal, who said bluntly, “The teachers’ colleges are to blame for so
much school failure.”42

Educational success usually provides no protection from the
wrath of those who impose their educational dogmas on the
schools and will not tolerate seeing those dogmas ignored. High
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school math teacher Jaime Escalante, whose successes in teaching
Mexican American students was celebrated in the movie Stand
and Deliver, was eventually hounded out of Garfield High School
in Los Angeles. Yet, while he was there, about one-fourth of all
Mexican American students—in the entire country—who passed
Advanced Placement Calculus came from Garfield High School.

Documented results are not allowed to override the prevail-
ing educational dogmas—which pervade the schools of education,
the teachers’ unions, and state and federal education bureaucra-
cies—none of whom pays the price for the failure of these
dogmas.43 Neither do their children, who are typically enrolled in
private schools. What they would have to pay a price for would be
widespread demonstrations that the methods to which they are
committed produce educational results that are grossly inferior to
those produced by the methods they oppose. Should such revela-
tions become widely known among parents and voters, this would
threaten not only their careers but also their agendas, which
include the use of public schools to promote fashionable beliefs
and attitudes—political correctness—rather than to equip stu-
dents’ minds with knowledge and develop their capacity for
independent use of logic and evidence.

None of this says that there is just one best way of teaching
all students. That would be repeating the dogmatic approach of
the education establishment. What the record of successful minor-
ity schools shows, both in history and among contemporary
schools, is that educational achievement is not foredoomed by eco-
nomic or social circumstances beyond the school grounds, as the
education establishment constantly strives to prove. Poverty, bro-
ken homes, and unruly environments are not to be ignored,
downplayed or apologized for. But neither are the failings of oth-
ers proof that the education establishment is doing its job right.
Perfect students with perfect parents in a perfect society cannot
learn things that they are not being taught—and that includes an
increasing number of basic things in our public schools.

While successful minority schools do not use any single for-
mula or ideology, they do make sure to teach those basic things
that get neglected by more typical or more trendy schools, begin-
ning with reading.
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Portland Elementary School, in Portland, Arkansas, has multi-
ple violations of prevailing educational dogmas—and such
academic success that it is besieged with requests from parents
who want to transfer their students in. Ironically, white students
were once transferring out, back in 1970, in response to racial
desegregation. Until recent years, declining educational standards
were painfully visible in the fact that half the students in the
fourth through sixth grades were scoring two or more years below
grade level. Then came a new principal with old-fashioned ideas
about education who began to get old-fashioned results. Now 100
percent of the students are reading at grade level or higher and a
majority of the students are above the national average on both
reading and math tests.

One of these old-fashioned ideas is called “Directed Instruc-
tion”—what used to be called just plain teaching, as distinguished
from the more trendy notion that teachers are to be “facilitators”
on the sidelines, letting students “discover” and “create” knowl-
edge themselves. In Portland Elementary, Directed Instruction has
proven to be especially effective with “at risk” students. In other
words, kids who have nobody to teach them at home improve
greatly when there is somebody to teach them at school, instead of
using them as guinea pigs for experiments.

Not satisfied with violating educational dogma by plain old
teaching, Principal Ernest Smith also groups students by ability and
gives them tests every ten lessons or about every seven or eight
days—all of which is taboo in educational establishment circles. So
successful has this approach turned out to be that whites have been
transferring back in and now constitute a majority of the students.44

Another successful minority school—99 percent black with
80 percent of its students coming from low-income families—is
Cascade Elementary School in Atlanta. Although its demographics
would be considered to be a formula for automatic failure by those
in the education establishment, in fact these students have scored
at the 74th percentile on reading tests and at the 83rd percentile
on math tests. Principal Alfonso L. Jessie is so old-fashioned that he
will not tolerate misbehavior:

…Jessie explains to parents at the beginning of the year that if
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their children misbehave in school, they will be personally
escorted to the parents’ place of work. Not surprisingly, Cas-
cade has almost no discipline problems.45

Such a principal might well be accused of stereotyping or
racism by civil rights groups, community activists, or white liber-
als—if he were not black.

Like other schools for minority children, the Marva Collins
Preparatory School in Chicago has its founder’s “no-nonsense,
back-to-basics curriculum that is centered on phonics and memo-
rization for the younger students, and higher-level reasoning and
literary analysis for the older ones.” It also features “weekly tests in
all subjects every Friday.”46 It is not hard to understand why Marva
Collins was unpopular with education authorities when she
taught in the public schools, and had to go set up her own private
school in order to teach the way that she wanted to.

Chicago public schools were declared to be the worst in the
nation back in the 1980s by William J. Bennett, then U.S. Secre-
tary of Education. Despite some improvements, even as late as
1996 half of all the children in the Chicago schools were perform-
ing below grade level in four-fifths of the city’s schools. Yet even
here there has been an exception, using methods that are an
exception to the prevailing educational dogmas. Children in
Earhart Elementary School, in Chicago’s south side ghetto, score at
the 70th percentile in reading and the 80th percentile in math.
Ninety nine percent of these children are black and more than
four-fifths of them qualify for the free lunch or reduced-price
lunch program.

Taking advantage of a 1988 law that allowed individual
schools more leeway to escape rigid educational dogmas, a new
principal began teaching reading based on phonics and memo-
rization of sight-words, devoting an hour and a half each morning
exclusively to reading. During this reading period, all physical edu-
cation, music, art, and library activities were brought to a halt so
that the entire support staff could help the children with their
reading. The school taught things like grammar and composition,
which are considered passé in educational circles. But it achieved
success—which is also passé in too many public schools today.
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The KIPP Academy in Houston, Texas—its name derived
from the Knowledge Is Power Program—has achieved such suc-
cess on both math and reading tests than it has spawned a spinoff
with the same name in the Bronx. The first KIPP school began
with a “campus” that consisted of twelve trailers parked near a
baseball field at Houston Baptist University.

Like many other successful schools for low-income minority
students, its emphasis is on work. “If you’re off the bus, you’re
working,” said its principal and co-founder Michael Feinberg. KIPP
students spend 67 percent more time in the classroom than the
average public school student:

Each morning students receive a worksheet of math, logic, and
word problems for them to solve in the free minutes that appear
throughout the day.

KIPP co-founders Michael Feinberg and David Levin (who
later headed the Bronx school of the same name) did not begin
with theories, such as teachers’ colleges do. Instead, they studied
what worked in various schools around the country and made that
the basis for their program. Not only is this the opposite of the
approach used by education “experts,” so is the KIPP rejection of
any single magic formula for teaching. KIPP teachers are free to
teach as they see fit—so long as they get results. These teachers
also visit parents in their homes to explain what they are doing
and what the parents need to do—and they carry cell phones with
toll-free numbers so that they can be reached after school hours.47

They mean business.
Many other successful minority schools—too numerous to

mention—are operating in various communities around the coun-
try. Twenty-one of them were studied by the Heritage Foundation
under its “No Excuses” program. To be eligible for this program, a
school must score at or above the 65th percentile on national
achievement tests and 75 percent of their students must qualify
for the subsidized or free lunch program. Most schools where
such a high percentage of students come from homes with low
enough incomes to qualify for this lunch program score below the
35th percentile.48 Yet the 21 schools that met the “No Excuses”
program criteria and whose results were published were by no
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means the only such schools—just the ones that happened to be
found in the survey that was conducted.

What are the “secrets” of such successful schools? 
The biggest secret is that there are no secrets, unless work is

a secret. Work seems to be the only four-letter word that cannot
be used in public today.

Aside from work and discipline, the various successful
schools for minority children have had little in common with one
another—and even less in common with the fashionable educa-
tional theories of our times. Some of these schools have been
public, some private. Some have been secular and some have been
religious. Dunbar High School had an all-black teaching staff but 
St. Augustine in New Orleans began with an all-white teaching
staff. Some of these schools were housed in old rundown build-
ings and others in new, modern facilities. Some of their principals
were finely attuned to the social and political nuances, while oth-
ers were blunt people who could not have cared less about such
things and would have failed Public Relations One.

MYTHS AND TRAGEDIES

Some of the myths surrounding the education of black students
have already been noted in passing—that only middle-class young-
sters can do well on standardized tests, that racially separate schools
are inherently inferior, and that standardized tests are too culturally
biased to predict the academic or later success of black students.
There are many other myths and they all contribute to the tragedies
that afflict the education of most black students. More than isolated
false beliefs are involved, however. Most of these beliefs reflect an
over-all vision and an agenda that need to be scrutinized.

The Racial Mix

Perhaps the most widespread and most consequential of these
myths, promulgated by the Supreme Court of the United States, is
that racially separate schools cannot achieve quality education. In
addition to all the black schools that have belied that assumption,
there have been successful all-Chinese schools in the United States,
all-Tamil schools in Sri Lanka, and all-Armenian schools in the
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Ottoman Empire, among others.
Sometimes the unspoken assumption is that a racial mix of

students is helpful, or even necessary, because students from one
group need to acquire better educational habits and attitudes from
another group. That attitude has been found among those Malay
parents in Singapore who want their children to emulate the more
serious and hard-working attitudes of the Chinese students there.49

But that same assumption cannot be openly avowed about black
students in the United States, in the skittish atmosphere surround-
ing racial issues. Yet the long, bitterly divisive, and ultimately futile
campaign of busing students to schools far from home for the sake
of racial “balance” is hard to understand without the underlying
assumption that black students need to be with white students in
order to learn. Thus “the white man’s burden” doctrine of nine-
teenth-century imperialism became in effect the white child’s
burden doctrine of twentieth-century education.

A later variation on this theme has been a “diversity” ration-
ale that all students learn more in an environment where there are
children from other racial, cultural, or other social backgrounds.
While more politically palatable than the separate-is-inferior doc-
trine, this diversity rationale has had no more empirical evidence
to support it, unless endlessly repeating the word “diversity” and
rhapsodizing over its presumed virtues is considered to be evi-
dence. If one seriously wished to test this doctrine, it would be
hard to explain how a racially homogeneous nation like Japan
could have its students better educated than those in the United
States, especially since Japan is one of the most culturally insular
contemporary nations, with nothing like the interest in multicul-
turalism found in Britain and in British-offshoot societies like the
United States and Australia. But neither this nor any of innumer-
able other possible empirical tests has been applied to the
diversity doctrine. It has simply become dogma, like so much else
in education circles.

The opposite dogma, that black children require a separate,
racially oriented or “Afrocentric” education, has seized the imagi-
nation of many, with no more empirical evidence to support it
than its Eurocentric counterpart. This vision has spawned such
subsidiary notions as a need for racial “role models” for inspiration
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and a “critical mass” of black students, in order for these students
to feel socially comfortable enough to do their best. Hard evidence
for any of these beliefs has been neither asked for nor given. More-
over, such evidence as exists points in the opposite direction.

One of the few attempts to examine the facts, a study titled
Increasing Faculty Diversity, found no empirical evidence to sup-
port the belief that same-sex, same-ethnicity role models are any
more effective than white male role models at the college level.50

This is consistent with the experiences of successful black schools
examined here, some of these schools having all-black, others all-
white, and still others a racially mixed assortment of teachers. If
role models of the same race are so important for successful edu-
cation, then it is virtually impossible to explain the spectacular rise
of second-generation Japanese Americans after World War II. The
great majority of the previous generation of Japanese Americans
were farmers and it is doubtful whether most of the second gen-
eration children ever saw a Japanese-American teacher or
professor, much less Japanese Americans who were successful in
the fields in which the Nisei generation would rise, such as science
and engineering.

What of the “critical mass” theory that has been used to sup-
port preferential college admissions for black students? Do black
students do better educationally where there are enough other
black students to create a socially comfortable subculture in
schools or on college campuses? As with so many other educa-
tional doctrines, the issue is not even posed in such empirical
terms. It is simply stated as an imperative and those who question
it are scorned as having uncomprehending minds or unworthy
motives. But what do the facts show?

Again, there have been remarkably few systematic studies of
this or many other educational doctrines, especially those involv-
ing racial issues. Certainly the remarkable educational success of
Dunbar High School graduates who went on to Amherst College
from the late nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth
century cannot be attributed to either a critical mass of black stu-
dents on that campus, or to black role models on the faculty,
because they had neither. Studies from more recent times have
shown that the education of black students has been negatively
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affected by the presence of large numbers of other black students.
An empirical study published by the National Bureau of Eco-

nomic Research found that “a higher percentage of Black
schoolmates has a strong adverse effect on achievements of Blacks
and, moreover, that the effects are highly concentrated in the
upper half of the ability distribution.”51 Another study, focusing on
the effect of ability-grouping on the performances of students in
general, mentioned among its conclusions: “Schooling in a homo-
geneous group of students appears to have a positive effect on the
achievements of high-ability students’ achievements, and even
stronger effects on the achievements of high-ability minority
youth.”52 In other words, a “critical mass” of black students seems
to drag down the academic performance of high-ability black stu-
dents.

Yet another study, this one about black students in the afflu-
ent suburb of Shaker Heights, Ohio, showed a pervasive pattern
of not only neglecting school work, but even of disdaining it to the
point of resenting those black students who applied themselves,
or who spoke standard English, denouncing them for “acting
white.”53 Similar social patterns among black students have been
found around the country and are much more consistent with
Berkeley Professor John McWhorter’s thesis that there is an anti-
intellectual black subculture which keeps many black students
from doing their best. No wonder that a “critical mass” of black
students has the opposite effect on education from what its advo-
cates claim.

History

There is a particularly painful irony in the notion that blacks who
are seeking to become educated are “acting white.” During Freder-
ick Law Olmsted’s celebrated journeys through the antebellum
South,he was appalled to learn that a free black man had been pub-
licly whipped in Washington, D.C., for conducting a clandestine
school for black children. Not only was it illegal to teach slaves to
read and write, it was illegal in many places for free blacks to go to
school. Yet clandestine schools for black children existed all over
the South, some of which were ignored by the local authorities,
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though not by all, as this courageous black man discovered in Wash-
ington. What a mockery of him and of other courageous black
pioneers to say that seeking an education is “acting white”!

Despite bans on education for blacks in the antebellum
South, and by no means universal access of blacks to public
schools in the North, the census of 1850 showed that most of the
approximately half-million free blacks could read and write. After
emancipation, the achievement of literacy by a majority of black
Americans within two generations has been called “an accom-
plishment seldom witnessed in human history,”54 by a noted
economic historian.

Literacy may be something that we take for granted today, but
most of the people in Albania were still illiterate in the 1920s and
most of the people in India were still illiterate half a century after
that. But how and why literacy was achieved among black Ameri-
cans as rapidly as it was is a matter of little or no interest to those
who treat the history of blacks as the history of white people’s
treatment of blacks. Thus the history of the education of blacks
in the United States is presented largely as a history of segregated
schools, starved for funds, and of biases against black students by
white teachers, or by white students in racially integrated settings,
or other such things which transform the history of black people
into a history of white people in their treatment of blacks.

History is too often the handmaiden of contemporary visions
or agendas. Accomplishments among blacks are often either mag-
nified or downplayed, or glided over entirely, according to
whether these accomplishments do or do not advance the agenda
of portraying victimhood or struggles against victimhood. In this
context, it is explicable, though hardly justified, that the history of
successful black schools has attracted virtually no interest from
either historians or educators. That history does not advance any
contemporary political agenda, though it might help advance the
education of a whole generation of black students.

Things that do advance contemporary agendas include
demands for money to promote the teaching of “black English”
or “ebonics.”55 Here there is much appeal to history, though largely
a fictitious history. The peculiarities of ghetto speech, often imi-
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tated even among contemporary black middle-class youth, are said
to derive from African speech patterns, when in fact most of those
very same words and phrases were part of the speech patterns in
those parts of Britain from which white Southerners came, cen-
turies ago.

False history is not unique to black Americans. As Daniel
Patrick Moynihan said of his fellow Irish Americans:

The cruel part of this history is that by 1916 Irish nationalism
in America had little to do with Ireland. It was a hodgepodge of
fine feeling and bad history with which the immigrants filled a
cultural void.56

Much of what calls itself “Afrocentric” education is similarly
remote from Africa and is similarly filling a cultural void. But now
there is huge political support for such things and that has
brought forth large amounts of money to subsidize these
escapisms. Moreover, these are now regarded as sacrosanct parts
of black culture, which insulates them from inquiries into either
their authenticity or their educational consequences.

Cultural Handicaps

The consequences of deficiencies in the education of black students
are grave—and getting worse, in the sense that an increasingly
demanding technology and an increasingly complex world econ-
omy have few places for those who without skills of the mind. Black
students, by and large, lag appallingly behind whites, and still more
so behind Asian Americans, in those skills. In 2001, for example,
there were more than 16,000 Asian American students who scored
above 700 on the mathematics SAT, while fewer than 700 black stu-
dents scored that high—even though blacks outnumbered Asian
Americans several times over.57

This cannot be explained away by poverty, racism, or innate
inferiority. Even Arthur Jensen, the leading proponent of the the-
ory of genetic racial differences in IQ, has said that among “the
disadvantaged” there are “high school students who have failed
to learn basic skills that they could easily have learned many years
earlier” if taught in different ways.58 Far from justifying the
schools’ failures to educate black children or regarding these chil-
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dren as uneducable, Professor Jensen concluded: “One of the great
and relatively untapped reservoirs of mental ability in the disad-
vantaged, it appears from our research, is the basic ability to learn.
We can do more to marshal this strength for educational pur-
poses.”59 In short, even the leading proponent of the belief in
innate differences in intelligence does not believe that this could
explain the educational deficiencies actually found among disad-
vantaged youngsters, who could “easily” have mastered the
academic skills in which they are lacking.

As for income, Asian American students from low-income
families score higher on the SAT than black students from upper-
income families.60 But Asian Americans are not self-handicapped by
the counterproductive attitudes toward education found even in
middle-class black communities. As for the racism of whites as an
explanation of black educational deficiencies, there are enough
black-run schools, colleges and universities where there would be
dramatically better results than in white-run institutions, if racism
were the explanation. But no such dramatic differences are visible.

The segregated schools in which most blacks were educated
for most of their history have provided a tempting explanation of
racial differences in test scores and other indices of academic
achievement—especially since the “separate but equal” rationale
for segregation was a mockery in practice. Yet the fact that a neat
combination of moral and causal arguments can be made does
not mean that those arguments should escape empirical scrutiny.
Not only have segregated schools not proven to be inferior in
many cases, even ethnic groups who sat side-by-side in the same
schools have had as large IQ differences as those between blacks
and whites attending segregated schools in the Jim Crow South.
Back in the 1950s, Japanese American and Mexican American
youngsters in the same school system, and whose parents at that
time and place had very similar occupational status, had an aver-
age IQ difference of 20 points, slightly more than black-white IQ
differences nationwide and the same as black-white IQ differences
in the Jim Crow South. There was an even larger disparity—an
average of 26 IQ points’ difference—between Jewish and Puerto
Rican students attending the same school from the early 1930s to
the mid 1950s. Even earlier in the twentieth century, German
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American children graduated from high school at a rate many
times that of Irish American children.61 Vast differences in educa-
tional performances between groups have been common, not only
in America but in other countries as well, whether they attended
the same or different schools.

One of the most obvious reasons for the deficient educa-
tional performances of blacks is also one of the most overlooked
or suppressed: By and large, black students do not work as hard as
white students, much less Asian students. The Shaker Heights
study is just one that has found this to be so, though many have
been reluctant even to investigate this factor that will be very
unsurprising to anyone who has taught black students, white stu-
dents, and Asian students.62 The remarkable exceptions in schools
where substandard work has not been tolerated only reinforce this
point. If the fundamental problem were income, segregation, or
even innate inferiority, there would be no such dramatic contrasts
among black schools. Although each of these explanations has
been common at various times and places, none of them stands up
to empirical scrutiny.

If successful education of blacks were just a matter of iso-
lated individuals—of “cream rising to the top”—then it would be
hard to explain such concentrations of educational success at such
schools as Dunbar and its counterparts today. Such success has
been disproportionately concentrated not only in particular
schools but also in particular families. Of 4.3 million black families
in the United States in 1966, a mere 5.2 thousand produced all the
black physicians, dentists, lawyers, and academic doctorates in the
country.63 As rare as people at this level were among blacks, the
average black family that included someone in one of these cate-
gories averaged 2.2 such individuals.64 While family concentrations
alone might suggest heredity, similar institutional concentrations
suggest that it is the culture which promotes or impedes educa-
tional achievement.

In a sense, it is misleading to single out blacks for not shar-
ing cultural values that are in fact by no means universal among
other groups in the United States or in other countries around the
world. Certainly the dedicated work of Chinese American or
Japanese American students is not the norm among most ethnic
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groups or in most countries. In white, lower-class communities in
Britain, the same counterproductive attitudes toward education
found among blacks in the United States are just as prevalent and
just as self-defeating.65

HIGHER EDUCATION

One sign of the sharp social contrasts within the black population,
past and present, is that there were blacks going to college in the
United States, even during the era of slavery, and some of the more
affluent free blacks sent their children abroad to be educated. Mean-
while, the vast majority of blacks, held in bondage, could neither
read nor write.

As with other groups, historic differences had enduring con-
sequences. Well into the twentieth century, much of the black
leadership and blacks prominent in the professions were descen-
dants of the antebellum “free persons of color.” An exception was
Booker T. Washington, who was born in bondage during the last
years of slavery and who in adulthood was preoccupied with the
education of others like himself from the black masses, rather than
the education of the offspring of the more cultured black elite,
such as W. E. B. Du Bois. It would be hard to understand these two
men’s real differences—as distinguished from the caricatures
about them produced in later generations—without understand-
ing the very different constituencies they served.

Colleges specifically for blacks were established after the
Civil War, but most were essentially white institutions for black stu-
dents, given the scarcity of blacks with the educational
qualifications to become professors. Indeed, the scarcity of black
students qualified to be in college often meant, in the nineteenth
century, that many of these colleges were essentially elementary
and secondary schools by another name. For example, of the 251
students attending Atlanta University in academic year 1872–73,
only 12 were taking college courses, while 128 were taking ele-
mentary school courses.66 Over the first quarter-century of its
existence, fewer than 5 percent of Atlanta University’s students
took college-level courses.67 Nor was Atlanta University unique.

In order to understand this early era of black higher educa-
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tion, it is necessary to understand the extreme scarcity of black
students who had received the preparatory education required for
real college education. The first public high school for black chil-
dren in America was established in 1870—the Washington school
that later became known as Dunbar High School. Twenty-two
years later, the first public high school for blacks in Baltimore was
founded. As late as school year 1915–16, there were just 64 pub-
lic high schools for black children in all 18 Southern states put
together—with more than half of these high schools being in just
four states: West Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Texas.68 A sur-
vey of 16 Southern and border states, plus the District of
Columbia, showed a grand total of fewer than 9,000 black students
enrolled in public secondary schools in 1916.69

A federal government report on black students noted at that
time: “While only a fourth of the secondary pupils in the border
States are educated at private expense, almost two-thirds of those
in the other Southern States are in private institutions.”70 The states
of the deep South were the most reluctant to build public high
schools for black children. During the 1920s, behind-the-scenes
pressure was necessary to get a public high school for blacks built
in Atlanta71 and, as late as the 1930s, only 7 percent of black young-
sters of high school age were attending high school in
Mississippi.72 Writing in 1944, Gunnar Myrdal noted: “High schools
for Negroes in the South have existed in significant numbers for
only about twenty years and are still inadequate.”73

The situation would have been even more bleak than it was
except for the existence of private schools where black young
people could get elementary or secondary education. All schools
for blacks in the antebellum South were of course private, as well
as clandestine. In the first decades after the Civil War, the American
Missionary Association, established thousands of schools for blacks
in the South. Most of the teachers in these schools were young,
unmarried women from New England, bringing with them not
only academic education but also a whole culture very different
from that of Southern society. Many black children thus acquired
advantages that they would take with them into the adult world in
later life. As a noted historian observed: “It was no accident that
so many black leaders of twentieth century civil rights movements
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came from missionary schools.”74

During the half-century following the Civil War, an estimated
$57 million was contributed from the North to educate black stu-
dents in the South and blacks themselves contributed an
additional $24 million.75 But the Southern states dragged their feet
on creating schools—and especially high schools—for black chil-
dren. This was an era not just of slow progress but of actual
retrogression in some respects. As a scholarly study of this period
noted: “The disparity between black and white public schools in
per capita expenditures was greater in 1910 than in 1900 in every
southern state.”76 It was 1916 before as many black children were
attending public high schools as were attending private high
schools.77

A federal agency, the Freedman’s Bureau, also contributed to
the education of blacks in the years following the Civil War, spend-
ing about $3.5 million in the years from 1865 to 1870. Its most
enduring legacy was the creation of Howard University in Wash-
ington, which became the most prominent of the institutions of
higher education for black students. During the decades after the
Civil War, it was much easier to create institutions for black stu-
dents and call them colleges than to supply them with students
actually prepared to do college work. Moreover, in this postbellum
era, it was hard to find blacks with the qualifications to become
professors, deans, and college presidents. There was a reason why
many of what were called colleges and universities for black stu-
dents were doing largely pre-college work and why those who
ran these institutions and taught the courses were usually white.

The Du Bois–Washington Controversy

The contemporary habit of reducing serious issues and historic fig-
ures to the dimensions of cartoon characters has led to widespread
depiction of the rivalry between W. E. B. Du Bois and Booker T.
Washington as a clash between a black militant and an Uncle Tom.
Despite very real differences between the two men, Du Bois himself
refused to make any such characterization of Washington. Du Bois
was among the many people around the country—black and white,
North and South—who sent congratulations to Booker T. Washing-
ton on his historic 1895 speech at the Atlanta Exposition that set
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forth Washington’s philosophy and marked his emergence as a black
educator and leader. More than half a century later, even as a self-
exiled Communist living in Ghana,Du Bois corrected a student who
spoke disparagingly of Booker T. Washington.78

Du Bois and Washington had overlapping goals in education
and in society, but different emphases. Both recognized the very
low standards of education, skills, behavior, and hygiene among
most blacks at the end of the nineteenth century, just one genera-
tion removed from the world of the slave plantation. During this
era, Du Bois not only criticized the extravagant spending habits he
found among blacks in his study The Philadelphia Negro, he
spoke more generally of “the Great Lack which faces our race in
the modern world, Lack of Energy,” which he attributed to “indo-
lence” which had now become a kind of “social heredity.”79

Even if whites were to lose their racial prejudices overnight,
it would make little difference in the economic position of most
blacks, according to Du Bois. Although “some few would be pro-
moted, some few would get new places” as a result of an end of
discrimination, nevertheless “the mass would remain as they are”
until the younger generation began to “try harder” as the race “lost
the omnipresent excuse for failure: prejudice.”80 Du Bois saw many
of the blacks as sunk into “listless indifference, or shiftlessness, or
reckless bravado.”81 In short, Du Bois, like Washington, saw an enor-
mous need for self-improvement among blacks at this juncture in
history. The big difference was that Washington made self-
improvement the principal and over-riding goal of the kind of
education he established at the Tuskegee Institute, which he
founded.

Students at Tuskegee were taught job skills, including the
skills that enabled them to build many of the buildings at the insti-
tute itself. They were taught deportment, hygiene, and other
mundane but important things needed to take control of their
own lives and advance in the world. Contrary to legend, Washing-
ton never renounced equal rights. “It is important and right that
all privileges of the law be ours, but it is vastly more important that
we be prepared for the exercises of these privileges,” he said in his
historic Atlanta Exposition speech.82 By linking rights and respon-
sibilities,Washington was able to address both the blacks and the
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whites in the audience on common ground. And by linking the
fates of the two races, he was able to enlist the support of some
whites by arguing that blacks would either help lift up the South
or help to drag it down.83 W. E. B. Du Bois likewise said to South-
ern whites: “If you do not lift them up, they will pull you down.”84

Although the two men said many things that were very simi-
lar at that time, their differing emphases were clear as well,
beginning with education. Du Bois emphasized academic educa-
tion for those whom he called “the talented tenth” of the
race—largely people like Du Bois himself, educated and cultured
descendants of the antebellum “free persons of color,” for whom
vocational education would have been a step backward. The very
phrase “talented tenth” implicitly acknowledged that this was not
what was most needed by most blacks at that time. Although Du
Bois acknowledged the necessity and the achievements of voca-
tional education—“accomplishments of which it has a right to be
proud”85—he was promoting a very different kind of education for
a very different class of people. Moreover, this education and this
class of people were intended to spearhead political agitation for
civil rights, as exemplified in the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People, which Du Bois helped found.

Just as Du Bois acknowledged the need for vocational educa-
tion for many blacks, so Washington acknowledged the need for
academic education for other blacks. He served on the board of
trustees for Howard University and Fisk University, whose educa-
tional missions were very different from that of Tuskegee Institute,
and he used his influence to get financial support for Howard and
other black academic institutions such as Talladega College and
Atlanta University.86 He declared: “I would say to the black boy
what I would say to the white boy, Get all the mental development
that your time and pocket-book will allow of,” though he saw most
blacks of his time as needing to acquire practical work skills first.
Still, he said, “I would not have the standard of mental develop-
ment lowered one whit for, with the Negro, as with all races,
mental strength is the basis of all progress.” 87 Kelly Miller saw the
controversy over differences in educational philosophy to be the
work of “one-eyed enthusiasts,”88 rather than of men like Du Bois
and Washington, who saw the need for both.
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Booker T. Washington saw his own primary task as “the pro-
motion of progress among the many, and not the special culture of
the few.”89 He saw his work as an educator in his times as prepara-
tory, as “laying a foundation for the masses,”90 but not to confine
the whole race to the work for which Tuskegee Institute would
immediately prepare its students. After speaking proudly of a
Tuskegee graduate whose knowledge of chemistry had increased
the acreage yield of sweet potatoes several-fold, he said, “my the-
ory of education for the Negro would not, for example, confine
him for all time to farm work—to the production of the best and
most sweet potatoes—but that, if he succeeded in this line of
industry, he could lay the foundations upon which his children and
grandchildren could grow to higher and more important things in
life.”91 Even in the present, he said, “we need professional men and
women”92 and he looked forward to a time when there would be
more successful black “lawyers, Congressmen, and music teach-
ers.”93

As regards civil rights, although Booker T. Washington wrote
in 1899, “I do not favour the Negro’s giving up anything which is
fundamental and which has been guaranteed to him by the Con-
stitution of the United States,”94 his general public posture was that
he was too busy with the self-improvement of blacks to become
involved in political controversies. Yet, when his papers were
examined after his death, it became clear that he had privately
goaded other blacks to crusade for civil rights, and had even
secretly financed legal challenges to the Jim Crow laws in the
South.95

Washington was fully aware that to have done these things
publicly would have jeopardized the white financial support on
which Tuskegee Institute depended. Nor was this simply a matter
of protecting his own interests. He understood the repercussions
for others if he made explosive statements in the volatile racial
atmosphere of the times. “I could stir up a race war in Alabama in
six weeks if I chose,” he said, but to do so “would wipe out the
achievements of decades of labor.”96 Yet he also understood that
open challenges to racial discrimination had to be made. As he
wrote to Oswald Garrison Villard, one of the founders of the
N.A.A.C.P., “there is work to be done which no one placed in my
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position can do.”97

Although Du Bois could not have known of all the things that
Washington was doing secretly, he had an insight into the man
himself and knew where his loyalties were. Du Bois said of Wash-
ington: “He had no faith in white people, not the slightest.”98

Booker T. Washington practiced what a later generation of black
militants would only preach, to advance the cause of blacks “by all
means necessary.”99 A leading black educator of his time, Dean
Kelly Miller of Howard University, said of Washington that the
advancement of the black race “is the chief burden of his soul.”100

Despite differences between Du Bois and Washington, and
rivalries between their respective followers, this did not prevent
civility between the two men themselves. In Booker T. Washing-
ton’s autobiography, Up from Slavery, he wrote of a meeting
arranged by some “good ladies in Boston” in 1899 where, in addi-
tion to “an address by myself, Mr. Paul Lawrence Dunbar read from
his poems, and Dr. W. E. B. Du Bois read an original sketch.”101

In 1903, Du Bois wrote a critical essay about Washington that
has since been widely quoted. What has not been so widely
known is that Du Bois’s aunt chided him for that essay, explaining
how his role and constraints were very different from those of
Booker T. Washington, and expressing her hope that he would
never write about the Tuskegee educator that way again. Decades
later, recalling this conversation, Du Bois added, “And I never
did.”102

Black Colleges

Although most black colleges began as institutions run by white
administrators and staffed by white professors, pressures to change
that began in the nineteenth century. There were at that point rela-
tively few blacks with the education needed to take on these roles,
but there were even fewer opportunities for such people to find
employment elsewhere. Moreover, there was a concern for the
effect on the black students of being educated by whites. As one of
the more militant black leaders said in 1885, “the intellects of our
young people are being educated at the expense of their manhood,”
because in their classrooms “they see only white professors,”
thereby reinforcing the superiority-inferiority stereotypes.103
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Others, however, cautioned that “our youth have the right to
the best possible training, and we should not allow a mistaken race
pride to cause us to impose upon them inferior teachers.”104 Sig-
nificantly, the parents of these students usually preferred the skills
of white teachers to the symbolism of black representation.105 The
pool of qualified black scholars was small: Prior to the First World
War, only fourteen black Americans had ever received a Ph.D. from
a recognized American or European university.106 Nevertheless,
with the passing years the political pressures eventually won out
and colleges for black students began to be staffed increasingly
by black professors and run by black administrators—whether or
not these professors and administrators had sufficient training or
ability. In 1926, half a century after its founding, Howard Univer-
sity had its first black president. A leading black scholar of a later
era, E. Franklin Frazier, wrote of this transition period as an edu-
cational setback and Dean Kelly Miller, who lived through that era
at Howard University, called it “a misfortune barely short of a
calamity.”107

This was not just a misfortune for that era. Putting under-
qualified people in charge of black colleges and universities meant
that the whole development of these institutions would be shaped
or warped by department chairmen, deans, and college presidents
whose priorities—including holding on to their jobs—made better
qualified blacks who would emerge over time be seen as rivals to
be repressed, rather than assets to be treasured, and the latter’s
more intellectual orientation as nothing to be encouraged. The
first black president of Howard University, Mordecai W. Johnson,
has been cited as a major obstacle to the research of internation-
ally renowned black scientist Ernest Just, whose research grants
from prestigious outside institutions were interfered with by John-
son.108 As late as 1971—decades after the transition to black
academic leadership—a study of black colleges concluded: “The
administration is usually not interested in scholarly performance,
though this kind of activity is tolerated, and the spoon-feeding
method of teaching certainly does not call for it.” The result was
that, with a relative handful of exceptions among black institu-
tions, “the writing pens of members of these institutions have
been virtually silent.”109
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The years in office of administrators at black colleges and
universities tended to be some multiple of that of administrators in
white institutions, given the black administrators’ lack of viable
alternatives in the larger society. Mordecai Johnson, for example,
remained president of Howard University for 34 years. The net
result was that the influence of the initial generation of under-
qualified people lasted longer and shaped the enduring values and
priorities that prevailed on black campuses. These values and pri-
orities in turn shaped the kinds of people who would be groomed
and selected to become their successors, perpetuating low aca-
demic standards, frivolous social activities among students, and
indifference, incompetence, and corruption among the adminis-
tration and faculty.110

The transition from white to black leadership in black col-
leges was much more than a racial change. It was a major cultural
change from a missionary generation of academic leaders, bent
on supplanting the existing black redneck culture with a trans-
planted culture representing very different values, to new leaders
more accommodating to the black redneck culture in all its
aspects, from academic laxity to sexual laxity, showiness, and cor-
ruption. In the words of E. Franklin Frazier: “The entire
orientation and aim of higher education of Negroes was chang-
ing.”111 Among these changes was that “traditional standards of
morals and manners” gave way among both students and their
teachers. Students became far less interested in academic study
than in such things as fraternities, sororities, and parties.

Partly this reflected a changing mix of students, as colleges
black and white drew on a broader social range after the Second
World War, partly as a result of the availability of financial support
from the G.I. Bill. Writing in the middle of the twentieth century,
Frazier said:

The average Negro who enters the Negro college has had little
contact with books and has not developed reading habits. More-
over, when he enters college he does not find an atmosphere
where educational values and scholarship are highly
respected.112

Frazier described the new black college students as “listless”
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and “less concerned with the history or understanding of the
world around them than with their appearance at the next social
affair.” Moreover, such concerns were supported by the new gen-
eration of administrators:

The girl with a peasant or working-class background may be irri-
tated by her mother’s inability to buy an expensive “party”dress.
But what can be expected when the dean of women has
instructed her to tell her mother that she must have the dress
at any sacrifice?113

As for the faculty, Professor Frazier described them this way in
the middle of the twentieth century:

Unlike the missionary teachers, the present teachers have little
interest in “making men,” but are concerned primarily with
teaching as a source of income which will enable them to main-
tain middle-class standards and participate in Negro “society.” It
appears that the majority of them have no knowledge of books
nor any real love of literature. Today many of the teachers of
English and literature never read a book as a source of pleasure
or recreation.114

In short, the black colleges retrogressed toward the black
redneck culture. The stultifying and anti-intellectual atmosphere
on many black college campuses has been described with painful
frankness in Professor Frazier’s 1958 book Black Bourgeoisie, by
black novelist Ralph Ellison in The Invisible Man, and by white
scholars Christopher Jencks and David Riesman in a comprehen-
sive 1967 article in the Harvard Educational Review, which may
well have been the last honest study of black colleges, given the
rising racial militancy and the automatic labeling of white critics
as racists.

There have been no black college equivalents of Dunbar
High School or other high-achieving black elementary and sec-
ondary schools. One major historic difference between black
colleges and Dunbar High School was the highly qualified, if not
over-qualified, early leadership of Dunbar and the under-qualified
first generation of black leadership of the black colleges, the lat-
ter put in place for purposes of symbolic racial representation.
There were enduring consequences to the different calibers of
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people who shaped these different institutions in their formative
stages and set in motion values and priorities which shaped and
selected their successors in the generations ahead.

In a much later era, beginning in the 1960s, a similar setting
up of black studies departments at predominantly white colleges
across the country—with little or no regard to the wholly inade-
quate numbers of academically qualified people to staff so many
departments established simultaneously—likewise put in place a
first generation of black academics who would lead such depart-
ments in non-academic or even anti-intellectual directions. Even
though there was no inherent reason why the scholarly study of
the history, economics, politics, or sociology of black Americans
could not be a serious enterprise, in practice black studies pro-
grams by and large became noted for shoddy standards for both
students and faculty. It is doubtful whether so many academic
departments could be set up simultaneously in any academic field
without exhausting the pool of qualified faculty members but no
one attempted such a thing in traditional academic departments.

As with many of the black colleges, the inadequacies of the
black pioneers in black studies warped the future, even after those
pioneers passed from the scene and better qualified people
became available. By the same token, the kinds of highly qualified
people who shaped the future Dunbar High School in its formative
years left an enduring legacy of high standards and performances.

White Colleges

Although black students were admitted to some white colleges—
notably Oberlin, Bowdoin, Hillsdale, and Western Reserve115—even
before the Civil War, most post-bellum black students pursued their
higher education at the black colleges until the 1960s. In the
decades that followed, up to the present, the majority of black stu-
dents have attended predominantly white colleges. Given the
scarcity of black students with the educational background and aca-
demic achievements common among other students at the
predominantly white colleges, these institutions’ desires to secure a
demographically representative student body made lower standards
of admissions for blacks virtually inevitable.116

This problem was not confined to colleges with very high
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academic standards. When top-tier colleges and universities
accepted black students who met the normal qualifications for
second-tier institutions, similar pressures led second-tier institu-
tions to accept black students who would normally qualify for
third-tier colleges and universities—and so on down the line. With
black students systematically mismatched with academic institu-
tions across the spectrum, it can hardly be surprising that most
black students nationwide failed to graduate.

Such negative educational results repeated a pattern of bad
educational results from making educational decisions on non-edu-
cational grounds that began with the creation of black colleges
that were colleges in name only in the nineteenth century, for the
sake of denominational rivalry, and later putting under-qualified
people in charge of these black colleges for the sake of racial rep-
resentation.

Very similar corrupting and anti-intellectual consequences
have followed latter-day educational policies based on demo-
graphic representation.117 Moreover, these consequences have
endured, even through turnovers of students and faculty over the
years. The admission of black students with qualifications
markedly lower than those of the other students at the same insti-
tutions was soon followed by hiring black faculty members with
qualifications likewise lower than those of their white and Asian
faculty colleagues. This was done for the same reason, namely, that
there were simply not enough blacks with the usual academic
qualifications to achieve demographic representation any other
way.

Not only are there far fewer black students than Asian Ameri-
can students who reach the usual test score levels found at
selective colleges, this shortfall is even more drastic at the post-
graduate level, where future faculty members are produced. In
some years, the absolute numbers of blacks receiving Ph.D.s in
mathematics did not reach double digits.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

Education has played a crucial role in the advancement of blacks
over the generations—and in the lags of blacks behind others in
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the American economy. In order to understand both the lags and the
advancement, it is necessary to understand the extremely low level
from which the education of most black Americans began and the
very long time before the great majority of blacks had the kind of
education that would qualify them for many of the occupations in
which education was essential.

Racial discrimination barriers kept educated blacks out of
some of these occupations but, until perhaps the middle of the
twentieth century, there were relatively few blacks to be kept out
by such barriers. Looked at differently, the dramatic increases in
the numbers of blacks in many professional occupations in the last
half of the twentieth century cannot be attributed solely—or even
primarily—to the removal of these barriers by civil rights legisla-
tion. The rise of blacks into professional and other high-level
occupations was greater in the years preceding passage of the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 than in the years following passage of that
act.118

What had happened was a dramatic increase in the numbers
of blacks with college and postgraduate education. Prior to the
First World War, fewer than 5,000 college degrees had been
granted to black students in the entire history of the United States
but, by 1935, that had increased five-fold—and by 1947 the black
colleges alone granted in one year more degrees than blacks had
ever received in all the years prior to the First World War. Increases
in the numbers of doctorates received by blacks were also dra-
matic.119

Similarly, despite a widespread tendency to see the rise of
blacks out of poverty as due to the civil rights movement and gov-
ernment social programs of the 1960s, in reality the rise of blacks
out of poverty was greater in the two decades preceding 1960
than in the decades that followed. Education was a major factor
in this as well. As of 1940, non-white males averaged just 5.4 years
of schooling, compared to 8.7 for white males. Over the next two
decades, the absolute amount of education increased for both—
and the gap between them narrowed. In 1940, the difference in
schooling between black and white young adult males, aged 25 to
29, was four years but, by 1960, that had shrunk to less than two
years.120 Because this was an era of massive black migration out of
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the South, this quantitative narrowing of the gap in schooling may
well have been accompanied by a qualitative improvement, as
many blacks left behind the low-quality schools in the Jim Crow
South.

How did this translate into economic change? As of 1940,
more than four-fifths of black families—87 percent, in fact—lived
below the official poverty level. By 1960, this had fallen to 47 per-
cent.121 In other words, the poverty rate among blacks had been
nearly cut in half before either the civil rights revolution or the
Great Society social programs began in the 1960s. The continua-
tion of this trend can hardly be automatically credited to these
political developments, though such claims are often made, usually
ignoring the pre-existing trends whose momentum could hardly
have been expected to stop in the absence of such legislation. By
1970, the poverty rate among blacks had fallen to 30 percent—a
welcome development, but by no means unprecedented. A decade
after that, with the rise of affirmative action in the intervening
years, the poverty rate among black families had fallen to 29 per-
cent.122 Even if one attributes all of this one percent decline to
government policy, it does not compare to the dramatic declines in
poverty among blacks when the only major change was the rise
in their education.

Whatever the merits of various movements and programs on
other grounds, the claim that they were the primary factor in the
economic advancement of blacks cannot be squared with the
facts. Yet a whole generation of black leaders, intellectuals, and
activists have become committed to such movements and pro-
grams and their accompanying rhetoric. However, Frederick
Douglass warned, as far back as the 1870s, that blacks should “cul-
tivate their brains more and their lungs less.”123

While no one can deny the existence of racial discrimina-
tion in employment, housing, and other areas, the assumption that
the magnitude of employment discrimination can be measured
by relative numbers of blacks in particular occupations ignores the
huge quantitative and qualitative differences in education between
blacks and whites which existed in past generations—often as a
result of government discrimination in the provision of educa-
tional resources. Without an understanding of the reasons for both
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the lags and the progress of blacks in the past, policy prescriptions
for future advancement risk misplaced emphases. More specifi-
cally, it risks under-estimating the importance of the quantity and
quality of education, which depends upon both students and
teachers, and much less on the amount of money fed into educa-
tion bureaucracies or on the fads and panaceas that come and go
in the schools and colleges. While the New England culture that
was transplanted into various Southern enclaves after the Civil War
had remarkable successes, later successful black schools a cen-
tury later usually had no New England origins but, like New
England, they represented a culture very unlike the black redneck
culture. Ralph Ellison has pointed out that such stellar black
singers as Paul Robeson and Marian Anderson “received their
development from an extensive personal contact with European
culture, free from the influences which shape Southern Negro per-
sonality in the United States.”124

For those who are interested in schools that produce aca-
demic success for minority students, there is no lack of examples,
past and present. Tragically, there has been an utter lack of interest
in academically successful black schools by most educators.
Among the few who have even bothered to take notice, too many
have been as dogmatic as Kenneth B. Clark, who said that “excel-
lence at Dunbar represented the few,” that Dunbar “is the only
example in our history of a separate black school that was able,
somehow, to be equal,” a result of unique circumstances “that
could scarcely have existed in any other part of the country.”125

Every one of these unsubstantiated claims was demonstrably
untrue. One-third of all the black high school students in Wash-
ington were not “the few”; there were and are other black schools
that met or exceeded national norms, as examples discussed here
have shown—and, far from being confined to Washington, they
have been found from New England to California.

Why this ignoring or dismissal of examples of black educa-
tional success? Sometimes the reason is ideological: Some, like
Professor Clark, have a vested interest in the doctrine that separate
is inferior, which underpinned the historic Brown v. Board of
Education Supreme Court decision, in which his research was
cited. To say that mixing and matching racial groups is not a pre-
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requisite for quality education would call into question the
decades-long school busing struggle, which might then be seen in
retrospect as a costly and divisive wild goose chase, and questions
might be raised about the current mantra of “diversity.”

Other reasons for ignoring or downplaying successful black
schools include the fact that there is no political mileage or finan-
cial benefits to be gotten from focussing on such schools, despite
how much of an educational gold mine their experience might be
for black children. Put bluntly, failure attracts more money than
success. Politically, failure becomes a reason to demand more
money, smaller classes, and more trendy courses and programs,
ranging from “black English” to bilingualism and “self-esteem.”
Politicians who want to look compassionate and concerned know
that voting money for such projects accomplishes that purpose for
them and voting against such programs risks charges of mean-
spiritedness, if not implications of racism.

Ironically, many of the bitter-end defenders of the current
public school system and its educational dogmas are also in favor
of preferential admissions of minority students to colleges and uni-
versities. In other words, having denied minority children an
opportunity to develop the kinds of intellectual skills that would
make lower admissions standards for them unnecessary, they then
send minority students on to institutions where they are less likely
to meet course standards designed for better prepared students—
and where most minority students do not last long enough to
graduate. During their time on campus, such students help present
a photogenic picture of “diversity” on many campuses but their
roles are much like those of movie extras, who simply provide a
background for others.

Despite many pious expressions of goodwill and hope for
improvements in the education of minority students, few are pre-
pared to do what it takes, including taking on entrenched vested
interests in the schools of education, the teachers’ unions, and
state, local, and national educational bureaucracies. Even fewer are
prepared to challenge black students to work harder and abandon
the counterproductive notion that seeking educational excellence
is “acting white.”

Despite the heartening achievements of some black schools,

244 Black Rednecks and White Liberals



which have repeatedly demonstrated what is possible even with
children from low-income backgrounds, the general picture of the
education of black students is bleak. Much of what is said—and
not said—about the education of black students reflects the polit-
ical context, rather than the educational facts. Whites walk on
eggshells for fear of being called racists, while many blacks are pre-
occupied with protecting the image of black students, rather than
protecting their future by telling the blunt truth. It is understand-
able that some people are concerned about image, about what in
private life might be expressed as: “What will the neighbors
think?” But, when your children are dying, you don’t worry about
what the neighbors think.
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History versus Visions

It requires courage to cast the accumulated myths of a 
lifetime to the wind. Our natural desire for simplicity,
certitude, and the approval of others occasionally causes
us to defend even our most flawed worldviews as if our
very lives depended on them. Dead belief systems are
difficult to bury, for in doing so we enter a world we do
not recognize; we watch the carefully crafted towers of
our understanding crash down in ruins; and we lose an
integral piece of the only reality we have known, rein-
forced and imprinted on our minds by a thousand voices,
internal and external.

—John Perazzo1

NOWHERE HAS HISTORY BEEN MORE IN thrall to belief systems—
visions—than in the history of racial and ethnic groups.
Too often the past has been twisted to fit the visions and

the agendas of the present. Much of the history written about
minority groups has in fact been a history of how others treated
these groups, more so than a history of the groups themselves.
This bias has distorted both the histories of racial and ethnic
groups and the histories of the societies in which they have lived.

Black Americans are just one of the groups whose history
has been seen in this strange and twisted way as a commentary on
American society and an opportunity to score ideological points
or promote guilt or gain some contemporary political advantage.
Mention Japanese Americans and “internment camps” come up.
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Mention Mexican Americans and the things suffered by them or
by Mexico are sure to become the focus of discussion. Injustices
should not be swept under the rug, but whole peoples are more
than the sum of the injustices they have suffered. At least they
should be seen as more, if history is truly to be history and not just
the projection into the past of contemporary visions and agendas.

Where world history is concerned, the same skewed
approach has too often prevailed. Few things attract less attention
than the achievements of the West, which have improved the lives
of peoples around the world through medical science, technolo-
gy, and economic organizations more effective at producing the
material output on which people depend for food, shelter and the
comforts and amenities of life. Those who warn against being
Eurocentric are themselves often the most Eurocentric of all
when it comes to assigning blame for slavery, imperialism, wars,
and other human tragedies that have originated on every inhabit-
ed continent, at one period of history or another.

“Multiculturalism” has not meant warts-and-all portraits of
different societies around the world. For many, it has meant virtu-
ally a warts-only portrait of the West and a no-warts portrait of
non-Western peoples. More is involved than a simple bias, how-
ever. The central doctrine of multiculturalism—the equality of
cultures—cannot be sustained when that means equality of con-
crete achievements—educationally, economically, or otherwise.

It is not only the West whose achievements must be brushed
aside or glided over in silence. Particularly dangerous to contem-
porary visions and agendas are achievements by groups that
began in poverty and rose to prosperity, such as emigrants from
Japan, Italy, China, or India who settled in various countries
around the world. It is not just their achievements, but the very
concept of achievement, which is antithetical to the multicultural
vision—and which is therefore often evaded or denied. Much ver-
bal ingenuity has been used circumventing the concept of
achievements by calling them “advantages” or “privileges,” even
when this does violence to the meanings of words and the facts
of history. Often discussions of the supposedly impenetrable
social barriers of poverty and skin-color prejudice pass over in
utter silence the history of various emigrants from Asia whose eco-
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nomic levels have in fact often begun in poverty and later sur-
passed that of the white majorities in countries of the Western
Hemisphere.

When visions and agendas suppress history, that not only dis-
torts the achievements of groups, nations, or civilizations, it for-
feits valuable knowledge as to the things that have led to past
progress and can lead to progress for others who are still lagging
today. In short, it sacrifices the material interests of millions for
the ideological or other parochial interests of a few.

HISTORY AND CAUSATION 

History offers not simply a chronicle of events but, more impor-
tantly, opportunities to gain insights about the human condition
from the experiences of other times and places. That is, it offers
not merely facts but explanations. When it comes to the history
of different racial, ethnic, or other social groups, nothing calls
more obviously for explanation than the great differences in
rewards and performances among them. Here causal explanations
impinge on prevailing visions. Where the prevailing vision is one
of external causation, verbal ingenuity often seeks to banish inter-
nal explanations

External versus Internal Explanations

One of the ways of sealing off a vision from the intrusion of dis-
cordant facts is with an ideological vocabulary that neutralizes
such facts. One of the most important facts to be neutralized and
excluded a priori from the prevailing vision of our times is the fact
of differences in capabilities among individuals, groups, nations,
and civilizations. When achievements are described as advantages
or privileges, differences in outcomes ex post are treated as evi-
dence or proof of differences in opportunities ex ante. What these
verbal fashions accomplish, in a wide range of circumstances, is to
preclude internal explanations of intergroup differences in favor of
external explanations. Thus the success of Lebanese businessmen
in competing with their European counterparts in colonial Africa
has been attributed to various Lebanese “advantages”:

Firstly, the Lebanese had lower personal consumption levels
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than the Europeans. Besides, they had the advantage of having
members of the family work in their shops and thus be an eco-
nomic asset instead of a liability as was the case with the
Europeans. In a situation where Lebanese skill was at least as
good as their rivals, they could win over a gradually increasing
share of the business by price competition. In addition, the
Lebanese skill was in some respects superior to that of the Euro-
peans.The former had many more contacts with the African
clients, were willing to talk and bargain with them at length, and
therefore had closer knowledge of them. As a result, they could
grant credit to the Africans with less risk than the Europeans,
could have earlier indication of shifts in consumer demand or
crop prospects, and could manage the repayment relationship
more skillfully. Another advantage of the Lebanese, in the early
days at least, was that little of his profit had to be diverted to the
amortization of fixed capital because there was little fixed capi-
tal. Thus, successful price competition by the Lebanese
merchant was based on the advantages of both lower business
and personal costs.2

Not one of these internal achievements of the Lebanese was
due to any external benefits being made available to them that
were not equally available to Europeans. On the contrary, the
Lebanese typically began with less money than their European
rivals, though even their “little fixed capital” is described as if it
were an asset. But such a situation would not have been confined
to “the early days” before the Lebanese achieved prosperity if in
fact it were an asset. Here again, the vocabulary of the prevailing
vision must neutralize or evade the plain fact that some people
achieve better than others by describing the means of their
achievements as “advantages.” If the very concept of achievement
is a threat to the vision, then overcoming adversity is even more
of a threat. Both must be verbally transformed into privileges and
advantages, in order to protect the vision.

Conversely, the failure of particular people to achieve is
often transformed verbally into a denial of “access” or “opportu-
nity” to them by others. Those who do not meet the same stan-
dards for college admissions or mortgage loans as often as others
do are said to be denied an “opportunity” for a higher education
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or “access” to loans to buy a home. Any adverse information on
such groups must be verbally transformed into “stereotypes” or
“myths.” There simply cannot be any facts contrary to the vision.

This vision has become part of the law of the land, so that an
American employer can be found guilty of discrimination without
a speck of evidence of discrimination against any specific individ-
ual, if the demographic make-up of his workforce differs from
what prevailing preconceptions say it would be in the absence of
discrimination. The absurd limit to which this vocabulary can go
is illustrated by scholarly—or at least academic—studies of
Malaysia that describe the Malays as a “deprived”3 group there and
non-Malay minorities as having “privilege”4 because the latter
have had greater economic success than the Malay majority which
controls the government—and which is guaranteed various bene-
fits that are denied to non-Malays.

“Prejudice” is another word that has been distorted beyond
recognition in order to sustain a vision. The straightforward mean-
ing of prejudice—prejudgment—is, in an ethnic or racial context,
stretched and twisted to mean any adverse opinion about a minor-
ity group. This implicitly assumes that any unfavorable judgment
about the behavior or performance of any minorities cannot have
any factual basis and so can only be explained as being a result of
a prejudgment. But when German Jews in America were socially
accepted into many elite circles from which all Jews were later
barred, after an influx of Eastern European Jews, the origins of
these barriers cannot have been anti-Jewish prejudice, as such,
though the persistence of such barriers long after Eastern
European Jews had become acculturated to American society
shows the weight of inertia.

Similarly, blacks lived in white neighborhoods in many
Northern cities in the late nineteenth century, and their children
went to racially integrated schools, before the massive influx of
blacks from the South at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Can the change to racial segregation in both housing and schools
be attributed to prejudice—or to experience? To say that it must
have been prejudice is itself a prejudgment. Again, inertia would
cause these adverse reactions to outlast the circumstances which
gave rise to them and to apply to individuals quite different from
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those whose behavior provoked racial barriers in the first place.
Blacks are by no means the only ethnic group whose

advancement has been promoted by its own internal transforma-
tions, with greater acceptance by the surrounding population
being an effect more so than a cause of the group’s advancement.
Acculturated German Jews who had achieved respectability and
social acceptance in nineteenth-century America lamented the
arrival of masses of Eastern European Jews who were far less
acculturated, less educated, and were often poverty-stricken. The
German Jews’ fear, which proved to be well founded, was that the
arrival of huge numbers of such people, foreign in appearance and
repellent in behavior to American society at large, would lead to
hostility and barriers against all Jews. This understanding led,
among other things, to organized attempts by German Jews to
assimilate the Eastern European Jews to American standards of
behavior, cleanliness, and lifestyle. This internal transformation of
the Jewish population led over the years to lessening hostility and
greater acceptance by the American population as a whole. Again,
this did not mean that there were no inveterate anti-Semites who
would be hostile to Jews in spite of anything that the latter could
do. But neither can hostility to Jews, after the arrival of vast num-
bers from Eastern Europe,be explained as simply an arbitrary prej-
udice, especially coming after German Jews had already been
accepted, even in the higher reaches of society.

In the case of immigrants from Ireland, the massive efforts of
the Catholic Church in the nineteenth century to Americanize
Irish immigrants are seldom mentioned among the reasons why
the “No Irish Need Apply” signs faded away during the twentieth
century. The picture too often presented might lead one to
believe that it was all just a matter of prejudice and bigotry in
American society that lead to such signs in the first place, leaving
their disappearance in later times unexplained, except by some
such generality as “progress” or by the efforts of the enlightened
to dispel such prejudices and bigotry. The very possibility that the
Irish themselves were different in the twentieth century from
what they had been in the nineteenth century is too often passed
over in silence. The long social struggle that led to this result vir-
tually disappears from history, as seen by those who make “preju-
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dice” an all-purpose explanation. This not only deprives these and
other minorities of credit for past improvements; more impor-
tantly, it deprives others today of a potentially valuable example of
ways of improving their own futures.

Strained terminology such as “prejudice” is just one aspect
of the power of a vision. A prevailing vision can become the
default setting for thought and action. Assertions consistent with
the vision can be made without meeting the additional require-
ment that they be consistent with the facts. Indeed, facts them-
selves may be viewed suspiciously, or subjected to higher stan-
dards of proof, when they are inconsistent with the vision.

Achievements have preconditions and those precondi-
tions—whether internal to those seeking achievement or external
aspects of the surrounding world—would need to be considered.
Redefining achievements out of existence avoids all these compli-
cations that distract from ideological visions and political agendas.
But neither internal nor external preconditions can be ignored if
we are serious about history and its integrity as a record that can
be relied on when weighing present-day alternatives.

The history of groups and whole nations that rose from
poverty to prosperity is especially valuable for those who would
like to see today’s lagging groups advance. But the experiences of
such groups are an especially dangerous threat to those with a
vision of external causation. Immigrants from Asia to various
countries around the world have been prominent among groups
that have risen from poverty to prosperity, often in the face of
racial discrimination.

One of the remarkable things about people from China and
India has long been that they have prospered in countries around
the world—except in their own homelands. Even with all due
allowance for selective migration—the emigrants including more
than their share of able and ambitious people—there has still
been a striking contrast between the ethnic Chinese economic
domination of the economies of a number of Southeast Asian
countries and the poverty of the Chinese in China. As late as 1994,
the 36 million “overseas Chinese” produced as much wealth as
the billion people living in China itself.5 Immigrants from India liv-
ing in the United States averaged higher incomes than the
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American population. People of Japanese ancestry have likewise
had higher incomes than the average American in the United
States and higher than the average Canadian in Canada, while in
Brazil they have owned three-quarters as much land as there is in
Japan.6

In all these cases, economic success stories began in pover-
ty. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Japanese immigrants
to the United States were domestic servants and agricultural field
hands to an even greater extent than black Americans.7 As late as
1920, a majority of all the Chinese living in the United States were
either laundry workers or restaurant workers.8 Most overseas
Indians began their careers in the nineteenth century in East
Africa, Fiji, Trinidad and Guiana as indentured laborers. In more
recent times, Korean immigrants to the United States have like-
wise begun at the bottom and progressed upward into small busi-
nesses and their children into the professions.

While some may regard such experiences as inspiring and a
heartening example of what can be done to overcome poverty, to
those with a vested interest in the prevailing vision in the media
and in academic “social science,” including history, these stories
undermine their fundamental beliefs and the general thrust of
welfare state government. To the political representatives of other
groups that are still lagging behind the general economic and
social levels of their societies at large, the success of Asian immi-
grants is resented. Whether to Maoris in New Zealand or blacks in
the United States, Asian immigrant success stories are bitter med-
icine. The stirring up of animosity and even violence toward Asian
“blood suckers” by racial activists is just one consequence of this.

At higher intellectual levels, the rise of Asian immigrants
from poverty is often glided over in silence when portraying less
successful groups as victims of arbitrary barriers based on race or
when depicting external circumstances in general as decisive fac-
tors in group advancement. Still less does the success of Asian
immigrants support the view that protests and politics are key
requirements for raising lagging groups out of poverty. Any rea-
sonably informed American, for example, can far more easily name
five prominent black leaders than can name even one prominent
Chinese American or Japanese American leader.

254 Black Rednecks and White Liberals



The fact that the Chinese have long prospered better outside
of China, and Indians outside of India, undermines the multicul-
tural view that Western prosperity in general is not due to any
superior features of Western institutions. The fact that both China
and India have had sharp upturns in their economic growth rates
after they began transforming their economies in the direction of
Western capitalism toward the end of the twentieth century pro-
vides further evidence against current efforts at promoting a neu-
tral agnosticism about differences among societies.

It is not just ethnic minorities whose fates tend to be
explained—or explained away—by external circumstances in
keeping with the prevailing vision among intellectuals. So have
behavior patterns among Southern whites:

Cotton has created another culture pattern for the south. The
seasonal and cyclical nature of his money not only serves to give
the cotton grower a shifting standard of living but throws him
back upon credit and prevents his acquiring habits of thrift.
After a season of deprivation and close living on niggardly credit
comes the sale of the crop and cash income to be husbanded if
possible until the sale of next year’s crop. The income of the
cotton grower has its peaks of high prices but these peaks are
not planned for and they do not serve to level up the general
standard of living. In the Cotton Belt luxuries are likely to be
bought on the spur of the moment during a good season in cot-
ton and to be paid for in the poverty of next year’s living. One
can neither exercise a systematic thrift, budget expenses, nor
indulge in installment buying on irregular returns from cotton.9

This ignores the fact that the ancestors of these people lived
in the same spur-of-the-moment way on the other side of the
Atlantic, in places where cotton did not grow. But, once an exter-
nal explanation of behavior is available, internal explanations are
seldom sought—and weighing the two against one another is
rarer still. That is what is meant by saying that the prevailing
vision is the default setting for many.

Poverty is one of the most widely used external explanations
of intergroup differences but, like other external explanations, it
is seldom tested empirically against alternative internal explana-
tions. Many poorer groups lag in intellectual development but
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others do not. As noted in an earlier essay, poor Jewish immigrants
in the early twentieth century made use of free public libraries in
New York and the books they checked out were primarily serious
works, while lighter and more popular books were left gathering
dust on the library shelves.10 Among their ancestors in Eastern
Europe a century earlier, even the poorest somehow managed to
have books in their homes, while the larger population around
them were overwhelmingly illiterate. A similar pattern was found
among the people in eighteenth-century Scotland:

Even a person of relatively modest means had his own collec-
tion of books, and what he couldn’t afford he could get at the
local lending library, which by 1750 virtually every town of any
size enjoyed.11

At about that same time, on the other side of the Atlantic,
Thomas Jefferson was complaining that there was not a single
bookstore in his vicinity and a century later Frederick Law
Olmsted commented on how seldom he saw books, even in the
homes of Southerners who could have afforded them. Still later, in
the twentieth century, E. Franklin Frazier commented on how sel-
dom even black college faculty read books.12

Nothing better illustrates the dominance of unsubstantiated
dogma over empirical evidence than the pervasive belief that the
advancement of economically or socially lagging groups requires
a sense of group pride, identity, and self-esteem, and that “self-
hate” must be exterminated as a barrier to such advance. The
plausibility of this belief is not in question. What is open to very
serious question is whether or not it is supported by any hard evi-
dence. Yet such evidence is seldom asked for or given.

Putting aside for the moment the emotionally loaded terms
of such discussions, is it in fact the case that groups which exhib-
it pride and identity advance faster or further than groups which
see themselves as inferior in achievements, knowledge, and
sophistication to some other groups whose progress they wish to
emulate? Ultimately, this is an empirical question and does not
depend on anyone’s philosophical or ideological orientation,
though such orientations may make some more willing or less
willing to investigate the empirical evidence.
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Any serious investigation must begin with an understanding
that we cannot see directly into the hearts and minds of other
human beings. All that we can see are the outward manifestations.
This simple fact must be confronted at the outset, as equally appli-
cable to those who hold one belief rather than another, rather
than have it surface at the end, when one set of beliefs has failed
the empirical tests and seeks escape by saying that we have not
discussed “real” pride or “real” self-hate, as they exist in the
recesses of other people’s minds.

Judging by what we can see and by what history has record-
ed, what is in fact the track record of breast-beating versus the
“cultural cringe”? A definitive answer would require an encyclo-
pedic survey of history that would take longer than anyone’s life-
time. However, we get along with less than definitive answers to
most of life’s questions, so this is not an insuperable barrier to
learning what we can and reaching tentative conclusions, subject
to later revision. Modest as this goal may be, it is better than a
blind refusal to look at the facts, for fear that they will undermine
some cherished beliefs.

Two of the most remarkable examples of dramatic advance-
ment by whole peoples have been the Scots in the eighteenth
century and the Japanese in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries. Both provide evidence on the issue of “pride” ver-
sus “self-hate.”

Scotland

As far back as Roman times, Scotland lagged behind England and,
as late as the fourteenth century, there was said to be no Scottish
baron who could write his own name. Scottish agriculture was
primitive and its industry virtually non-existent. The people were
illiterate and there was no law and order, except for the arbitrary
edicts of local clan chiefs. The largest city in Scotland in the sev-
enteenth century—Edinburgh—had a population of just 16,000.
Part of the reason for Scotland’s lag behind England was geo-
graphic isolation. Scotland was on the outer fringes of European
civilization. England was closer to continental Europe, which was
for centuries more advanced than the British Isles, so that cultur-
al artifacts of a more advanced civilization found their way across
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the channel to the English. But, whatever the reasons, the Scots
lagged behind the English—and were painfully aware of that fact.

After centuries of conflict, the English invaded Scotland—
first the lowlands and then the highlands. They conquered
Scotland both militarily and culturally. Scots “were conscious to a
painful degree of their backwardness, their poverty, their lack of
polish, their provinciality.”13 Scots began to speak English, usually
with a heavy accent. A society “for promoting the reading and
speaking of the English language” was formed, and lectures on the
subject drew hundreds, including James Boswell. Even such an
intellectual giant as David Hume took lessons in English pronun-
ciation and he warned fellow Scots against using peculiarly
Scottish expressions, a warning repeated both in his letters and in
Scots Magazine.14

James Mill deliberately purged his speech of Scottish pro-
nunciation and expressions. He moved to England and raised John
Stuart Mill and his other children as Englishmen who never heard
him speak of Scotland. Nor was he unique:

Demeaning or not, the overwhelming desire to pass as English
and to transcend Scottish origins was symbolic of the more per-
vasive fertilization of Scottish life with external influences. It
eventually facilitated the universalization of Scottish scholar-
ship, which was the hallmark of the Enlightenment and the
outreach of its own culture.15

Back in Scotland, lowland Scots copied the English and high-
land Scots copied the lowland Scots. Scottish farmers even used
an English plow that was completely unsuitable for the soil of
Scotland.16 In short, eighteenth-century Scots represented a clear
example of the “cultural cringe.” What was the result?

First of all, the spread of the English language, beginning in
the Scottish lowlands, opened a whole new world of literature in
numerous fields to the Scots—fields in which there was little or
no literature in the indigenous Gaelic language. Education caught
on so widely in the Scottish lowlands that they had compulsory
education before England did and developed the most extensive
system of schools in Europe. Not only an educated class but an
intellectual class developed in Scotland. As a distinguished histo-
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rian put it, “in every branch of knowledge this once poor and
ignorant people produced original and successful thinkers.”

From the middle of the eighteenth century to the middle of
the nineteenth century, most of the leading British intellectual fig-
ures were either from Scotland or of Scottish ancestry. These
included David Hume in philosophy, Adam Smith in economics,
Joseph Black in chemistry, Robert Adam in architecture, James
Watt in engineering, Sir Walter Scott in literature, and John Stuart
Mill in economics, philosophy, and political science.

In medicine, Scots likewise moved to the forefront, not only
in Britain but also in Russia, where Catherine the Great had a
Scottish physician, and in America, where Scots established some
of the earliest medical schools. Scots also set the world standard
in engineering in general and shipbuilding in particular. By 1871,
nearly half the ships built in Great Britain were built in Scotland.
Scottish universities surged ahead of English universities in sci-
ence and engineering. In short, the Scots eventually surpassed
those from whom they had once learned.

Japan

The isolation which has often kept some societies lagging far
behind others was a self-imposed isolation for Japan. From 1638
to 1868, emigration from Japan was forbidden, on pain of death,
and foreigners and foreign trade and foreign cultures were kept
out. In short, Japan was one of the most self-insulated countries in
history—and was also very poor and backward.

This era ended dramatically when American warships under
the command of Commodore Matthew Perry entered Japanese
waters in 1854 and demanded that Japan open its ports to the out-
side world. Helpless in the face of such overwhelming modern
force, Japan had no choice but to submit to this demand. It was a
turning point in the country’s history. This painful demonstration
of Japan’s weakness and backwardness, before its own people and
before the world, set in motion internal reforms and an agenda for
national development that dominated the country’s history for the
next century.

Japan’s leaders in that era held up the West in general, and
the United States in particular, as examples to be emulated.
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Western technology was imported and Japanese students were
sent to study in the West. The English language began to be taught
in Japanese schools and there was even a suggestion at one point
that English be made the national language of Japan. Textbooks
issued by the Japanese government held up Abraham Lincoln and
Benjamin Franklin as models for the young to imitate, even more
so than Japanese heroes. There were euphoric descriptions of the
United States as “an earthly paradise.” It would be hard to find a
more striking example of the “cultural cringe” than nineteenth-
century Japan.

An episode shortly after Americans forced Japan to open up
to the outside world illustrates the situation at that time.
Commodore Perry presented a train as a gift and the Americans
proceeded to demonstrate it:

At first the Japanese watched the train fearfully from a safe dis-
tance, and when the engine began to move they uttered cries
of astonishment and drew in their breath. Before long they were
inspecting it closely, stroking it, and riding on it, and they kept
this up throughout the day.17

No one could have predicted then that, a century later, Japan
would produce its own “bullet train” that surpassed anything
available in the United States. But it happened only because the
Japanese recognized their own initial backwardness and were
determined to overcome it. They began by learning all that they
could from the West and emulating the West until they reached
the point when they had amassed the knowledge, skill, and expe-
rience to take their own independent direction. In the first half of
the twentieth century, Japanese products were widely known as
cheap, inferior imitations of European or American products. Even
after Japan later began to produce higher quality products, such as
cameras, the first Canon was an imitation of the German Leica and
the first Nikon was an imitation of its German rival, the Contax.
Over time, however, these and other Japanese cameras evolved
into the leading cameras in the world, both technologically and in
terms of sales. Similarly spectacular developments occurred when
the Japanese entered the electronics, automotive, and other fields.

260 Black Rednecks and White Liberals



Black Americans

Against the background of the history of Scotland and Japan,
today’s assumptions about the effects of “pride” and “self-hate” as
factors in progress are hard to sustain. Against the history of
blacks in the United States, many other assumptions are equally
hard to sustain.

The history of the black population of the United States
might be summed up in broad outlines as follows: Sold into slav-
ery by African leaders, at a time when slavery was widely accept-
ed in all civilizations, blacks entered a particular segment of
American society and culture at the bottom, acquiring only the
rudiments of Western civilization—not including literacy, in most
cases—and a way of life influenced by a peculiar redneck culture.

Freed after the Civil War but poverty-stricken, illiterate,
unskilled and unacculturated to the demanding way of life in a
free republic with a market economy, blacks began their history
as a free people at the bottom of American society. One sign of
their lack of preparation for life as a free people was a rate of mor-
tality among blacks in the aftermath of emancipation that was
greater than it had been under slavery.18 This was just one sign of
a more general lag in adjusting to the norms of the society around
them.

The small enclaves of New England culture transplanted
among blacks—via Oberlin College and Dunbar High School, as
well as in black colleges established in the South by New
Englanders—did not promote pride in the existing black redneck
culture. On the contrary, the clear message in these enclaves was
that the way most blacks talked, the way they behaved, and the
whole set of redneck values they inherited, were all wrong and
were things to be overcome. The wholly disproportionate num-
ber of black leaders and high achievers who came out of these
small enclaves is further evidence in the case of “pride” versus
“self-hate.”

Among both blacks and white liberals, there were those who
thought that cultural changes among blacks were unnecessary,
that there could be progress without internal cultural change,
effects without causes. In the post-1960s world, such views
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gained the ascendancy—and those who held these views often
wondered why it was so hard to raise ghetto blacks out of pover-
ty and social disintegration. Their answer was usually a call for
more welfare state programs, more “pride” and “self-esteem,”
more steeping in the history of black achievement or white injus-
tice. The actual track record of this approach, compared to the
opposite approach in the New England enclaves, received virtual-
ly no attention.

Fortunately, in the decades before this mindset became
fixed, most blacks had become better educated and had lifted
themselves out of poverty at a rate higher than that after the
civil rights revolution of the 1960s. For example, more blacks
rose into professional and other higher level occupations in the
years preceding the Civil Rights Act of 1964 than in the years fol-
lowing its enactment.19 This factual history served no one’s polit-
ical agenda and has since been replaced by a fictional history
that does.

The economic advancement of blacks has been widely por-
trayed as due to the civil rights movement, and to political lead-
ers—black and white—who have proclaimed themselves champi-
ons of black Americans. Since no one has as large a vested inter-
est in opposing this view as its proponents have in perpetuating
it, the politically more convenient view has prevailed, along with
attributing the continuing economic and social gaps between
blacks and whites to the sins and shortcomings of the latter.

Nothing is easier to find than sins and shortcomings among
human beings, regardless of their race. The question is: How
much of a causal factor these moral failings have been in history
and to what extent have they been effects rather than causes? For
example, the decline in whites’ hostility and discrimination
toward blacks in Northern cities during the nineteenth century,
followed by a resurgence of hostility at the turn of the century,
were not just inexplicable swings of the pendulum in white pub-
lic opinion. The masses of blacks arriving in the North at the end
of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century
were denounced in the black newspapers of the time for their
crudeness, violence, and crime.20 It was not just a question of “per-
ceptions” or “stereotypes” among whites, though undoubtedly
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some whites reacted in ways wholly unjustified by the situation,
as elements of other racial groups do.

Contemporary preoccupation with the evils of “society” dis-
torts the history of many groups, passing over internal improve-
ments that took decades or generations of effort, because those
improvements—whether modest or dramatic—imply that there
was something that needed to be improved within these groups,
that not all their problems were due to the “perceptions” or
“stereotypes” of others.

Clinging to a counterproductive culture in the name of
group pride and avoiding changes because they could be labeled
“self-hate” are patterns that have no track record that would justi-
fy optimism. The evidence is all on the other side—but that mat-
ters only to those who value evidence over ideology, history over
visions.

COSMIC JUSTICE AND INJUSTICE 

Few things are more common or more painful than sharp con-
trasts between the prosperity of some racial or ethnic groups and
the poverty of others in the same society. At one time, such things
were accepted as either Divinely ordained or as being a conse-
quence of innate racial characteristics. However, as both these
explanations were discarded over time, a new notion arose—that
these economic contrasts were consequences of injustices visited
upon minorities by majorities. Yet that explanation is not without
its own serious problems, as great as the problems of earlier expla-
nations that did not stand the test of time.

One of the strongest arguments against the injustice expla-
nation of intergroup differences is that, in many countries around
the world, minorities with virtually no political power or other
means of discriminating against the majority population have nev-
ertheless been far more successful—economically, educationally,
or otherwise—than those who constitute the bulk of the nation’s
people. This has long been true of the Chinese in Malaysia,
Indonesia, and the Philippines, Germans in Russia and Brazil, Jews
in Eastern Europe and the United States, Lebanese in West Africa,
Scots in North America and Australia, and the Japanese in Brazil,
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Canada, the United States, and Peru. Clearly, in these and other
cases, the minority has simply outperformed the majority popula-
tion, often in both the educational system and the economic sys-
tem.

Even when it is clear that some groups have excelled with-
out any power to suppress or oppress other groups, there is often
still a rankling sense of the injustice of it all—that a child born
into one group has so much greater prospects of success in life
than a child of no greater innate ability born into another group.
Sometimes this is blamed on a lack of “social justice,” though the
causes of such differences extend well beyond things controlled
by any society and which could therefore legitimately be called
“social.” Each group trails the long shadow of its own history and
culture, which influence its habits, priorities, and social patterns,
which in turn affect its fate. If there is an injustice, it is an injus-
tice which extends beyond the control of any existing govern-
ment, institution, or society, because it involves the confluences of
history, demography, culture, geography, and other factors, includ-
ing luck. If there is an injustice, it is at this cosmic level in the
vagaries of fate.

Lamenting the vagaries of fate may leave us with a galling
sense of helpless frustration, which many escape by transforming
the tragedy of the human condition into the specific sins of spe-
cific societies. This turns an insoluble problem of cosmic justice
into an apparently more manageable issue of social justice. Since
the sins of human beings are virtually inexhaustible, there is sel-
dom a lack of examples of wrongdoing to which intergroup dif-
ferences can be attributed, rightly or wrongly. Where the quest for
injustice is over-riding, among the things it over-rides are logic and
evidence. For example, various kinds of differences between
white and aboriginal Australians were lumped together by a white
Australian woman as examples of social injustice:

The fact that I wake up each morning in a warm, safe, comfort-
able home, secure in the knowledge that the schools I send my
children off to are organised to enhance their life chances and
choices, and that good health, employment opportunities and
respect are the norm not the goal in our lives has been made
possible through the 208-year exploitation of land that belonged
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to indigenous Australians since the beginning of time.21

Here differences in life chances are attributed to the seizure
of land by the transplanted Europeans who settled Australia. If this
were meant seriously as an empirical proposition, rather than as
an ideological indictment, then the most obvious question would
be: Were there no differences in life chances between the
Europeans and the aborigines before they met, when they were
each living in their own respective homelands? Are differences
today greater than they were then?

None of this provides a moral justification for the invasion
of Australia, but it raises a question about the causal claim that dif-
ferences in life chances today are due to expropriations of land in
the past or exploitation of the indigenous people then or now.

Had no invasion of Australia ever occurred, and this white
Australian woman had been born in the land of her ancestors—
probably England—would she not have awakened each morning
to better circumstances and prospects than aborigines in a distant
and undisturbed Australia? Nor would she have been any more
deserving of this windfall gain in England than in Australia. Yet her
sense of guilt for her personal advantages and her ancestors’ sins
is greater because she lives in Australia. More important, it leads
her to a conclusion all too characteristic of the quest for cosmic
justice—that the aborigines should not have to change in order to
achieve equality of results with whites in Australia. Clearly, the
aborigines would have had to change in order to achieve equality
of economic results with Englishmen, had both remained alone in
their respective homelands. Yet those with the vision of cosmic
justice want both groups to have the same effects without having
the same causes, when both are living in the same country.

Such reasoning is by no means peculiar to Australia, much
less to this particular Australian. Very much the same kind of rea-
soning—or lack of reasoning—has been used by a well-known
American professor of history:

I was born into a middle-class family of WASP ancestry. My par-
ents prized education and sent all of their children to college….
The cultural environment that encouraged white males to hope
for careers at the top of the professional and business pyramid
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but discouraged, inhibited, or prohibited women and minorities
from doing the same was a more powerful form of affirmative
action than anything we have more recently experienced in the
other direction.22

He and others like him were also “beneficiaries of a sort of
demographic affirmative action,” since they were “born during
the trough of the Depression-era birth rate,” so that they entered
the job market just as “the baby-boom expansion in college enroll-
ments” created a great demand for professors from the smaller
preceding generation.23 What this professor chooses to call “demo-
graphic affirmative action” is an injustice only in some cosmic
sense, rather than an injustice growing out of some chosen policy,
like affirmative action. Since all things are the same except for the
differences, and different except for the similarities, strained
analogies like this may pass muster among those who are deter-
mined to ignore all differences internal to different groups of peo-
ple.

Despite vast differences in income and wealth between
Europeans and Africans in their respective homelands, much
smaller differences between the descendants of Europeans and
the descendants of Africans in the United States are widely attrib-
uted to the sins of the former against the latter. Had both groups
migrated voluntarily to America and both been treated fairly, there
would still have been no reason whatever to expect their eco-
nomic levels to be the same, especially since people who did
migrate voluntarily from different parts of Europe had income and
wealth differences that were at one time greater than those
between black and white Americans today.

None of this denies that there were in fact sins committed by
whites against blacks in the United States or by the British against
the aborigines in Australia. Those sins are not in dispute. The
point here is that statistical disparities are not evidence of either
the existence or the magnitude of those sins, for which there is
ample other evidence. Such disparities are all too common around
the world—with and without discrimination, with and without
invasion, with and without slavery. This does not mean that these
disparities are all due to individual merit. Inherited cultural advan-
tages and disadvantages are windfall gains and windfall losses.
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More fundamentally, merit is a moral category and confusing
morality with causation is a fatal weakness in trying to understand
history.

Huge, unmerited, and unintentional differences in life
chances have been common among Europeans in Europe. As an
insightful scholar has aptly pointed out, “a European child will
have a very different life depending on whether that baby was
born east or west of a line that starts at the Baltic and stretches
southward along Poland’s eastern border, down Slovakia’s west-
ern border and along the middle of Hungary, then continues down
through the middle of Bosnia to the Adriatic Sea.”24

There are historic, geographic, social and other reasons for
the large economic and other disparities between the life chances
of people living in Eastern and Western Europe.25 These differ-
ences existed at least as far back as the Roman Empire and, as late
as 2003, the average per capita income in most Eastern European
countries was less than half that of the Western European coun-
tries.26 Neither in Europe nor elsewhere do all the innumerable
influences on people’s fate balance out to produce the equality of
outcome that is taken as a baseline from which to measure social
injustices that are used to explain inequalities of results. Nor have
the various causal factors involved implied any such moral
notion as “blaming the victim.”

Morality is not causation and confusing the two does not
advance either understanding or social improvement.

In a sense, it is healthy that more prosperous individuals or
societies recognize that their prosperity is not all due to what
they themselves have done in their own lifetimes, but is in fact the
fruit of the efforts and contributions made by many other people
before they were born. However, gratitude for whatever has made
their prosperity possible has for many been replaced by guilt for
having been more fortunate than others. Thus their forebears are
seen not as having bequeathed a valuable heritage but as having
perpetrated great injustices.

THE WEST IN HISTORY

Some who assume the posture of citizens of the world view the
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survival of their own particular society as a matter of no great
moment, viewing it as simply a matter of choosing among alter-
native political and social arrangements. But history shows that
more than transformation is involved. A society or a civilization
may be destroyed and its successor improvised from the ruins—
not just the physical ruins, but from anarchy as the ruins of law
and order and ignorance as the ruins of systems of education and
other instruments of cultural transmission. After the decline and
fall of the Roman Empire, it was centuries—some estimate a mil-
lennium —before the standard of living in Western Europe rose
again to the level it had reached in Roman times. The survival of
a society or a civilization is not just a question of a preference for
one particular set of political or social arrangements over another.
It is easy to discuss alternative arrangements around a seminar
table, as if transformations were no problem, but the painful alter-
natives amid the ruins can be very different.

Europeans lived for centuries with the presence of ruins
more magnificent than anything they were capable of creating or
even restoring. It is hardly surprising that they looked back at the
ancients with awe, long before they developed the modern
Western tendency to look forward to greater accomplishments in
the future than those of the past or the present. Another modern
Western tendency, at least among the intelligentsia, is to be anti-
Western—to apply double standards that ignore or excuse behav-
ior in non-Western societies that would be excoriated in the West
or to picture the sins of the human race as if they were peculiari-
ties of “our society.” Specific examples include the history of con-
quest, slavery, and war.

Conquest

While European imperialism has been dominant in the past 500
years, in the preceding centuries Europe was itself subjected to
foreign conquests. It was invaded from Asia by the Mongols, to
whom the Russians paid tribute. It was invaded from the Middle
East by the Ottoman Empire, whose armies reached the gates of
Vienna in the sixteenth century. Europe was invaded from North
Africa and the whole Iberian peninsula was subjugated for cen-
turies by the Moors. There was nothing peculiarly European
about either conquering or being conquered—or about changing
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from one of these roles to the other in the course of history. The
year in which the last of the North African conquerors was driven
out of Spain—1492—was the same year that marked the begin-
ning of Europeans’ creation of worldwide empires.

Conquest, like slavery, existed on every inhabited continent
and involved all the races of mankind as both conquerors and sub-
jugated peoples. Slavery and conquest existed in the Western
Hemisphere before the first white man set foot on the shores of
the Americas. The Zulus were conquering other African peoples
when the British arrived in Southern Africa and conquered them
all. Europeans also displaced other conquerors in Asia and among
the Polynesians. What was different about European imperialism
was how widely scattered its empires were, which was possible
only because of revolutions in naval technology and a pre-existing
base of wealth available to finance overseas expansion. But,
morally, what the Europeans did was the same as what non-
Europeans had been doing for thousands of years. This is not a
moral justification for either. But it is an argument against the
selective localization of evil.

Against that background, it is possible to see what a gross dis-
tortion of history it is for schools to be asking American school
children such questions as how they would feel if they were the
indigenous American Indians being forced from their land by the
westward movement of invaders from Europe. These children,
with no historical background, and coming from a society which
condemns conquest, cannot possibly re-create the attitudes and
beliefs which prevailed among either the Indians or the
Europeans of earlier centuries.

While today’s American children would of course think it
wrong to take other people’s lands by force, the American Indians
had no such conception and took one another’s lands by force
long before they ever laid eyes on a white man. Indeed, Indians
often joined with the European invaders to attack other Indians,
in order to share in the spoils or to exact revenge for these other
Indians’ prior spoliation of them, including the taking of their
lands and the enslavement of their people. When Cortés marched
against the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán, he led an army of 900
Spaniards and thousands of Indians.

No doubt those Indians forced off their lands in the United
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States or Brazil were bitter at being on the losing end of so many
battles, but that is wholly different from a belief that battles were
not the way to settle such things. No one wants to be conquered
or enslaved. But that is wholly different from not wanting to be a
conqueror or enslaver, or thinking that either or both are morally
wrong. This is not a question of moral relativism or situational
ethics. We may today condemn all conquests at all periods of his-
tory but that is wholly different from imagining that such feelings
were those of Indians in centuries past. Clearly, such “how would
you feel” questions are put to American children—and adults—to
advance a contemporary vision and a contemporary agenda,
rather than to provide a realistic understanding of history. It is a
betrayal of the trust of those who send their children to school to
be educated, not manipulated.

Studying Western imperialism in isolation from other, non-
Western, imperialism—such as that of Genghis Khan or the
Ottoman Turks—makes all the injustices, oppressions, and horrors
incident to imperialism itself seem like depravities peculiar to the
West. The tendentiousness of such a view of history stands out
particularly when efforts are made to depict the United States as
especially guilty of sins common to the human race around the
world. One such history, after mentioning the Americans’ “wrest-
ing the island remnants of Spain’s empire in the Pacific and
Caribbean” during the Spanish-America war, declared that
“Russians were not comparably aggressive overseas.”27 This was
said, not by a street-corner demagogue but by an academic schol-
ar at a prestigious university.

Russians in reality conquered vastly more area than the
United States ever did and continued to conquer after the United
States began to withdraw from its few colonies. The difference
was not in how “aggressive” Americans were but in the fact that
the United States had a powerful navy and the Russians did not, so
that the Russian empire expanded through land conquests of con-
tiguous territory. The word “overseas” allows the author an
escape hatch but the word “aggressive” describes an attitude, not
a capability.

The prevalence of European imperialism in general since the
sixteenth century is likewise due to special capabilities rather
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than special attitudes. Whatever their attitudes may have been in
the Middle Ages, Europeans lacked the military and economic
capabilities required to become imperial powers on the world
stage, just as most non-European countries have lacked that capa-
bility since then. The history of which peoples, nations, or civi-
lizations have conquered or enslaved which other peoples,
nations, or civilizations has been largely a history of who has been
in a position to do so.

Western Cultural Values

The misuse of history to condemn evils common around the
world as if they were peculiarities of the West has serious practi-
cal implications. Two wrongs do not make a right but undermin-
ing the society which has the smaller evil only makes it more vul-
nerable to the greater evils in other societies and in international
terrorist networks.

Far more is involved than questions of objectivity or honesty,
important as such questions are. Without understanding the fea-
tures of one’s own society that have provided a prosperity, a free-
dom, and a security rare to non-existent over much of the rest of
the world, one risks losing by default all these things for oneself
and posterity. American society is one whose underlying bases are
always under attack by both internal opportunists and external
enemies. Those who have no conception of the Constitution of
the United States, except as an object for nit-picking, cannot be
expected to defend its integrity against the inevitable encroach-
ments of political opportunists and judicial power-seekers. Those
who have no conception of the unique heritage of Western civi-
lization have no idea of what losing that heritage would mean—to
them and to generations yet unborn—and why it must be defend-
ed against passing fads at home and lethal threats from abroad.

Freedom is one of those values of Western civilization whose
uniqueness has been aptly highlighted by Professor Orlando
Patterson of Harvard:

For most of human history, and for nearly all of the non-West-
ern world prior to Western contact, freedom was, and for many
still remains, anything but an obvious or desirable goal. Other
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values and ideals were, or are, of far greater importance to
them—values such as the pursuit of glory, honor, and power for
oneself or one’s family and clan, nationalism and imperial
grandeur, militarism and valor in warfare, filial piety, the har-
mony of heaven and earth, the spreading of the “true faith,”
nirvana, hedonism, altruism, justice, equality, material progress—
the list is endless. But almost never, outside the context of
Western culture and its influence, has it included freedom.

Indeed, non-Western peoples have thought so little about
freedom that most human languages did not even possess a
word for the concept before contact with the West.28

It would take a vast study to elaborate the benefits that the
West has created for itself—and for the world. Advances in sci-
ence, technology, and medicine are some of the more obvious. But
Western advances in the realm of ideas and institutions have been
fundamental as well, though these have not always traveled as
well when transplanted into cultures very different from the cul-
tures in which these ideas and institutions evolved over the cen-
turies. Here it may be useful to sketch just two fundamental
Western mental products, a universalistic conception of human
beings and the rule of law.

Perhaps the most important, and certainly the most distinc-
tive, characteristic of Western civilization since at least the eigh-
teenth century has been a growing universalism. Nothing has
been more common among human beings around the world, and
for thousands of years of history, than to disregard the troubles
inflicted on other people outside the group to which they hap-
pened to belong. Some have taken positive pleasure in their abil-
ity to dominate, oppress, humiliate, or kill others, as for example
Genghis Khan did. The Mayans developed to a high art form both
the prolonged tortures and humiliations they heaped upon those
they had conquered and the commemoration of such acts in their
art. Nor had such things died out in the twentieth century, when
the Japanese in World War II delighted in savaging and humiliating
American and other prisoners of war, as well as civilians in their
conquered territories, and when their Nazi allies found mass
slaughter not enough unless it was accomplished by soul-searing
degradations inflicted on inmates of their concentration camps.
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No society thus far has entirely escaped this older tendency.
In other words, universalism has not yet become universal in any
society. Nor did universalism in terms of having regard for other
people’s feeling or well-being imply any sense of equality in abili-
ty or even likeability. It simply meant that all people deserved to
be treated decently and fairly, whomever they might be and what-
ever the state of their ability or their culture.

Nothing epitomized this universalism more than Queen
Victoria’s concern about the fate of slaves in other lands. When
Uncle Tom’s Cabin author Harriet Beecher Stowe was granted an
audience with Her Majesty during a trip to England, she found the
queen able to discuss the Dred Scott case “in great detail,” as well
as saying that she had wept over some of the passages in the
novel.29 There could hardly be a greater social distance than that
between the ruler of the largest empire the world had ever known
and a slave being whipped in another country on the other side
of an ocean. Yet this universalism was more than an incidental
phenomenon in Western civilization. It fueled a worldwide cru-
sade against slavery for more than a century—and the fact that it
took more than a century to destroy slavery over most of the
world clearly indicates that this universalism did not prevail out-
side of Western civilization.

One of the implications of universalism is that those who are
more fortunate need not be any more deserving than those in mis-
ery. For some, this suggests an imperative for redistribution of
wealth, while for some others it may suggest a sharing of the
knowledge and the development of the habits, priorities, and val-
ues that would enable others to create wealth for themselves. For
those who believe the latter, simply giving people things is coun-
terproductive from the standpoint of getting them to become pro-
ductive themselves. Nor is what is given likely to equal what the
recipients could have created for themselves if the sources of pro-
ductivity had been shared, rather than the fruits.

Like anything human, universalism can take foolish forms, as
with the Australian woman who confused morality and causation,
as so many others have done when seeking historical redress for
historical abstractions at the expense of creating new problems
for flesh-and-blood human beings.
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Another great Western advance has been the rule of law—
again, as with universalism, not everywhere or at all times but suf-
ficiently to become a characteristic distinguishing Western from
non-Western societies. Every society has its rules or its laws, but
the rule of law implies far more than this. When the English
beheaded King Charles I, this made unmistakably clear—to all at
the time and to the generations that followed, throughout the
English-speaking world—that no one was above the law. Decades
later, when Charles II learned that his subjects were reacting
adversely to his expansive conception of his role as king, he found
it prudent to sneak out of London in the middle of the night, cross
the channel to France, and never return to the British Isles. In
many other societies, especially non-Western societies, the notion
that the supreme ruler was subject to the law would be foreign, if
not incomprehensible. In many of these societies, the ruler’s word
was itself law.

The rule of law implies more than the principle that no one
is above the law. It implies also that those with power cannot take
action against individuals without some prior evidence of viola-
tions of existing laws and some prior determination through insti-
tutionally established “due process” that the individual in ques-
tion is in fact guilty of transgressing specific prohibitions. What
this means for individual freedom and dignity can be illustrated by
seeing what can happen in the absence of such safeguards. When
Sultan Mehmed of the Ottoman empire ordered one of his sub-
jects to bring his adolescent son to him for his own sexual pleas-
ure and the subject declined, they were both decapitated and
their heads displayed before the sultan at his banquet table.30

Western conceptions of the rule of law in general, and the
Constitution of the United States in particular, reflect a vivid
awareness of the dangers of power—and the need to divide that
power among different institutions that can counterbalance one
another. The principles implicit in the Constitution were made
explicit in The Federalist, the collection of popular essays
designed to explain to eighteenth-century Americans why the
Constitution was written as it was, in order to persuade them to
ratify this new document on which a new nation would be built.

While the rule of law is distinctive to Western civilization, it
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has not been pervasive at all times and places within that civiliza-
tion. Even in England, its evolution took centuries. Although the
kinds of free societies which emerged in the West were often
called “democracies” in the twentieth century, they were societies
with the rule of law, long before they were societies in which
democratic majorities chose political leaders. More than seven
hundred years elapsed between Magna Carta and universal adult
suffrage in England or the United States.

While some non-Western societies have selectively adopted
varying aspects of Western civilization, that is very different from
saying that Western nations can directly “export democracy” to
non-Western lands, even those that they have conquered mili-
tarily.

While they can bring the outward forms of Western cul-
ture—an independent judiciary, elections, markets, technology—
what they cannot export are the centuries of evolution that led up
to these things and the resulting ingrained traditions and attitudes
which enable Western institutions to function.

A far more urgent challenge faces the West than spreading its
culture to other lands. The real culture war is within Western civ-
ilization itself, and history is one of its crucial battlegrounds. In
addition to the usual disputes over particular facts or their inter-
pretation, there is a more fundamental and more pervasive
attempt to make the sins of the human race look like peculiar
depravities of Western civilization. Thus Uganda’s brutal expul-
sions of 50,000 Asians in the 1970s, and Britain’s acceptance of
some of them as refugees, was described this way by an American
scholar:

The crowning disgrace in the treatment of East African Asians
came when the United Kingdom refused entry to Asian holders
of British passports who had been booted out of Kenya. At least
South Africa does not prevent its own citizens from entering its
borders. If the Mother of Parliaments and the cradle of Western
democracy behaved more badly towards them than the most
racist tyranny in the world, what do Asians have to look forward
to?31

Britain’s sense of not having an unlimited capacity to absorb
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refugees was denounced more strongly than Africans’ arbitrary
expulsions, which is what created the problem in the first place.
Most of these Asians had lived in Africa for generations and had
never lived in Britain. The fact that those expelled held British
passports from the days of the British empire did not mean that
they had ever been part of the society of the British Isles or could
be readily absorbed there in unlimited numbers. None of this,
however, was allowed to inhibit the seizing of an opportunity to
condemn the West—again, by a respected academic scholar, not a
street-corner demagogue.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

We do not have a choice whether or not to discuss history.
History has always been invoked in contemporary controversies.
The only choice is between discussing what actually happened in
the past and discussing notions projected into the past for present
purposes. History is the memory of the human race. For an indi-
vidual to wake up some morning with no memory would be dev-
astating. In addition to the emotional trauma of suddenly finding
everything and everybody unknown and unfathomable, there
would be no way to carry out the practical necessities of work or
managing a home, much less maintaining or establishing relations
with other human beings. It would not be much better to wake
up some morning with a false memory, induced in you by some
means by some other person—to serve that other person’s pur-
poses, with all memories expunged that do not serve that end and
other memories twisted or created out of thin air to make you the
willing instrument of some ulterior design.

Much has been written about the sheer neglect of history in
our educational institutions, with students able to graduate from
some of the most prestigious colleges in the land without having
had a single course in the history of their own country or of the
world. Far more insidious and dangerous, however, is the promo-
tion of a history created as a projection into the past of current
notions and agendas.

History, with its integrity as a record of the past intact, is a
gold mine of experience from many times and peoples under a
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wider range of circumstances than any given generation can find
in its own time. Contemporary plans, theories, beliefs, and hopes
can be checked against the record of what has happened in the
past when similar notions were put into practice. Merely to dis-
cover how often the same ideas have occurred to others, cen-
turies ago, can be a sobering experience for those inclined to
become carried away by supposedly new and brilliant insights
about an unprecedented situation. But history cannot be a reality
check for visions when history is itself shaped by visions.

There has been much hand-wringing about the difficulty or
impossibility of achieving objectivity in writing history. If there is
anyone who is objective, it is hard to imagine how others who are
not objective would know that. The unattainability of objectivity
is too often a distraction from something more mundane that is
quite attainable but is often absent—honesty. When facts about
racial or ethnic groups that are both known and relevant are delib-
erately suppressed because they would undermine a particular
vision, doctrine, or agenda, then history is prostituted and cannot
serve as a check against visions, because facts have been subordi-
nated to visions.

Objectivity is too often a red herring. No one makes the
impossible demand that mathematicians be objective but that
does not mean that the logic of geometry or equations depends
on how each individual chooses to look at it. Nor can a mathe-
matician who gets his geometry or equations wrong take refuge in
the truism that no one is objective. Neither should historians be
able to find refuge in such truisms. None of this denies that there
are honest differences in interpreting history. But that in turn can-
not deny that there are also dishonest differences. The pretense of
looking at history from someone else’s point of view—that of the
downtrodden or the dispossessed, for example—is just one exam-
ple, for neither today’s author nor reader can achieve such a feat
when discussing the past.

Taking Sides

From the undeniable fact that an individual’s personal leanings for
or against particular groups, nations, or civilizations can influence
the way that individual sees history, some have concluded that it
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is just a matter of choosing sides when writing history and look-
ing at history from the viewpoint of those whose side one is tak-
ing. As the author of a widely read history text says: “I prefer to
try to tell the story of the discovery of America from the view-
point of the Arawaks, of the Constitution from the standpoint of
the slaves, of Andrew Jackson as seen by the Cherokees, of the
Civil War as seen by the New York Irish.”32

One need only ask how many slaves—the vast majority of
whom were illiterate—contemplated the Constitution of the
United States at all to see the absurdity of such posturing. As for
the Arawaks, the first people Columbus encountered in the
Western Hemisphere, none has survived and none left any writ-
ings. How Columbus or Andrew Jackson or any other historic fig-
ure looked to any Western Hemisphere Indians is knowledge
vouchsafed only to those Indians at that time—certainly not to
others centuries removed from the scene, living in a very different
cultural universe, and possessing not even isolated written state-
ments from the indigenous peoples, much less any scientifically
conducted polls among them.

We may, from our own viewpoint today, lament that bloody
and brutal conquests took place at all, but that is by no means to
say that the Indians themselves rejected bloody and brutal con-
quests, or that they lamented anything about the battles that took
place other than the fact that they lost most of them. What their
true feelings were we can only speculate about.

To look at history as a matter of taking sides is to turn the
human failing of bias, which mars what we do to a greater or less-
er extent, into a principle that is to permeate—and pollute—our
whole endeavor. It is an all-or-nothing argument, that if we cannot
completely eliminate bias, then we should give it free rein, per-
haps even congratulating ourselves for having admitted our bias-
es. Perfection is not attainable in any aspect of human life but
does that mean we should turn imperfections into virtues? Does
the fact that we cannot eliminate 100 percent of the impurities in
air or water mean that we should celebrate smog or polluted
water and boast of our realism?

Making a case for or against an individual, group, or society
is fundamentally different from seeking the facts and analyzing the
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context and constraints which explain those facts. Making an
indictment may be easier and more emotionally satisfying than fol-
lowing the ancient admonition, “With all your getting, get under-
standing.” Neither indictments nor apologies are the same as
understanding. Nor is a preconceived neutrality. The truth does
not necessarily “lie somewhere in between.” Like anything else,
only after you find it can you know where it is.

Taking sides too easily degenerates into being morally one-
up and imagining that we would have handled the problems of
the past so much better than those who were there. Nothing is
easier than creating higher standards for judging other people.
Intellectuals whose whole careers are built around words are
especially vulnerable to the temptation to judge historic figures
by their words. Thus the wording of Lincoln’s Emancipation
Proclamation has been a disappointment to many, then as now.
Without a sense of context, and of the constraints and dangers
inherent in that context, it may be hard to understand that ringing
words of moral passion could have aroused far more legal chal-
lenge and political backlash than a mundane assertion of military
necessity in wartime. It was by no means a foregone conclusion
that the Emancipation Proclamation would have survived such
challenges—and its purpose was to survive, to free millions of
human beings, not to seek a place in the anthologies.

Some historic figures—Winston Churchill for example—are
renowned for both their words and their deeds. But a historic fig-
ure such as George Washington contributed little to the antholo-
gies, while making landmark contributions to the creation of a
new kind of nation and, by example, to the development of free
societies in the modern world. The issue, however, is not simply
one of assigning the proper stature to individuals. More funda-
mentally, the task is to assess causation. But those seeking moral
indictments too often condemn past leaders for not having made
such futile gestures as putting a clause banning slavery in the
Constitution, when such a clause would have banned the
Constitution itself from the South, making that section a separate
nation in which slavery is unlikely to have been ended as early as
Lincoln ended it.

Among the many other distortions of history growing out of
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a posture of taking sides is casting particular groups or societies
in the role of victims, while overlooking their victimization of oth-
ers. Peoples subjugated and oppressed by others have often been
the objects of solicitude by intellectuals, as well as by political
movements seeking their liberation. Yet, time and again, that lib-
eration has been followed almost immediately by the liberated
peoples oppressing the minorities now subject to their power.
The grandly proclaimed “right of self-determination of peoples,”
used by the victors in the First World War as a rationale for break-
ing up the defeated Hapsburg and Ottoman empires, led to waves
of intolerance and oppression against the minorities within the
newly freed or newly created nations of Eastern Europe and the
Middle East—oppressions that have not yet ceased even in the
twenty-first century.

It was much the same story after the Second World War.
When the Malays gained their independence from the British and
the Indonesians from the Dutch, both immediately began discrim-
inating against their Chinese minorities. Nor was newly liberated
Europe exempt from such persecutions of minorities, beginning
with the expulsions of millions of Germans, including people
from families that had settled in Eastern Europe or the Balkans
centuries earlier. When the nations of Africa began achieving inde-
pendence during the 1960s, those in East Africa likewise began
discriminating against their Asian minorities and the nations of
West Africa began discriminating against their Lebanese minori-
ties. In many cases, mob violence punctuated this discrimination.
Even indigenous minorities were targeted in some newly inde-
pendent African nations—the Ibos in Nigeria, for example. Nor
were newly freed colonies in the Caribbean exempt from these
patterns, with Indians and Pakistanis being targeted in Trinidad
and Guiana.

In all these cases, Western intellectuals who had taken sides
against European imperial powers and in favor of liberating these
nations, tended to pass over in silence outrages more severe than
those they had protested vigorously against when committed by
Europeans against indigenous peoples. On a smaller scale, this pat-
tern recurred in the United States, when blacks freed from various
legal and social oppressions by the civil rights revolution of the
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1960s in many cases turned anti-Jewish and anti-Asian in both
words and deeds, including murders of store owners during ghet-
to riots. The very word “racism” was then redefined to exclude
groups without “power” so that the most anti-Semitic rantings or
anti-Asian violence committed by blacks was exempted from the
term, even though power had never been a prerequisite for defin-
ing racism before the need to exempt black racism arose.

Reaching conclusions after the fact is not the same as taking
sides before the facts, even if those conclusions reflect credit or
discredit on different individuals or groups to differing degrees.
The historian is the agent of the reader. That is whose side is sup-
posed to be served and it is a conflict of interest to set out to serve
some other cause while pretending to be informing the reader.

A hyper-critical view of one’s own society or civilization may
express a sense of personal guilt for the undeserved good fortune
of being a member of a society whose economic, political, and
social benefits far exceed those available to other people of no
less merit who happen to live in other kinds of societies or in a
different social setting within the same society. Wanting to line up
on the side of such people may be a generous impulse, but it can
also be a dangerous self-indulgence. Such moral partisanship is
unlikely to do much good to those unfortunate enough to be born
without the social and cultural prerequisites for prosperity or free-
dom.

Whatever chances such people have of acquiring the missing
ingredients for their own advancement are reduced to the extent
that their problems are misdiagnosed as the sins of other people
rather than things that they themselves lack—even if they lack
those things for reasons beyond their control. Often the things
they lack can be acquired sooner and more extensively than they
can either reform other people or get the society as a whole to
provide for them through a redistribution of existing wealth what
they are capable of producing for themselves through an upgrad-
ing of their own productivity. Moreover, rising productivity adds
to the net wealth of the society and the world, which is more like-
ly to gain the respect of others, as well as self-respect, than are reit-
erated pleas or demands for a share of what others have created.

Looking at history as a matter of taking sides encourages the
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collectivization of people,not only as of a given time,but also over
time, so that “Germans” or “Czechs,” for example, become
intertemporal abstractions. This creates not only intellectual prob-
lems but even more painful and sometimes catastrophic practical
problems in the real world. For example, the confiscation of the
lands of Czech nobles who revolted against the Hapsburg Empire
in 1620 meant a transfer of vast amounts of land to people of
German ancestry—a process which leaders of the newly created
nation of Czechoslovakia after the First World War sought to
reverse in the name of “social justice” so as to “put right the his-
toric wrongs of the seventeenth century.”33

Obviously, no one from the seventeenth century was still
alive to be either punished or rewarded, so Germans and Czechs
were being conceived of as intertemporal abstractions, and the
reversal of historic wrongs was to be done with flesh-and-blood
people alive in the twentieth century. Both Germans and Czechs
went through horrible and murderous traumas over the next sev-
eral decades as a result of events set in motion to reverse what
had happened three centuries earlier. These traumas included the
dismemberment of the country as a result of the Munich crisis of
1938, provoked by the embittered German minority that had been
discriminated against within Czechoslovakia, in the name of
“social justice,” and then, after the Second World War, massive and
brutal expulsions of Germans from Czechoslovakia, with losses of
lives by the tens of thousands. Both Germans and Czechs in the
twentieth century ended up far worse off than if seventeenth-cen-
tury issues had been left in the seventeenth century.

The confusion of intertemporal abstractions with living
flesh-and-blood human beings has by no means been confined to
Czechs and Germans, or even to people under the hypnotic sway
of demagogues. A very thoughtful book about various Asian coun-
tries, for example, noted the lack of remorse among those
Japanese who committed hideous atrocities against defenseless
people in the lands they conquered during the Second World War,
but added: “The United States, after all, has never formally apolo-
gized for enslaving Africans, invading Mexico and Canada, stealing
Texas, colonizing the Philippines or Guam, or carpet-bombing
Vietnam.”34 The distinction between living, flesh-and-blood
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Japanese military veterans who personally committed atrocities
and an intertemporal abstraction of Americans committing various
acts over a period of centuries was simply ignored.

Intertemporal abstractions not only facilitate taking sides,
such abstractions can also facilitate moral equivalence, such as
that between people who committed atrocities against the
defenseless and those whose only offense is being born descend-
ed from people who committed evil acts in the past. There is a
slippery versatility to intertemporal abstractions. These abstrac-
tions can, among other things, promote invidious comparisons,
stretching across centuries, and also create a zero-sum concept of
the world, in which gains of one group or nation mean losses for
other groups or nations. It can also promote a dog-in-the-manger
mentality, in which the good fortune of others is a grievance to be
prevented or avenged, whether or not that good fortune can be
shown to have produced any ill effects on others. Thus, when
Nigeria became independent in 1960, a high priority on the agen-
da of the political authorities in northern Nigeria was getting rid
of southern Nigerians, who held many desirable positions in the
civil administration and in the economy of the northern region,
even though there were not nearly enough educated or experi-
enced northern Nigerians to replace them. The southern
Nigerians were nevertheless forced out, even when this left vacan-
cies that had to be filled with European expatriates.

Resentment of better educated or more entrepreneurial
groups has been by no means peculiar to Nigeria. Such groups
have been targeted, expelled or forced to flee for their lives from
countries in Europe, Asia, Africa, the Caribbean and the South
Pacific, not to mention black ghettoes in the United States. In
many cases, those who forced them out have suffered economic
devastation afterwards from the loss of the skills, talents, experi-
ence and businesses of those who departed. After the expulsion
of the Moriscoes from sixteenth-century Spain, a bishop who had
favored that expulsion nevertheless asked: “Who will make our
shoes now?” It was a question that might well have been asked
before the expulsions—and the kind of question that might well
be asked by others with a dog-in-the-manger view.

One of the consequences of looking at the study of history
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as an occasion for taking sides, rather than seeking the truth, is
that this taking sides has often lead to a twisting of events to pro-
duce the desired condemnation of the other side. More funda-
mental than a twisting of particular events, however, has been a
general forcing of historical episodes into a preconceived pattern
based on an ideological vision, even when that requires turning
historical figures and the complex circumstances in which they
acted into editorial cartoon characters in a cartoon world.

Another consequence of the taking-sides perspective is that
many then see strong group solidarity as a prerequisite for the vic-
tory of the side they have chosen. But, where the advancement of
one group is not seen as axiomatically taking the form of victory
over some other oppressing group, it cannot be assumed a priori
that the benefits of solidarity exceed their costs. Groupthink does
not always lead to wiser decisions than what emerges from a clash
of differing individual ideas from within and beyond the group.
More dangerously, group solidarity often means letting the lowest
common denominator shape the culture and life within the group
and determine the direction of its future. This can range from
black students’ being accused of “acting white” for being consci-
entious about their studies to automatic criticisms of police
actions against rioters or criminals. These are self-inflicted
wounds that can jeopardize the whole future of a people.

Repudiating criminals whose principal victims are members
of their own group is imperative and casting aside counterproduc-
tive aspects of the group culture can be essential for advancement.
Contrary to popular belief, highly successful groups do not “all
stick together.” The history of such groups as the Jews, the
Lebanese, the overseas Chinese, and others clearly belies this
belief. Chinese American leaders, for example, at one time urged
San Francisco policemen—mostly white—to crack down on young
Chinese hoodlums and gangsters, including administering “curb-
stone justice” with vigorous use of billy clubs. Moreover, some ele-
ments within the Chinese American community apparently took
their own actions, for the bound and gagged bodies of some of
these criminals were found floating in San Francisco Bay.35

Groupwide solidarity that includes hoodlums and criminals
means absorbing enormous costs imposed on the rest of the eth-
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nic community, not only directly as victims of crime, but also indi-
rectly when businesses and jobs flee the community, leaving an
economic wasteland. Chinese American leaders were particularly
sensitive to this possibility because much of the prosperity of the
Chinatown area in San Francisco depended on its remaining a
place attracting large numbers of tourists. By contrast, it has long
been the practice of black Americans to “protect any Negro from
the whites, even when they happen not to like that individual
Negro,” as Gunnar Myrdal put it more than half a century ago.36

Such tendencies have only increased since then. Such automatic
group solidarity ties the fate of the community as a whole to the
fate of its most unsavory elements in many ways. It not only iden-
tifies the community with the acts of these individuals in the eyes
of the larger society, it puts great leverage in the hands of irre-
sponsible and criminal elements, whose actions can cause back-
lashes against blacks in general—whether in the form of political
reactions, social isolation, violence, or simply the withdrawal of
businesses from black neighborhoods, taking jobs and a tax base
with them.

Where a particular group culture is itself a handicap imped-
ing the acquisition of the education, skills, and experience
required for economic and other advancement, group solidarity
can have huge and lifelong consequences with staggering costs.
Even with such mundane things as the prices charged in local
stores, group solidarity can obscure the causes of the higher
prices which often confront lower income people. The costs cre-
ated by crime and violence are often blamed on outsiders who
charge these high prices rather than on the local delinquent and
criminal elements that create the costs which these prices reflect.
Group solidarity may not only seal a group off from the larger sur-
rounding society, it may seal them off from the truth about the
internal causes of their own problems, making a solution more
remote.

The prevailing vision is one of a solidified minority in a
stance of defiance against the larger society, with minority leaders
and activists ever ready to protest police actions against any mem-
bers of the community. Outside intellectuals, celebrities, politi-
cians, judges, and others who see racial and ethnic issues as a mat-
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ter of taking sides may also adopt this posture, in order to be on
the side of the minority community, perhaps in order to atone for
their own good fortune. But such a stance and such a vision
impose great costs on the community that they intend to help,
though these outsiders pay no part of any of those costs—and so
have little or no incentive to scrutinize their social vision and its
assumptions to discover their actual effects.

One of the subsidiary notions growing out of group solidari-
ty is that of “role models.” Efforts to find, praise or exaggerate the
numbers and achievements of these role models can be counter-
productive by insinuating the idea that people can be inspired
only by others who physically resemble themselves. But history
has repeatedly demonstrated the falsity of that notion. Japan went
from being a backward feudal society to becoming a modern
industrial nation by learning from Europeans and Americans, both
by sending their students to study in Europe and the United States
and by bringing Europeans and Americans to Japan to teach the
needed skills or to provide the industrial experience required to
launch Japanese industries. In the United States, the immigrant
generation of Jewish children in late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth-century New York City were taught largely by Irish Catholic
teachers,while the generation of black children arriving in Harlem
in the 1930s and 1940s were far more often taught by Jewish
teachers than by black teachers.

In both cases, these were the generations that rose into posi-
tions that their parents had seldom achieved. The second genera-
tion of Japanese American children likewise rose to positions that
their parents—overwhelmingly farmers—had never achieved.
Moreover, Japanese American youngsters of that generation were
unlikely ever to have had a Japanese American teacher or to have
seen a Japanese American working in any professional or scientif-
ic field, even though these became fields in which Japanese
Americans later excelled. The notion of “role models” is not mere-
ly false but pernicious when it becomes part of the straightjacket
of groupthink.

Lessons of History

History whose integrity has not been compromised by contem-
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porary agendas is not “irrelevant” to our times. On the contrary, it
can often be of great value, not only in correcting factual errors
but also in dispelling feelings and attitudes that needlessly encum-
ber our lives today. For example, Shelby Steele has aptly pointed
out that much that is said and done today that makes no sense in
itself is a result of a desperate desire of whites to avoid being con-
sidered racists and a desperate desire of blacks to avoid being con-
sidered inferior. For blacks, there is also a desire to escape the stig-
ma of being a race which shamefully submitted to the degradation
of slavery. Honest history deflates such distractions from the task
of dealing with today’s problems today.

While racism has sometimes been a major factor in history, it
has often been a result—of slavery, for example—instead of an
autonomous cause, and in any event its waxing and waning in the
history of white reactions to black Americans shows that its
effects are neither immutable nor inevitable. It is futile for people
who are not racists to try endlessly to prove a negative. Nor
should people who are in fact racists be exempt from the charge
because of verbal sleight-of-hand, such as adding a proviso of
“power” to the definition. It is equally futile, and equally unnec-
essary, for blacks to try to prove a negative, that they are not genet-
ically inferior or not less manly than other races in having sub-
mitted to slavery.

The notion that blacks were unusual in submitting to slavery
is one that cannot survive any serious study of the history of slav-
ery around the world. Every race was enslaved and few were in
any position to revolt, much less to succeed in their uprisings.
Slavery could not have lasted for thousands of years around the
world if it could be readily overthrown by rebellion. The most
famous slave revolt—that of Spartacus in ancient Rome—ended in
a devastating defeat of the slaves and mass agonizing deaths pub-
licly inflicted on them. Neither Europeans, Asians, or Africans
escaped the fate of being slaves or the guilt of being enslavers.
Only in unusual circumstances—where the slave population
greatly outnumbered the enslaving race, for example—were slave
uprisings likely to succeed, even locally, or communities of
escaped slaves likely to survive, as among blacks in some
Caribbean islands.

History versus Visions 287



One of the painful consequences of a history constrained by
contemporary agendas and contemporary attitudes has been a
taboo against researching and discussing the history of IQ and
other mental test results among various groups. This social taboo
has in recent times been backed up by legal restrictions on giving
IQ tests to black school children and, in too many cases, by cam-
pus disruptions and violence against speakers attempting to dis-
cuss research and conclusions on this subject that others disagree
with. But only research and analysis by those who have defied the
taboos has brought out the fact that people of a variety of ances-
tries, in countries around the world, have had average IQ scores at
the same level as that of blacks in the United States. In India, for
example, mental test score differences among various groups are
even greater than those between black and white Americans.

Only historical research has brought out regional differences
in mental test results that cut across racial lines, so that white sol-
diers in various Southern states scored lower on mental tests than
black soldiers from various Northern states during the First World
War. Only historical research has brought out the fact that black
children attending Dunbar High School in Washington consistent-
ly equaled or exceeded the national average on IQ tests for
decades, even though they were a substantial proportion of all
black high school students in the city and were not pre-selected
for admission by mental tests. Indeed, there were some students
at Dunbar with subnormal IQs but they were offset by others
whose IQs considerably exceeded the national average.37

The weightiest evidence of all has been the historical
research of James R. Flynn, showing what has been called “the
Flynn effect,” that contrary to both the logic and the predictions
of believers in genetic determination of IQs, national performanc-
es on IQ tests have risen substantially over the years in more than
a dozen countries, with black Americans at the end of the twenti-
eth century answering as many IQ test questions correctly as
whites answered in the middle of that century. This does not
change the racial gap but it undermines genetic determinism as an
explanation for that gap. None of this would have been known if
the taboo on IQ research had not been defied, and much of this
research would not have been done without the previous
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research of those who concluded that IQ differences were largely
due to genetic differences. In other areas as well, history shows
that initially mistaken beliefs have provided the impetus for study
and research which advanced human understanding beyond
where it was before the mistaken beliefs arose. Chemistry, for
example, developed out of discredited alchemy and astronomy
out of astrology.

In an age of clashing civilizations and of hatreds so fierce as
to provoke suicide terrorism, history is both a treasure chest of
experience and a powder keg. As Edmund Burke aptly put it,
more than two centuries ago:

In history a great volume is unrolled for our instruction, drawing
the materials of future wisdom from the past errors and infirmi-
ties of mankind. It may, in the perversion, serve for a magazine,
furnishing offensive and defensive weapons…and supplying the
means of keeping alive, or reviving, dissensions and animosi-
ties, and adding fuel to civil fury.38

While the lessons of history can be valuable, the twisting of
history and the mining of the past for grievances can tear a socie-
ty apart. Past grievances, real or imaginary, are equally irremedia-
ble in the present, for nothing that is done among living contem-
poraries can change in the slightest the sins and the sufferings of
generations who took those sins and sufferings to the grave with
them in centuries past. Galling as it may be to be helpless to
redress the crying injustices of the past, symbolic expiation in the
present can only create new injustices among the living and new
problems for the future, when newborn babies enter the world
with pre-packaged grievances against other babies born the same
day. Both have their futures jeopardized, not only by their internal
strife but also by the increased vulnerability of a disunited society
to external dangers from other nations and from international ter-
rorist networks.

To be relevant to our times, history must not be controlled
by our times. Its integrity as a record of the past is what allows us
to draw lessons from it.

One of the most chilling lessons of the history of the twen-
tieth century is how deceptive domestic tranquility can be in a
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multi-ethnic society, when it takes only the right circumstances
and the right demagogue to turn neighbor murderously against
neighbor. There was not a single race riot between the Sinhalese
majority and the Tamil minority in Sri Lanka during the first half of
the twentieth century and the relations between the two groups
at mid-century were regarded by many observers as a model for
how different ethnic groups could co-exist in harmony. Yet the
second half of the century saw not only massive and lethal riots
between these two groups, but also unspeakable atrocities inflict-
ed on individuals from one group who just happened to fall into
the hands of the other group. Moreover, all this fomented hatred
and violence escalated into a full-scale civil war, in which this
small country suffered more deaths than the United States suf-
fered during all the long years of the Vietnam War. Both “sides”
lost—and they lost because they became sides, instead of remain-
ing fellow countrymen with different cultures.

Sri Lanka was not unique. Neighbors who had lived in peace
for years, or even generations, turned on one another murderous-
ly in Indonesia, in the Balkans, and in sub-Saharan Africa, as ethnic
polarization and strife were stirred up by either fanatics or oppor-
tunists. In Germany in the 1920s, Jews were so widely accepted
socially that nearly half of all Jewish marriages in Germany during
that decade were marriages with non-Jews. But that did not pre-
vent the Holocaust.

While history is an explicit legacy of the past, cultural pat-
terns and traditions are its inarticulate legacy in the differential
survival of varying practices. Many who seek to subordinate his-
tory to current visions and agendas likewise seek to replace this
cultural legacy. Those who regard the accumulated experiences of
successive generations, distilled in social traditions, as mere “con-
structions”—on the same plane as alternative “constructions” that
they excogitate—are ignoring the consequential processes
through which those traditions have been filtered and from which
they have emerged. The viability of these traditions is attested to
by the mere fact that they are still here to be criticized, while the
viability of alternative “constructions” has yet to be proved and
they may be able to survive only in the minds of those who put
them together. Notions and knowledge are different precisely
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because the former have not passed through the verification
process, while the latter has.

Although our misunderstanding of the past cannot affect the
past, it can affect the future, sometimes catastrophically. Human
beings have survived too many mistakes and misjudgments to
make mere inaccuracy fatal by itself. Yet the fact that nations and
whole civilizations have also collapsed, with tragic repercussions
lasting for centuries, is a sobering reminder that there is not an
unlimited latitude for error or misconception. Sealing ourselves
off from reality within a vision risks the kinds of catastrophes that
blind rulers have brought down upon themselves and their coun-
tries, from the days of the Roman Empire to the cataclysm into
which Hitler led Germany. The key factor in these calamities has
often been a blocking of feedback from reality, epitomized by the
figurative or literal killing of messengers bringing bad news.

Where beliefs are not checked against facts, but instead facts
must meet the test of consonance with the prevailing vision, we
are in the process of sealing ourselves off from feedback from real-
ity. Heedless of the past, we are flying blind into the future.
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