Excerpt from Chapter 14 of W.W. Norton & Company’s American Society: How It Really Works by Erik Olin Wright and Joel Rogers 
2. Slavery. 
Everyone knows that most people with African ancestors living in the United States today are the descendants of people who were the property of white Americans. Everyone knows this, but it is easy to lose site of what this really means. Human beings were property: they were owned in the same sense as a horse can be owned. They could be whipped and branded and in other ways physically harmed with virtually no legal restrictions. The killing of a slave by a slave master was almost never punished. The rape of slaves was a common practice. Slave owners were free to split up families and to sell the children of slaves. 
The fact that slave owners had absolute power over their slaves, of course, does not mean that all slave masters ruthlessly abused their slaves. Many slave owners accepted a paternalistic ideology in which slaves were regarded as children for whom they had moral responsibility, and certainly some slave owners tried to live up to that ideal. More importantly, slave owners were businesspeople for whom slaves were an important investment, and the value of that investment needed protection. Just as farmers have an incentive to be sure that their horses are well fed and not overworked to the point that their health and productivity is threatened, so slave owners had incentives to take care of their investments in the bodies of their slaves. Particularly after the international slave trade was banned at the beginning of the 19th century and thus the price of slaves increased, slave owners took measures to insure that the value of their investments did not deteriorate. As a result, by the time of the Civil War the calories consumed and material standard of living of American slaves was not very different, and perhaps even a little higher, than that of poor peasants and unskilled workers in many parts of Europe. 
Some scholars have argued on the basis of these facts about improving standards of living of slaves in the 19th century that slavery was not as oppressive as often thought.
 This claim minimizes the impact on the lives of slaves of the condition of such radical and complete unfreedom and the deep symbolic degradation that slaves experienced. The nature of the social structure of slavery meant that significant physical brutality was ubiquitous in spite of the modestly improving standard of living of slaves and the ideology of paternalism. Because slavery was a lifetime condition, slaves had very little positive incentive to work hard. Since the prosperity of slave owners depended on the effort of their slaves, this meant that slave owners had to rely very heavily on negative incentives – force and the threat of force – to extract such effort. As a slave owner in Arkansas stated, “Now, I speak what I know, when I say it is like ‘casting pearls before swine' to try to persuade a negro to work. He must be made to work, and should always be given to understand that if he fails to perform his duty he will be punished for it.”
 Even slave owners who sincerely believed in their paternalistic responsibilities to care for their slaves justified this harsh treatment on the grounds that the childlike nature of their black slaves meant that force was the only thing that they understood. 
The pervasive domination and exploitation of slavery was accompanied by pervasive forms of resistance by slaves. The most common form of resistance occurred in the mundane activities of the slave plantation: poor work, occasional sabotage, passivity. Runaway slaves were a chronic problem, and political conflict over how to deal with slaves who escaped to the North was one of the sources of tension that lead to the Civil War. Occasionally there were violent slave revolts, and while rare, this fueled an underlying fear of blacks among whites in the South and contributed to the massively repressive and violent apparatus of the slave state. 
While slavery came to be restricted to the South in the course of the 19th century, it would be a mistake to see this form of racial oppression as exclusively affecting the South. The economy of the North was deeply linked to Southern slavery in the Colonial period, particularly through the notorious “triangular trade” in which Slaves were purchased in Africa with European goods, then sold in the Caribbean and North America and the profits used to ship Tobacco, rum and cotton back to Europe. Some have argued that the direct and indirect profits from this trade was the single most important source of capital accumulation in the colonies, including in New England.
 At the time of the Constitutional Convention slaves were owned by northerners as well as southerners, and many of the founding fathers were slave owners. In the early years after the Revolution, slavery was still legal in a number of Northern States. In New York there were still 10,000 slaves in the 1820 census, and significant numbers of slaves were reported as late as the 1840 census in New Jersey. Right up to the Civil War, the Northern economy continued to be linked to slavery through textile manufacturing. Even after slavery was outlawed in the Northern States beginning in the late 18th century, the North collaborated with the South in allowing escaped Slaves to be captured and returned to the South, particularly after the Dred Scott decision of the U.S. Supreme Court.
 And while it was true that in the years leading up to the Civil War abolitionist sentiment grew steadily in the North, many people in the North were perfectly content to let slavery continue in the South. 
By the time of the civil war, there were nearly four million slaves in the United States, about 13% of the total US population. In the fifteen states in which slavery was legal, just over one in four white families were slave owners.
 This is a higher proportion than families who hired maids and servants in the non-slave states.
 In Mississippi the proportion of households that owned slaves was 49%.10 While most of these Southern slave-owning families owned only a few slaves, this meant that the direct experience of owning another person of a different race was very widespread in the South. For the white population in the antebellum South, the racial oppression of blacks was not simply something that was part of the social environment in which they lived; it was a significant part of the daily routines in which they were active participants. 
Slavery ended with the Civil War almost a century and a half ago, but of course its impact did not disappear simply because this form of racialized class relations had been destroyed. Slavery contributed to a particularly pernicious and durable form of racist beliefs that continues to influence American culture today. Slavery posed a deep cultural problem for the United States after the American Revolution: How could a country founded on the principles of “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” accommodate slavery? How was it possible to reconcile the devotion to liberty and democracy with the treatment of some people as the property of others? The solution to this deeply contradictory reality was the elaboration of racial ideologies of degradation and dehumanization of blacks as intellectually and morally inferior and thus not worthy of treatment as full persons. The attribution of intellectual inferiority meant that blacks were seen as lacking intellectual capacities for rational action, and thus, as in the case of children, choices should be made on their behalf by responsible adults. The attribution of moral inferiority supported the view of blacks as inherently dangerous, ruled by passions, both aggressive and sexual, and thus incapable of exercising liberty. These beliefs constituted the core of the racist culture forged under slavery and although such beliefs were increasingly challenged in the last decades of the twentieth century and are no longer seen as respectable, they continue to influence race relations to the present.
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