
What   is   racism?   -   Ijeoma   Oluo  
 
 It   was   an   argument   with   a   coworker   that   started   where   many   arguments   with   coworkers  
start   nowadays,   on   the   Internet.   This   coworker   had   posted   a   meme   about   how   poor   people   should  
be   given   drug   tests   if   they   want   to   get   welfare   benefits.   You   know   the   kind   of   post   I’m   talking  
about,   one   that   sends   a   message   like   “If   I   need   a   drug   test   to   get   a   hardworking   job,   you   should  
have   one   to   get   the   free   stuff   my   hardworking   tax   dollars   are   paying   for.”   

I’ve   seen   these   memes   countless   times   and   they   are   never   anything   less   than   a   gut   punch  
to   me.   I   pointed   out   that   as   someone   who   had   grown   up   on   welfare   and   was   subjected   to   this  
attitude   her   entire   childhood,   this   sort   of   stigmatization   really   hurts   poor   people   who   are   just  
trying   to   survive.   Poor   people   shouldn’t   have   to   prove   how   much   they   deserve   to   have   a   roof  
over   their   heads   and   feed   their   children.   

There   are   a   few   ways   to   react   when   somebody   tells   you   that   your   language   is  
unintentionally   hurting   them.   And   while   I   was   hoping   for   a   quick   apology   or   maybe   just   a   quick  
correction,   my   coworker   decided   to   double   down   on   her   claims—and   add   that   she   thought   that  
poor   people   should   also   be   sterilized   because   “a   lot   of   women   take   advantage   of   the   system   by  
having   more   kids   to   get   more   money.”   

Suddenly   it   was   like   I   was   on   a   TV   talk   show   circa   1984   talking   about   Welfare   Queens.   I  
honestly   didn’t   think   that   people   really   believed   that   myth   anymore.   A   myth   that   was   used   to  
dehumanize   a   generation   of   welfare   recipients.   And,   as   someone   who   wouldn’t   have   existed   had  
there   been   forced   sterilization   of   poor   people,   I   took   offense   to   this   comment.   In   addition,   as  
someone   aware   of   our   country’s   racist   history   of   forced   sterilization   of   women   of   color,   I   knew  
how   dangerous   statements   like   these   can   be.   

The   discussion   became   heated   quite   quickly   as   my   coworker   tried   to   both   state   that   she  
had   not   intended   to   offend   me   or   my   brother   (who   also   worked   at   the   same   company   and   was  
witnessing   this   argument   online),   but   maybe   I   needed   to   be   “less   angry,”   because   this   was   why  
people   like   me   got   a   bad   reputation.   Note:   “people   like   you”   is   a   good   warning   that   a  
conversation   is   about   to   head   into   pretty   racist   territory.   Shit   got   pretty   intense   (black-on-black  
crime   was   even   brought   up,   I   believe),   and   an   entire   evening   was   dedicated   to   an   emotionally  
draining,   and   ultimately   fruitless,   conversation.   

The   next   day,   I   was   talking   to   a   friend   about   the   incident.   I   was   still   very   upset   about  
what   had   happened   the   night   before.   Believe   it   or   not,   I,   like   most   people,   really   do   just   want   to  
live   in   peace   and   not   have   four-hour-long   arguments   about   race   and   poverty   on   the   Internet.   And  
it   is   always   a   bit   of   a   gut   punch   to   realize   that   someone   you   have   been   sitting   next   to   for   months  
or   even   years   secretly   harbors   views   that   deny   your   basic   humanity   as   a   black   woman.   No   matter  
how   many   times   it   happens,   I   have   yet   to   get   used   to   it.   

“It’s   really   difficult   to   realize   that   you’ve   been   sitting   next   to   someone   capable   of   racism  
like   that,”   I   explained   over   coffee.   
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“Whoa,   whoa,   whoa,   Ijeoma,”   my   friend   interrupted,   literally   putting   a   hand   up   to   stop  
me   from   speaking   further,   “let’s   not   get   ahead   of   ourselves   here.”   

“Excuse   me?”   I   asked,   stunned   and   confused.   
“You   can’t   just   go   around   calling   anything   racist.   Save   that   word   for   the   big   stuff.   You  

know,   for   Nazis   and   cross   burnings   and   lynchings.   You’re   just   going   to   turn   people   off   if   you   use  
such   inflammatory   language.”   

I   really    really    wanted   this   to   just   be   a   matter   of   misunderstanding.   I   really   wanted   this   to  
be   a   case   where   perhaps   he   just   didn’t   know   how   harmful   everyday   racism   is,   and   once   he   did,  
he   would   change   his   mind.   I   tried   to   explain   the   real   danger   of   unchecked   racism   and  
microaggressions   to   people   of   color.   But   he   wasn’t   going   to   hear   it.   There   was   “real   racism”   as  
he   defined   it,   which   was   a   post–reconstruction   era   horror   type   of   racism,   and   there   was   whatever  
I   was   talking   about   (which   he   wasn’t   comfortable   categorizing   but   he   was   pretty   sure   wasn’t   that  
big   of   a   deal)—the   day-to-day   reminders   that   I’m   less   than,   that   I   should   just   learn   to   get   over   or  
find   a   more   pleasant   way   to   confront.   He   went   on   to   discuss   how   his   grandma,   for   example,   said  
some   racist   things,   but   she   was   a   kind   person   and   it   would   be   cruel   to   call   a   harmless   old   lady  
racist   and   would   only   make   her   more   racist.   It   seemed   far   more   important   to   him   that   the   white  
people   who   were   spreading   and   upholding   racism   be   spared   the   effects   of   being   called   racist,  
than   sparing   his   black   friend   the   effects   of   that   racism.   

No   matter   what   I   said,   no   matter   how   I   described   the   effects   that   this   sort   of   racism   had  
on   me   and   other   people   of   color,   he   was   not   going   to   accept   me   using   the   word   “racist”   to  
describe   it.   

That   was   when   I   learned   that   this   was   not   a   friend   I   could   talk   to   about   this   really  
important   part   of   my   life.   I   couldn’t   be   my   full   self   around   him,   and   he   would   never   truly   have  
my   back.   He   was   not   safe.   I   wasn’t   angry,   I   was   heartbroken.   

We   couldn’t   talk   about   the   ways   in   which   race   and   racism   impacted   my   life,   because   he  
was   unwilling   to   even   acknowledge   the   racism   that   was   impacting   my   life   and   he   was   unable   to  
prioritize   my   safety   over   his   comfort—which   meant   that   we   couldn’t   talk   about   me.   

 
* * *  
 
Probably   one   of   the   most   telling   signs   that   we   have   problems   talking   about   race   in  

America   is   the   fact   that   we   can’t   even   agree   on   what   the   definition   of   racism   actually   is.   Look   at  
almost   any   discussion   of   race   and   racism   online,   and   you’ll   see   an   argument   pop   up   over   who   is  
racist,   who   isn’t,   and   who   has   the   right   to   claim   they   are   suffering   from   racism.   The   most  
common   definitions   of   racism   (in   my   own   summation)   are   as   follows:   (1)   Racism   is   any  
prejudice   against   someone   because   of   their   race.   Or   (2)   Racism   is   any   prejudice   against   someone  
because   of   their   race,   when   those   views   are   reinforced   by   systems   of   power.   While   these   two  
definitions   are   very   close   to   each   other   in   many   ways,   the   differences   between   these   two  
definitions   of   racism   drastically   change   how   you   look   at   and   address   racism   in   America.   
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For   the   purposes   of   this   book,   I’m   going   to   use   the   second   definition   of   racism:   a  
prejudice   against   someone   based   on   race,   when   those   prejudices   are   reinforced   by   systems   of  
power.   And   this   is   a   definition   I   recommend   you   use   in   your   day-to-day   life   if   your   goal   is   to  
reduce   the   systemic   harm   done   to   people   of   color   by   racism   in   America.   Let   me   explain   why.   

When   we   use   only   the   first   definition   of   racism,   as   any   prejudice   against   someone   based  
on   race,   we   inaccurately   reduce   issues   of   race   in   America   to   a   battle   for   the   hearts   and   minds   of  
individual   racists—instead   of   seeing   racists,   racist   behaviors,   and   racial   oppression   as   part   of   a  
larger   system.   

There   are   a   lot   of   individual,   unapologetic   racists   out   there.   They’re   easy   to   spot—they’re  
the   people   sharing   the   Obama   =   monkey   memes.   They   are   the   people   sewing   swastikas   to   their  
jackets   and   talking   about   “White   Genocide.”   This   book   is   not   for   them   and   they   are   not   my  
primary   concern.   This   book   will   not   tell   you   how   to   get   unabashed   racists   to   love   people   of   color.  
I’m   not   a   magician.   Furthermore,   many   of   those   people   have   very   little   real   power   on   their   own  
and   tend   to   stay   on   the   fringes   of   society.   We,   as   a   society,   like   our   racism   subtler   than   that.   What  
special   power   virulent   racists   do   have   can   often   be   thwarted   by   just   staying   away   from   wherever  
you   see   “Obama   is   a   Muslim”   signs.   

What   is   important   is   that   the   impotent   hatred   of   the   virulent   racist   was   built   and   nurtured  
by   a   system   that   has   much   more   insidiously   woven   a   quieter,   yet   no   less   violent,   version   of   those  
same   oppressive   beliefs   into   the   fabric   of   our   society.   The   truth   is,   you   don’t   even   have   to   “be  
racist”   to   be   a   part   of   the   racist   system.   

The   dude   shouting   about   “black-on-black   crime”   is   reinforced   by   elected   officials   coding  
“problem   neighborhoods”   and   promising   to   “clean   up   the   streets”   that   surprisingly   always   seem  
to   have   a   lot   of   brown   and   black   people   on   them—and   end   with   a   lot   of   black   and   brown   people  
in   handcuffs.   Your   aunt   yelling   about   “thugs”   is   echoed   in   our   politicians   talking   about  
“super-predators”   while   building   our   school-to-prison   pipelines   that   help   ensure   that   the   widest  
path   available   to   black   and   brown   children   ends   in   a   jail   cell.   But   a   lot   of   the   people   voting   for  
stop-and-frisk   crime   bills   or   increased   security   in   schools   would   never   dream   of   blaming   racial  
inequity   on   “black-on-black   crime”   or   calling   a   young   black   man   a   “thug.”   

In   contrast,   a   lot   of   the   racists   holding   “white   power”   signs   aren’t   even   registered   to   vote.  
It’s   the   system,   and   our   complacency   in   that   system,   that   gives   racism   its   power,   not   individual  
intent.   Without   that   white   supremacist   system,   we’d   just   have   a   bunch   of   assholes   yelling   at   each  
other   on   a   pretty   even   playing   field—and   may   the   best   yeller   win.   But   there   is   no   even   playing  
field   right   now.   Over   four   hundred   years   of   systemic   oppression   have   set   large   groups   of   racial  
minorities   at   a   distinct   power   disadvantage.   If   I   call   a   white   person   a   cracker,   the   worst   I   can   do  
is   ruin   their   day.   If   a   white   person   thinks   I’m   a   nigger,   the   worst   they   can   do   is   get   me   fired,  
arrested,   or   even   killed   in   a   system   that   thinks   the   same—and   has   the   resources   to   act   on   it.   

Looking   beyond   the   differences   in   impact   of   these   two   definitions   of   racism,   how   we  
define   racism   also   determines   how   we   battle   it.   If   we   have   cancer   and   it   makes   us   vomit,   we   can  
commit   to   battling   nausea   and   say   we’re   fighting   for   our   lives,   even   though   the   tumor   will   likely  
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still   kill   us.   When   we   look   at   racism   simply   as   “any   racial   prejudice,”   we   are   entered   into   a   battle  
to   win   over   the   hearts   and   minds   of   everyone   we   encounter—fighting   only   the   symptoms   of   the  
cancerous   system,   not   the   cancer   itself.   This   is   not   only   an   impossible   task,   it’s   a   pretty   useless  
one.   

Getting   my   neighbor   to   love   people   of   color   might   make   it   easier   to   hang   around   him,   but  
it   won’t   do   anything   to   combat   police   brutality,   racial   income   inequality,   food   deserts,   or   the  
prison   industrial   complex.   

Further,   this   approach   puts   the   onus   on   me,   the   person   being   discriminated   against,   to  
prove   my   humanity   and   worthiness   of   equality   to   those   who   think   I’m   less   than.   But   so   much   of  
what   we   think   and   feel   about   people   of   other   races   is   dictated   by   our   system,   and   not   our   hearts.  
Who   we   see   as   successful,   who   has   access   to   that   success,   who   we   see   as   scary,   what   traits   we  
value   in   society,   who   we   see   as   “smart”   and   “beautiful”—these   perceptions   are   determined   by  
our   proximity   to   the   cultural   values   of   the   majority   in   power,   the   economic   system   of   those   in  
power,   the   education   system   of   those   in   power,   the   media   outlets   of   those   in   power—I   could   go  
on,   but   at   no   point   will   you   find   me   laying   blame   at   the   feet   of   one   misguided   or   even   hateful  
white   person,   saying,   “and   this   is   Steve’s   fault—core   beliefs   about   black   people   are   all  
determined   by   Steve   over   there   who   just   decided   he   hates   black   people   all   on   his   own.”   Steve   is  
interacting   with   the   system   in   the   way   in   which   it’s   designed,   and   the   end   result   is   racial   bigotry  
that   supports   the   continued   oppression   of   people   of   color.   Systemic   racism   is   a   machine   that   runs  
whether   we   pull   the   levers   or   not,   and   by   just   letting   it   be,   we   are   responsible   for   what   it  
produces.   We   have   to   actually   dismantle   the   machine   if   we   want   to   make   change.   

So   a   good   question   to   ask   yourself   right   now   is:   why   are   you   here?   Did   you   pick   up   this  
book   with   the   ultimate   goal   of   getting   people   to   be   nicer   to   each   other?   Did   you   pick   up   this  
book   with   the   goal   of   making   more   friends   of   different   races?   Or   did   you   pick   up   this   book   with  
the   goal   of   helping   fight   a   system   of   oppression   that   is   literally   killing   people   of   color?   Because  
if   you   insist   on   holding   to   a   definition   of   racism   that   reduces   itself   to   “any   time   somebody   is  
mean   to   somebody   of   a   different   race”   then   this   is   not   the   book   to   accomplish   your   goals.   And  
those   are   real   and   noble   goals   when   we   call   them   what   they   are—we   really   should   be   more   kind  
to   each   other.   But   when   I   look   at   what   is   putting   me   and   millions   of   other   people   of   color   at   risk,  
a   lack   of   niceness   from   white   people   toward   me   and   people   who   look   like   me   is   very   far   down  
the   list   of   priorities.   

However,   if   you   came   with   the   second   intention—to   fight   the   systemic   oppression   that   is  
harming   the   lives   of   millions   of   people   of   color—then   you   are   who   I   have   written   this   book   for.  
But   either   way,   I   encourage   you   to   keep   reading,   because   understanding   the   truth   about   racism   in  
America   might   help   you   make   more   friends   of   different   races,   too—and   they   have   a   better  
chance   of   being   real   friends   who   will   feel   safe   with   you.   

If   you   are   not   yet   convinced   that   the   definition   of   racism   as   racial   prejudice   backed   by  
systems   of   power   is   the   one   to   go   with,   I’m   fairly   confident   that   the   rest   of   the   chapters   in   this  
book   will   do   the   trick.   When   reading   the   subsequent   chapters,   remember   that   the   concepts   and  
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issues   discussed   in   the   book   were   not   born   from   the   ether,   nor   are   these   racial   oppressions   the  
work   of   a   bunch   of   random   white   people   waking   up   each   morning   and   saying   to   themselves,  
“Today   I   will   do   what   I   can   to   oppress   a   person   of   color”   coalescing   into   the   creation   of   a   society  
with   racial   disparities   of   socioeconomic   well-being   so   large   and   entrenched   that   they   trap  
multiple   generations   in   the   same   expectations   of   success   or   failure.   We   live   in   a   society   where  
race   is   one   of   the   biggest   indicators   of   your   success   in   life.   There   are   sizable   racial   divides   in  
wealth,   health,   life   expectancy,   infant   mortality,   incarceration   rates,   and   so   much   more.   We  
cannot   look   at   a   society   where   racial   inequity   is   so   universal   and   longstanding   and   say,   “This   is  
all   the   doing   of   a   few   individuals   with   hate   in   their   hearts.”   It   just   doesn’t   make   sense.   

We   cannot   fix   these   systemic   issues   on   a   purely   emotional   basis.   We   must   see   the   whole  
picture.   How   do   you   fix   the   school-to-prison   pipeline   on   an   emotional   basis?   How   do   you   fix   an  
economic   system   that   values   the   work   done   traditionally   by   white   males   over   that   done   by  
women   and   people   of   color   on   an   emotional   basis?   How   do   you   change   an   education   system  
tailored   almost   exclusively   to   the   experiences,   history,   and   goals   of   white   families   on   an  
emotional   basis?   How   do   you   address   an   overwhelmingly   white   system   of   government   on   an  
emotional   basis?   We   can   get   every   person   in   America   to   feel   nothing   but   love   for   people   of   color  
in   their   hearts,   and   if   our   systems   aren’t   acknowledged   and   changed,   it   will   bring   negligible  
benefit   to   the   lives   of   people   of   color.   

Furthermore,   ignoring   the   factor   of   institutional   support   of   racial   bias   as   a   component   of  
racism   means   that   we   erase   the   real   harm   done   by   that   institutional   support.   When   we   say,   “all  
racial   prejudice   is   equally   harmful,”   we   are   denying   a   large   portion   of   the   harm   done   to   people   of  
color   and   cutting   ourselves   off   from   opportunities   to   repair   that   harm.   But   when   we   acknowledge  
racism   as   a   part   of   a   system,   instead   of   being   limited   to   our   ability   to   win   over   racists,   we   can  
instead   focus   on   how   our   actions   interact   with   systemic   racism.   No,   the   problem   isn’t   just   that   a  
white   person   may   think   black   people   are   lazy   and   that   hurts   people’s   feelings,   it’s   that   the   belief  
that   black   people   are   lazy   reinforces   and   is   reinforced   by   a   general   dialogue   that   believes   the  
same,   and   uses   that   belief   to   justify   not   hiring   black   people   for   jobs,   denying   black   people  
housing,   and   discriminating   against   black   people   in   schools.   

We   have   to   remember   that   racism   was   designed   to   support   an   economic   and   social   system  
for   those   at   the   very   top.   This   was   never   motivated   by   hatred   of   people   of   color,   and   the   goal   was  
never   in   and   of   itself   simply   the   subjugation   of   people   of   color.   The   ultimate   goal   of   racism   was  
the   profit   and   comfort   of   the   white   race,   specifically,   of   rich   white   men.   The   oppression   of  
people   of   color   was   an   easy   way   to   get   this   wealth   and   power,   and   racism   was   a   good   way   to  
justify   it.   This   is   not   about   sentiment   beyond   the   ways   in   which   our   sentiment   is   manipulated   to  
maintain   an   unjust   system   of   power.   

And   our   emotions,   ignorance,   fear   and   hate   have   been   easily   manipulated   to   feed   the  
system   of   White   Supremacy.   And   we   have   to   address   all   of   this,   our   emotions,   our   ignorance,   our  
fear,   and   our   hate—but   we   cannot   ignore   the   system   that   takes   all   of   that,   magnifies   it,   and   uses   it  
to   crush   the   lives   and   liberty   of   people   of   color   to   enrich   the   most   privileged   of   white   society.   
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* * *  
 

While   all   of   the   above   may   make   sense   as   you   are   reading   it   now,   I   understand   that   it  
does   little   to   help   in   conversations   where   people   are   entrenched   in   their   definition   of   racism   that  
does   not   consider   systems   of   power.   So   how   do   you   move   forward   in   discussion   of   race   when  
accusations   of   “reverse   racism”   and   “racism   against   whites”   start   flying?   

First   off,   understand   that   this   is   almost   always   a   defensive   reaction   to   feelings   of   fear,  
guilt,   or   confusion.   This   is   an   attempt   either   to   move   conversation   to   a   place   where   the   person  
you   are   talking   to   is   more   comfortable,   or   to   end   the   conversation   completely.   

Consider   restating   your   intention   in   engaging   in   this   conversation   and   ask   the   person   you  
are   talking   to   to   confirm   what   they   are   talking   about:   “I   am   talking   about   issues   of   systemic  
racism,   which   is   measurably   impacting   the   health,   wealth,   and   safety   of   millions   of   people   of  
color.   What   are   you   talking   about   right   now?”   

Often,   if   somebody   is   just   trying   to   use   “reverse   racism”   arguments   to   shut   you   down,  
this   is   where   they   will   just   repeat   themselves   or   claim   that   you   are   a   hypocrite   if   you   will   not  
shift   the   conversation   instead   to   the   grievances   against   them   that   they   just   decided   to   bring   up.   If  
this   happens,   it   is   pretty   obvious   that   you   aren’t   actually   having   a   conversation   and   it   is   probably  
best   to   walk   away   and   maybe   try   again   later   if   productive   conversation   is   actually   your   goal.   

But   if   somebody   does   want   a   productive   conversation   and   genuinely   believes   that   being  
called   “cracker”   is   the   same   as   being   called   “nigger”   and   feels   angry   and   invalidated   by   the  
insistence   that   both   do   not   meet   your   definition   of   racism,   they   will   say   so.   This   is   an   educational  
opportunity.   This   is   a   great   way   to   let   that   person   know   that   you   do   hear   them,   and   that   your  
experiences   do   not   erase   theirs   because   even   though   their   experience   is   valid,   it   is   a   different  
experience.   

A   response   I’ve   used   is,   “What   was   said   to   you   wasn’t   okay,   and   should   be   addressed.  
But   we   are   talking   about   two   different   things.   Being   called   “cracker”   hurts,   may   even   be  
humiliating.   But   after   those   feelings   fade,   what   measurable   impact   will   it   have   on   your   life?   On  
your   ability   to   walk   the   streets   safely?   On   your   ability   to   get   a   job?   How   often   has   the   word  
“cracker”   been   used   to   deny   you   services?   What   measurable   impact   has   this   word   had   on   the  
lives   of   white   Americans   in   general?”   

In   all   honesty,   from   my   personal   experience,   you   are   still   not   likely   to   get   very   far   in   that  
conversation,   not   right   away.   But   it   gives   people   something   to   think   about.   These   conversations,  
even   if   they   seem   fruitless   at   first,   can   plant   a   seed   to   greater   understanding.   

If   you   want   to   further   understanding   of   systemic   racism   even   more   among   the   people   you  
interact   with,   you   can   try   to   link   to   the   systemic   effects   of   racism   whenever   you   talk   about  
racism.   Instead   of   posting   on   Facebook:   “This   teacher   shouted   a   racial   slur   at   a   Hispanic   kid   and  
should   be   fired!”   you   can   say   all   that,   and   then   add,   “This   behavior   is   linked   to   the   increased  
suspension,   expulsion,   and   detention   of   Hispanic   youth   in   our   schools   and   sets   an   example   of  
behavior   for   the   children   witnessing   this   teacher’s   racism   that   will   influence   the   way   these  
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children   are   treated   by   their   peers,   and   how   they   are   treated   as   adults.”   I   do   this   often   when   I’m  
talking   about   racism,   and   pretty   regularly   somebody   will   comment   with   something   like,   “That’s  
an   aspect   of   this   situation   I   hadn’t   considered,   thank   you.”   

If   you   hear   someone   at   the   water   cooler   say,   “black   people   are   always   late,”   you   can  
definitely   say,   “Hey,   that’s   racist”   but   you   can   also   add,   “and   it   contributes   to   false   beliefs   about  
black   workers   that   keeps   them   from   even   being   interviewed   for   jobs,   while   white   workers   can   be  
late   or   on   time,   but   will   always   be   judged   individually   with   no   risk   of   damaging   job   prospects   for  
other   white   people   seeking   employment.”   That   also   makes   it   less   likely   that   someone   will   brush  
you   off   saying   “Hey,   it’s   not   that   big   of   a   deal,   don’t   be   so   sensitive.”   

Tying   racism   to   its   systemic   causes   and   effects   will   help   others   see   the   important  
difference   between   systemic   racism,   and   anti-white   bigotry.   In   addition,   the   more   practice   you  
have   at   tying   individual   racism   to   the   system   that   gives   it   power,   the   more   you   will   be   able   to   see  
all   the   ways   in   which   you   can   make   a   difference.   Yes,   you   can   demand   that   the   teacher   shouting  
racial   slurs   at   Hispanic   kids   should   be   fired,   but   you   can   also   ask   what   that   school’s   suspension  
rate   for   Hispanic   kids   is,   ask   how   many   teachers   of   color   they   have   on   staff,   and   ask   that   their  
policies   be   reviewed   and   reformed.   Yes,   you   can   definitely   report   your   racist   coworker   to   HR,  
but   you   can   also   ask   your   company   management   what   processes   they   have   in   place   to   minimize  
racial   bias   in   their   hiring   process,   you   can   ask   for   more   diversity   in   management   and   cultural  
sensitivity   training   for   staff,   and   you   can   ask   what   procedures   they   have   in   place   to   handle  
allegations   of   racial   discrimination.   

When   we   look   at   racism   as   a   system,   it   becomes   much   larger   and   more   complicated   than  
it   seemed   before—but   there   is   also   more   opportunity   to   address   the   various   parts   of   it.   And   that  
is   what   the   rest   of   this   book   attempts   to   at   least   begin   to   do,   chapter   by   chapter.   So   now   that   we  
know   what   racism   is,   let’s   get   to   work.  
 
 
 
chapter   2   from   Oluo,   Ijeoma.   So   You   Want   to   Talk   About   Race   (pp.   30-37).   Basic   Books.   Kindle  
Edition.   2019.  
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Gina   Crosley-Corcoran,   “Explaining   White   Privilege   to   a   Broke   White   Person”  
 
Huffington   Post,   5/8/14,   updated   12/6/17  
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/explaining-white-privilege-to-a-broke-white-person_b_5269255  
 
Years   ago   some   feminist   on   the   Internet   told   me   I   was   “privileged.”  
 
“THE   F&#$   ?!?!”   I   said.  
 
I   came   from   the   kind   of   poor   that   people   don’t   want   to   believe   still   exists   in   this   country.   Have  
you   ever   spent   a   frigid   northern-Illinois   winter   without   heat   or   running   water?   I   have.   At   12  
years   old   were   you   making   ramen   noodles   in   a   coffee   maker   with   water   you   fetched   from   a  
public   bathroom?   I   was.   Have   you   ever   lived   in   a   camper   year-round   and   used   a   random  
relative’s   apartment   as   your   mailing   address?   We   did.   Did   you   attend   so   many   different  
elementary   schools   that   you   can   only   remember   a   quarter   of   their   names?   Welcome   to   my  
childhood.  
 
So   when   that   feminist   told   me   I   had   “white   privilege,”   I   told   her   that   my   white   skin   didn’t   do  
@%*#   to   prevent   me   from   experiencing   poverty.   Then,   like   any   good,   educated   feminist   would,  
she   directed   me   to   Peggy   McIntosh’s   now-famous   1988   piece   “ White   Privilege:   Unpacking   the  
Invisible   Knapsack .”  
 
After   one   reads   McIntosh’s   powerful   essay,   it’s   impossible   to   deny   that   being   born   with   white  
skin   in   America   affords   people   certain   unearned   privileges   in   life   that   people   of   other   skin   colors  
simply   are   not   afforded.   For   example:  
 

● “I   can   turn   on   the   television   or   open   to   the   front   page   of   the   paper   and   see   people   of   my  
race   widely   represented.”  

● “When   I   am   told   about   our   national   heritage   or   about   ‘civilization,’   I   am   shown   that  
people   of   my   color   made   it   what   it   is.”  

● “If   a   traffic   cop   pulls   me   over   or   if   the   IRS   audits   my   tax   return,   I   can   be   sure   I   haven’t  
been   singled   out   because   of   my   race.”  

● “I   can   if   I   wish   arrange   to   be   in   the   company   of   people   of   my   race   most   of   the   time.”  
 
If   you   read   through   the   rest   of   the   list,   you   can   see   how   white   people   and   people   of   color  
experience   the   world   in   very   different   ways.   But   listen:   This   is   not   said   to   make   white   people   feel  
guilty   about   their   privilege.   It’s   not   your   fault   that   you   were   born   with   white   skin   and   experience  
these   privileges.   But   whether   you   realize   it   or   not,   you    do    benefit   from   it,   and   it    is    your   fault   if  
you   don’t   maintain   awareness   of   that   fact.  

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/explaining-white-privilege-to-a-broke-white-person_b_5269255
https://www.racialequitytools.org/resourcefiles/mcintosh.pdf
https://www.racialequitytools.org/resourcefiles/mcintosh.pdf


I   do   understand   that   McIntosh’s   essay   may   rub   some   people   the   wrong   way.   There   are   several  
points   on   the   list   that   I   felt   spoke   more   to   the   author’s   status   as   a   middle-class   person   than   to   her  
status   as   a   white   person.   For   example:  
 

● “If   I   should   need   to   move,   I   can   be   pretty   sure   of   renting   or   purchasing   housing   in   an  
area,   which   I   can   afford   and   in   which   I   would   want   to   live.”  

● “I   can   be   pretty   sure   that   my   neighbors   in   such   a   location   will   be   neutral   or   pleasant   to  
me.”  

● “I   can   go   shopping   alone   most   of   the   time,   pretty   well   assured   that   I   will   not   be   followed  
or   harassed.”  

● “If   I   want   to,   I   can   be   pretty   sure   of   finding   a   publisher   for   this   piece   on   white   privilege.”  
 
And   there   are   so   many   more   points   in   the   essay   where   the   word   “class”   could   be   substituted   for  
the   word   “race,”   which   would   ultimately   paint   a   very   different   picture.   That   is   why   I   had   such   a  
hard   time   identifying   with   this   essay   for   so   long.   When   I   first   wrote   about   white   privilege   years  
ago,   I   demanded   to   know   why   this   white   woman   felt   that   my   experiences   were   the   same   as   hers  
when,   no,   my   family   most   certainly   could   not   rent   housing   “in   an   area   which   we   could   afford  
and   want   to   live,”   and   no,   I   couldn’t   go   shopping   without   fear   in   our   low-income   neighborhoods.  
 
The   idea   that   any   ol’   white   person   can   find   a   publisher   for   a   piece   is   most   certainly   a   symptom   of  
class   privilege.   Having   come   from   a   family   of   people   who   didn’t   even   graduate   from   high  
school,   who   knew   not   a   single   academic   or   intellectual   person,   it   would   never   occur   to   me   to  
assume   that   I   could   be   published.   It   is   absolutely   a   freak   anomaly   that   I’m   in   graduate   school,  
considering   that   not   one   person   on   either   side   of   my   family   has   a   college   degree.   And   it   took   me  
until   my   30s   to   ever   believe   that   someone   from   my   stock   could   achieve   such   a   thing.   Poverty  
colors   nearly   everything   about   your   perspective   on   opportunities   for   advancement   in   life.  
Middle-class,   educated   people   assume   that   anyone   can   achieve   their   goals   if   they   work   hard  
enough.   Folks   steeped   in   poverty   rarely   see   a   life   past   working   at   the   gas   station,   making   the   rent  
on   their   trailer,   and   self-medicating   with   cigarettes   and   prescription   drugs   until   they   die   of   a   heart  
attack.   (I’ve   just   described   one   whole   side   of   my   family   and   the   life   I   assumed   I’d   be   living  
before   I   lucked   out   of   it.)  
 
I,   maybe   more   than   most   people,   can   completely   understand   why   broke   white   folks   get   pissed  
when   the   word   “privilege”   is   thrown   around.   As   a   child   I   was   constantly   discriminated   against  
because   of   my   poverty,   and   those   wounds   still   run   very   deep.   But   luckily   my   college   education  
introduced   me   to   a   more   nuanced   concept   of   privilege:   the   term   “intersectionality.”   The   concept  
of   intersectionality   recognizes   that   people   can   be   privileged   in   some   ways   and   definitely   not  
privileged   in   others.   There   are   many   different   types   of   privilege,   not   just   skin-color   privilege,  
that   impact   the   way   people   can   move   through   the   world   or   are   discriminated   against.   These   are  



all   things   you   are   born   into,   not   things   you   earned,   that   afford   you   opportunities   that   others   may  
not   have.   For   example:  
 
Citizenship:    Simply   being   born   in   this   country   affords   you   certain   privileges   that   non-citizens  
will   never   access.  
 
Class:    Being   born   into   a   financially   stable   family   can   help   guarantee   your   health,   happiness,  
safety,   education,   intelligence,   and   future   opportunities.  
 
Sexual   orientation:    If   you   were   born   straight,   every   state   in   this   country   affords   you   privileges  
that   non-straight   folks   have   to   fight   the   Supreme   Court   for.  
 
Sex:    If   you   were   born   male,   you   can   assume   that   you   can   walk   through   a   parking   garage   without  
worrying   that   you’ll   be   raped   and   then   have   to   deal   with   a   defense   attorney   blaming   it   on   what  
you   were   wearing.  
 
Ability:    If   you   were   born   able-bodied,   you   probably   don’t   have   to   plan   your   life   around  
handicap   access,   braille,   or   other   special   needs.  
 
Gender   identity:    If   you   were   born   cisgender   (that   is,   your   gender   identity   matches   the   sex   you  
were   assigned   at   birth),   you   don’t   have   to   worry   that   using   the   restroom   or   locker   room   will  
invoke   public   outrage.  
 
As   you   can   see,   belonging   to   one   or   more   category   of   privilege,   especially   being   a   straight,  
white,   middle-class,   able-bodied   male,   can   be   like   winning   a   lottery   you   didn’t   even   know   you  
were   playing.   But   this   is   not   to   imply   that   any   form   of   privilege   is   exactly   the   same   as   another,   or  
that   people   lacking   in   one   area   of   privilege   understand   what   it’s   like   to   be   lacking   in   other   areas.  
Race   discrimination   is   not   equal   to   sex   discrimination   and   so   forth.  
 
And   listen:   Recognizing   privilege   doesn’t   mean   suffering   guilt   or   shame   for   your   lot   in   life.  
Nobody’s   saying   that   straight,   white,   middle-class,   able-bodied   males   are   all   a   bunch   of  
a@@&&#s   who   don’t   work   hard   for   what   they   have.   Recognizing   privilege   simply   means   being  
aware   that   some   people   have   to   work   much   harder   just   to   experience   the   things   you   take   for  
granted   (if   they   ever   can   experience   them   at   all).  
 
I   know   now   that   I    am    privileged   in   many   ways.   I   am   privileged   as   a   natural-born   white   citizen.   I  
am   privileged   as   a   cisgender   woman.   I   am   privileged   as   an   able-bodied   person.   I   am   privileged  
that   my   first   language   is   also   our   national   language,   and   that   I   was   born   with   an   intellect   and  
ambition   that   pulled   me   out   of   the   poverty   that   I   was   otherwise   destined   for.   I   was   privileged   to  



be   able   to   marry   my   way   “up”   by   partnering   with   a   privileged,   middle-class,   educated   male   who  
fully   expected   me   to   earn   a   college   degree.  
 
There   are   a   million   ways   I   experience   privilege,   and   some   that   I   certainly   don’t.   But   thankfully,  
intersectionality   allows   us   to   examine   these   varying   dimensions   and   degrees   of   discrimination  
while   raising   awareness   of   the   results   of   multiple   systems   of   oppression   at   work.  
 
Tell   me:   Are   you   a   white   person   who’s   felt   uncomfortable   with   the   term   “white   privilege”?   Does  
a   more   nuanced   approach   help   you   see   your   own   privilege   more   clearly?  
 
 
Gina   Crosley-Corcoran   is   the   author   and   advocate   behind   TheFeministBreeder.com   and   contribu�ng  
author   to   the   anthology   “The   Good   Mother   Myth”   (Seal   Press,   2014)   
 



The   Baptismal   Covenant,   Book   of   Common   Prayer   ( pp.   304-5)  
 
Celebrant: Do   you   believe   in   God   the   Father?  
People: I   believe   in   God,   the   Father   almighty,   creator   of   heaven   and   earth.  
Celebrant: Do   you   believe   in   Jesus   Christ,   the   Son   of   God?  
People: I   believe   in   Jesus   Christ,   his   only   Son,   our   Lord.   He   was   conceived   by   the   power  

of   the   Holy   Spirit   and   born   of   the   Virgin   Mary.   He   suffered   under   Pontius   Pilate,  
was   crucified,   died,   and   was   buried.   He   descended   to   the   dead.   On   the   third   day  
he   rose   again.   He   ascended   into   heaven,   and   is   seated   at   the   right   hand   of   the  
Father.   He   will   come   again   to   judge   the   living   and   the   dead.  

Celebrant: Do   you   believe   in   God   the   Holy   Spirit?  
People: I   believe   in   the   Holy   Spirit,   the   holy   catholic   Church,   the   communion   of   saints,  

the   forgiveness   of   sins,   the   resurrection   of   the   body,   and   the   life   everlasting.  
Celebrant: Will   you   continue   in   the   apostles’   teaching   and   fellowship,   in   the   breaking   of  

bread,   and   in   the   prayers?  
People: I   will,   with   God’s   help.  
Celebrant: Will   you   persevere   in   resisting   evil,   and,   whenever   you   fall   into   sin,   repent   and  

return   to   the   Lord?  
People: I   will,   with   God’s   help.  
Celebrant: Will   you   proclaim   by   word   and   example   the   Good   News   of   God   in   Christ?  
People: I   will,   with   God’s   help.  
Celebrant: Will   you   seek   and   serve   Christ   in   all   persons,   loving   your   neighbor   as   yourself?  
People: I   will,   with   God’s   help.  
Celebrant: Will   you   strive   for   justice   and   peace   among   all   people,   and   respect   the   dignity   of  

every   human   being?  
People: I   will,   with   God’s   help.  
 
 
 
Genesis   1:26   -   31  

26  Then   God   said,   “Let   us   make   humankind [ c ]    in   our   image,   according   to   our   likeness;   and   let  
them   have   dominion   over   the   fish   of   the   sea,   and   over   the   birds   of   the   air,   and   over   the   cattle,   and  
over   all   the   wild   animals   of   the   earth, [ d ]    and   over   every   creeping   thing   that   creeps   upon   the  
earth.”  
27  So   God   created   humankind [ e ]    in   his   image,  
    in   the   image   of   God   he   created   them; [ f ]  
    male   and   female   he   created   them.  
28  God   blessed   them,   and   God   said   to   them,   “Be   fruitful   and   multiply,   and   fill   the   earth   and  
subdue   it;   and   have   dominion   over   the   fish   of   the   sea   and   over   the   birds   of   the   air   and   over   every  
living   thing   that   moves   upon   the   earth.”    29  God   said,   “See,   I   have   given   you   every   plant   yielding  
seed   that   is   upon   the   face   of   all   the   earth,   and   every   tree   with   seed   in   its   fruit;   you   shall   have  
them   for   food.    30  And   to   every   beast   of   the   earth,   and   to   every   bird   of   the   air,   and   to   everything  
that   creeps   on   the   earth,   everything   that   has   the   breath   of   life,   I   have   given   every   green   plant   for  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis+1&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26c
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https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis+1&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-27e
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=genesis+1&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-27f


food.”   And   it   was   so.    31  God   saw   everything   that   he   had   made,   and   indeed,   it   was   very   good.   And  
there   was   evening   and   there   was   morning,   the   sixth   day.  

 
Genesis   9:20   -   27  
20  Noah,   a   man   of   the   soil,   was   the   first   to   plant   a   vineyard.    21  He   drank   some   of   the   wine   and  
became   drunk,   and   he   lay   uncovered   in   his   tent.    22  And   Ham,   the   father   of   Canaan,   saw   the  
nakedness   of   his   father,   and   told   his   two   brothers   outside.    23  Then   Shem   and   Japheth   took   a  
garment,   laid   it   on   both   their   shoulders,   and   walked   backward   and   covered   the   nakedness   of   their  
father;   their   faces   were   turned   away,   and   they   did   not   see   their   father’s   nakedness.    24  When   Noah  
awoke   from   his   wine   and   knew   what   his   youngest   son   had   done   to   him,    25  he   said   “Cursed   be  
Canaan; lowest   of   slaves   shall   he   be   to   his   brothers.”    26  He   also   said,   “Blessed   by   the   L ORD    my  
God   be   Shem; and   let   Canaan   be   his   slave. 27  May   God   make   space   for [ a ]    Japheth, and   let   him   live  
in   the   tents   of   Shem; and   let   Canaan   be   his   slave.”  

 
Micah   6:8  

He   has   told   you,   O   mortal,   what   is   good; and   what   does   the   Lord   require   of   you  
but   to   do   justice,   and   to   love   kindness, and   to   walk   humbly   with   your   God?   

 
Luke   4:17-18  
 
17  ...and   the   scroll   of   the   prophet   Isaiah   was   given   to   [Jesus].   He   unrolled   the   scroll   and   found   the  
place   where   it   was   written:    18  “The   Spirit   of   the   Lord   is   upon   me,   because   he   has   anointed   me to  
bring   good   news   to   the   poor.   He   has   sent   me   to   proclaim   release   to   the   captives and   recovery   of  
sight   to   the   blind, to   let   the   oppressed   go   free,   and   to   proclaim   the   year   of   the   Lord’s   favor. ”  
20 And   he   rolled   up   the   scroll,   gave   it   back   to   the   attendant,   and   sat   down.   The   eyes   of   all   in   the  
synagogue   were   fixed   on   him.    21 Then   he   began   to   say   to   them,   “Today   this   scripture   has   been  
fulfilled   in   your   hearing.”   
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O

Page-Turner

The History That James Baldwin
Wanted America to See

For Baldwin, the past had always been bent in service of a lie. Could a true story be
told?

By Eddie S. Glaude, Jr.
June 19, 2020

As both James Baldwin and Martin Luther King, Jr., insisted, America is an identity that white people
will protect at any cost, and the country’s history—its founding documents, its national heroes—is the
supporting argument that underpins that identity. Illustration by Pola Maneli

n March 16, 1968, James Baldwin walked to the podium at a fund-raiser, at Anaheim’s

Disneyland Hotel, to introduce Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Baldwin had recently arrived in

https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner
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Los Angeles from New York, after Columbia Pictures had bought the rights to Alex Haley’s “The

Autobiography of Malcolm X” and asked Baldwin to write the script. Though eager, he had ended up

�ghting desperately to bring his story of Malcolm to the screen. Baldwin wanted Billy Dee Williams

to play the lead, but the studio had other actors in mind. There were even rumors that someone had

suggested a darkened Charlton Heston.

The fund-raiser was meant to replenish the coffers of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference

(S.C.L.C.) and to help fund King’s latest project, the Poor People’s Campaign. King wanted to make

the case for massive direct action, in Washington, D.C., on behalf of the country’s impoverished. To

do so, he would need to marshal greater �nancial resources than ever before. Desegregating lunch

counters didn’t cost much, but ending poverty would cost the nation billions of dollars.

King found that many who once supported his desegregation efforts were less than enthusiastic about

his agenda on jobs and poverty. The idea of occupying the nation’s capital with poor people scared

many activists—even some on the board of the S.C.L.C. For others, such as Bayard Rustin, a trusted

adviser to King since the days of the Montgomery bus boycott, such an act of civil disobedience

courted violence and threatened to turn even more white Americans against the civil-rights agenda.

Rustin wanted the S.C.L.C. to focus on electing Democrats to political office, not on building a tent

city or staging sit-ins at congressional offices.

How Baldwin ended up at the fund-raiser is unclear, although Marlon Brando, who organized it, may

have invited him; the two were close. In any case, Baldwin had not been expecting to introduce King,

and his short speech said little about the leader. Instead, he told a brief story about the promise of the

early days of the civil-rights movement, a promise that was betrayed by the country. “What Rosa

Parks was saying in Montgomery, in 1956, and what the Negroes were saying in their march . . . the

country did not want to hear or did not hear,” Baldwin told the audience. “And as time rolled on and

kids, including people like Stokely Carmichael, were being beaten with chains, going to jail, marching

up and down those dusty highways, trying to change the conscience of this country, still nobody heard

and nobody really cared.” Baldwin’s speech was all about the wall of white supremacy that stood in the

way of fundamental transformation. His was an effort to jog the memory and, by extension, the

morality of the audience, by telling a different story about what happened to a movement on the brink

of failure.
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When King reached the podium, he did not acknowledge Baldwin speci�cally, and instead offered a

generic thanks to all those who had spoken before him. It was only later that the two men conferred

privately. “We sat down in a relatively secluded corner and tried to bring each other up to date. Alas, it

would never be possible. . . .” Baldwin recalled in his book “No Name in the Street,” from 1972. “We

had �rst met during the last days of the Montgomery bus boycott—and how long ago was that? It was

senseless to say, eight years, ten years ago—it was longer ago than time can reckon.”

Baldwin’s general sense of the encounter was that King was a bit skeptical of him. Although Baldwin

had known King since his �rst trip to the South, in 1957, and had worked beside him over the years,

he felt that King was discom�ted by his presence. “Martin and I had never got to know each other

well,” he wrote. “Circumstances, if not temperament, made that impossible.” In 1963, King was

caught on tape, by the F.B.I., expressing concern about Baldwin. He didn’t want to appear on

television with the writer, he said, because Baldwin “was uninformed regarding his movement.” To

King, Baldwin was not a civil-rights leader; he was just one celebrity, among many, willing to lend his

star power to the movement. It’s not impossible to imagine, too, that Baldwin’s queerness unsettled

him.

By the time of the fund-raiser, the distance between the two men had been widened by Baldwin’s

sympathies for the militancy of the younger generation. He was in Hollywood, after all, writing a

screenplay on Malcolm X. And, just a month earlier, Baldwin had hosted a birthday party and fund-

raiser for Huey P. Newton, the jailed leader of the Black Panther Party. In 1968, King felt intense

pressure from such radical groups, and from recent shifts in the political climate. The nation had

seemed to turn its back on his moral vision. Writing in The New York Review of Books, Andrew

Kopkind, a white journalist of the New Left, declared that King had been “outstripped by his times.”

A young black woman, who supported Carmichael’s Black Power philosophy, had even accused King

of selling out the Selma movement, as he and other members of the S.C.L.C. board arrived for a

meeting in Washington, D.C.

Baldwin had long seen this turn against King on the horizon. In 1961, he had written an article for

Harper’s Magazine titled “The Dangerous Road Before Martin Luther King.” In it, he noted how

King’s voice had changed from the heady days of the bus boycott, and detailed the challenges that

King was destined to face as a black leader in a revolutionary time. “He was more beleaguered than he

had ever been before, and not only by his enemies in the white South,” Baldwin wrote. “Three years
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earlier, I had not encountered very many people—I am speaking now of Negroes—who were really

critical of him. But many more people seemed critical of him now, were bitter, disappointed,

skeptical.”

Baldwin argued that King had to confront the meaning of a new, uncompromising spirit in the

movement. Leaders like him were being challenged by their children, who rejected the underlying

premise that made “the traditional black leader” necessary in the �rst place. As Baldwin put it, “These

young people have never believed in the American image of the Negro and have never bargained with

the Republic, and now they never will. There is no longer any basis on which to bargain.”

Even in 1961, Baldwin had sensed that these young people might have a point. By 1968, when he

gave his speech in Anaheim, he saw clearly how the passage of the Civil Rights and Voting Rights

Acts, a few years earlier, might offer white America the sense of self-congratulation that Black Power

was now denying it. He knew that the civil-rights movement could easily be conscripted into the story

of how Americans, in their inherent goodness, had perfected the Union. The history being made

could be bent in service of the lie. For Baldwin, that lie had to be challenged at its root—which is why,

perhaps, he devoted his introduction to telling a true story of the movement.

Surprisingly, after Baldwin had �nished speaking, King gave a speech that echoed Baldwin’s account.

It wasn’t a story of American triumphalism. Instead, King expressed concern that the movement was

losing the battle for the soul of the nation. He conjured, without a hint of nostalgia, a history of

people acting heroically against the odds, a history full of disappointment and trauma. He did not

mince words: America was a decidedly racist country. “The problem can only be solved when there is

a kind of coalition of conscience,” he said. “Now I am not sure if we have that many consciences left.

Too many have gone to sleep.”

Like Baldwin, King struggled with America’s commitment to the belief that white people mattered

more, and to the lie that made that belief palatable. “I must honestly confess that I go through those

moments of disappointment when I have to recognize the fact that there aren’t enough white persons

in our country who are willing to cherish democratic principles over privilege,” he said. “But I’m

grateful to God that some are left.” As King brought his speech to a close, he tried, once more, to

reach for the promise of America, vowing that the country would one day move forward because,
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“however much she strays away from it, the goal of America is freedom.” His sombre tone betrayed

his words.

he importance of history had been in full view for both Baldwin and King just a few weeks

earlier, at a Carnegie Hall event, in New York City, celebrating what would have been the

hundredth birthday of W. E. B. Du Bois, the great African-American intellectual and the co-founder

of the N.A.A.C.P. Du Bois, after seven decades of �ghting for racial justice in the United States, had

given up on America and died, in exile, in Accra, Ghana, on the eve of the March on Washington, in

1963. Although Baldwin had been working on an essay about Du Bois, he chose the occasion at

Carnegie Hall to read a recently published piece, “Black Power.” Here, at this celebration of Du Bois,

who dedicated his life to exposing America’s lies, Baldwin sought to shift the balance of concern from

criticism of militancy among young black people to an honest assessment of the conditions that made

such a turn necessary.

King disagreed with the rhetoric and symbolism of Black Power. He found no use for what he called a

“mystique of blackness” or “the angry militant who fails to organize.” But he, too, was a student of

Du Bois’s work, and he understood what Du Bois taught regarding “our tasks of emancipation.” “One

idea he insistently taught,” King said in his speech at the event, “was that black people have been kept

in oppression and deprivation by a poisonous fog of lies that depicted them as inferior, born de�cient,

and deservedly doomed to servitude to the grave.”

King’s remarks at Carnegie Hall, like his remarks in Anaheim, were shadowed by a note of despair.

The country was in turmoil. “Negroes have heavy tasks today,” he said. “We were partially liberated

and then reënslaved.” Although black people had been �ghting for freedom “for more than a hundred

years,” the only thing that was “explicitly certain is that the struggle for it will endure.”

Baldwin and King would be together one last time, at a fund-raiser in New York City. Baldwin didn’t

have a suit for the occasion, so he ran out to have one �tted. Later, he returned to California to work

on the Malcolm X �lm, the direction of which he was still debating with studio executives. On the

night of April 4, 1968, Baldwin was sitting by his swimming pool with Billy Dee Williams, listening

to an Aretha Franklin record, when the phone rang. It was his friend David Moses. “Jimmy,” Moses
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said. “Martin’s just been shot. He’s not dead yet, but it’s a head wound, so . . .” Baldwin dropped the

phone and wept. A few days later, he wore his new suit to King’s funeral.

aldwin was hardly naïve about the human capacity for evil, especially in white folk. “If you’re a Negro,

you’re in the center of that peculiar affliction,” he said, “because anybody can touch you—when

the sun goes down. You know, you’re the target of everybody’s fantasies.” But what shocked him

was that white America had killed someone who espoused love, an apostle of nonviolence.

King’s death revealed the depths of white America’s debasement and the scope of black America’s

peril. “Perhaps even more than the death itself, the manner of his death has forced me into a judgment

concerning human life and human beings which I have always been reluctant to make,” he wrote.

“Incontestably, alas, most people are not, in action, worth very much; and yet, every human being is an

unprecedented miracle. One tries to treat them as the miracles they are, while trying to protect oneself

against the disasters they’ve become.”

If King was the preacher, Baldwin was the poet, and he sought to account for his confusion by

gathering up the pieces—of himself, of black folk—buried beneath the disaster that was the country.

That work kept his despair at arm’s length. To be sure, King’s death, just like those of Medgar Evers,

Malcolm X, and all the others, did not stop time. White people did not stop being white people. Two

days after King’s murder, the Black Panther Bobby Hutton was killed by Oakland police officers.

Later, police rioted in Chicago, during the Democratic National Convention. The nastiness of the

white world kept coming, and it gave black politics—and Baldwin’s voice—an edge. King’s death had

revealed the bitterness at the bottom of the cup. What Baldwin saw on that dangerous road that led to

King’s death, in Memphis, was the difficult question of whether or not the country had the courage to

confront its demons. Could America tell itself the truth about how it had arrived at this moment?

And did it have the moral stamina to surrender the comfort of its lies?

In July of 1968, just a few months after King’s assassination and against the backdrop of American

cities burning, Baldwin gave an interview to Esquire. He set the tone of the exchange from the very

start:

Q. How can we get the black people to cool it?

A. It is not for us to cool it.
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Q. But aren’t you the ones who are getting hurt the most?

A. No, we are only the ones who are dying fastest.

The editors did not seem to grasp how the moral burden of America’s nightmare rested not on the

black people rioting in the streets but on the white people who held tightly to the belief that they were

somehow, because of the color of their skin, better than others. These people, Baldwin argued, had to

see themselves otherwise. New laws, gestures of sympathy, and acts of racial charity would never

suffice to change the course of the country. Something more radical had to be done; a different history

had to be told. “All that can save you now is your confrontation with your own history . . . which is

not your past, but your present,” Baldwin said. “Your history has led you to this moment, and you can

only begin to change yourself by looking at what you are doing in the name of your history.”

n August 12, 2017, James Fields, Jr., a twenty-year-old self-proclaimed neo-Nazi from

Kenton, Kentucky, �oored the gas pedal of his 2010 Dodge Challenger and roared down a

narrow street full of anti-racist protesters, during the “Unite the Right” rally, in Charlottesville,

Virginia. Heather Heyer, who was raised in nearby Ruckersville, was in the crowd. According to

people who knew her, Heyer, thirty-two, had spent much of her life “standing up against any type of

discrimination.” As Fields’s speeding car sent shoes, cell phones, and bodies �ying into the air, Ryan

Kelly, a photographer for the Daily Progress, captured the carnage. Heyer is framed between a man

falling behind the car’s back bumper, one Air Jordan-clad foot twisted horribly in the air, and the

tattooed torso of a white man in mid-somersault. She is leaning to the side as the muscle car hits her

and plows through the crowd. Heyer died at the scene, and dozens more were injured. Fields was

eventually convicted of �rst-degree murder and sentenced to life in prison.

The occasion of this violence was a bitter battle over American history and how we ought to

remember it. In March, 2016, Wes Bellamy, Charlottesville’s vice-mayor and a member of its city

council, advocated for the removal of Confederate monuments to Robert E. Lee and Thomas

(Stonewall) Jackson. Zyahna Bryant, a high-school freshman in Charlottesville, joined Bellamy’s

effort. She circulated a petition demanding the removal of the Robert E. Lee statue in a local park and

submitted it to the council. The council agreed to remove the statue by a vote of three to two.



Then, in 2017, all hell broke loose. Emboldened by the election of Donald Trump, who had often and

overtly appealed to white identity, local white nationalists saw an opportunity to exploit the council’s

decision. The nationalists believed that the actions of the council were an assault on white people. In

their view, the soldiers of political correctness had dis�gured and distorted American history, in

general, and Southern history, in particular. Their outrage prompted the “Unite the Right” rally, the

largest gathering of white nationalists and neo-Nazis in recent memory. That day ended with Fields’s

murderous drive on Fourth Street.

It is telling that such brutality broke out over a �ght regarding the symbols and uses of American

history. As both Baldwin and King insisted, each in their own way, America is an identity that white

people will protect at any cost, and the country’s history—its founding documents, its national heroes,

its claim to be a moral force in the world—is the supporting argument that underpins that identity.

This history is inseparable from the nation’s built environment; both monuments and the ways in

which communities are spatially organized reinforce it. When King declared that the country’s moral

vision had been clouded by “a poisonous fog of lies,” and when Baldwin said in Esquire that we needed

to look at what we are doing in the name of our history, both were arguing that this history, the story

we tell ourselves about what the country is, shapes the world we make going forward.

The debate over Confederate monuments makes this plain. For white nationalists, the Confederacy

represents a triumph of a certain understanding of America, in which the superiority of white people

in all social, political, and cultural arrangements is enshrined. From that perspective, open-air tributes

to white supremacy make sense. The more complex question is what we do with those who are willing

to condemn neo-Nazis but who still claim Confederate statues as part of their “heritage.” These are

the people for whom Judge Richard E. Moore, of the Charlottesville Circuit Court, ruled, in April,

2019, that the Confederate statues must remain in the area. “While some people obviously see Lee

and Jackson as symbols of white supremacy, others see them as brilliant military tacticians or complex

leaders in a difficult time,” Moore wrote in his decision.

Moore was presenting a different narrative about the statues. After Charlottesville, though, American

historians made clear that the monuments were not, in fact, erected as contemporaneous memorials of

the Civil War. Most were built many years later, either between the eighteen-nineties and the �rst

decades of the twentieth century, when most of the Confederate veterans began to die, or in the

nineteen-�fties, when the demand for racial equality intensi�ed. They were, in other words,
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monuments to an ideology, physical representations of the “Lost Cause” in public space. They insisted

on the false claim that the Civil War centered not on slavery but on the heroic defense of the

Southern way of life.

Black people challenged these monuments even as they were being built. In “Black Reconstruction in

America,” from 1935, Du Bois exposed the lies at the heart of that era’s historiography, unmasking

the in�uential works of the political scientist John W. Burgess and the historian William A. Dunning.

The Dunning School, the �rst generation of trained historians to write about Reconstruction, told the

story of the period as one of extensive overreach of federal power and the corruption of northern

carpetbaggers; Dunning viewed the granting of political rights to former slaves as a monstrous

mistake. Du Bois cast scorn on this attempt to write history as “pleasant reading for Americans.” For

him, the Confederate statues represented the triumph of Dunning’s sensibility. The history that

justi�ed their construction banished, once and for all, the horrors of slavery, and left American

identity safe and secure.

Nearly a century later, we are still trying to transcend such “pleasant reading.” Three days after the

display of white supremacy in Charlottesville, the President held an infamous press conference in

Trump Tower. He blamed “both sides” for the violence, and went on to �atly reject the idea of

removing Confederate statues, employing a not-so-deft piece of moral relativism: “George

Washington was a slave owner. . . . So will George Washington lose his statues? . . . How about

Thomas Jefferson? . . . He was a major slave owner.” For Trump, celebration of the Confederacy—a

region that committed treason to defend the institution of slavery—was American history. By playing

on the knowledge that Washington and Jefferson were, to most Americans, unimpeachable, he sought

to suggest that there was an argument for Lee, too, and to imply that taking down statues of the

general was a slippery slope which would somehow unravel our most basic assumptions about

America. His then chief of staff, General John Kelly, agreed, giving an interview, on Fox News, in

which he said that protests of the statues showed “a lack of appreciation of history, and what history

is.”

Trump’s and Kelly’s understanding of history is precisely what Baldwin critiqued in 1968. But

Baldwin also insisted that such lies might enable us, if we’re honest, to tell the story of America

differently. Trump, for all his bluster, asked a necessary question: What do we do with George

Washington? For the President, this question was simplistic, binary: Do Washington’s statues stay up
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or come down? But that’s not how history works. We might ask, instead, what the story of slavery and

Reconstruction—or of Washington and Jefferson—looks like when it neither glosses over the cruelty

of this country nor rejects its potential for betterment.

omething like this question confronted the community of Princeton University, where I teach, in

November, 2015. That month, the Black Justice League, a student activist organization on

campus, staged a thirty-three-hour sit-in at the president’s office. The action was part of a national

student movement in support of anti-racism protests at the University of Missouri. In one of the

Black Justice League’s many demands, the students requested that the administration “publicly

acknowledge the racist legacy of Woodrow Wilson,” rename the Wilson residential college and the

Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs, and remove a mural of Wilson in one of

the school’s dining halls.

This demand cut to the heart of Princeton’s self-understanding. Wilson was the president of the

university from 1902 to 1910; much of what the school is, as a serious institution of higher learning,

has been attributed to him. But the students wanted the university to complicate the story it told itself

about Wilson, to acknowledge what his racist legacy meant to its black students, and to consider how

that legacy, represented in public space, devalued them. There was indignity, they argued, in sleeping

or eating in a building named after someone who thought you an inferior human being.

Spurred by the students’ protest, Princeton’s president, Christopher Eisgruber, and the school’s board

of trustees established a committee to reëxamine the ways in which the university commemorated

Wilson. Scholars, biographers, and members of the school community were invited to contribute to

the conversation. Nell Painter, an emerita professor and the author of “The History of White People,”

spoke to the heart of the matter. “It’s all about the questions we ask,” she said. “The questions have

changed. I mean, the questions always change. That’s why we keep writing history.”

In the end, Princeton chose not to remove Wilson’s name from the buildings, but it did agree to

deepen its story of Wilson. Signage around campus and within dormitories now gives a fuller sense of

Wilson’s segregationist views, and of Princeton’s exclusionary history. The school also agreed to

diversify representation across the campus. One of the administration’s most important decisions was

to rename West College, which houses the dean of the college and the undergraduate admissions

office, after Toni Morrison, who taught for many years at the university.
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The issue is far from resolved. Black students at Princeton aren’t interlopers. They are not guests on

campus or bene�ciaries of charity who should be grateful to the school. They are, unlike in Wilson’s

day, an integral part of the community. And, like all students on campus, they should feel a sense of

possession of the university. Much more work needs to be done, but their protest brilliantly forced the

university to reassess its past in the full light of its current values.

Their protest might also help us think about Trump’s and Kelly’s view of “what history is.” As a �rst

principle, history cannot be equated with comfort, nostalgia, or a �xed arc of progress. We need to get

the facts right; otherwise, we are trading only in what Du Bois called “lies agreed upon.” In particular,

we can’t elide the facts that complicate how we might see a historical �gure or event. Washington held

slaves, and he didn’t treat them very well. Jefferson wrote brilliantly about democracy, and he also

owned slaves, exploited Sally Hemings, the enslaved mother of his children, and wondered aloud if

black people were biologically inferior. The record shows this to be true.

And yet the facts alone aren’t enough. What we do with them, the kinds of questions we ask about

them, and for what ends, matter. For some, the fact that Washington and Jefferson owned slaves

disquali�es them as moral exemplars. For others, the men may have been wrong in owning slaves, but

that fact stands alongside other, more admirable aspects of their lives. William Dunning’s

interpretation of Reconstruction was different from Du Bois’s. Each of these interpretations reveals

something about what is valued, and about how the past as told speaks to the present. Our appeals to

history can never be entirely objective; they aim, just as often, to clarify our commitments today.

This is why, in moments of revolution or profound cultural shifts, one of the �rst things that people

remove are symbols of old values. Many of Lenin’s and Stalin’s statues, for example, had to fall. Since

the murder of George Floyd, in May, by a white police officer, Confederate monuments across the

country have been either toppled or removed. But it’s telling that Robert E. Lee continues to stand

tall in Charlottesville, where Heyer died. We have the facts straight, and know what values Lee

represented, but there remains, no matter the protests, disagreement on what story should be told. As

Baldwin put it, in “No Name in the Street,” “One may see that the history, which is now indivisible

from oneself, has been full of errors and excesses; but this is not the same thing as seeing that, for

millions of people, this history . . . has been nothing but an intolerable yoke, a stinking prison, a

shrieking grave.” If white people in America choose to accept the lie, Baldwin argued, others would

never be free to reject it. And rejecting the lie was, for him, the precondition to progress.
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This is not an easy conclusion to accept. One of the unique features of American nationalism is how

closely interwoven the idea of America is with the identity of the white people who live in it. For

those who cling to this idea, the fear is that admitting the evils of slavery, or the continued harms of

oppression, will make the idea of America—and they themselves—irredeemable. They would rather

�nd safety in the lie. But if the condition of our love for country is a lie then the love itself, no matter

how genuine, is a lie. The idea may be irredeemable. That does not mean we are, too.

n August, 1965, Baldwin published an essay in Ebony called “The White Man’s Guilt.” It had

been a difficult year. Malcolm X was assassinated in February. In March, the world witnessed the

brutality of Alabama state troopers attacking protesters on the Edmund Pettus Bridge, in Selma. And,

on August 11th, the Watts riots exploded across Los Angeles, largely in response to violence by the

police. In his essay, Baldwin demanded a confrontation with a history that white America desperately

avoided. “White man, hear me!” he wrote. “History, as nearly no one seems to know, is not merely

something to be read. And it does not refer merely, or even principally, to the past. On the contrary,

the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us.”

An honest encounter with the past, then, had everything to do with the kinds of people we

understood ourselves to be and the kinds of people we aspired to become. Baldwin wanted to free us

from the shackles of a particular national story, so that we might create ourselves anew. For this to

happen, white America needed to shatter the myths that secured its innocence. “People who imagine

that history �atters them,” he wrote, “are impaled on their history like a butter�y on a pin and become

incapable of seeing or changing themselves, or the world.” Trump and his followers stand in a long

lineage of such people, who use a certain understanding of the past to reinforce the injustices of the

present. Baldwin’s vision demanded a reckoning with this understanding—not to posit the greatness

of America but to establish the ground upon which that greatness could be built.

In his re�ections on King, Baldwin wrote that we were witnessing the death of segregation, and that

the question was how long and how expensive the funeral would be. If only he knew. More than �fty

years later, we are still marching in the procession and �ghting in the streets. A world is dying, but we

have been slow to put it in the grave, and the costs are mounting. How many of our loved ones are

rotting in prisons and jails? How many are breaking their backs trying to make ends meet? And how

many souls have been darkened from the effects of America’s original sin? True freedom, for all



Americans, requires that we tell a better story, a true story, about how we arrived here. It is time to

bury that old Negro, and the white people who so desperately need him, and to �nally begin again.

This essay was drawn from “Begin Again: James Baldwin’s America and Its Urgent Lessons for Our Own,”

which will be published, by Crown, in June.
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Several years ago, my law office was fighting for the release of a black man
who had been condemned, at the age of 16, to die in prison. Matthew was
one of 62 Louisiana children sentenced to life imprisonment without parole
for nonhomicide offenses. But a case I’d argued at the Supreme Court was
part of a 2010 ruling that banned such sentences for juveniles, making our
clients eligible for release.

Some had been in prison for nearly 50 years. Almost all had been sent to
Angola, a penitentiary considered one of America’s most violent and
abusive. Angola is immense, larger than Manhattan, covering land once
occupied by slave plantations. Our clients there worked in fields under the
supervision of horse-riding, shotgun-toting guards who forced them to pick
crops, including cotton. Their disciplinary records show that if they
refused to pick cotton — or failed to pick it fast enough — they could be
punished with time in “the hole,” where food was restricted and inmates
were sometimes tear-gassed. Still, some black prisoners, including
Matthew, considered the despair of the hole preferable to the unbearable
degradation of being forced to pick cotton on a plantation at the end of the
20th century. I was fearful that such clients would be denied parole based
on their disciplinary records. Some were.
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The United States has the highest rate of incarceration of any nation on
Earth: We represent 4 percent of the planet’s population but 22 percent of
its imprisoned. In the early 1970s, our prisons held fewer than 300,000
people; since then, that number has grown to more than 2.2 million, with
4.5 million more on probation or parole. Because of mandatory sentencing
and “three strikes” laws, I’ve found myself representing clients sentenced
to life without parole for stealing a bicycle or for simple possession of
marijuana. And central to understanding this practice of mass
incarceration and excessive punishment is the legacy of slavery.

The 1619 Project is an ongoing initiative from The New York Times Magazine that began in August 2019, the

400th anniversary of the beginning of American slavery. It aims to reframe the country’s history by placing

the consequences of slavery and the contributions of black Americans at the very center of our national

narrative. Read all the stories.

It took only a few decades after the arrival of enslaved Africans in Virginia
before white settlers demanded a new world defined by racial caste. The
1664 General Assembly of Maryland decreed that all Negroes within the
province “shall serve durante vita,” hard labor for life. This enslavement
would be sustained by the threat of brutal punishment. By 1729, Maryland
law authorized punishments of enslaved people including “to have the
right hand cut off ... the head severed from the body, the body divided into
four quarters, and head and quarters set up in the most public places of
the county.”

Soon American slavery matured into a perverse regime that denied the
humanity of black people while still criminalizing their actions. As the
Supreme Court of Alabama explained in 1861, enslaved black people were
“capable of committing crimes,” and in that capacity were “regarded as
persons” — but in most every other sense they were “incapable of
performing civil acts” and considered “things, not persons.”
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The 13th Amendment is credited with ending slavery, but it stopped short
of that: It made an exception for those convicted of crimes. After
emancipation, black people, once seen as less than fully human “slaves,”
were seen as less than fully human “criminals.” The provisional governor
of South Carolina declared in 1865 that they had to be “restrained from
theft, idleness, vagrancy and crime.” Laws governing slavery were
replaced with Black Codes governing free black people — making the
criminal-justice system central to new strategies of racial control.

These strategies intensified whenever black people asserted their
independence or achieved any measure of success. During Reconstruction,
the emergence of black elected officials and entrepreneurs was countered
by convict leasing, a scheme in which white policymakers invented
offenses used to target black people: vagrancy, loitering, being a group of
black people out after dark, seeking employment without a note from a
former enslaver. The imprisoned were then “leased” to businesses and
farms, where they labored under brutal conditions. An 1887 report in
Mississippi found that six months after 204 prisoners were leased to a
white man named McDonald, dozens were dead or dying, the prison
hospital filled with men whose bodies bore “marks of the most inhuman
and brutal treatment ... so poor and emaciated that their bones almost
come through the skin.”

Anything that challenged the racial hierarchy could be seen as a crime,
punished either by the law or by the lynchings that stretched from
Mississippi to Minnesota. In 1916, Anthony Crawford was lynched in South
Carolina for being successful enough to refuse a low price for his cotton. In
1933, Elizabeth Lawrence was lynched near Birmingham for daring to
chastise white children who were throwing rocks at her.

It’s not just that this history fostered a view of black people as
presumptively criminal. It also cultivated a tolerance for employing any
level of brutality in response. In 1904, in Mississippi, a black man was
accused of shooting a white landowner who had attacked him. A white
mob captured him and the woman with him, cut off their ears and fingers,
drilled corkscrews into their flesh and then burned them alive — while
hundreds of white spectators enjoyed deviled eggs and lemonade. The
landowner’s brother, Woods Eastland, presided over the violence; he was
later elected district attorney of Scott County, Miss., a position that allowed
his son James Eastland, an avowed white supremacist, to serve six terms
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as a United States senator, becoming president pro tempore from 1972 to
1978.

This appetite for harsh punishment has echoed across the decades. Late in
the 20th century, amid protests over civil rights and inequality, a new
politics of fear and anger would emerge. Nixon’s war on drugs, mandatory
minimum sentences, three-strikes laws, children tried as adults, “broken
windows” policing — these policies were not as expressly racialized as the
Black Codes, but their implementation has been essentially the same. It is
black and brown people who are disproportionately targeted, stopped,
suspected, incarcerated and shot by the police.

Hundreds of years after the arrival of enslaved Africans, a presumption of
danger and criminality still follows black people everywhere. New
language has emerged for the noncrimes that have replaced the Black
Codes: driving while black, sleeping while black, sitting in a coffee shop
while black. All reflect incidents in which African-Americans were
mistreated, assaulted or arrested for conduct that would be ignored if they
were white. In schools, black kids are suspended and expelled at rates that
vastly exceed the punishment of white children for the same behavior.

Inside courtrooms, the problem gets worse. Racial disparities in
sentencing are found in almost every crime category. Children as young as
13, almost all black, are sentenced to life imprisonment for nonhomicide
offenses. Black defendants are 22 times more likely to receive the death
penalty for crimes whose victims are white, rather than black — a type of
bias the Supreme Court has declared “inevitable.”

The smog created by our history of racial injustice is suffocating and toxic.
We are too practiced in ignoring the victimization of any black people
tagged as criminal; like Woods Eastland’s crowd, too many Americans are
willing spectators to horrifying acts, as long as we’re assured they’re in the
interest of maintaining order.

This cannot be the end of the story. In 2018, the , a
nonprofit I direct, opened a museum in Montgomery, Ala., dedicated to the
legacy of slavery and a memorial honoring thousands of black lynching
victims. We must acknowledge the 400 years of injustice that haunt us. I’m
encouraged: Half a million people have visited. But I’m also worried,
because we are at one of those critical moments in American history when
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we will either double down on romanticizing our past or accept that there
is something better waiting for us.

I recently went to New Orleans to celebrate the release of several of our
Angola clients, including Matthew — men who survived the fields and the
hole. I realized how important it is to stay hopeful: Hopelessness is the
enemy of justice. There were moments of joy that night. But there was also
heaviness; we all seemed keenly aware that we were not truly free from
the burden of living in a nation that continues to deny and doubt this
legacy, and how much work remains to be done.

Bryan Stevenson is the executive director of the Equal Justice Initiative and the author of

“Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption.”
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 “She Shall Not Go Free as Male Slaves Do”: Developing Views About Slavery and Gender 
 in the Laws of the Hebrew Bible - David P. Wright 

 Biblical law and narrative describe a world that is quite agreeable to a man—specifically 
 a man who is successful in his occupation or is wealthy, and one who is an Israelite. If you are 
 not an Israelite, male or female, you might end up as a chattel slave, you and your children 
 permanently enslaved, passed on as property from one generation to the next, and ruthlessly 
 beaten. If you are a female chattel slave, you should expect to submit sexually to your master. If 
 you are an Israelite male but unsuccessful in your trade or otherwise poor, you might be enslaved 
 for some time, even your whole life, to pay off a debt, and be subject to beatings. If you are an 
 Israelite woman, you might be enslaved to pay off your father’s or husband’s debts, and you 
 could be forced to marry your father’s creditor. 

 When I teach the passages of the Hebrew Bible that reflect these customs in my 
 university classes, female students usually respond with dismay and disbelief. More than men, 
 they are willing to admit that something is amiss. The Bible does not promote the values that 
 they hold. They feel a glaring sense of contradiction. They have heard—and may believe—that 
 the Bible models what society should be, but they clearly perceive and are disturbed by the 
 subordination of women in biblical texts. In contrast, for many male students the text matches 
 their experience of empowerment. Though many of the customs are not suited to their 
 ideals—none aspires to be a debt slave or to own one, though many would aspire to be 
 employers or possibly creditors, and employers and creditors can be exploitive—the text 
 validates male control of the economy and polity and male dominance in gender relationships. 
 The text represents a society that is advantageous to males. It validates their perception of how 
 they fit into the world, and it supports their goals. In short, the Bible ratifies a male vision of 
 social, economic, and political success. 

 The custom of slavery is found throughout the Hebrew Bible, and even has God setting 
 forth laws that authorize the practice of slavery and includes praise for the owners of slaves. For 
 example, the stories of Genesis tell us that Abraham and the other exemplars of piety owned 
 slaves.1 Their human property is mentioned positively—along with their animals, gold, and 
 silver—as a sign of wealth and prestige. God is even said to have provided them with this 
 property. Abraham’s slave, who went to Syria to get a wife for Isaac, tells Laban, Rebekah’s 
 brother, “Yahweh has blessed my master greatly and he has become rich. He has given him flock 
 animals, cattle, silver, gold, male slaves and female slaves, camels, and asses.”2 In addition, 
 some of the wives of Abraham and Jacob were slaves.3 All of these slaves were chattel slaves, 
 that is, slaves owned as permanent property. Presumably these slaves were foreigners, taken 
 captive in war, purchased on the slave market, or descended from enslaved people acquired in 
 these ways. For example, Hagar, Sarah’s slave, whom she gives to Abraham for procreation, is 
 an Egyptian. 
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 The Bible also speaks of another type of slave, debt slaves. These were poor Judeans or 
 Israelites forced into slavery by creditors to pay off debts. In real life, such persons may have 
 remained enslaved most of their lives, though debt slaves could theoretically pay off their debts 
 or buy themselves out of enslavement, perhaps with the help of members of their extended 
 family. The book of Amos condemns egregious examples of this practice: “For the three 
 atrocities of Israel, for four I will not turn [its punishment] back: for their selling the innocent for 
 silver, and the poor for a pair of sandals.”4 But Amos does not condemn debt slavery 
 outright—only what it considers unjustified debt slavery. Later, in the Persian period, Nehemiah 
 deplores developments in the practice of debt slavery and goes so far as to institute a release of 
 debts to remedy the situation, but this appears to be a reaction to the enslavement of those of the 
 national group rather than a rejection to debt slavery per se.5 The Pentateuch—the first five 
 books of the Hebrew Bible (also called the Torah)—provide the most detail about debt slavery. 
 These works accept it, and they protect the interests of the creditor-owners at least as much as 
 they protect the enslaved. 

 This essay looks specifically at the debt-slave laws of the Pentateuch and particularly the 
 laws as they pertain to women. It will explore this topic specifically in the three major and 
 distinct collections of law within that larger work: the Covenant Code in Exodus, the laws of 
 Deuteronomy, and the Holiness Legislation, mainly in Leviticus. (These collections will be 
 defined more specifically later on.) The goal is to inform readers of how scholars approach the 
 text and to show those who value the text a way to understand its disconcerting expression of 
 male domination and enslavement. Slavery was taken for granted throughout the ancient world, 
 from Mesopotamia to Egypt. This historical background to the biblical text helps a reader realize 
 that even though it is considered sacred and even represented as having been dictated by a deity, 
 the text does not transcend its broader Near Eastern cultural context, in which slavery was 
 considered a valid social and economic institution. This study will also go further to point out 
 that the laws of the Pentateuch reflect differing and evolving views about slavery. The laws on 
 slavery in each successive collection depend on and respond to problems in earlier collections. 
 Thus within the Pentateuch we find a procession of authors struggling, just as modern readers do, 
 with ethical and other dilemmas in prestigious and authoritative texts. The solution of later 
 legislators was to amend and even rewrite the received texts to include new application or 
 meaning. The later writers did not hold themselves to established dictates but used their 
 experience and perspectives to creatively reenvision the meaning of the earlier legislation. 

 The Law Collections of the Pentateuch and the Technique of Literary Revision 

 First, some background. People read the Bible in very different ways. Many believing Jews and 
 Christians today consider Moses to be the author of the Pentateuch, comprising the multiple law 
 collections that we will be considering. Many academics, including those who are active in 
 religious congregations, have come to recognize that the Pentateuch and its laws were actually 
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 written down over the centuries by various unknown individuals or groups and that the text 
 broadly reflects the concerns of these various authors and their culture.6 They have learned to 
 acknowledge and even expect a divergence of views between different parts of the biblical text. 
 They also see that the views expressed by the text may reflect imperfections deriving from the 
 human hands that produced them. This perspective is particularly helpful when it comes to 
 understanding the Bible’s slavery laws, especially as they express social ideals against which we 
 modern readers recoil, and because clear contradictions exist between the various collections of 
 law in the Pentateuch. 

 An emerging hypothesis explaining the textual development of the various law 
 collections of the Pentateuch helps further clarify the nature and relationship of the various laws 
 on slavery. Until now, academic scholarship has generally believed that the various collections 
 were composed to reflect or encode the practices of the Israelites at various points and places in 
 their history. They were seen as more or less transcripts of what went on, or what was expected 
 to go on, in everyday legal engagements. It is now becoming clear that the various law 
 collections of the Pentateuch take up and revise preexisting written law sources to a significant 
 extent. This is not to say that law practices of the time of a particular writer did not influence the 
 formulation of laws expressed by the writer in the text. But the texts appear to have developed as 
 revisions of earlier law. Each successive law composition responded to and corrected, as well as 
 expanded, existing legislation. This helps explain the divergent views expressed in biblical laws. 

 Before we review the three main collections of law found in the Pentateuch that deal with 
 slavery, it is important to understand something about the authors’ orientation in the world. 
 Unfortunately, we do not know any specifics about the individual authors. We do not know their 
 names, partly because in antiquity it was less important who wrote a text than what was written. 
 Moreover, there was a tendency to ascribe or tie a composition pseudonymously to a leading 
 figure of the past (such as Moses), in order to give it an aura of authority. In any case, we can be 
 quite certain that the various law texts that we are considering were written not just by human 
 beings but by men. There is little evidence that women were trained as scribes. What is more, the 
 male scribes behind our texts would have been connected to institutions of power and wealth. 
 Early on, this would have been the royal court and later, the priestly class connected with the 
 temple, especially when the monarchy ceased to function as a political institution after the fall of 
 Jerusalem in 586 bce.7 These well-positioned individuals and the institutions that supported 
 them would have had little incentive to rescind or even question the practice of slavery. In 
 addition, although the authors of the three main law collections of the Pentateuch shared a 
 common general institutional foundation, each nevertheless lived in a somewhat different 
 historical and social context. This helped to generate the distinctive laws in the different 
 collections. 

 The earliest of the three collections is the Covenant Code, found in Exodus 
 20:23–23:19.8 According to the narrative context of Exodus, this collection was revealed to 
 Moses immediately after the revelation of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:1–17). When the 
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 people expressed fear about experiencing the divine theophany, Moses alone approached the 
 deity and received the content of the Covenant Code. Despite this narrative explanation, the 
 Covenant Code is actually based primarily on the Laws of Hammurabi and written about six 
 hundred years after the time that Moses was thought to live.9 The Laws of Hammurabi was the 
 best known law composition of culturally dominant Mesopotamia. Hammurabi was a king of 
 ancient Babylon from about 1790 to 1750 bce, long before there was an Israel. He authorized the 
 creation of his law collection as propaganda to demonstrate his sense of justice and to validate 
 his rule. The Covenant Code has many laws similar to those of Hammurabi and a comparable 
 order of laws and themes. The Covenant Code probably used Hammurabi’s text as a model 
 during the late Neo-Assyrian period between 740 and 640 bce, when the Assyrian empire in 
 Mesopotamia held decisive political and cultural sway over Israel and Judah. The Laws of 
 Hammurabi were being copied by Mesopotamian scribal schools at this time, almost a 
 millennium after their original composition. Before this time, there was little or no contact 
 between the Israelites and Judeans in Canaan and Mesopotamia. The text does not make sense as 
 a product of the time of Moses, who, if a historical personage, would have lived around 1250 
 bce. The creation of the Covenant Code appears to have had the ideological goal of responding 
 to Assyrian imperialism. One of its creative techniques was to replace Hammurabi as the author 
 of law with Yahweh, the God of Israel, a change that is especially visible in the laws that begin 
 and end the collection (Exodus 20:23–26, 22:20–23:19). 

 The second major Pentateuchal law collection is the set of laws of Deuteronomy, mainly 
 in chapters 12–26 of that book. The basic laws of these chapters were created not long after the 
 Covenant Code’s laws, probably by 620 bce, the time of Josiah, who used the laws as the basis of 
 his reform (2 Kings 22–23). Deuteronomy’s laws rely upon a number of sources, including the 
 earlier Covenant Code. Deuteronomy used the same techniques of legal revision on its sources 
 that the Covenant Code used to recast the Laws of Hammurabi. The changes that Deuteronomy 
 made to the Covenant Code’s legislation, plus the evidence of other sources that Deuteronomy 
 used, indicates that it sought to replace or at least amend the Covenant Code rather than to 
 simply supplement or expand it.10 Indeed, Deuteronomy 5 retells the story of the revelation of 
 the Ten Commandments at Sinai just as Exodus 19–20 tells it, but it does not include the story of 
 the revelation of the Covenant Code. Instead, it substitutes the content of the laws of 
 Deuteronomy for the laws of the Covenant Code. Other sources that Deuteronomy used include 
 the Assyrian treaty (see Deuteronomy 13 and 28), a group of laws about family, marriage, and 
 sexual relations, which may ultimately go back to Mesopotamia (scattered in Deuteronomy 
 21–25); and a text on dietary practices (Deuteronomy 14, also used by Leviticus 11). 
 Deuteronomy transformed an Assyrian-treaty text in the same way that the Covenant Code 
 transformed the Laws of Hammurabi, by replacing the Mesopotamian monarch with Yahweh. 

 The third major body of Hebrew biblical law is the Holiness Legislation. It is 
 concentrated in Leviticus 17–26, and scholars have given these chapters the label “Holiness 
 Code.” But certain chapters and passages in the books of Numbers and Exodus also belong to the 
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 Holiness Legislation.11 This set of laws was written not long after Deuteronomy. The laws were 
 probably written partly as a reaction to Neo-Babylonian oppression around 600 bce and were 
 expanded in response to the Babylonian destruction of the Judean Kingdom, which occured in 
 586. The Holiness Legislation builds in part on the laws found in both the Covenant Code and 
 Deuteronomy. It is primarily based, however, on the Priestly Law and Narrative (including the 
 detailed laws having to do with the wilderness tabernacle), which are found in other places in 
 Leviticus as well as Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers.12 Although it could be argued that 
 Deuteronomy only amended the Covenant Code, the Holiness Legislation (along with its Priestly 
 Law and Narrative foundation) quite clearly sought to supplant and otherwise replace the 
 Covenant Code and Deuteronomy. 

 That the three collections appear together in the Pentateuch is because of the work of 
 later editors in the Persian period sometime after 500 bce, who created an anthology of different 
 law collections and narratives pertaining to the early history of Israel. Their editorial techniques 
 and sentiments allowed them to place together contradictory bodies of law and story, much like 
 modern literary anthologies might bring together works by different authors. 

 As we examine the topic of debt slavery in the three law collections just described, for 
 good or bad, we will combine the interests of the historian and the ethical critic.13 Engaging in 
 ethical criticism of ancient texts, or any text, is a precarious process. All such judgments are 
 made according to the worldview and experience of the modern interpreter and the perceived 
 context (historical, political, economic, and so forth) of a custom. Imposing an outside measure 
 on a text from an entirely different time and culture is questionable. Sometimes a practice 
 becomes reasonable, or at least understandable, once we recognize its place within its own 
 cultural setting. Furthermore, ethical criticism is at odds with historical analysis, which generally 
 seeks to limit itself to reporting historical data and reconstructing a narrative from it, not making 
 value judgments. Nevertheless, examining the ethical differences between ideas expressed in 
 different texts is permitted for a historian who analyzes those texts in terms of the history of 
 ideas, as long as one text is not privileged over another by virtue of some prior assumption (for 
 example, a belief that it is a revealed text or is well known, or that it has or should have personal 
 meaning). In any case, ethical criticism becomes appropriate for a reader when a text like the 
 Bible is brought to bear on public policy and the life of modern religious communities. To the 
 extent that it is thought to be a guide for modern society, the Bible may be assessed according to 
 the perspectives of social justice within that society. 

 One of the things that we will discover is that the successive law texts themselves appear 
 to be concerned with resolving ethical problems in their source laws. They seek to improve the 
 institution of debt slavery in one way or another. But, alas, none of them abolishes it. Moreover, 
 every step forward seems to be accompanied by an unintended consequential step or two 
 backward. Theological interests, to whatever extent they may have led to improvements, also led 
 to points of idealization that generated new difficulties. For the biblical writers, the goal seems to 
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 be less legislation for humanitarian relief and more aggrandizement of the deity for ideological 
 purposes. 

 In what follows, I provide a fictional tale to exemplify and give perspective to each set of 
 biblical slavery laws, followed by a discussion of the respective legislation. 

 The Sale of a Daughter in Exodus 21 of the Covenant Code 

 During the reign of Hezekiah, king of Judah, lived a very poor Judean named Baruch. He 
 had a wife and two children, a son and a daughter—Tobit and Shoshanna. He farmed a small 
 plot of land north of Jerusalem. Because this did not produce enough to sustain his family, he 
 took a loan to expand his farm. To secure the loan, he put up his children as surety. 
 Unfortunately, the entire kingdom was stricken with drought, and Baruch could not produce 
 crops to sell and thus pay his debt. 

 His creditor, as law allowed, pressed his claim and took Baruch’s son into debt bondage. 
 Tobit worked off part of the debt over the course of the next six years. Throughout this time, the 
 creditor often thrashed Tobit to make him work harder. During Tobit’s final years of servitude, 
 the creditor supplied him with a wife. He thought the robust Tobit would produce offspring that 
 would supply valuable labor for the estate in future years. Tobit’s wife was an Egyptian whom the 
 creditor had acquired as a permanent chattel slave through his business dealings. Tobit’s labors 
 were mitigated somewhat by the joy that he shared with his wife. Their delight was increased by 
 the birth of two sons. 

 When Tobit’s six years of servitude were complete, he had to make a decision. He could 
 go free and return to his father’s household but without his wife and children. They would remain 
 the property of the creditor. Alternatively, he could become a permanent slave to the creditor and 
 thus remain with his wife and children. He chose the latter option. He formally declared that he 
 loved his master, his wife, and his children and refused the option of release. He went with his 
 creditor to the local sanctuary to have his ear pierced before God as a sign of his interminable 
 bondage. 

 Tobit’s initial six-year period of servitude did not satisfy the total debt of his father. 
 Consequently, Baruch had to surrender his daughter Shoshanna to the creditor. Her sale meant 
 that she would become the wife of the creditor or possibly of his son, if the creditor so wished. 
 The creditor decided to take young Shoshanna for himself. In doing so, he was mainly concerned 
 to produce off-spring to bolster the economic well-being of his household. 

 But Shoshanna was not able to bear children—in those days, it was only women who 
 were thought to be infertile. The creditor was therefore displeased with her. He wished that he 
 could sell her to visiting Assyrian merchants or to his neighbor to recoup his loss. But this type 
 of sale was prohibited. Unfortunately, neither Baruch nor his kin could afford to buy Shoshanna 
 out of bondage. The creditor might have sent Shoshanna to her father anyway because law 
 required the creditor to provide her with shelter, clothing, and food. But he kept her on in his 
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 household because she was, by definition, a slave. She could thus at least work in his household. 
 She could also provide him with sexual diversion when he felt it necessary. 

 The foregoing tale articulates the laws and values found in the Covenant Code in Exodus 
 20:19–23:19. As noted earlier, the Covenant Code builds on the Laws of Hammurabi. Its 
 debt-slave law in 21:2–11 builds specifically on Hammurabi Law 117 as a foundation and uses 
 other laws from Hammurabi’s text to flesh out the details. Hammurabi’s basic law reads: 

 If an obligation has come due for a man, and he sells his wife, son, or daughter, or he 
 gives any (of them) (alternatively: he surrenders himself) for dependent debt servitude, 
 they shall work in the house of their buyer or creditor for three years. In the fourth year 
 their freedom shall be effected.14 

 Here a father may sell his wife, son, or daughter to pay off a debt that he has incurred, and the 
 law may be read to indicate that he may also sell himself. The Covenant Code writers broke 
 down the legislation and wrote two sets of laws on this topic. The first addresses the case of 
 males who might become debt slaves (in Exodus 21:2–6): 

 2If you acquire a Hebrew slave, he shall work for six years. In the seventh he shall go 
 free, without further obligation. 3If he came in by himself, he shall go free by himself. If 
 he is the husband of a woman, she shall go free with him. 4If his master gives him a 
 woman and she bears him sons or daughters, the woman and her children shall belong to 
 her master, and he (the male debt slave) shall go free by himself. 5If the (male) slave 
 should say, “I love my master, my wife, and my children; I will not go free,” 6then his 
 master shall bring him to the God and bring him to the door or the doorpost. His master 
 shall pierce his ear with an awl, and he will become a slave permanently. 

 The next unit of legislation deals specifically with a daughter who becomes a debt slave (Exodus 
 21:7–11): 

 7If a man sells his daughter as a slave-woman, she shall not go free as male slaves go 
 free. 8If she is displeasing in the eyes of her master who has designated her for himself, 
 he shall let her be redeemed. He shall not have power to sell her to a foreign people 
 because he betrayed her. 9If he designates her for his son, he shall treat her according to 
 the law pertaining to daughters. 10If he takes another (woman), he shall not withhold (the 
 first wife’s) food, clothing, and habitation. 11If he does not do these three things for her, 
 she may leave without further obligation; no payment is due. 
 Why does the Covenant Code allow a father to sell his daughter into slavery? The answer 

 in part has to do with the view in Israelite law that female sexuality—the sexuality of a girl or 
 woman—belongs to a man: a father, a husband, or a slaveholder. But more than this, the 
 Covenant Code apparently saw a problem in its source text. If a daughter were to be given to a 
 creditor to pay off a debt according to the rule in Hammurabi’s laws, the creditor would no doubt 
 take advantage of her sexually, especially because the woman would have to be unattached 
 legally to another man.15 Otherwise, her father would not be able to use her to pay off his debt, 
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 because her legal attachment would be to another male unassociated with the debt.16 The 
 Covenant Code telescopes the situation with a simple solution: the daughter sold into debt 
 slavery must marry her new owner or his son. 

 Later in the collection, the Covenant Code appended a law that justified this legal 
 reformulation of the law from Hammurabi’s collection. Exodus 22:15–16 reads: 

 15If a man seduces a maiden who is not betrothed, and he lies with her, he shall acquire 
 her as a wife by paying the bride price. 16If her father refuses to give her to him, he shall 
 (still) weigh out silver as the bride price of maidens. 

 This legal footnote is probably based upon another earlier Near Eastern law. The Middle 
 Assyrian Laws, originating from northern Mesopotamia between 1300 and 1100 bce, include two 
 parallel laws that say that a man who rapes or seduces an unbetrothed virgin must marry her.17 
 In a case of rape, the assailant must hand his wife over to the virgin’s father to be raped. If the 
 rapist has no wife, he must pay the virgin’s father triple the usual price for marriage to a virgin. 
 In a case of seduction, the man who had intercourse does not need to hand over his wife, but he 
 must still pay the tripled bride price. In both cases, the father has the right to refuse giving his 
 daughter in marriage. 

 The Covenant Code included the rule on seduction (as opposed to rape) because this 
 would have been closer to the situation imagined for sexual exploitation of a daughter in debt 
 slavery.18 The woman would have been effectively imprisoned, and such a power inequity 
 would give the woman no choice but to “consent” to the creditor’s advances. The Covenant Code 
 simplified the penalty in its seduction law to a basic payment of the bride price. In the daughter 
 debt-slave law, the Covenant Code removed the requirement of payment of the bride price to the 
 father because he owed money to the creditor, who would have paid the bride price if this were a 
 standard marriage arrangement. In these various laws, marriage was a way to legitimate sexual 
 access to a woman, even after the fact. The law about selling a daughter as a debt slave moved 
 such a legitimating marriage to the beginning of the transaction and thus made the daughter a 
 lifetime slave wife of the creditor or his son. 

 An associated law in the Covenant Code says that if the creditor gives the debtor’s 
 daughter to his son, he is to treat the woman “according to the law pertaining to daughters” 
 (Exodus 21:9; see citation above). This does not mean that the woman gains the status of a free 
 woman but that the father-in-law cannot have sex with her. Hammurabi’s laws include 
 regulations about a father’s sexual access to his daughter or daughter-in-law, and the Covenant 
 Code appears to be referring to prohibitions such as these.19 

 The Covenant Code is concerned in other ways about sexual access to slaves. As noted 
 above, the Laws of Hammurabi allow a debtor to sell his wife as a debt servant. The Covenant 
 Code does not address this directly. But the law about a male slave cited in full above says that 
 “if he [a male debt slave] comes in by himself, he shall go free by himself; if he is a husband of a 
 wife, his wife shall go free with him” (Exodus 21:3). This appears to be saying that a wife by 
 herself cannot enter into debt slavery. She comes in only with her husband. This regulation 
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 makes sense as part of the Covenant Code’s attempt to control creditors’ sexual sexual access to 
 women. It is theoretically less likely that the creditor will have sex with a woman whose husband 
 is with her. 

 The law about the male slave also speaks of a case in which the creditor gives a male debt 
 slave a wife and they have children. When it comes time for the release of the male debt slave, 
 he can go free without his wife and children, or he can remain with his family by submitting 
 himself to permanent slavery. The reason his wife and children cannot go free with him is that 
 she is a chattel slave, and because of this, the children are chattel slaves. They are the 
 possessions of the creditor. The father can remain with them only by himself becoming the 
 equivalent of a chattel slave. Although this law overtly is concerned about the family relations of 
 the slave, it is implicitly concerned about the creditor’s use of the reproductive services of his 
 slaves to increase his pool of slave labor. Thus, we see that the Covenant Code’s concern about 
 the sexual use of slaves is not so much a concern about the ethical treatment of another person as 
 it is a concern about the legal avenues for using enslaved women’s sexual reproductivity to 
 increase slave labor. The marriage of the debtor’s daughter to the creditor is also ultimately for 
 producing slave labor. Note that if the creditor does not like the woman, he can let her be 
 redeemed. In that culture, a chief reason a husband might not like his wife is her apparent 
 barrenness. 

 In summary, the Covenant Code’s reaction to the institution of debt slavery in 
 Hammurabi’s text is not to do away with it. Rather, it accepts debt slavery as legitimate and only 
 answers technical questions that might arise in implementing the regulations. The modifications 
 do not arise from ethical considerations but from problems inherent in legal logic observed in 
 Hammurabi’s laws. Cosmetically, it appears to make slavery more palatable because it provides 
 legal avenues to control the sexual and reproductive exploitation of debt slaves. The new 
 legislation, however, makes debt slavery more repressive compared to Hammurabi’s rules.20 

 Female Debt Slavery in Deuteronomy 15 

 Judith had been married only a few years when her husband went off to war and died in 
 the battle in which king Josiah of Judah also died. Left with two young children, Judith found it 
 hard to provide food and otherwise sustain the family. Although she derived some income from a 
 small olive grove, she needed to take out subsistence loans to make ends meet. Her mounting 
 debts finally caught up with her, and she was forced to enter debt slavery to her creditor. She did 
 not have the option of giving over her adolescent son or daughter to help pay off the debt 
 because at that time, society was beginning to frown on using one person’s labor to pay off 
 another person’s debt. Only the debt holder himself or herself could become enslaved for this 
 purpose. Nonetheless, from a practical point of view, her children did provide the creditor with 
 labor as they worked alongside their mother. That ideal, however, masked an underlying case of 
 exploitation. 
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 The change in custom that allowed only a debt holder to labor to pay off a debt brought 
 with it another change: women laborers were to be treated just like men. They could serve a 
 limited term of just six years, or they could choose to become enslaved to the creditor for life. 
 This new ideal, however, was hard to realize in the case of a woman. Male creditors were as 
 likely as ever to take sexual advantage of women, and this happened tragically in the case of 
 Judith. One day when she was working in the creditor’s home and others were away, he forced 
 her to have intercourse with him. The elders of the community debated her case because there 
 was no clear law on the subject. They determined that, similar to a case where a man must pay a 
 bride price for an unbetrothed virgin whom he rapes, the creditor now had an economic liability 
 to the woman. They gave her the choice of allowing this liability to offset her debt and go free or 
 to remain with the creditor as his slave wife and receive a payment. Judith chose freedom. She 
 was not completely destitute, however, because the elders also ruled that if she went free, the 
 creditor had to provide her with the now-customary payment given at the end of a period of debt 
 servitude that provided debtors with a foundation for a new economic life. Judith’s creditor gave 
 her a sheep; a goat; and a substantial provision of grain, wine, and oil. 

 This story reflects an interpretation of Deuteronomy’s laws on debt slaves in chapter 15 
 of that book. These laws are squarely based on and develop the Covenant Code’s legislation, 
 examined earlier (Deuteronomy 15:12–18):21 

 12If your brother—a male or female Hebrew—sells himself to you, he shall work for you 
 for six years; in the seventh year you shall send him away free from you. 13When you 
 send him away free from you, you shall not send him away empty handed. 14You shall 
 give him a gift from your flock animals, from your threshing floor, and from your press; 
 what Yahweh your God has blessed you with you shall give him. 15You shall remember 
 that you were a slave in the land of Egypt and that Yahweh your God redeemed you. 
 Therefore I am giving you this command today. 16If he should say to you, “I will not go 
 away from you,” because he loves you and your household, because it has been good for 
 him to be with you, 17you shall take an awl and place it on his ear and on the door. He 
 will thus be a permanent slave for you. Thus shall you also do with your slave-woman. 
 18Do not let this matter be difficult for you, when you send him away free from you, 
 because with double the productivity of a hired person he has worked for you for six 
 years, and Yahweh your God has blessed you in all that you have been doing. 

 Deuteronomy makes a number of changes to the Covenant Code’s treatment of women in debt 
 slavery. A primary modification is apparently limiting debt slavery to those who hold the debt. 
 Note that as opposed to Exodus 21:4–6 (cited earlier), Deuteronomy’s law does not say anything 
 about the creditor giving a male a wife and the couple’s having children. Furthermore, the reason 
 for a male staying with a creditor in Deuteronomy is that he loves the creditor, not the wife and 
 children provided by the creditor as found in the Covenant Code. Hence, one of the main 
 indicators that the male debt slave may be an unmarried male adolescent, and therefore possibly 
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 the son of the one holding the debt, is removed. In addition, Deuteronomy also eliminates the 
 case of a father selling a daughter, as found in Exodus 21:7–11. In Deuteronomy, a female debt 
 slave is treated just like a male. She serves for only six years (v. 12), though she may extend this 
 to a lifetime of servitude (note the end of v. 17). Thus, Deuteronomy removes another main 
 indicator of servitude by one other than the debtor.22 

 A question remains about the relationship of a female debt slave to the creditor in 
 Deuteronomy’s laws. Nothing is said about marriage in this revised legislation. Deuteronomy’s 
 law on rape in 22:28f, similar to the Covenant Code’s law on seduction (cf. Exodus 22:15f, cited 
 earlier), may indicate that an unmarried female debt slave has to marry a raping or seducing 
 creditor. But the rape law of 22:28f, which deals with a maiden and therefore one who is legally 
 dependent upon her father, does not exactly fit the case of an independent debt-laden woman 
 who enters servitude in chapter 15. Deuteronomy has not written decisive legislation on the 
 matter. All that can really be said is that if according to 15:16f a woman were to decide to remain 
 permanently with the creditor and declare that she “loved” him, this might allow for that 
 relationship to be realized by marriage.23 

 Deuteronomy’s reformulation of the Covenant Code’s debt-slave laws reflects certain 
 ethical improvements. Besides stressing individual responsibility and rejecting the enslavement 
 of dependents, it overlays its consideration of debt slavery with the theological rationale that the 
 creditor must pass the blessing he has received on to his departing debt slave in the form of a 
 gift. Deuteronomy also emphasizes the ethnic relationship of the poor to the creditor by calling 
 the debt slave a “brother,” and in speaking of sending the enslaved debtor away, as the Hebrew 
 says literally, “from with you,” meaning perhaps away from the creditor’s economic protection. 
 Deuteronomy seems to assume that the creditor will only treat the slave well, so well that he or 
 she will want to remain with the creditor after working off the debt. Further, the omission of a 
 creditor’s giving a wife to a male debt slave and a father’s giving his daughter may seek to end 
 legal authorization for increasing a creditor’s labor pool through the procreation of slaves. 

 These revisions indicate that Deuteronomy’s authors sensed difficulties with the 
 debt-slavery law of its source. But it did not reject the practice. It used enhancements in 
 theological and ethical descriptions to justify the institution. Such coloring is an idealization of a 
 practice that in reality subjected certain human beings to the interests of others.24 

 The utopian character of Deuteronomy’s law is revealed in the story of an attempt to 
 enact the law as told in the book of Jeremiah 34:12–17. King Zedekiah forged a covenant that 
 required the Israelite nation to set free all slaves who were fellow Israelites, both male and 
 female. The entire people agreed but then reneged on the covenant, reenslaving both male and 
 female slaves. Jeremiah delivers a ringing condemnation of this behavior. The language of the 
 passage primarily reflects the legislation of Deuteronomy 15. 
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 Debt Servants and Chattel Slaves in Leviticus 25 

 Joab fell upon hard times and was compelled, along with his wife and three children, to 
 enter servitude in his creditor’s household. There they were to labor as a family to pay off the 
 debt that Joab had accrued from a failed trading operation. When the family arrived at their 
 creditor’s place, he announced to the destitute family that they were not true slaves. This status, 
 he said, was reserved for foreigners that he had bought on the slave market, captured in war, or 
 inherited from his father’s estate. The creditor assured Joab that he and his family would be 
 treated kindly, as if they were resident hired persons. The creditor told Joab that he should not 
 worry if he saw any chattel slaves beaten. The law allowed this treatment only of foreign slaves; 
 Joab and his family, as Israelites, would not be treated so callously. 

 Nevertheless, the creditor reminded Joab that there was a downside to his indenture. 
 Though Joab and his family would be treated relatively well, they would have to work for 
 thirty-seven years to pay off the debt. A new law had recently been instituted that rescinded the 
 previous custom of six years of labor and replaced it with a requirement that debt labor coincide 
 with the nationally observed jubilee year, which came every fifty years, and when all debts were 
 canceled. Although those entering servitude just before the jubilee might work for only a year or 
 two, others entering servitude just after the jubilee year might labor for their whole lives. Joab 
 and his family landed on the long side of the jubilee cycle. Nonetheless, their creditor comforted 
 them by noting that the nation was now living the divinely ordained Sabbath cycles, which would 
 assure countrywide blessing and political security. 

 As the period of indenture began, a tragedy befell Joab and his family: his wife Miriam 
 fell sick and died. But Joab had proved himself such a valuable worker that his creditor gave him 
 a wife, Asenath, an Egyptian, from among his chattel slaves. This wife bore Joab two children, 
 and they became Joab’s delight as they grew. 

 The years passed, and when the jubilee came, all debts were canceled throughout the 
 land. Joab, now quite old, was released with his children, including the two children born by 
 Asenath. But Asenath remained with her owner because she was his property. Joab said goodbye 
 sadly, and he and his children returned to their ancestral land and holdings to start a new 
 economic life and to hope for financial success in the next jubilee cycle. 

 This tale reflects an interpretation of the debt-slave laws of the Holiness Legislation in 
 Leviticus 25. This chapter presents a mix of elements that both improve and make worse the lot 
 of a debt slave: 

 39When your brother becomes reduced to poverty with you and sells himself to you, you 
 shall not make him labor as a (chattel) slave. 40He shall be with you like a resident hired 
 person. He shall work with you until the jubilee year, 41and (then) he will go out from 
 with you, he and his children with him, and return to his family, and return to his 
 ancestral holding, 42for they are my slaves whom I brought forth from the land of Egypt. 
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 They must not be sold as (chattel) slaves are sold. 43Do not dominate them harshly, but 
 fear your God. 44However, your male chattel slave and female chattel slave which 
 belong to you from the nations around you, from them you may purchase male chattel 
 slaves and female chattel slaves. 45Likewise from the resident immigrants with you, from 
 them you may purchase (chattel slaves), and from their families which are with you, who 
 bear children in your land. They will be your inheritable property. 46You may pass them 
 on as an inheritance to your children after you, to take possession as inheritable property; 
 permanently you shall extract labor from them. But you Israelite brothers shall not 
 dominate one another harshly. 

 One way the Holiness Legislation ostensibly improves legislation about slaves is changing the 
 terminology used. It avoids referring to debt slaves with the Hebrew terms for slaves used in the 
 Covenant Code and Deuteronomy. It reserves these terms for foreign slaves in verses 44–46. 
 This is really only a superficial change, because the individuals are still enslaved—they must 
 relocate to live with the creditor and are under his or her authority. We can therefore justifiably 
 still refer to them as slaves. The Holiness Legislation’s distinction between debt and chattel 
 slaves reinstates a distinction in Mesopotamian law, including in the Laws of Hammurabi.25 The 
 Covenant Code actually conflated legislation on debt and chattel slaves to create hybrid slave 
 laws that spoke of both types of subjected individuals at the same time.26 

 In contrast to earlier laws about debt slaves, the Holiness Legislation’s laws do not speak 
 of female Israelite debt slaves. This may be a function of reserving the terminology for slaves to 
 foreign slaves. When these slaves are discussed, the female appears (see v. 44). Without a 
 specific term for an Israelite female debt slave, the Holiness Legislation cannot easily speak 
 about them distinctively in its legislation. It is left to use the term “brother” (see v. 39), taken 
 over from the laws of Deuteronomy. In Hebrew idiom, this can include females even though they 
 are not specifically described. The main reason the Holiness Legislation does not speak about 
 female versus male debt slaves, however, appears to be its overriding interest to distinguish 
 between native debt slaves and foreign chattel slaves. In other words, the Holiness Legislation 
 explores a legislative dichotomy different from that of the Covenant Code and Deuteronomy: 
 Israelite versus foreign, rather than male versus female. 

 The only place where the Holiness Legislation hints at the role of females is the phrase 
 that says “he will go out from with you, he and his children with him, and return to his family, 
 and return to his ancestral holding” (v. 41; also v. 54). The topic of releasing the children was 
 probably prompted by the Covenant Code’s saying that the children of an Israelite debt slave and 
 a chattel slave woman belong to the creditor and are not to be released (Exodus 21:4). The law in 
 the Holiness Legislation may mean that the children of a slave wife given to the bound male 
 debtor are to be released. That nothing is said about a wife here may indicate that a slave wife 
 remains the property of the creditor and is not released.27 Thus, for the Covenant Code, the 
 status of the children of a chattel slave wife follows that of their slave mother, whereas in the 
 Holiness Legislation their status follows that of their free father. 
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 A more concrete improvement in the Holiness Legislation is its prohibition of the harsh 
 treatment of Israelite debt slaves. Such slaves are to be treated like resident hired workers, 
 without severity, that is, without beating the slaves to make them work. The Covenant Code, on 
 the other hand, allowed such beating, even to the point where the slave might die, as long as the 
 death did not occur the same day as the beating. It prescribes (Exodus 21:20f): 

 20If a man strikes his male slave or his female slave with a rod and he dies under his 
 hand, he shall be avenged. 21But if he endures for a day or two, he shall not be avenged, 
 because he is his property [literally: silver]. 

 But the laws of the Holiness Legislation worsen the fortune of debt slaves, mainly by making the 
 length of enslavement match the jubilee period—a period of national rest declared every fifty 
 years. This is partly a development of the custom of debt release every seven years as described 
 in Deuteronomy 15:1–11.28 The other influences on the Holiness Legislation’s jubilee are not 
 clear, but it may have been an idealization of the custom of monarchs in the ancient Near East 
 announcing the national release of debts. According to the logic of the jubilee law, a slave 
 entering servitude just before the jubilee occurs would be subjugated for a relatively short time. 
 But one entering just after the jubilee year would be subjugated for close to fifty years, nearly if 
 not a whole lifetime. For this reason, the Holiness Legislation omits a law whereby the debt slave 
 enters permanent servitude, as found in the Covenant Code and Deuteronomy; it would be 
 superfluous. 

 The text also moves in a direction contrary to our contemporary ethical sense as it seeks 
 to improve the case of native debt slaves by explicitly allowing for harsh treatment of foreign 
 chattel slaves. But for one on the inside of Judean society, especially at a time when foreign 
 domination led to the destruction of the Judean kingdom, its capital city and the temple there, 
 such a prescription might sound wholly justified. In fact, Babylonian oppression may have led to 
 the sharp articulation between slave types in the Holiness Legislation. 

 The Holiness Legislation has another significant passage about a female slave. Leviticus 
 19:20–22 presents a law about a man who has intercourse with a female slave designated for 
 another man, when that woman has not yet been redeemed or given freedom. The law states that 
 the two of them are not to be put to death for adultery because the woman is not yet free. (For the 
 execution of adulterers, see Leviticus 20:10; cf. 18:20, 18:29.) But the man must still present 
 some sort of remedy for the impropriety of his act; in this case, he is to sacrifice a ram as an 
 offering of reparation at the sanctuary. 

 What is the status of the woman in this law? Here, the Holiness Legislation uses slave 
 terminology for the woman, and therefore it is possible to think that she is a chattel slave. But 
 when Leviticus 19:20 says that the woman has not yet been redeemed, it must include and may 
 only refer to an Israelite debt slave because redemption is not primarily applicable to one who is 
 a chattel slave.29 For many casual readers of the Hebrew Bible, it may be a cause of 
 consternation that a victim’s slave status is a factor that mitigates the penalty imposed on a 
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 wrongdoer. But this is a common perspective, not only in the ancient Near East but also in 
 biblical legal ethics (cf. Exodus 20:20f, 20:28–32). 

 Conclusion 

 As we have seen, the biblical slavery laws do more than just legislate. They are vehicles 
 of ideological expression to define Israel in a context of foreign domination and call attention to 
 the power of Israel’s deity. An ideological function may also be perceived in other passages 
 dealing with slavery in the Hebrew Bible. Genesis 9:20–27, for example, tells the story of Ham’s 
 seeing the nakedness of his father, Noah. When his father realizes what happened, he curses 
 Ham’s son, Canaan, and blesses Ham’s brothers, Shem and Japheth, who covered their father’s 
 nakedness. Noah says: 

 25Cursed be Canaan. He shall be a slave of slaves to his brothers. 26. . . Blessed be 
 Yahweh, the God of Shem. Canaan shall be their slave. 27May God expand Japheth. May 
 he dwell in the tents of Shem. May Canaan be their slave. 

 The passage seeks to justify the enslavement of Canaanites by Israelites and Judeans. According 
 to Genesis 10:15–20, the inhabitants of Phoenicia, Syria, and Canaan—the latter being the land 
 in which the Israelites and Judeans would settle, according to the biblical story—were thought to 
 be Canaan’s descendants. The curse on Canaan to be a slave to Shem, which includes the 
 Israelites, in Genesis 9 correlates with the prescription for chattel slavery in Leviticus 25:44 that 
 says: “Your male chattel slaves and female chattel slaves which belong to you from the nations 
 around you, from them you may purchase male chattel slaves and female chattel slaves.” 

 That Canaan’s curse reflects the politics of the first millennium bce is consistent with the 
 drift of many of the other stories in Genesis. They are not accounts of actual ancient history but 
 stories written in the first millennium that seek to explain and justify international and Israelite 
 tribal relationships at that time. This is why some of the wives of Abraham and Jacob are 
 portrayed as slaves: their lesser status explains the lesser status of the nations or even Israelite 
 tribes that are described as descending from them genealogically. 

 That biblical law collections use and revise sources, and that both law and narrative serve 
 ideological purposes points to the need for a careful historical reading of the biblical text before 
 considering how it might bear on public policy, if at all. Assertions that the rules and morals 
 found in the Hebrew Bible have direct application in the modern world are simplistic and lack 
 critical rigor and academic support. My analysis indicates that the Bible does not so much 
 provide answers but presents problems and questions for debate. The revision of law by 
 successive biblical authors provides a model for the modern reader who seeks to read the text 
 with appreciation, and it charts a way for religion to be self-critical. Just as each of the biblical 
 law collections questioned and recast aspects of the earlier collections, so modern readers may 
 question and even protest what the Bible says. They may also adopt behavior that incorporates 
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 principled perspectives derived from experiences and considerations broader than a reading of 
 the Bible alone. 

 In modern discussions of ethical matters, the underlying questions that led to revisions in 
 the biblical law are more important than the content of the law itself. Such questions can be as 
 deceptively simple as, Under what conditions may one human being assert power over another? 
 This question gains complexity when we remember that, in fact, certain human beings do possess 
 power—often economic—over others. To what extent can the powerful coerce the dependent to 
 do their bidding? Do periods of economic stress, such as the recession of 2008–2010, reveal 
 patterns of behavior not entirely different from those described in Nehemiah 5:1–13 or other 
 descriptions of debt slavery in the Bible? Other questions include those such as, How do 
 international relations affect the formation of attitudes toward other humans? Do terrorist attacks 
 like that of September 11, 2001 justify denial of basic human rights to those outside one’s social 
 or national group? The biblical texts may also get us to think about how the insularity of a 
 community may create a mentality that leads to the subjection of others. Finally, a reading of the 
 biblical slave laws may lead us to wonder if it is justifiable to deny human rights to individuals 
 on the basis of other biblical laws or texts or to inflict archaic punishments as prescribed by the 
 Bible. In short, although the Bible may provide a starting place for discussion, it is hardly the 
 stopping place. 

 Notes 

 1. Genesis 12:16, 20:14, 24:35, 30:43, 32:6. The translation of the biblical text in this article is 
 my own. 
 2. Genesis 24:35; cf. 30:43. 
 3. These include Abraham’s slave wife Hagar and his other slave wives (Genesis 16:1–9, 
 21:9–14, 25:12; cf. 25:6); Jacob’s slave wives Bilhah (29:29, 30:3–4, 30:7, 31:33, 32:23, 33:1f, 
 33:6, 35:22, 35:25) and Zilpah (29:24, 30:9f, 30:12, 30:18, 31:33, 32:23, 33:1f, 33:6, 35:26). The 
 kings of Judah and Israel owned slaves, a manifestation of their prosperity but also power (2 Sam 
 20:3, 21:11; cf. 1 Sam 18:6). These are generally portrayed negatively compared to the 
 patriarchs’ slaves and slave wives. 
 4. Amos 2:6, 8:6; cf. 5:10–12. 
 5. Nehemiah 5:1–13. For (chattel) slaves among those who returned from Babylon in the Persian 
 period, see Ezra 2:65; Nehemiah 7:67. 
 6. For a superb introduction to the academic study of the Hebrew Bible, see Marc Brettler, How 
 to Read the Bible (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2005) (also under the title How to 
 Read the Jewish Bible [New York: Oxford University Press, 2007]). For discussions of the 
 academic approach to the Bible from a Christian perspective with theological reflection, see 
 James Barr, The Scope and Authority of the Bible (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1980) and 
 Raymond Brown, The Critical Meaning of the Bible (New York: Paulist, 1981). 
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 7. See William Schniedewind, How the Bible Became a Book (Cambridge: Cambridge 
 University Press, 2004) for a discussion of the connection of scribal institutions with monarchy 
 and a history of biblical scribalism. 
 8. Verse numbers follow the Revised Standard Version (in the Jewish Publication Society 
 Tanakh, the verse numbering for the Covenant Code is Exodus 20:20–23:19). For an introduction 
 to the different law collections of the Pentateuch, see Dale Patrick, Old Testament Law: An 
 Introduction (Atlanta: John Knox, 1984). 
 9. For full discussion of the evidence, see David P. Wright, Inventing God’s Law: How the 
 Covenant Code of the Bible Used and Revised the Laws of Hammurabi (New York: Oxford 
 University Press, 2009). 
 10. See Jeffrey Stackert, Rewriting the Torah (Forschungen zum Alten Testament 52; Tübingen: 
 Mohr Siebeck, 2007) 282–302; and Bernard M. Levinson, “Is the Covenant Code an Exilic 
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 (JSOTSup 406. London: T&T Clark, 2004) 272–325 at 283f. See generally Bernard M. 
 Levinson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation (New York: Oxford 
 University Press, 1997). 
 11. See Israel Knohl, The Sanctuary of Silence (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); Jacob Milgrom, 
 Leviticus 17–22 (Anchor Bible Commentary 3A; New York: Doubleday, 2000) 1319–1364. 
 12. For passages of the Pentateuch belonging to the Priestly Source (=P) of the Pentateuch 
 (which includes the Priestly Law and Narrative and the Holiness Legislation and Narrative), see 
 Richard Elliott Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? (New York: Summit, 1987) 246–255; for 
 passages of the Holiness Legislation sorted out from Priestly Law and Narrative, see Knohl, 
 Sanctuary, 104–106. 
 13. For a broad and insightful discussion of ethical criticism in the reading of literature, see 
 Wayne Booth, The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction (Berkeley: University of California 
 Press, 1988). 
 14. For a translation of Hammurabi’s Laws, see Martha Roth, Law Collections from 
 Mesopotamia and Asia Minor (2nd ed.; Atlanta: Scholars, 1997) 71–142. Chap. 5 of Wright, 
 Inventing God’s Laws, provides an extensive analysis of debt slavery in the Covenant Code and 
 discusses how these laws develop from the Laws of Hammurabi. 
 15. I thank Bernadette Brooten for making me aware of this dynamic in our early discussions 
 about this essay. 
 16. The laws could theoretically embrace a case of a daughter returning home to live with her 
 father as a widow or after divorce. But this would not be the primary case the law has in mind. 
 17. Middle Assyrian Laws, A, 55–56 (for a translation of these laws, see Roth, Law Collections, 
 153–194). There is debate about whether Near Eastern texts (including the Bible) consider 
 women to possess their own sexuality, which raises the question of whether the terms “rape” or 
 “seduce” in their modern sense are appropriate as a translation in cases such as this. Still, the 
 texts make distinctions between forced intercourse and cases in which the woman is described as 
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 complicit to some degree, as found in the Middle Assyrian Laws (which are paralleled, 
 respectively, by Deuteronomy 22:28f and Exodus 22:15f). Hence, I will use the terms “rape” and 
 “seduction” in this relative and contextual sense, without attempting to flesh out the nuances and 
 qualifications or larger cultural perspectives. For discussion, see Hilary Lipka, Sexual 
 Transgression in the Hebrew Bible (Hebrew Bible Monographs 7; Sheffield, UK: Sheffield 
 Phoenix, 2006) 245f and throughout. 
 18. Deuteronomy 22:28f is a parallel law but involving rape. See Wright, Inventing God’s Law, 
 110–115 for a possible explanation of the relationship of this and Exodus 22:16f. 
 19. Laws of Hammurabi 154f. 
 20. It could be argued that the actual custom of debt slavery in Israel, as opposed to the Laws of 
 Hammurabi, was more repressive, in which such slaves may have been enslaved for life (cf. 
 Jeremiah 34, discussed later). Thus, the apparent lengthening of temporary debt slavery from 
 Hammurabi’s three to the Covenant Code’s six years may have actually been limiting Israelite 
 custom. 
 21. For a recent detailed analysis of the relationship of Deuteronomy’s slave law to the Covenant 
 Code, see Bernard M. Levinson, “The Manumission of Hermeneutics: The Slave Laws of the 
 Pentateuch as a Challenge to Contemporary Pentateuchal Theory,” in Congress Volume Leiden 
 2004 (ed. André Lemaire; Vetus Testamentum Supplement 109; Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 
 2006) 281–324; and Stackert, Rewriting, 142–164. 
 22. Only vv. 12 and 17 mention the female. The law is otherwise formulated in the masculine 
 voice, as the translation given indicates. Some have argued that Deuteronomy’s law originally 
 only spoke of a male slave and that the phrases referring to females were later additions. See the 
 “citation” of Deuteronomy 15:1 and 15:12 in Jeremiah 34:14, which does not include the female. 
 But the Jeremiah citation is more of an interpretive paraphrase and may have omitted the female 
 as part of this rendering. 
 23. Deuteronomy has another law about marriage to a slave woman. Deuteronomy 21:10–14 
 describes a case where an Israelite man goes to battle and takes a foreign female captive as a 
 wife. After letting her mourn for a month for her apparently deceased mother and father, she 
 becomes the man’s wife. The benefit extended to her is that if the man turns out not to like her, 
 she is to be freed and not sold as a slave because he has had intercourse with her. 
 24. Deuteronomy has another, short slave law (23:15f) with an ethical orientation: one is to give 
 refuge to and not oppress a slave (apparently foreign) who flees his master (apparently because 
 of harsh treatment). 
 25. See, for example, Laws of Hammurabi 196–214 for laws that include chattel slaves; and 
 Laws of Hammurabi 115–117 for debt servants. 
 26. The passages in the Covenant Code that include both types of slaves at the same time are 
 Exodus 21:2–11, 21:16, 21:20f, and 21:26f. This blending is probably to be seen in 21:32. 
 27. For discussion, see Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27 (Anchor Bible 3b; New York: Doubleday, 
 2001) 2224. 
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 28. The relation of seven-year cycles of debt release and debt-slave release is not made clear by 
 Deuteronomy. Jeremiah 34, discussed earlier, interprets them as coterminous. 
 29. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1666, states that Leviticus 19:20–22 reflects a different source or 
 tradition (i.e., Priestly) from Leviticus 25 (i.e., Holiness Legislation). 

 from Beyond Slavery : Overcoming its religious and sexual legacies, edited by Bernadette J. 
 Brooten; with the editorial assistance of Jacqueline L. Hazelton. 
 (Palgrave Macmillan US. Kindle Edition. 2010.) 
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:

TO THE

RIGHT REV. ALONZO POTTER, D.D.

Biskop of iße Diocese of Pennsylvania.

I HAVE seen, with great amazement, a protest

against my letter on the “ Bible View of

Slavery, " signed by you and a long list of your

clergy, in which you condemn it as unworthy

of any servant of Jesus Christ,” as “ an effort

to sustain , on Bible principles, the States in

rebellion against the Government, in the wicked

attempt to establish , by force of arnis, a tyranny,

in the name of a republic, whose corner -stone

shall be perpetual bondage of the African;" and,

as such, you say that it challenges your " in

dignant reprobation."

Now , my Right Reverend Brother, I am sorry

to be obliged to charge you not only with a gross

insult against your senior, but with the most

serious offence of a false accusation. My letter
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was first .published in January, 1861, more than

three months before the war began, at a time

when no one could anticipate the form of govern

ment which the Southern States would adopt,

or the course which Congress might take in

reference to their secession . And when I con-

sented to its republication, I did not suppose

that it would be used in the service of any

political party, although I had no right to com

plain if it were so used, because the letter, once

published, became public property. But in its

present form there is nothing whatever in it

which bears on the question of " rebellion ," or

of the " perpetual bondage of the African," or of

& " tyranny, under the name of a Republic,” of

which slavery should be the “ corner -stone.”

On the contrary, I referred on the last page to

my lecture published in Buffalo in 1850, and to

my book called “ The American Citizen ," pub

lished in New York in 1857, where “ I set forth

the same views on the subject of slavery, adding,

however, a plan for its gradual abolition whenever

the South should consent, and the whole strength

of the Government could aid in its accomplish
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ment." “ Sooner or later," I added, " I believe

that some measure of that character must be

adopted . But it belongs to the slave - States

themselves to take the lead in such & movement.

And meanwhile their legal rights aud their

natural feelings must be respected, if we would

hope for uricy and peace.”

With these facts before your eyes, I am totally

at a loss to imagine how even the extravagance

of party zeal couldframeagainst me so bitter a

denunciation . The wliole object of my letter

Was to prove, from the Bible, that in the relation

of master and slave there was necessarily no sin

whatever. The sin , if there were any, lay in the

treatment of the slave, and not in the relation

itself. Of course , it was liable to abuse, as all

human relations must be. But while it was

certain that thousands of our Christian brethren

who held slaves were treating them with kind

ness and justice, according to the Apostles' rule,

and earnestly labouring to improve the comforts

and ameliorate the hardsbips of the institution,

I held it to be a cruel and absurd charge to

accuse them as sinners against the Divine law ,

Ś
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when they were only doing what the Word of

God allowed under the constitution and estab

lished code of their country.

I do not know whether your band of indignant

reprobationists ever saw my book, published in

1857, but you read it, because I sent you a copy,

and I have your letter of acknowledgment, in

which, while you dissented from some of my

conclusions, you did it with the courtesy of a

Christian gentleman. In that letter there is

nothing said about my opinions being “ unworthy

of any servant of Jesus Christ ,” and nothing of

“ indignant reprobation .” But, tempora mutantur,

sic nos mutamur in illis.

Yes, the times are indeed sadly changed, and

you have changed accordingly. For many years

you met in brotherly council with these Southern

slavelolders. . You invited them to the hospi

talities of your house, and paid them especial

(leference. The new light of Eastern Aboli

tionism had not yet risen within our Church ;

and if you then thought as you now think, you

took excellent care that no man amongst your

Southern friends should know it. Moreover,
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your favourite Theological Seminary, only three

years ago, was the Virginia School at Alex

andria, raised to great prosperity by Bishop

Meade, a slaveholder, and I am very sure that

nothing at variance with my Bible view of

slavery was taught in that institution. Yes !

we may well say of you , as of many others

Quantum mutatus ab illo ! How changed is the

Bishop of Pennsylvania, in three years, from his

former course of conservatism, peace, and Scrip

tural consistency !

But the Word of God_bas not changed ;

the doctrine of the Apostles has not changed ;

the Constitution of our country has not changed ;

the great standards of religious truth and real

civic loyalty remain just as they were ; and I

remain along with them , notwithstanding this

bitter and unjust assault from you and your

clergy. I do not intend to imitate your late

style of vituperation, for I trust that I have

learned, even when I am reviled , not to revile

again .
I respect the good opinion of your

clergy, and am not aware that I have done

anything to forfeit it . I respect your office,

1

1

vi
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your talents, your personal character, and the

wisdom and success with which , for many

years, your Episcopate has been conducted.

But I do not respect your departure from the

old and well-settled rule of the Church, and

from the Apostolic law of Christian fairness

and courtesy. I do not believe in the modern(

discovery of those Eastern philanthropists who

deny the divinity of our Redeemer, and attach

no importance to the Bible except as it may

suitthemselves. T do not believe that the

venerated founders of our Americat Church

were ignorant of the Scriptures and blind to

the principles of Gospel morality.
I do not

believe that Washington and his compatriots,

who framed our Constitution with such express

provisions for the right of slaveholders, were

týrants and despots, sinners against the law

of God and the feelings of humanity. But

I do believe in the teaching of theinspired

Apostles, and in the Holy Catholic (or universal)

Church which you and your clergy also profess

to believe I know that the dootrine of that

Church was clear and unanimous on the laws
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fulness of slavery for eighteen centuries toge

ther ; and onthat point I regard your “ protest

and " indignant reprobation " .as the idle wind

that passes by,

I wish you, therefore, to be advised that I

sball publish within a few months, if a gracious

Providence should spare my life and faculties,

a full demonstration of the truth “ wherein I

stand . ” And I shall prove in that book, by the

most unquestionable authorities, that slaves and

slaveholders were in the Church from the begin

ning ; tbat slavery was held to be consistent with

Christian principles by the Fathers and Couneils,

and by all Protestant divines and commentators

up to the very close of the last century ; and that

this fact was universal among all churches aud

sects throughout theChristian world . I shatt

contend that our Church, which maintains the

primitive rule of Catholic consent and abjures

all novelties, is bound, by her very constitution,,

to bold fast that only safe and enduring rule, or

abandon her Apostolic claims, and descend to the

level of those who are “ driven about by every

wind of doctrine." And I. sball print your
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" indignant reprobation ," with its list of names, in

the preface to my book, so that if I cannot give

you fame, I may, at least, do my part to give you

notoriety.

That the nineteenth century is a century of

vast improvement and wonderful discovery in

the arts and sciences, I grant as willingly as

any man. But in religious truth or reverence

for the Bible, the age in which we live is prolific

in daring and impious innovation . We have

seen professedly Christian communities divided

and subdivided on every side. We have seen

the rise and spread of Universalism , Millerism,

Pantheism , Mormonism , and Spiritualism . We

have seen even our venerable Mother Church of

England sorely agitated by the contagious fever

of change, on the one hand towards superstition,

and on the other towards infidel rationalismi .

And we have heard the increasing clamour

against the Bible, sometimes from the devotees

of geological speculation , sometimes from the

bold deniers of miracles and prophecy, and, not

least upon the list, from the loud - tongued

apostles of anti-slavery. We have marked the
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orators who ery Down with the Bible if it

maintain the lawfulness of slavery." We have

aboutonmarvelled at the senatorial eloquence which pro.

frampclaimed that “ it was high time to have an

anti-slavery God and an anti-slavery Bible .

We have heard the Constitution of ourcountry

denounced as “ a covenant with death and

hell. ” We have heard the boasted determina

tion that the Union shall never be restored

until its provisions for the protection of

slavery are utterly abolished. And what is

the result of all this new philanthropy ? The

fearful judgment of God has descended to

chastise these multiplied acts of rebellion against

His Divine government ; and what the final

catastrophe shall be, is only known to Him

who seeth the end from the beginning.

After forty years spent in the ministry,more

than thirty of which have been passed in the

office of a Bishop, I can look back with humble

thankfulness to the Giver of all good for this, at

least, that all my best labours have been directed

to the preservation of the Church from the in

roads of doctrinal innovation. Atmy ordination
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I promised -80 to minister the DOCTRINE and

sacraments and discipline of Cbrist as the Lord

hath eommanded, and as this Church hath received

the same " --and certain it is that “this Church

had not received the modern doctrine of ultra

Abolitionism at that time, as I trust she never

will receive it, because it is contrary to the sacred

Scriptures. I also promised “ with all faithful

diligence to banish and drive away from the

Church all erroneous and strange doctrines con

trary to God's Word," and I made those pro

mises in the true sense which the venerable

Bishop White, my Ordainer, attached to them

-I believed then, as he believed, that our

Southern brethren committed no sin in having

slaves, and that they were men of as much

piety as any ministers in our Communion. I

believed, as he believed, that the plain precepts

and practice of the Apostles sanctioned the in

stitution , although, as a matter of expediency, the

time might come when the South would prefer,

as the North had done, to employ free labour.

Those promises I have kept faithfully to this

day ; and if, when I am drawing near to the end
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of my career, I am to be condemned and vilified :

by you and your clergy because I still maintain :

them to the utmost of my, slender ability, be:

assured, my Right Reverend Brother, that I

shall regret the fact mach more on your account

tban on my own.

In conclusion, I have only to say that I

feel no resentment for the grossly insulting

style of your manifesto . The stability and

unityof the Church of God are the only

interests which I desire to secure , and I am

too old in experience to be much moved by

the occasional excesses of human infirmity.

JOHN H. HOPKINS,

Bishop of the Diocese of Vormont.

BURLINGTON, VERMONT,

October 5 , 1863 .

r
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By , slavery in America was legally confined to the Southern states, 
and Northerners often basked in a sense of righteousness that they were 

free of the “peculiar institution.” Yet slavery had only been abolished in the 
state of New York twenty-six years earlier, and few African Americans living 
in New York City felt Northern governments had much right to feel proud. 
The passage of the Fugitive Slave Law three years earlier had effectively re-
moved any rights to security free blacks had gained in the North, and preju-
dice in both gross and petty forms was the societal norm. African Americans 
were only permitted on the public horse-drawn trolleys and omnibuses at 
the whim of the driver or conductor. They were excluded from restaurants, 
theaters (unless the balcony was designated as separate seating for “colored 
persons”), and cultural and professional institutions. They attended segregated 
schools and had largely established their own churches, rather than attend the 
separate services to which white congregations had relegated them. Their 
right to vote was encumbered by residency and property requirements sig-
nificantly different from and more difficult to meet than those in effect for 
whites. And despite the existence of their own fancy balls, elegant restaurants, 
cultural institutions, and a growing bourgeois class, African Americans were 
still assumed to be uniformly lazy, poor, uneducated, bereft of all virtues, and 
unworthy of mingling with white citizens in any setting.1

Yet on a Thursday afternoon in September of that year, three black men 
walked into St. John’s Chapel in Manhattan, an Episcopal parish that operated 
under the auspices of the august Trinity Church on Wall Street, and took their 
seats among some five hundred wealthy and powerful white men.2 It was 
the second day of the Convention of the Episcopal Diocese of New York, an 
annual gathering to conduct diocesan administrative and canonical business.3 
The convention was attended by the clergy and appointed lay representatives 
of each parish in the eastern half of the state. These three men were the del-
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egation from St. Philip’s Church, the first African American Episcopal church 
in the city. The congregation had been excluded from the convention for 
over thirty-five years by a variety of procedural maneuvers, but the question 
of the delegation’s admission had finally come to a vote that afternoon, and 
the convention had no longer been able to deny them the right to attend.

The three men were Peter Ray, supervisor of the Lorillard tobacco fac-
tory and keeper of its secret recipe for snuff; Henry Scott, owner of a suc-
cessful pickling concern that furnished foodstuffs for the seagoing trade; and 
Philip White, who ran a pharmacy and was thus a de facto physician. Ray was 
warden at St. Philip’s, meaning he was one of the two leaders of the vestry, 
the board of laymen who directed the affairs of the parish. Scott was trea-
surer of the parish, and White was secretary of the vestry. Ray and Scott had 
held their church positions for most of the previous ten years, and White had 
been elected to his post for the past two years. Within the severe constraints 
of being African American in mid-nineteenth-century New York City, these 
were successful and important men in their own right, with real standing in 
their church and in the wider community.4

Their identities and accomplishments, however, were immaterial to the 
vast majority of the men gathered at the convention. What mattered to them 
was that these three men in their midst were black, representing a black church 
that had been consecrated by an Episcopal bishop and legally incorporated as 
an Episcopal parish. It was only the second such congregation in the country, 
after St. Thomas’s in Philadelphia. The existence of the church did not disturb 
the delegates; they were in fact proud of how their denomination had reached 
out to bring the gospel to such “unfortunates.” What was disturbing to these 
white clergy and laymen, however, was that Ray, Scott, and White were the 
first black delegates to be admitted to New York’s diocesan convention. In 
other words, they were the first African Americans with whom these Episco-
palians were to conduct their church business as equal partners. Though the 
convention had voted overwhelmingly to admit the delegation that day, few 
of the voters actually welcomed their presence. The racism that had kept St. 
Philip’s segregated from the diocese all those years and had kept all African 
Americans from any real sense of freedom in these Northern cities was so 
ubiquitous, unquestioned, and unapologetic as to be casual. These three men 
cannot have felt very comfortable walking into that church.

Yet they must have felt a sense of triumph nonetheless. Ray, Scott, and 
White represented not just their parish, but their parish’s history of moving 
slowly and inexorably toward full recognition as an Episcopal congregation. 
They represented the history of their church’s paradoxical struggle for, on 



i m p r o p e r  a s s o c i at e s   3

the one hand, autonomy and independence as a black congregation, and on 
the other, acceptance by a white hierarchy and a white denomination. And 
they represented the reality that despite the racism and oppression endemic 
to the life of African Americans in New York City, and despite the efforts on 
every ecclesiastical, political, social, and economic level to segregate and iso-
late black New Yorkers from the lives of their white counterparts, interaction 
between black and white Episcopalians was as much a result of white leaders 
enforcing their hierarchy as it was of black parishioners demanding their right 
to full participation.

St. Philip’s had its beginnings in , when the black congregation at-
tending separate services at Trinity Church decided to become independent. 
It took them ten years to build a church and have it consecrated, incorporate 
as an Episcopal congregation, and have one of their own members, Peter Wil-
liams Jr., ordained as their liturgical and spiritual leader. The church burned to 
the ground once, and it was ransacked and nearly destroyed during the  
antiabolitionist riots. Its rector was humiliated by denominational leaders at 
each step of his career, as were the young men the congregation occasionally 
raised up for ordained ministry. After Williams’s death, the parish was forced 
to make use of part-time white priests, as there were still so few black clergy. 
The congregation’s every communication with the diocese requesting full 
inclusion was treated with patronizing contempt, culminating in the public 
response by one convention that because of their color the people of St. Phil-
ip’s were “socially degraded, and . . . not regarded as proper associates for the 
class of persons who attend our Convention.”5 In the face of these trials, St. 
Philip’s refused to give up its belief that it was an Episcopal parish deserving 
of denominational recognition. The Episcopal Church was not welcoming to 
them—but it did not succeed in isolating or ignoring them either.6

The story of St. Philip’s Church underscores two opposing developments 
in the relations between black and white New Yorkers in the first half of 
the nineteenth century. First, the oppressive measures imposed formally and 
informally by white citizens created both strictly parallel black and white 
cultures and the simultaneous necessity for interaction between those cul-
tures in order to regulate or negotiate their relationship. Second, the desire 
of black Americans to be accepted as equals by white Americans led to the 
creation of separate and autonomous institutions by the black community in 
order to demonstrate their equal capabilities. These paradoxical movements 
do not resolve over the course of this history. Instead they remain sources of 
conflict and creative adaptation for everyone involved. It is perhaps true that 
the people of St. Philip’s were more aware of the existence of these paradoxes 
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than the white leaders, who tended to believe their actions and choices to be 
guided by straightforward and clear motives.

Above all, what the struggles of St. Philip’s Church illuminate are the 
extraordinary difficulties of being African American in the first half of the 
nineteenth century. All efforts to operate within those difficulties—let alone 
attempt to ameliorate them—by African Americans must be seen in that most 
basic context. To be of African heritage during this period was to live with 
unrelenting prejudice, racism, injustice, and oppression. It was to belong to a 
minority that was patronized, reviled, feared, pitied, or simply ignored by the 
white majority, from the newest of immigrants to the oldest of families. And 
it was to have all aspects of one’s life shadowed by the existence of slavery as 
a legal institution, either immediately at hand or as a dominant factor in one’s 
national life and consciousness.

Between  and , the decades that roughly frame this history of St. 
Philip’s, the United States saw the massive growth of its urban centers. This 
was especially true in the North, where, for example, Pittsburgh grew from 
a village of a bit more than , people to a city of well over ,, Cin-
cinnati mushroomed from  to more than ,, and Boston and Phila-
delphia, among the larger cities at the turn of the century, both quintupled 
in population over this period, with Philadelphia nearly reaching , 
people. During the same period, Brooklyn went from a small town of some 
, to a city of ,, and New York itself grew more than eightfold, from 
, to ,, becoming the largest city in the country.7

African Americans followed this urbanizing trend to a proportionally 
greater degree than white Americans: between  and , across the 
nation, the growth in the population of African Americans living in urban 
settings increased almost one thousand percent, more than triple the urban 
growth rate of the population as a whole. By , more than one in five 
black Americans lived in the fifteen largest cities, compared to fewer than 
one in twelve white Americans. Yet despite these increases, the number of 
African Americans as a percentage of the total populations of these cities de-
clined—in some cases, quite dramatically. The percentage of African Ameri-
cans in Pittsburgh dropped from around . percent in  to . percent 
by ; in Philadelphia, from . percent to . percent; and Boston’s 
black population decreased from nearly  percent of the total in  to 
less than . percent in . In Brooklyn, African Americans, both free and 
slave, were almost  percent of its small population in , but by , 
they were only . percent of what had become a good-sized city. New York 
City’s black population declined proportionally as well, dropping from over 
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 percent at the beginning of the century to only . percent at mid-
century. Across the northern landscape, though real numbers were increas-
ing impressively, the African American communities in urban centers were 
nonetheless becoming increasingly marginalized, as white populations grew 
even more precipitously.

This increasing urban marginalization was accompanied, however, by 
some seemingly significant strides toward greater freedom for African Ameri-
cans. The abolition of slavery in the North was by far the most important step. 
By the turn of the century, slavery was nonexistent in Boston and Cincinnati, 
and the number of slaves in such cities as Providence, Pittsburgh, and Phila-
delphia was either meaningless or negligible. The presence of slavery nearby, 
however, made such signs of freedom tenuous. New York State’s abolition of 
slavery did not fully take effect until the Fourth of July, ; as late as , 
there were still over , slaves in the state,  of whom lived in New York 
City. Baltimore, of course, was the northernmost city where slavery remained 
legal throughout this period; its slave population hovered around , dur-
ing most of these decades. Kidnapping escaped slaves to return them to their 
owners, or free blacks to sell into slavery, was not geographically difficult 
during this period and was, both before the Fugitive Slave Act as well as 
after, a ubiquitous aspect of life for urban African Americans throughout the 
North.

Slavery was effectively gone from the Northern states by , however, 
and suffrage laws in some areas even meant that African Americans had rea-
sonable access to the vote (Massachusetts was the early leader in this area).8 
New York State enacted laws that permitted black suffrage, but then restricted 
the right in  to those who could demonstrate three years of residency 
in the state and unencumbered ownership of property worth at least $—
making it nearly impossible for anyone to qualify. Legal restrictions on public 
transportation were challenged in several cities and as a result were abolished; 
rights to incorporate and assemble were affirmed. These gestures of progress, 
however large or small and however widely ranging or constrained, were all 
understood by African American leaders as signs that American society could 
be moved in the right direction.

Yet many of these official freedoms, restricted as they were, were honored 
more in the breach than the observance. The experience of New Yorkers was 
not unique in this regard, and its African American leaders were quick to 
point out the discrepancies between freedom promised and freedom given. 
The issue of suffrage was a sore point, attacked by petition and politicking 
year after year. As has been noted, public transportation had been made of-
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ficially available to all, but in reality was usually segregated quite effectively 
(black New Yorkers were often forced to ride on the outside running boards, 
and if allowed inside at all, were expected to take the rear seats), and eco-
nomic opportunities were barred in a number of ways. The difference, for 
example, between the incomes of a porter hauling goods with his handcart 
and a drayman employed in the same activity with a horse-drawn cart was 
quite large, but the latter cart required a city license that, while not officially 
restricted, was somehow generally unavailable to African Americans.9

It has been amply demonstrated that the employment opportunities for 
free black Americans in Northern cities were significantly scarcer than for 
those in Southern ones.10 In the North in , anywhere from two-thirds 
to three-quarters of African American men were engaged in menial employ-
ment, and under ten percent made their incomes as artisans or entrepreneurs, 
while the proportions were nearly the reverse in such cities as New Or-
leans or Charleston. What this meant was that the majority of urban African 
Americans lived in crushing poverty. The reality of this condition has been 
eloquently conveyed by one historian:

Antebellum urban poverty was wholly unlike anything conveyed by the 
term “below the poverty level” in the last quarter of the twentieth cen-
tury. . . . [The poor] lived in cramped and congested quarters, frequently 
rendered more crowded still by the presence of boarders (sometimes 
whole families) whose minute payments somewhat reduced the burden 
imposed by even the lowest rents. Their dwellings were stifling in sum-
mer and frigid in winter, when the cost of firewood became an intoler-
able additional expense. They had inadequate or no access to sanitary 
facilities. Their food was inferior in both quantity and quality and the 
facilities for its preparation and preservation were usually unsatisfactory 
at best. Their clothing rarely offered sufficient protection against the 
elements. . . . They had almost no financial resources, and a serious ill-
ness, an accident, or the loss of one or two weeks of employment by the 
principal breadwinner could well mean eviction, starvation, and utter 
destitution. This group lived on the knife-edge of existence, and doubt-
less included most blacks in every city.11

While African Americans were hardly alone in occupying such status, they 
were vastly more likely to do so than the average white American.

Beyond the difficulties that such actual economic conditions caused, 
however, was the social attitude that multiplied the weight of poverty. In the 
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first half of the nineteenth century, a distinction was drawn between the poor 
who were deserving of assistance and those who were not. Widows, orphans, 
and the aged or infirm were understood to be dependent on society for sup-
port through no fault of their own. As for the rest, they were understood to 
be poor because of their own moral defects: laziness, drunkenness, or a lack 
of character. In other words, it was their own fault.12 Poverty, then, was an-
other sign of moral and intellectual inferiority in the eyes of those who were 
not poor, and since most African Americans were poor, the condition simply 
amplified the prejudice to which they were already subjected. The fact that 
the same society that was restricting their economic opportunities was also 
blaming them for their poverty and ascribing it to their faulty characters was 
an irony seldom lost on black New Yorkers.

During the second quarter of the century, however, there were also grow-
ing middle and upper classes within the African American populations of these 
cities. Some artisans, entrepreneurs, and professionals had created secure and 
even wealth-producing businesses. Ray, Scott, and White were all examples of 
such successes. Educational and cultural institutions had been created, modeled 
on and paralleling such institutions in white society.  Victorian values and as-
sumptions about human progress were permeating African American culture 
as well as American culture as a whole. In New York City, schools, newspapers, 
political and abolitionist organizations, mutual societies for death and unem-
ployment benefits, and clubs of learned men reading papers to one another 
were all flourishing black institutions. And in all of the Northern cities, the 
religious life of black communities was growing, creating churches that served 
as sources of inspiration and support for the people and the political, social, and 
religious causes of those communities.

The first three decades of the nineteenth century saw a number of black 
congregations form separate churches and even denominations in the urban 
North. In New York City, the Abyssinian Baptist Church was founded in , 
the African Free Meeting Methodist Society was incorporated in , and 
the First Colored Presbyterian Church (later renamed Shiloh Presbyterian) 
began services in . In addition, the African Methodist Episcopal Church 
became an independent denomination in Philadelphia in  and founded 
a New York City congregation in . A second independent denomina-
tion, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, developed at the church 
of the same name that was founded in  as the first black Methodist 
congregation in lower Manhattan. It existed in an odd relationship with the 
Methodist hierarchy until finally incorporating as a separate denomination in 
.13 All of these churches shared, to varying degrees, the paradoxical ten-



sions between African American autonomy and racial interaction and nego-
tiation that marked the history of St. Philip’s. All of them, however, achieved 
some accommodation with their denominational structures (or created their 
own) long before the Episcopal parish.

As indications of the religious commitment of the city’s black population, 
these churches paint an active picture. By the s, St. Philip’s was claiming 
a membership of around , while Zion Church had grown to ,. Bethel 
Church (AME) had dropped to only some forty congregants from over  
in the s, but Shiloh Presbyterian had over  members and Abyssin-
ian Baptist and Zion Baptist (a newer congregation) were about the same 
size. These numbers point to thriving institutions. Yet they were thriving as 
separate institutions, defining themselves by their racial identity even as their 
members were decrying the use of that identity, by the white society that sur-
rounded them, for restrictive purposes. It was a dilemma that was constantly 
debated in the churches and in the black community.

Urban life for African Americans, then, was fraught with legal, social, and 
economic obstacles, with paradoxes of racial autonomy and interdependence, 
and with dilemmas of separation and assimilation. These were the circum-
stances at the beginning of the nineteenth century when St. Philip’s took its 
first tentative steps toward existence. These were still the circumstances, much 
changed and yet much the same, more than forty years later, when Peter Ray, 
Henry Scott, and Philip White walked into St. John’s Chapel as full members 
of the diocesan convention of an otherwise white denomination. It is difficult 
to convey both the enormity of the parish’s accomplishment and simultane-
ously how limited that accomplishment was. It was enormous because this 
band of African Americans had negotiated its own identity and acceptance 
by a white hierarchy with minimal interest in granting them either, and they 
had done so by wielding nothing more powerful than religious faith and 
theological conviction. It had limited effects beyond the confines of the par-
ish, however: the earth did not move, society at large did not shudder and 
change, and their fellow Episcopalians felt little need to treat them as any less 
isolated or separate than before.

The triumph of St. Philip’s story, then, lies not in bringing about any 
great societal or even denominational changes. The triumph lies in the fact 
of their presence. St. Philip’s created its own religious identity, and forced 
a rigid and racist hierarchy to accept that identity. Even in their segrega-
tion they remained a presence in the diocese, for all the years that it took 
to get that presence recognized by the diocese. They believed themselves to 
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be Episcopalians, and they refused to take anyone’s word otherwise. Most of 
their fellow Episcopalians did not consider them proper associates, and would 
never change that opinion—but they were going to have to associate with 
them nonetheless.

i m p r o p e r  a s s o c i at e s   9



Preaching on Independence Day in , Peter Williams announced, 
“Alas! the freedom to which we have attained is defective.”1 He was 

speaking in general, regarding the conditions of African Americans in the na-
tion and especially in his own city on this third anniversary of the abolition 
of slavery in New York State. Those who were now “free” found themselves 
in a quagmire of constraints and restrictions, caught in the tension between 
areas of personal autonomy and exclusion from full participation in the soci-
ety in which they lived. But Williams could just as easily have been speaking 
personally, for his life at this point was representative of both the promises of 
what came to be known as the “American dream” and the obstacles to that 
dream that came from being black. Born in slavery, he had raised himself 
up through education and religious faith to a position of significant power 
and importance in the city’s black community. He had been the spiritual 
leader of St. Philip’s since its inception, and achieved the title of rector on 
his ordination to the priesthood seventeen years later. Yet his isolation from 
his denomination and his fellow clergy was a lifelong source of disappoint-
ment and shame, and gave him a strong sense of the defective nature of the 
freedom of black New Yorkers.

Williams could have been speaking of his family history as well, for that 
too was a story of the struggle for both control over one’s religious practice 
and inclusion of that practice within an established institution. Williams’s fa-
ther, Peter Williams Sr., was intimately involved with the creation of the 
church that eventually anchored a denomination, the African Methodist Epis-
copal Zion Church. But while Williams Sr. was one of the original organizers 
of the independent black Methodist congregation, he was not willing to go 
as far down the road to autonomy as the others.

Peter Williams Sr. was born a slave in New York City in  or , 
one of ten children of George and Diana Williams, who had been brought 
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from Africa and were owned by a family named Boorite.2 The children 
were all sold and scattered, with Williams ending up owned by a tobacco-
nist in the city named James Aymar. Sometime in the s, Williams was 
converted to Methodism and began attending the Wesley Chapel, the first 
incarnation of what was to become the John Street Methodist Church. The 
chapel had a number of African Americans who attended services, sitting 
in the gallery. It was there that Peter met Mary Durham (known as Molly), 
a slave from the West Indies who was two years older than he, and married 
her. Williams Jr., Peter and Molly’s only natural child, was born in .3 A 
number of years later, they adopted a year-old girl, Mary, but that was the 
extent of the family.

During the Revolutionary War, Aymar’s sympathies lay with the British, 
so he removed himself and his effects to Brunswick, New Jersey, a less con-
frontational setting. He returned to Manhattan by the end of the war, but 
gave up the new nation in  to return to England. Williams went to the 
trustees of what had by then become the John Street Church and proposed 
that they purchase his freedom from Aymar for £, and then allow him 
to repay them. The trustees agreed, and arrangements were made, including 
personal loans from congregants. The family was given the basement of the 
church’s parsonage, and Molly worked upstairs as cook and maid. Williams 
was hired to be the sexton (in charge of buildings and maintenance) and un-
dertaker, and he paid off the loans over the next two years. His freedom was 
achieved on Evacuation Day, November , , when the British officially 
left New York City at the conclusion of the war. The younger Williams said 
that the day “always gave a double joy to [my father’s] heart, by freeing him 
from domestic bondage and his native city from foreign enemies.” Oddly, 
Williams did not receive his emancipation papers until thirteen years later; 
apparently the trustees at the church “thought it was sufficiently understood 
that he was his own free man.”4

Williams continued as sexton for many more years, but by the middle of 
the next decade he was also established as a tobacconist on William Street, 
apparently having learned a few things from his former owner. His busi-
ness moved to Liberty Street shortly thereafter, and Williams was described 
a century later as “proprietor of the largest tobacco manufactory then in 
the city of New York, and . . . the first to introduce steam power to drive its 
machinery.” He was unable to read or write, however, so his son Peter kept 
the books for the business. A portrait, painted around  by an unknown 
artist, shows a formally dressed man with a full head of dark, curly hair and 
strikingly piercing eyes. It must be acknowledged, however, that he wore a 
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wig for the portrait, as “his hair had come out, and the top of his head was 
as smooth as a glass bottle.”5

While achieving this impressive business success, the religious life of 
Williams Sr. was going through exciting times.6 In late  and again in the 
summer of , he was among a group of black men at John Street Church 
who petitioned the nation’s first Methodist bishop, Francis Asbury, for per-
mission to hold separate meetings for John Street’s black members while 
remaining under the auspices of that church. James Varick was the primary 
leader, and Williams was part of the inner circle. They were unhappy at their 
treatment by the white leaders of both the church and the denomination, 
particularly over the fact that some of their number had been licensed as 
preachers but then were not permitted to preach, even to the black members. 
They asserted to Asbury, however, that they were completely satisfied with 
the polity and liturgy of the Methodist Episcopal Church, as the denomi-
nation was then known. Thus the movement was initially designed only to 
create an independent black congregation.

Permission to meet separately was granted in October of , and the 
congregation began gathering first in a cabinet shop owned by one of their 
number, William Miller, and then in a rented house. Asbury ordained three 
of the members, Varick, Abraham Thompson, and June Scott, to serve as min-
isters, and by the next year the group had built their own house of worship, 
Zion Church. The next few years saw a great deal of confusion and dispute, 
however, as the congregation tried to decide how best to take control of their 
own affairs and establish their denominational identity. From the very begin-
ning, many of the leaders were bent on creating their own denomination 
to ensure their independence from white meddling. Others saw the future 
differently.

The ensuing developments demonstrate that no clear path lay before the 
Zion Church members to retain control over their own affairs. Asbury placed 
the congregation under the oversight of one John McClaskey, a white preacher 
whose tenure with the black members of a congregation in Philadelphia 
was already notorious in New York City. Dissension quickly arose among 
the congregation’s leaders as to whether they should continue as Method-
ists under McClaskey or move toward forming their own denomination. In 
February of , Peter Williams Sr. and Francis Jacobs, at McClaskey’s urg-
ing, incorporated the church as “the African Methodist Episcopal Church in 
New York City.” There was no intention of connecting with Richard Allen’s 
fledgling movement in Philadelphia, though, for it is clear from the Articles of 
Agreement to which Williams, Jacobs, and two others acquiesced, and which 
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were drawn up by McClaskey, that the incorporation was as a church under 
Methodist jurisdiction. A meeting of Zion’s trustees in April, however, repu-
diated the Articles of Agreement and the power that they granted to white 
Methodist leaders to make decisions for the church. Those who had signed 
them, including Williams, were voted off the board. Zion Church managed 
to exist in a largely independent state, though technically still Methodist, for 
nineteen more years, until Varick and his members gave up completely and 
incorporated in  as the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, an 
independent denomination.

Williams had returned to John Street Church along with those who did 
not see a black denomination as the most useful direction to go long before 
the movement actually came to fruition. Perhaps he felt a particular allegiance 
to the church that had enabled him to obtain his freedom, or perhaps he 
found it hard to imagine that African Americans, many of them still slaves or 
barely removed from slavery, could possibly create an independent denomina-
tion that would last.7 It is easy to forget that America was not yet renowned 
for religious pluralism at the beginning of the nineteenth century, and the 
idea of leaving a denomination to create a new one was understood at the 
time to be the sin of schism. The Methodist Episcopal Church itself was so 
named because its separation from the Church of England, and from the 
Episcopal Church in the United States, was still not perfectly defined or even 
agreed to by all Methodists.

It is also possible that Peter Williams Sr. felt that the strongest course of 
action for the improvement of the religious life of African Americans was to 
remain in a white denomination and try to change it from within. After all, 
he and his cohorts had been able to negotiate with a white bishop over these 
issues; this indicated that the racial divide within the denomination was not 
impervious. Indeed, Williams and his wife regularly entertained in their home 
white ministers and their wives who were visiting the John Street Church. 
According to the widow of one such guest, “the table, spread with taste, [was] 
bountifully covered with specimens of . . . Molly’s culinary art in viands and 
confectionary.”8 Such interracial intimacies were extraordinarily rare and would 
only have encouraged Williams in thinking that the Christian faith might pro-
vide room for change in its white-led institutions. He would not have been 
alone in this feeling; in the long run, black denominations did not supply 
the major black religious leaders of the nineteenth century in New York 
City. Henry Highland Garnet, Theodore Wright, Samuel Cornish, J. W. C.  
Pennington: these were the best-known black churchmen, and they were all 
members of predominantly white denominations. A pattern emerges, then, 
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from Peter Williams Sr. to Peter Williams Jr. and through him to the congre-
gants of St. Philip’s: the future of race relations in America, these men felt, 
lay in first forming an autonomous African American body while remaining 
within an existing white-run institution, and then seeking to negotiate for 
full acceptance by that institution. Williams Sr. was not able to persuade his 
fellow Methodists of this wisdom, however, so he returned to the John Street 
Church. He died in ; his wife had died two years earlier.

None of this explains how Peter Williams Jr. ended up in an Episcopal 
church, rather than staying with his father at John Street. Apparently a Rev. 
Thomas Lyell was briefly assisting at John Street Methodist, but then de-
cided to move to the Episcopal denomination.9 Somewhere around , 
he became rector of Christ Episcopal Church, founded ten years earlier by a 
group of white parishioners that had left Trinity Church, Wall Street. Still a 
teenager, Williams had been impressed with Lyell, and followed him to Christ 
Church. Lyell took Williams under his wing and provided religious instruc-
tion. Whence this adolescent independence on Williams’s part it is impossible 
to say. Nor is it clear when or why he then transferred his allegiance to Trinity 
Church, the first and grandest of the city’s Episcopal parishes; yet by the end 
of the decade, with Lyell still at Christ Church, Williams had become part of 
the black congregation meeting at Trinity.

However he arrived at Trinity, Williams found himself at a most oppor-
tune spot. The church had been one of the earliest to actively proselytize to 
the city’s slave population. By the time Williams joined them, there were per-
haps two hundred African Americans, both slave and free, attending services 
in a small chapel on Sunday afternoons and being taught the fundamentals 
of the Episcopal faith by an assistant minister of the parish. It was a separate 
congregation, and it was outgrowing what Trinity was willing to make avail-
able to it.

The legendary Elias Neau had launched this distinct congregation in  
under the auspices of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in For-
eign Parts (SPG), the newly created missionary arm of the Church of England, 
which was designed to bring the Anglican faith to the colonies’ slaves and 
Native Americans. Neau was an unlikely person for the post, having arrived 
in New York in  as a French Reformed Protestant (a Huguenot) fleeing 
the enforcement of the Roman Catholic faith in his native land. He was not, 
therefore, an Anglican (though he had been granted British citizenship by this 
time) nor was he ordained. Yet the SPG forced his appointment on Trinity’s 
rector, the Rev. William Vesey, overcoming one objection by requiring Neau 
to join the Church of England. The SPG also agreed to pay his salary.10



f r e e d o m ’s  d e f e c t s   15

Neau’s zeal for the post was born of his experience of religious perse-
cution and exacerbated by terrible misfortune. Serving on a merchant ship 
shortly after coming to New York, he was captured by French privateers, 
who then botched the ransom payment and instead returned him to France. 
He refused to renounce his Protestant beliefs, and as a result spent a harrow-
ing year as a galley slave and four more years in prison. Returning to this 
country through British intercession, he was convinced that the faith in God 
that had sustained him through these awful events was now compelling him 
to bring that faith to others who were enslaved. His eloquence in describing 
this compunction won Neau the SPG appointment as “catechist,” or religious 
instructor.

Neau was not immediately successful, as he had to overcome slaveowners’ 
concerns that making Christians of slaves might be construed as making them 
legally free. Neau and Vesey set this obstacle aside by persuading the British 
governor to obtain an act confirming the status of slaves as such after baptism. 
Other forms of official support brought more and more African Americans 
into his small flock, and by , despite setbacks including a violent public 
backlash after the slave uprising of , there were almost eighty students 
coming to him for religious instruction. When Neau died in , his work 
was continued by a series of assistant ministers at Trinity Church. Unlike 
Neau, most of his successors were priests; like him, however, their salaries 
continued to be paid by the SPG.

This early missionary work of Elias Neau had two significant and op-
posing long-term implications for American attitudes about race. On the 
positive side, the proselytizing, educating, and baptizing of black Americans 
stated clearly that they were believed to possess an eternal soul in need of 
salvation. The Christian faith, at least in the form of the Church of England, 
could be seen then as affirming the basic humanity of the Negro race in the 
face of popular white (especially slaveowner) sentiment that Africans and 
their descendants were less than human and that their enslavement there-
fore was not morally or theologically wrong. Unfortunately, Neau’s zeal for 
converts led him also to affirm that baptizing a person did not alter that 
person’s social or civil status, and so did not confer any obligation, legal or 
religious, for that person to be freed. As the Bishop of London put it at the 
time, “Christianity . . . continues persons just in the same state as it found 
them. . . . So far is Christianity from discharging men from the duties of 
the station and condition in which it found them, that it lays them under 
stronger obligations to perform those duties with the greatest diligence and 
fidelity.”11 In other words, a Christian slave should be a better slave. One was 
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freed in baptism from the bondage of sin and death, but not from the bond-
age of property law.

Thus it was denied that the Christian faith took any actual stand on the 
issue of slavery. (It would, soon enough, be asserted to be firmly in support 
of both sides of the issue by more than enough learned and pious folk.) In 
fact, the roots of its use as a means of keeping slaves in their place are clearly 
visible here. Of greatest relevance to the story of St. Philip’s Church, however, 
was that the issue of slavery and thereby of race was made for the sake of 
convenience a civil and social question, divorced from the spiritual state of 
the people involved. Neau was not alone in bringing about either of these 
perspectives, of course, but his work helped to codify them in New York and 
in the Church of England in the colonies, which would become the Episco-
pal Church after the American Revolution.

The ramifications of these contradictory perspectives would be played out 
in a variety of ways in American religion and politics for another century and 
a half, but the immediate effect was to entrench a theological oddity: an entire 
race was accepted as needing Christianity, but their status in the faith was to 
be one of inequality. Though this appeared untenable to many even then, for 
the majority of Americans the seeming paradox was resolved by the long-
held belief that God himself had ordained human society to be hierarchical, 
with some kinds on top and others below. The desire to spread the faith to all 
did not obligate one to associate with all who happened to be faithful.

In practical terms, the manifestation of this approach was the segregation 
of black Christians—whether slave or free—into separate bodies, first within 
the churches and then within the denominations of which they were mem-
bers. The corollary of this segregation, however, was the need for negotiation 
among black and white members of those churches and denominations. For 
white leaders, that negotiation was made necessary by the desire to regulate 
and control the religious life of all members and to maintain the social bound-
aries they felt were proper and divinely ordained. But those negotiations be-
came ever more constant and those boundaries ever more slippery, as African 
American Christians worked to establish their presence and autonomy within 
existing institutional structures. Such efforts may have encountered obstacles 
of prejudice and resistance, but the encounters themselves were manifesta-
tions of how religious practice brought racial interaction.

Peter Williams Sr. had encountered segregation at John Street Methodist, 
and had attempted, however briefly, to create in response a separate church 
that could determine its own affairs rather than be controlled by those who 
felt themselves placed over others by God. Though he relinquished those 
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efforts when he saw how they developed, his son would soon find himself 
pursuing a similar course. Peter Williams Jr. would also chafe at segregation 
by his denomination, and he too would be part of a black congregation that 
would find no clear and simple path to religious self-determination. The 
freedom that had been earned by the father and given to the son was not all 
it was cracked up to be.



. Improper Associates

. Accounts of conditions between the races in early nineteenth-century New 
York City are numerous. Those used most particularly in researching this book in-
clude Rhoda Golden Freeman, The Free Negro in New York City in the Era Before the 
Civil War (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, ); George E. Walker, The Afro-Ameri-
can in New York City, – (New York: Garland, ); and Tyler Anbinder, Five 
Points: The Nineteenth-Century New York City Neighborhood That Invented Tap Dancing, 
Stole Elections, and Became the World’s Most Notorious Slum (New York: Free Press, ). 
A broader perspective is found in Donald R. Wright, African Americans in the Early 
Republic, – (Arlington Heights, Ill.: Harlan Davidson, ).

. This account will make use of traditional masculine nouns (“churchmen,” “lay-
men,” etc.) and masculine pronouns in order to call attention to the exclusively male 
leadership in the denomination—and generally in the wider culture—that was the 
case in this period. Women could neither hold official leadership positions nor be 
ordained in the Episcopal Church in the nineteenth century. Any discussion of a 
gathering of Episcopal leaders, then, will be about a male group. One particularly 
unfortunate result of this exclusivity is the absence of historical records describing 
the enormous contributions women made to the life of the individual churches and 
even the denomination as a whole in the early nineteenth century.

. A “diocese,” in the Episcopal Church, comprises the churches within a specific 
geographical area overseen by a bishop. The Diocese of New York originally covered 
the entire state, but it was split in half in , so after that date the name refers to the 
denominational entity in the eastern half of the state.

. The primary source for the names of members of St. Philip’s Church is the col-
lection of minutes of the vestry’s meetings, which lists vestry members and those who 
ran for election to the vestry; various other names are also referred to in the minutes 
when the individuals were involved in the business of the parish: Vestry Minutes of St. 
Philip’s Episcopal Church, St. Philip’s Episcopal Church Records, Manuscripts, Archives, 
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and Rare Books Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, the 
New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations, box . All informa-
tion regarding addresses and employment in the following pages, unless otherwise 
noted, is from the New York City directories. These are as follows (the directories 
were published annually): for – and for –, Longworth’s New-York 
Register, and City Directory (New York: Thomas Longworth); for , Elliot’s Improved 
New-York Double Directory (New York: William Elliot); for –, The New-York 
City and Co-Partnership Directory (New York: Doggett); for –, Doggett’s New 
York City Directory (New York: John Doggett Jr.); for , New York City Directory 
(New York: Doggett and Rode); and for –, Trow’s New-York City Directory 
(New York: John F. Trow).

. Journal of the Proceedings of the nd Convention of the Protestant Episcopal Church 
in the State of New York,  (New York: Henry M. Onderdonk, ), . After , 
these journals were all published for the diocese in New York City by various print-
ers in the year of the convention, and will hereinafter be referred to as Journal of the 
Nth Convention.

. There have been four efforts to write overall histories of the parish, all of which 
suffer from both brevity and inaccuracy regarding the antebellum period: Benjamin F. 
DeCosta, Three Score and Ten: The Story of St. Philip’s Church, New York City (New York: 
Printed for the Parish, ); Shelton H. Bishop, “A History of St. Philip’s Church, 
New York City,” Historical Magazine of the Protestant Episcopal Church  (December 
): –; Reaching Out: An Epic of the People of St. Philip’s Church (Tappan, N.Y.: 
Custombook, for St. Philip’s Church, ); and John H. Hewitt, Protest and Prog-
ress: New York’s First Black Episcopal Church Fights Racism (New York: Garland, ). 
Hewitt, a former clerk of the vestry at St. Philip’s, was the unacknowledged author of 
much of Reaching Out, and his own work is actually composed of a series of previ-
ously published articles. All of these accounts were produced by people connected 
to the parish. For example, DeCosta’s piece was actually a lengthy talk given at the 
opening of the parish’s new building on West Twenty-fifth Street in , and Bishop 
was the rector of the parish at the time he wrote his article.

. Population statistics are taken from Leonard P. Curry, The Free Black in Urban 
America, – (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, ), –. Additional 
data for New York City is from Freeman, Free Negro, –.

. Curry, Free Black, –.
. Curry, Free Black, .
. Curry, Free Black, passim.
. Curry, Free Black, –.
. Curry, Free Black, . Another perspective on this point is offered in Nathan 

I. Huggins, Protestants Against Poverty: Boston’s Charities, – (Westport, Conn.: 
Greenwood, ).

. Freeman, Free Negro, –.
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. Freedom’s Defects

. Peter Williams, “Slavery and Colonization,” in Carter G. Woodson, Negro Ora-
tors and Their Orations (Washington, D.C.: Associated Publishers, ), .

. The best source of biographical information on Peter Williams Sr. is J. B. Wake-
ley, Lost Chapters Recovered from the Early History of American Methodism (New York: 
Printed for the Author, ), –. Wakeley, a white Methodist minister, clearly 
knew Williams personally, for his account is quite anecdotal and inflected with effu-
sive appraisals of Williams’s character. This is the primary source for the information 
provided in John H. Hewitt, Protest and Progress: New York’s First Black Episcopal Church 
Fights Racism (New York: Garland, ), –. See also the unsigned article “Peter 
Williams,” in Kenneth T. Jackson, ed., The Encyclopedia of New York City (New Haven, 
Conn.: Yale University Press, ), .

. Hewitt, Protest and Progress, , says that Williams Jr. was born “probably in 
.” Wakeley, Lost Chapters, , does not give a year for his birth but states that “he 
was born in New Brunswick during the war of the Revolution,” but both appear to 
be wrong. A date of  is more firmly attested: first, Williams’s passport, dated , 
gives his age as fifty. See George E. Carter and Peter C. Ripley, eds., Black Abolition-
ist Papers, – (Sanford, N.C.: Microfilming Corp., microform, reel , #). 
Second, a death notice in  gives his age as . See Colored American (October 
, ): . Third, a nineteenth-century biographical sketch confirms the date of 
the passport and states that Williams was born in December of , though it still 
claims that he was born in New Jersey, while the family is clearly living in Manhat-
tan by that time. See William C. Nell, The Colored Patriots of the American Revolution, 
with Sketches of Several Distinguished Colored Persons (Boston: Robert F. Wallcut, ), 
, indexed and microfilmed in Randall K. Burkett, Nancy Hall Burkett, and Henry 
Louis Gates Jr., eds., Black Biography –: A Cumulative Index (Alexandria, Va.: 
Chadwyck-Healey, ).

. Wakeley, Lost Chapters, .
. Wakeley, Lost Chapters, , .
. The following account of the creation of the new church is based on that given 

in William J. Walls, The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church: Reality of the Black 
Church (Charlotte, N.C.: A.M.E. Zion Publishing House, ), –.

. On this latter point, see Harry V. Richardson, Dark Salvation: The Story of Meth-
odism As It Developed Among Blacks in America (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor, ), 
–.

. Wakeley, Lost Chapters, –.
. Wakeley, Lost Chapters, ; Benjamin F. DeCosta, Three Score and Ten: The Story 

of St. Philip’s Church, New York City (New York: Printed for the Parish, ), –.
. The work of Elias Neau is covered in John H. Hewitt, “New York’s Black 

Episcopalians: In the Beginning, –,” Afro-Americans in New York Life and His-
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tory (January ): –. This is based in large part on Sheldon S. Cohen, “Elias 
Neau, Instructor to New York’s Slaves,” New York Historical Quarterly  (January ): 
–. See also James Elliott Lindsley, This Planted Vine: A Narrative History of the Epis-
copal Diocese of New York (New York: Harper and Row, ), –.

. Edmund Gibson, quoted in Hewitt, “New York’s Black Episcopalians,” ; 
originally quoted in Winthrop D. Jordan, White Over Black (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, ), .

. Hobart and the High Church

. Accounts of the role of Anglicans in the American Revolution and of the 
formation of the Episcopal Church in the Revolution’s aftermath can be found in 
a number of histories. The best treatments are in Robert Prichard, A History of the 
Episcopal Church (Harrisburg, Penn.: Morehouse, ), –; and David L. Holmes, 
“The Episcopal Church and the American Revolution,” Historical Magazine of the 
Protestant Episcopal Church  (Summer ): –.

. Explanations of the doctrine of apostolic succession are numerous in the lit-
erature of church history, especially in the Anglican and Episcopal traditions. One of 
the more amusing versions is found in George Parkin Atwater, The Episcopal Church: 
Its Message for Men of Today (Milwaukee: Morehouse, ), –.

. This is neither the time nor place for a detailed explanation of the circum-
stances and arguments that led to the existence of what were known as “non-juring 
bishops,” a group comprising all of the Scottish bishops and several English bishops 
who refused to swear allegiance to William III and Mary II, joint British monarchs, 
when they ascended the throne in . See, for example, Prichard, History, –. 
Suffice to say here that this controversy provided a “dissenting church” that suited the 
new American needs rather neatly.

. A useful discussion of how Hooker elucidated this point in his Of the Laws of 
Ecclesiastical Polity (–) is offered in John E. Booty, The Church in History (New 
York: Seabury, ), –.

. See Charles Finney, Lectures on Revivalism (), cited in Sydney E. Ahlstrom, 
A Religious History of the American People (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 
), .

. For my discussion of the “new measures” and the ways in which they shaped 
regular worship services, I am indebted to Ralph Gerald Gay, A Study of the American 
Liturgical Revival, – (Ph.D. diss., Emory University, ).

. A nuanced portrait of the issues summarized here is provided in Diana Hoch-
stedt Butler, Standing Against the Whirlwind: Evangelical Episcopalians in Nineteenth-Cen-
tury America (New York: Oxford University Press, ).

. This discussion of Hobart’s “High Church theology” and its implications is 
dependent upon Robert Bruce Mullin, Episcopal Vision/American Reality: High Church 

206  2 . f r e e d o m ’s  d e f e c t s



  

A   Report   to   the   Rector,   Wardens,   Vestry,   and   Congregation   of   St.   Ann   and   the   Holy   Trinity   Church   
on   the   Slavery   Research   Project   -   May   23,   2021   
  

-   The   Rev.   Dr.   Craig   Townsend,   Associate   for   Faith   Formation,   St.   Ann   and   the   Holy   Trinity   
Episcopal   Church;   Visiting   Scholar,   Saint   Ann’s   School   
  

  
By   the   time   of   the   first   national   census   in   1790,   Joshua   Sands   had   left   Cow   Neck   on   Long   Island,   served   
as   a   captain   in   the   Revolutionary   forces,   made   his   fortune   with   his   brother   Comfort   in   the   West   Indies   
trade,   purchased   160   acres   with   Comfort   in   what   is   now   Dumbo,   and   moved   his   growing   family   from   
Manhattan   into   a   Federal-style   mansion   on   that   property   that   was   the   largest   house   in   Brooklyn.   In   1778,   
he   and   his   wife   Ann   began   hosting   a   small   group   of   Episcopalians   for   gatherings   in   their   living   room,   
and   Joshua   subsequently   served   as   one   of   the   founding   trustees   when   that   group   incorporated   as   the   
Episcopal   Church   of   Brooklyn   in   1784.   In   1795,   when   the   church   had   obtained   its   own   building   on   
Washington   Street,   the   congregation   re-incorporated   as   St.   Ann’s   Episcopal   Church.   The   saint   was   
chosen   by   the   leadership   to   honor   the   role   Joshua   and   Ann   had   in   the   establishment   of   the   parish.   In   that   
1790   census,   Joshua   is   listed   as   head   of   a   household   that   included   six   slaves.     
  

This   was   discovered   last   fall   by   one   of   the   six   students   at   Saint   Ann’s   School   who   worked   with   me   on   
this   project.   Claire   came   to   class   to   announce   that,   as   she   put   it,   “the   church   and   my   school   are   named   
for   a   slaveowner.”   This   is   perhaps   the   most   visceral   piece   of   evidence   of   what   this   report   will   outline:   
that   both   of   our   founding   parishes   were   in   many   ways   complicit   in   the   institution   of   slavery   and   its   
economic   benefits.   Jesus   said   to   his   disciples,   “If   you   abide   in   my   word,   you   are   truly   my   disciples,   and   
you   will   know   the   truth,   and   the   truth   will   set   you   free.”(John   8:31-32)   As   a   congregation,   we   have   some   
difficult   truths   to   face   about   this   history.   It   is   my   hope   that   facing   them   will   set   us   free   to   pursue   racial   
justice   and   reconciliation.   
  

At   the   2006   General   Convention   of   the   Episcipal   Church,    a   resolution   was   adopted   that   called   on   all   
Episcopal   congregations   to   explore   whether   they   have   a   history   of   complicity   in   the   institution   of   
slavery   and   in   deriving   economic   benefits   from   it.   Under   our   current   Presiding   Bishop,   the   Most   Rev.   
Michael   Curry,   the   Episcopal   Church   has   renewed   that   call   as   part   of   its   Becoming   Beloved   Community   
campaign.   And   the   past   eighteen   (or   more)   months’   rise   of   the   Black   Lives   Matter   movement   and   the   
accompanying   resurgence   of   awareness   of   continued   White   privilege,   forms   of   White   supremacy,   and   
violence   and   prejudice   toward   Black   Americans   by   White-dominated   structures   and   populations,   has   
raised   this   issue   at   our   immediate   parish   level:   if   we   wish   to   participate   credibly   as   a   congregation   in   
ongoing   racial   justice   movements,   we   need   to   begin   with   an   awareness   of   our   own   historic   participation   
in   the   foundations   of   racial   injustice.   To   that   end,   I   undertook   this   academic   year   to   research   the   earliest   
years   of   our   two   original   congregations,   St.   Ann’s   Church,   founded   in   1784   (when   slavery   was   still   legal   
in   this   state),   and   Church   of   the   Holy   Trinity,   founded   in   1847   (twenty   years   after   slavery   finally   ended   
in   New   York),   to   determine   the   extent   to   which   the   parishes   were   involved   with   slavery   and   

  



slavery-produced   commodities.   Two   seniors   and   four   juniors   at   Saint   Ann’s   School   earned   academic   
credit   doing   this   archival   and   primary   source   research   with   me.     
  

We   began   with   an   1845   history,    St.   Ann’s   Church ,   by   F.G.   Fish,   which   included   a   list   of   communicants   
from   the   earliest   years.   Fish   also   listed   the   wardens   and   vestry   members   for   the   years   1832-44,   but   only   
occasionally   named   them   for   the   prior   years;   he   did,   however,   list   the   founding   trustees   and   the   
delegates   to   the   diocesan   convention   every   year.   From   his   work,   then,   we   compiled   a   list   of   45   parish   
leaders,   and   a   number   of   other   communicants,   that   we   researched.   We   also   found   Roscoe   Brown’s   
Church   of   the   Holy   Trinity ,   published   in   1922,   that   listed   wardens   and   vestry   members   for   each   year;   
from   that   we   obtained   27   names   of   those   who   served   prior   to   the   Civil   War.     
  

The   Institution   of   Slavery   
  

The   end   of   slavery   in   New   York   State   did   not   come   easily.   The   Gradual   Emancipation   Act   of   1799   freed   
all   children   born   of   enslaved   persons   after   July   4   of   that   year,   but   they   were   automatically   indentured   to   
their   mother’s   owner   until   they   turned   25   for   girls   and   28   for   boys.   In   1817,   a   law   was   passed   that   set   
July   4,   1827,   as   the   end   of   slavery   for   those   born   before   1799.   It   is   clear   from   the   structuring   of   these   
laws   that   the   state   legislature   was   more   interested   in   making   sure   that   slaveowners   could   recover   their   
financial   investments   in   enslaved   persons   (i.e.,   supporting   their   property   rights)   than   in   bringing   a   
speedy   end   to   slavery   itself.   This   is   hardly   surprising,   given   the   ubiquity   of   slavery   throughout   the   state   
right   through   the   Revolution   and   beyond.   More   locally,   historian   Craig   Wilder   asserts   that   by   1800   well   
over   60%   of   Kings   County   families   owned   slaves,   while   a   quick   count   of   the   1790   census   shows   47%   of   
households   in   the   village   of   Brooklyn   (what   is   now   Brooklyn   Heights   and   Dumbo)   holding   slaves.   And   
while   slavery   declined   rapidly   in   Manhattan   after   the   1799   law   was   passed,   with   the   population   of   free   
Blacks   surpassing   that   of   enslaved   Blacks   around   1795,   Kings   County   did   not   see   that   decline   in   slavery   
occur   until   1820.   Slavery   was   simply   the   norm   in   this   area   at   that   time.   This   is   not   an   excuse   for   
anyone’s   participation   in   the   practice   of   owning   persons,   but   it   is   an   important   part   of   the   historical   
context.   
  

We   have   compiled   a   list   of   32   leaders   who   served   St.   Ann’s   Church   between   1784   and   1827.   Of   those  
founding   trustees,   early   wardens   and   vestry   members,   and   delegates   to   convention   (who   were   most   
likely   vestry   members),   we   found   23   (72%)   that   owned   slaves   at   some   point.   Six   of   the   seven   original   
trustees,   for   example,   were   slaveowners;   the   same   is   true   of   both   wardens   and   seven   of   eight   members   
of   the   vestry   of   1795   that   reincorporated   the   parish   with   the   name   of   St.   Ann’s   Church.   In   addition,   we   
found   26   other   parish   households   in   this   period   that   owned   slaves.   A   table   listing   these   persons   is   
attached.   A   number   of   these   slave-owning   parishioners   have   streets   named   for   them   in   and   around   
Brooklyn   Heights,   as   they   owned   the   property   on   or   through   which   those   streets   were   built.   This   
includes   Sands,   Remsen,   Hicks,   Middagh,   Boerum,   Schermerhorn,   Furman,   Nostrand,   Sackett,   and  
Luquer   Streets,   as   well   as   the   original   name   for   Third   Avenue,   which   was   Powers   Street.   
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Our   primary   resource   in   this   research   was   the   New   York   Slavery   Records   Index   
(https://nyslavery.commons.gc.cuny.edu/search),   an   online   database   compiled   by   John   Jay   College   
graduate   students   under   the   direction   of   Professors   Ned   Benton   and   Judy-Lynne   Peters.   We   were   also   
indebted   to   Charles   Egleston,   retired   Archivist   of   the   Diocese   of   Long   Island,   for   the   work   he   did   
making   photographic   copies   of   the   first   two   volumes   of   the   St.   Ann’s   parish   register   and   then   
researching   the   records   of   both   free   and   enslaved   Black   marriages   and   baptisms,   which   confirmed   a   few   
more   parishioners   as   slaveowners.   And   Henry   Stiles,   Librarian   of   the   Long   Island   Historical   Society   in   
the   late   1800s,   published   histories   of   both   Brooklyn   and   Kings   County   in   1867   and   1884,   respectively,   
that   were   very   helpful   in   finding   out   who   was   who   and   what   was   what.   
  
  

Benefitting   from   Slavery   
  

When   slavery   legally   ended   in   New   York   in   1827,   it   hardly   ended   the   ways   that   many   New   Yorkers   
profited   from   slavery   in   the   South,   the   West   Indies,   and   Brazil.   And   thus   it   hardly   ended   the   support   of   
the   majority   of   New   Yorkers   for   the   existence   of   slavery   in   the   Southern   states,   and   their   ambivalence   
toward,   if   not   outright   antipathy   for,   the   antislavery   movement.   The   riots   of   1834   are   the   most   egregious   
example   of   this:   mobs   of   White   men   disrupted   a   meeting   of   the   Antislavery   Society   led   by   the   brothers   
Arthur   and   Louis   Tappan   and   then   went   on   a   week-long   rampage   of   violence   against   Blacks   and   
Black-owned   property   in   Manhattan.     
  

A   number   of   scholars   have   focused   attention   over   the   past   two   decades   on   the   economic   history   of   
slavery,   which   included   research   on   the   ways   New   Yorkers   and   Brooklynites   in   particular   benefitted   
from   the   business   of   slavery-produced   commodities.   We   relied   on   the   work   of   Craig   Wilder   ( A   Covenant   
with   Color:   Race   and   Social   Power   in   Brooklyn ,   2000),   Edward   Baptist   ( The   Half   Has   Never   Been   Told:   
Slavery   and   the   Making   of   American   Capitalism ,   2014),   and   Sven   Beckert   and   Seth   Rockman,   eds.   
( Slavery’s   Capitalism:   A   New   History   of   American   Economic   Development ,   2016),   to   inform   our   
research   into   parishioners   of   St.   Ann’s   who   profited   from   slavery   while   it   was   still   legal   in   New   York,   
and   members   of   both   parishes   who   did   so   after   1827.   Such   profiting   ranged   from   the   selling   of   
slavery-produced   commodities   in   a   local   dry   goods   store,   to   trading   in   those   commodities   on   the   
national   or   international   market   as   a   merchant   or   warehouser,   to   investing   in   that   trade,   or   investing   in   
loans   to   Southern   slaveowners   for   the   purchase   of   more   land   and   more   slaves,   both   personally   and   as   
directors   of   banks   and   insurance   companies.   The   details   for   many   specific   individuals   are   sketchy,   so   
some   assumptions   have   been   made   about   those   listed   in   contemporary   directories   as   “merchants,”   as   
well   as   those   involved   in   banking   and   insurance,   based   on   the   work   of   those   historians.     
  

We   assert,   then,   that   nine   of   thirteen   St.   Ann’s   leaders   in   the   years   after   slavery   had   ended   in   New   York  
very   likely   were   deriving   profits   from   slavery-related   businesses,   and   at   least   two   of   the   earlier   leaders   
who   were   not   slaveowners   were   probably   as   well.   And   we   believe   the   same   to   be   true   of   14   of   the   27   
wardens   and   vestrymen   of   Holy   Trinity   Church   who   served   prior   to   the   Civil   War.   These   persons   are   
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listed   in   the   attached   tables.   James   Burtis   and   Cyrus   Bill,   for   example,   had   dry   goods   stores;   they   would   
have   most   certainly   had   cotton   textiles,   sugar,   and   tobacco   among   their   wares.   Conklin   Brush,   onetime   
mayor   of   Brooklyn   and   warden   at   Holy   Trinity,   helped   to   incorporate   the   Brooklyn   docks,   was   director   
of   that   corporation,   and   had   warehouses   of   his   own   on   those   docks,   which   certainly   would   have   stored   
cotton   or   tobacco   or   other   such   products   for   shipping;   he   then   became   the   founding   president   of   
Mechanics   Bank   and   served   on   the   boards   of   the   Dime   Savings   Bank   and   the   Atlantic   Fire   Insurance   
Company,   all   of   which   were   investing   in   the   slavery   economy.   And   William   Carter,   Holy   Trinity   
vestryman   in   the   1850s,   was   a   merchant   for   Tucker,   Cooper,   and   Co.,   in   Manhattan,   which   meant   he   was   
purchasing   slavery-harvested   hemp   and   cotton   to   make   rope.     
  

In   fact,   the   work   of   the   historians   cited   above   makes   it   clear   that   no   one   living   in   Brooklyn   or   New   York   
City   in   the   post-Revolution   and   antebellum   periods   can   be   said   to   have   escaped   involvement   in   the   
slavery   economy,   as   slavery   and   its   products   permeated   every   aspect   of   the   lives   of   these   populations.   
Edgar   Bartow,   who   built   Holy   Trinity   with   his   own   funds,   never   owned   slaves   and   made   and   lost   his   
fortune   in   the   paper   industry;   yet   his   cotton   clothing   came   from   slavery,   the   sugar   in   his   coffee   came   
from   slavery,   and   his   ancestors   -   some   of   whom   were   members   of   St.   Ann’s   Church   -   were   slaveowners.     
  
  

Conclusion   
  

Donations   by   all   of   the   parishioners   listed   in   the   attached   tables   were   fundamental   to   the   founding   and   
early   economic   well-being   of   the   two   churches.   Some   of   these   are   documented:   the   support   of   Joshua   
and   Ann   Sands,   the   support   of   John   and   Sarah   Middagh,   the   $1000   donation   of   George   Powers,   just   to   
name   a   few   at   St.   Ann’s.   The   Van   Nostrand   family   was   of   great   support   to   both   St.   Ann’s   and   then   Holy   
Trinity   later   on   -   the   lectern   in   the   latter   was   given   in   memory   of   John   Van   Nostrand   by   his   wife   Louisa   
and   son   John   James.   But   we   can   assume   financial   support   that   is   not   documented:   the   funds   given   by   
slaveowners,   the   funds   given   by   the   merchants   and   dry   goods   salesmen   and   bank   presidents.   There   is   
always   more   research   that   could   be   done   to   pin   down   more   of   these   stories,   more   of   the   finances   -   but   I   
believe   that   we   have   accomplished   sufficient   research   at   this   point   to   state   unequivocally   that   the   
histories   of   the   congregations   of   both   St.   Ann’s   and   Holy   Trinity   are   stained   with   direct   connections   to   
the   institution   of   slavery.     
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St. Ann's Church - Early Leaders
Last Name First Name Dates Trustee Warden Vestry Diocesan Convention delegate slaveowners? slavery-related business?

Slavery still legal

Bach Robert 1777-1846 1824, 32-36 1821 Yes
Carpender/Carpenter John 1788, 1790, 1791 Yes
Carpender/Carpenter William 1795 Yes
Carter Robert 1824 No Merchant
Clarke James B 1767-1842 1824 1808, 10, 12-14, 20, 21, 23, 24, 28 Yes
Cornell John 1753-1820 1787 1795 1790, 1810, 12-14 Yes
Cornwell William 1824 1813, 18 No Merchant/tailor
Durell/Dayrell Paul 1795 1792, 96 Yes
Fisher John 1797 No
Fox Joseph 1795 Yes
Furman William 1804 Yes
Giles Aquila 1787 1795 1786, 1788-93, 97 Yes
Gleaves Matthew d 1800 1787 Yes
Grigg William 1801, 02, 04, 06, 07, 09-14, 18 Yes
Hewlett Charles 1818, 20 Yes
Hodge Robert 1801-09 Yes
Hunt Theodosius 1815 Yes
Middagh John 1788 Yes
Moore John H 1824 1816, 19-21, 23, 24 No
Powers George 1744-1826 1795 1794-96, 1801 Yes
Sackett Samuel d 1822 1806 Yes
Sands Joshua 1787 1824, 32-5 1795 1786, 87, 89, 1811, 16 Yes
Sealy Joseph 1787 No
Stanton Henry 1787 Yes
Stoddard Robert 1795 No
Tredwell Adam 1824 No
Van Bokkelin H 1824 No
Van Mater Gilbert 1795 1794 Yes
Van Nostrand John 1787 1795 1787, 89, 92, 93, 96, 97 Yes
Van Nostrand Losee 1824 Yes

Total 22/30

Last Name First Name Dates Trustee Warden Vestry Diocesan Convention delegate former slaveowners? slavery-related business?
Slavery no longer legal

Betts William 1832-38 1835 probable
Bill Cyrus 1836-44 1832-35 1833, 34, 41, 44 possible Dry goods, teacher (1823)
Brush Conklin 1836-41 no Bank president, Insurance Co director
Burtis James W 1832-44 no Dry goods
Chew Thomas J 1836-44 1832-35 1833,34,38,40,42 no
Clarkson Matthew 1832-36 ?
Cooper William B 1838-44 1841 no Ship chandler
Cornell Whitehead 1796-1846 1837, 40-44 no Warehouse
Douglass David B 1836-40 1838, 39 no
Gamble John M d 1836 1832-37 1834 no
Hoyt Charles 1832-36 no Merchant
Peet Frederick T 1832-44 1838 no Merchant
Sands Joseph 1836-44 1844 ? Merchant
Tucker Richard S 1838-44 no Merchant
Webster Hosea 1836-44 1839-41, 44 no Bank president

10/15



Other St. Ann's Members
Last Name First Name Joined St. Ann's Slaveowners? Slavery-related business?

Bartow Augustus, et al. 1799 yes
Boerum Jane and Martin 1788 yes
Brower Adolphus and Aeltje 1805 yes
Brown Josiah 1790 yes
Carpenter Sarah and John 1802 yes
Clarke James and Eleanor 1807 yes
Cornell Whitehead 1787 no warehouses
Dayrell/Durrell Paul and Mary 1791 yes
Field Joseph and Elizabeth 1804 yes
Fisher John and Diana 1807 yes
Furman William 1804 yes
Hammel John and Jemima 1804 yes
Hicks various 1802 yes
Horsfield Israel 1790 yes
Johnson Tunis 1809 yes
Johnston John 1808 yes
Luquer Nicholas and Sarah 1831 ancestors
Morris Taylor and Sarah 1800 yes
Patchen Jacob and Abigail 1790 yes
Pierrepont Hezekiah and Anna Marie 1808 ancestors warehouses 
Remsen Anne and Jeremiah 1811 yes
Sackett Samuel and Elizabeth 1803 yes
Sands Comfort 1824 yes West Indies trade
Schermerhorn Abraham and Helen 1820 yes father was slave trader
Titus Jacob and Mary 1802 yes
Titus Bart and Abigail 1804 yes
Tredwell Jane and Adam 1811 yes
Van Pelt John 1802 yes
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 Sammy Goldston 

 I’m going to talk about Aquila Giles and the relationship between the ideals of the American 
 Revolution and slavery. Aquila Giles served as an original trustee of Saint Ann’s church and 
 enslaved three people. He also had a deep involvement with the Revolutionary War and the 
 ideals of the American founding. 

 Giles was born in 1758 to an elite Maryland family, which included most notably his 
 maternal grandfather, Governor William Paca. His extended family owned many people and 
 acres. When Giles’ half-brother Nathaniel died in 1775, the will instructed that all nine of his 
 slaves be freed and that any heirs who attempted to retain them be disinherited completely. This 
 contradiction between the high ideals of the Revolution and the economic gain to be extracted 
 from enslaved labor would appear later in Giles’ life, too. 

 After joining the Continental Army from his home colony at the outbreak of conflict, he 
 eventually fought in Pennsylvania as an officer. In 1778, he was captured in Germantown by the 
 British army and paroled in New York, where he and several other Patriot officers were put up 
 with a Dutch family, and there are a lot of colorful descriptions of how they hated their time 
 there, but I won’t go into that now. 

 While in New York, Giles met the English-born Elizabeth Shipton, whom he married in 
 1780 just before his release. Shipton’s uncle and surrogate father was a wealthy loyalist, and he 
 and Giles had a very interesting dispute over property that was most likely motivated by their 
 political differences, but again because of time I won’t go into that now. 

 In 1787, Giles contributed a significant sum of money to founding Saint Ann’s, and likely 
 enslaved people at that time, because three years later in the 1790 census he is recorded as 
 owning three people. 

 Now I’m going to use Giles to go into a bit about the connections between slavery and 
 the ideals of the American founding. Giles’ opinion on slavery and its philosophical issues is not 
 obvious, but certain clues might approximate his thinking. On the relationship between slavery 
 and the Revolutionary ideals of liberty and equality, the New York Manumission Society offers 
 one such clue. John Jay, the founding president of the Society, still owned one slave when Giles 
 joined in 1810, and had owned more previously. Slaveholding was common practice among the 
 Society’s prominent members, many of whom were also distinguished veterans of the Revolution 
 and the framing of the United States. With the notable exception of Alexander Hamilton, who 
 advocated that members should actually free their slaves, most members did not view the owning 
 of slaves as a conflict with their stated values. Rather, the mission of the Society was conceived 
 less as a narrow antislavery effort and more as a broad “guardianship” over both enslaved and 
 free Black New Yorkers. So they basically used a condescending view of all Black people, free 
 and enslaved, rather than take it upon themselves to stop enslaving people. It is likely that Giles 
 adopted this contorted interpretation of his role. 

 Property rights were another component of the Revolutionary ideals, posing another 
 philosophical dilemma for early Americans. Two competing forms of these rights were at issue: 



 the right to own property, which many early Americans defined to include humans, and the right 
 to own oneself. The disagreement between American and British negotiators after the Revolution 
 illustrates the dilemma, as each party asserted a different conception of property rights. The 
 British argued that the enslaved people whom they had helped evacuate from the colonies were 
 people and therefore had the right to self-ownership. The Americans, by contrast, argued that the 
 evacuees were property and subject to return because of their  owners’  right to property. Here too, 
 Giles likely took the latter view because of his background in the Revolution and his own 
 slaveholding practices. 

 Giles served as Marshal of New York from 1792 until Thomas Jefferson fired him in the 
 early years of his administration, calling him a “most violent party man” and accusing him of 
 packing grand juries. After his expulsion from government, Giles entered the militia and rose to 
 the rank of brigadier general. In 1813, he wrote to yet another Revolutionary War veteran, 
 Secretary of State James Monroe, to request command of a regiment engaged in the defense of 
 New York City. Finally, as his economic prospects worsened at the end of his life, Giles 
 continued his relationship to the war in his work as a U.S. Army store keeper. He and Shipton 
 both died in 1822. 



Claire   Sifton   -   Presentation   on   the   Slavery   Research   Project   
  

Before   we   show   you   more   information   we   found   on   individual   members   and  
communicants   of   the   church,   I   want   to   show   you   this   document   we   found   relating   to   the   actual   
people   who   were   enslaved   in   these   households.   This   is   an   entry   from   the   St.   Ann’s   Registry   
cataloging   the   marriage   of   two   people   enslaved   by   members   of   the   church.   Their   names   were   
Phillis   and   Phillip   and   they   were   enslaved   by   two   separate   families.   Enslaved   people   were   not   
legally   allowed   to   get   married   at   this   time   so   we   immediately   had   a   lot   of   questions   regarding   
how   their   marriage   was   recognized   and   what   their   day   to   day   lives   looked   like.     

And   unfortunately,   we   couldn’t   answer   any   of   them.   And   the   reason   I   bring   this   up   is   that   
in   the   age   we   are   discussing,   documentation   was   everything.   The   fact   that   we   can’t   find   anything   
about   Phillis   and   Phillip’s   lives,   or   any   enslaved   person’s   lives,   speaks   volumes   about   who   was   
deemed   valuable   and   worthy   of   documentation   and   about   the   selective   narrative   that   the   North   
has   created   surrounding   slavery   in   this   region.   This   is   a   mode   of   oppression   and   dehumanization.   
And   I   want   us   to   have   that   content   as   we   enter   the   rest   of   the   presentation.   

--   
  

At   the   beginning   of   our   research   process,   Craig   would   assign   names   from   the   parish   
directory   to   our   personalized   spreadsheets.   a   last   name   or   a   full   name.   We   would   have   to   piece   
together   the   identity   of   this   person   from   that   name.   So,   their   role   in   the   church,   their   profession,   
when   they   joined,   where   they   lived,   and   most   importantly,   their   involvement   in   the   institution   of   
slavery.   Were   they   enslaving   people   in   their   homes?   Were   they   abolitionists?   Did   they   have   any   
outward   stance   on   slavery?   

The   first   name   I   was   assigned   to   research   was   Joshua   Sands.   Because   there   was   so   much   
room   for   unanswered   questions   in   this   project,   I   was   lucky   to   have   such   a   well-documented   and   
important   person   as   my   entryway   into   our   research.   

Joshua   and   his   wife   moved   from   Long   Island   to   Brooklyn   in   the   late   1770s.   Joshua   and   
his   brother   formed   a   business   partnership   in   foreign   trade   and   land   development.   Soon   after,   they   
began   to   prosper   in   the   Caribbean   trade.     

The   Caribbean   is   one   of   the   earliest   sites   of   colonialism   in   the   Americas   and   became   the   
primary   site   for   the   exploitation   of   sugarcane,   petroleum,   tobacco,   fruit,   alcohol,   and   gold   (all   
highly   profitable   items   in   the   US).   And   This   system   is   a   direct   product   of   the   transatlantic   slave   
trade,   enslaved   labor,   capitalism,   and   colonialism.   As   of   the   1790   census,   Joshua   enslaved   six   
people   in   his   home.     The   profits   from   this   business   are   what   funded   Sands's   wealth,   which   
eventually   aided   in   the   founding   of   this   church.   So   immediately,   I   began   to   understand   the   
broader   connection   to   the   institution   of   slavery   in   tandem   with   the   census   data.     

St   Ann's   Church   was   incorporated   in   1787   as   "The   Episcopal   Church   of   Brooklyn."   
Joshua   and   his   wife   Ann   joined   in   1788.   Joshua   was   cited   as   a   founding   member   of   the   vestry   
and   board   and   a   significant   financial   donor   to   the   church's   establishment.   Ann   hosted   weekly   
church   gatherings   in   their   home,   and   the   Sands   family   offered   the   plot   of   land   on   their   farm   for   



the   church   to   erect   its   first   edifice.   In   1795,   the   church   was   reorganized   and   reincorporated   in   the   
established   location.   The   congregation   also   decided   to   rename   the   church.   The   community   
honored   Ann   Sands   for   her   contribution   to   the   Church's   founding   by   naming   it   St.   Ann's   Church.   
Saint   Anne,   as   the   name   is   often   spelled,   was   the   mother   of   Mary   and   the   maternal   grandmother   
of   Jesus.   This   church,   and   thus   our   school,   were   not   named   for   the   mother   of   Mary,   but   someone   
who   was   complicit   in   the   institution   of   slavery,   a   benefactor   of   it,   and   enslaved   humans   in   her   
home.   And   we   have   to   do   something   about   it.     

  
  



Luca   Duchovny   -   The   Schermerhorn   Family   and   the   Free   and   Enslaved   Populations   of   Kings   
County   and   New   York   City   (outline)   
  
● The   Schermerhorn   family   was   one   of   the   more   prominent   Anglo-Dutch   families   in   New   

York   history.   
a. They   have   a   major   street   named   after   them   in   Brooklyn   Heights.   

● Arnout   Schermerhorn   and   his   son   John   are   both   listed   on   the   John   Jay   College   database   
of   New   York   State   slaveholders   and   investors   in   the   slave   trade   in   1725-1820.     

● Peter   Schermerhorn   (1749-1826),   like   his   father   and   grandfather,   was   a   commander   and   
owner   of   shipping   vessels   trading   between   New   York   City   and   the   Carolinas.     

● Peter   brought   92   slaves   to   North   and   South   Carolina   over   9   different   voyages   between  
1771   and   1774.     

● Between   1725   and   1820   three   generations   of   Schermerhorns   made   123   voyages   and   
brought   453   slaves   to   the   Carolinas,   with   anywhere   from   one   to   33   slaves   were   carried   on   
each   voyage.   

● Peter's   son   Abraham   and   his   wife   Helen   became   members   of   St   Ann's   in   1820,   just   as   the   
family   were   getting   out   of   the   slave   trade   -   while   previous   generations   owned   slaves   as   
well   as   traded   in   slavery,   Abraham   did   neither   

● Seeing   the   slave   trade   was   about   to   end   (1827),   the   family   moved   into   land   development   
in   1820.    Abraham   sold   his   father's   plot   of   land   in   Gowanus   for   $600/acre,   becoming   the   
land   on   which   Green-Wood   Cemetery   was   created   

● The   Schermerhorns   serve   as   examples   of   the   decline   of   slavery   in   New   York   State   as   the   
gradual   emancipation   law's   effective   date   of   1827   was   approaching.   

● In   NYC,   in   about   1795,   for   the   first   time   the   number   of   free   Blacks   was   greater   than   the   
number   of   enslaved   Blacks.   

● However,   in   Kings   County,   this   didn’t   happen   until   1820,   and   there   were   more   enslaved   
people   than   in   NYC.   

● The   following   graphs   show   the   data   for   NYC   and   Kings   County.   
● Note   the   term   “free   Blacks”   is   problematic,   because   it   includes   former   slaves   working   as   

indentured   servants   or   with   a   contract   to   pay   off   their   freedom;   therefore,   many   of   these   
people   were   bound   to   their   former   owner   for   many   years.   

● This   demonstrates   that   the   law   was   created   to   protect   the   property   rights   of   slave   owners   
as   much   as   to   stop   holding   people   as   property   

  



Free Blacks 

Enslaved Blacks

KINGS COUNTY



NYC Enslaved Blacks



Bevan   Howard   -   Report   on   the   slavery   research   project  
  

Two   of   the   things   I   worked   on   were   the   Middagh   family,   and   the   morality   of   Christianity   
and   slavery.   

One   of   the   early   families   of   Brooklyn,   John   and   Sarah   Middagh,   lived   on   Fulton   and   
Henry   Streets.   In   1784,   the   Episcopal   congregation   that   would   become   Saint   Ann’s   Church   
moved   from   the   living   room   of   the   Sands   family   to   the   Middaghs’   barn.   In   the   list   of   Saint   Ann’s   
communicants   in   the   1845   history,   Sarah   Middagh   is   listed   as   the   first   member   after   the   parish   
was   finally   incorporated   in   1788.   This   established   the   Middaghs   as   founding   members   of   Saint  
Ann's.   Yet   even   as   late   as   1810,   they   are   listed   as   owning   four   slaves.     

This   presents   a   common   question   to   reflect   on   regarding   Christian   churches   at   the   time:   
How   could   Christians   morally   justify   the   enslavement   of   other   people?   Given   Biblical   stories   
like   Exodus,   where   God,   through   Moses,   guides   the   Israelites   out   of   slavery,   one   would   assume   
the   Bible   speaks   against   slavery.   This   is   not   the   case,   and   instead   the   reality   is   that   many   of   these   
Christian   enslavers   based   their   justification   of   slavery   in   the   fact   that   the   Bible   never   advocates   
against   slavery.   For   example   in   Genesis,   Abraham   and   other   patriarchs   of   ancient   Israel   owned   
slaves,   and   it   was   a   sign   of   wealth.   In   the   Letter   to   the   Ephesians,   Paul   specifically   commanded   
slaves   to   obey   their   masters   (Eph.   6:5–8).   Another   common   justification   for   Slavery   was   that   it   
“brings   heathens   to   a   Christian   land   where   they   can   hear   the   gospel,   [and   where]   Christian   
masters   provide   religious   instruction   for   their   slaves.”   (“Why   Did   So   Many   Christians   Support   
Slavery?,”   The   Editors,   Christianity   Today,   1992.)   This   suggests   that   enslavers   saw   slavery   as   
something   that   was   charitable,   and   something   necessary   to   better   the   world.   

The   late   18th   century   also   had   figures   like   John   Jay,   who   established   himself   as   a   public   
anti-slavery   proponent,   and   advocated   for   the   freedom   of   enslaved   people   --   all   while   owning  
slaves   himself.   The   grounds   for   his   ideas,   however,   did   not   stem   from   theology,   but   in   the   
Revolution.   His   public   reasoning   was   based   on   the   famous   call   for   “Life,   Liberty   and   the   Pursuit   
of   Happiness”   but   was   disguised   in   a   tangle   of   personal   gain.   

In   the   1830s   however,   Christians   across   America’s   north   began   to   entertain   anti-slavery   
ideologies.   Most   notably,   the   American   Anti-Slavery   Society   was   formed,   led   by   William   Lloyd   
Garrison   as   well   as   the   brothers   Arthur   and   Lewis   Tappan.   This   movement   centered   itself   in   
churches   due   to   the   platform   that   it   could   get   from   the   institution.   But   it   also   represented   growing   
Evangelical   Protestant   beliefs   that   slavery   was   in   fact   a   sin.   This   idea   was   predominantly   based   
on   three   ideas,   the   first   being   an   assumption   that   every   human   should   be   able   to   work   towards   
their   own   salvation,   and   that   anything   in   the   way   of   that   is   a   sin.   The   second   idea   was   based   on   
the   need   to   be   benevolent.   This   suggests   that   one   should   be   concerned   for   another's   wellness,   and   
that   any   action   that   results   in   another’s   detriment   is   sinful   as   well.   Finally,   Evangelical   
Protestants   sought   an   idea   of   “perfection”   based   in   one’s   self.   However,   it   states   that   someone   
cannot   be   perfect   unless   society   is   perfect.   Slavery   stands   in   opposition   to   all   these   ideas,   and   this   
is   what   lead   many   Christians   to   begin   to   adopt   anti-slavery   ideals.     



Despite   this   introduction   of   anti-slavery,   many   members   of   both   Saint   Ann’s   Church   and   
the   newer   Holy   Trinity   Church   profited   from   slavery   past   Emancipation,   by   working   in   
industries   that   sold   slave-produced   products   like   cotton,   tobacco,   hemp   and   others.   This   goes   to   
show   that   anti-slavery   was   a   stronger   social   issue   than   it   was   a   political   issue.   



Joline Fong

The Hicks Family & Slavery in the North vs. South

Hi! I’ll be sharing some of my research into the Hicks family and talking about slavery in

the North vs. in the South throughout the 18th and 19th century.

I’ll start with a quick look into two brothers, Jacob Middagh and John Middagh Hicks,

who were key focuses in my research. These brothers were most likely members of Saint Ann’s

Church, and the Saint Ann’s registry confirms that their spouses definitely were. Sarah Middagh,

a slave owner and founding member of the Church who Bevan previously mentioned, was a

close relation. Apparently, even at age 89, Sarah Middagh still attended public worship at Saint

Ann’s. The Hicks family provides an interesting insight into the contention over slavery in the

early 1800s -- while the Episcopal side were slave owners, the Quaker half had abolitionist

leanings, which led to a family rift and their eventual division in 1827.

There were so many Hicks living at this time that they all had nicknames to differentiate

themselves. Jacob Hicks, often called "Spitter Hicks" due to his frequent habit of spitting, owned

1 slave named Peter in 1777, 3 slaves in 1790, 7 in 1800, and 4 in 1810. John, known

affectionately as "Milk Hicks" because he sold milk, owned 1 slave in 1790 and 1 in 1810

(although slavery in New York was legally emancipated in 1799, in practice it carried on well

after this date, which is why many Saint Ann’s members have slaves under their name as far as

1820). The brothers were descendents of the wealthy Dutch Middagh family, which is where

they got their middle names, and inherited a large portion of the original Middagh estate. They

owned waterfront and a very large portion of land in Brooklyn Heights. The brothers were not

interested in selling at all, and are quoted as being "averse to change or improvement”.

To give you a picture into their lives, I’ll read a quote. As I do, recall that these

comfortable lives were made possible by slave labour. Because of their substantial inheritance,

the brothers were exempted from the necessity of hard labour, and passed their lives in “a quiet,

leisurely manner, which gained for them, from their less fortunate neighbors, the appellation…

of ‘the Gentlemen Hicks’”. Jacob “could often be seen sitting [on the wide front stoop of his

mansion]... looking placidly upon the passing travel… From this elevated plateau, the eye rested

upon a panoramic scene of unsurpassed beauty”.



To put the lives of these brothers in context, I’m going to show you all an interactive map

which we’ve been working on [show map]. This map highlights streets in Brooklyn named after

slave owners. The Hicks estate was located in this area [right of Hicks street], right next to the

Middagh estate which was a bit further from the water [further right of Hicks street], and Hicks

street was named after them for this reason. To point out a few of the many others, we have

Remsen, Joralemon, Wyckoff, Sands, Furman, Schermerhorn, Bergen, and Sackett. These streets

all memorialize the names of slave owners.

Now, I have a painting to share, done by Francis Guy in 1816. It’s fascinating because it

depicts a street corner in Brooklyn Heights that we can locate on our map [show map], and it

depicts people who many of us researched. Guy painted the scene outside his window, and “as he

painted, would sometimes call out… to his subjects, as he caught sight of them on their

customary ground, to stand still, while he put in the characteristic strokes”.

- This is Jacob Hicks. As Guy was painting him, Jacob was apparently “brought to a halt,

goose in hand; and, after he had been sketched, politely sent the goose as a present to the

painter, that he might “sketch the fowl more deliberately, and eat him afterward".

- Yellow house: Sarah Middagh’s house

- House behind Sarah Middagh’ house: Saint Ann’s Church

- Jacob Hicks’s woodyard (distance, corner main street)

- Jacob Patchen, another slave owner

You can also see two slaves. (Abiel Titus servant “Jeff”, chimney=Samuel Foster). You

can see that they are both alone. For slaves living in NYC, being in public like this would likely

have been their only chance to socialize. That’s because slaves in the North, in contrast to slaves

in the South who worked on large plantations, were often employed in small numbers, meaning

lonely labor without any form of community. This was the case with the slaves of St. Anns’

members, many of whom had between 1-7 slaves.

Slaves in the North were housed in unheated attics, basements, outbuildings, and barns,

and were rarely allowed to congregate. The custom of separating families was common in the

North just as it was in the South -- advertisements for runaway slaves in New York often

mentioned that the slave in question may have gone to find wives sold to distant purchasers. In

NYC, slaves directly influenced the wealth and power of leading residents, such as those who

came up during our research of slave owners connected to St. Ann’s Church.



The   Case   for   Reparations  
Two   hundred   fifty   years   of   slavery.   Ninety   years   of   Jim  
Crow.   Sixty   years   of   separate   but   equal.   Thirty-five   years   of  
racist   housing   policy.   Until   we   reckon   with   our  
compounding   moral   debts,   America   will   never   be   whole.  

 
Carlos   Javier   Ortiz  

Story   by    Ta-Nehisi   Coates  
 

THE   ATLANTIC,    JUNE   2014   ISSUE  

[Note   that   all   illustrations   have   been   removed]  

And   if   thy   brother,   a   Hebrew   man,   or   a   Hebrew   woman,   be   sold   unto   thee,   and   serve   thee   six  
years;   then   in   the   seventh   year   thou   shalt   let   him   go   free   from   thee.   And   when   thou   sendest   him  
out   free   from   thee,   thou   shalt   not   let   him   go   away   empty:   thou   shalt   furnish   him   liberally   out   of  
thy   flock,   and   out   of   thy   floor,   and   out   of   thy   winepress:   of   that   wherewith   the   LORD   thy   God  
hath   blessed   thee   thou   shalt   give   unto   him.   And   thou   shalt   remember   that   thou   wast   a   bondman  
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in   the   land   of   Egypt,   and   the   LORD   thy   God   redeemed   thee:   therefore   I   command   thee   this   thing  
today.  

—   Deuteronomy   15:   12–15  

Besides   the   crime   which   consists   in   violating   the   law,   and   varying   from   the   right   rule   of   reason,  
whereby   a   man   so   far   becomes   degenerate,   and   declares   himself   to   quit   the   principles   of   human  
nature,   and   to   be   a   noxious   creature,   there   is   commonly   injury   done   to   some   person   or   other,   and  
some   other   man   receives   damage   by   his   transgression:   in   which   case   he   who   hath   received   any  
damage,   has,   besides   the   right   of   punishment   common   to   him   with   other   men,   a   particular   right  
to   seek   reparation.    —   John   Locke,   “Second   Treatise”  

By   our   unpaid   labor   and   suffering,   we   have   earned   the   right   to   the   soil,   many   times   over   and  
over,   and   now   we   are   determined   to   have   it.    —   anonymous,   1861  

I.   “So   That’s   Just   One   Of   My   Losses”  
Clyde   Ross   was   born   in   1923,   the   seventh   of   13   children,   near   Clarksdale,   Mississippi,   the   home  
of   the   blues.   Ross’s   parents   owned   and   farmed   a   40-acre   tract   of   land,   flush   with   cows,   hogs,   and  
mules.   Ross’s   mother   would   drive   to   Clarksdale   to   do   her   shopping   in   a   horse   and   buggy,   in  
which   she   invested   all   the   pride   one   might   place   in   a   Cadillac.   The   family   owned   another   horse,  
with   a   red   coat,   which   they   gave   to   Clyde.   The   Ross   family   wanted   for   little,   save   that   which   all  
black   families   in   the   Deep   South   then   desperately   desired—the   protection   of   the   law.  

In   the   1920s,   Jim   Crow   Mississippi   was,   in   all   facets   of   society,   a   kleptocracy.   The   majority   of  
the   people   in   the   state   were   perpetually   robbed   of   the   vote—a   hijacking   engineered   through   the  
trickery   of   the   poll   tax   and   the   muscle   of   the   lynch   mob.   Between   1882   and   1968,   more   black  
people   were   lynched   in   Mississippi   than   in   any   other   state.   “You   and   I   know   what’s   the   best   way  
to   keep   the   nigger   from   voting,”   blustered   Theodore   Bilbo,   a   Mississippi   senator   and   a   proud  
Klansman.   “You   do   it   the   night   before   the   election.”  

The   state’s   regime   partnered   robbery   of   the   franchise   with   robbery   of   the   purse.   Many   of  
Mississippi’s   black   farmers   lived   in   debt   peonage,   under   the   sway   of   cotton   kings   who   were   at  
once   their   landlords,   their   employers,   and   their   primary   merchants.   Tools   and   necessities   were  
advanced   against   the   return   on   the   crop,   which   was   determined   by   the   employer.   When   farmers  
were   deemed   to   be   in   debt—and   they   often   were—the   negative   balance   was   then   carried   over   to  
the   next   season.   A   man   or   woman   who   protested   this   arrangement   did   so   at   the   risk   of   grave  
injury   or   death.   Refusing   to   work   meant   arrest   under   vagrancy   laws   and   forced   labor   under   the  
state’s   penal   system.  

Well   into   the   20th   century,   black   people   spoke   of   their   flight   from   Mississippi   in   much   the   same  
manner   as   their   runagate   ancestors   had.   In   her   2010   book,    The   Warmth   of   Other   Suns ,   Isabel  
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Wilkerson   tells   the   story   of   Eddie   Earvin,   a   spinach   picker   who   fled   Mississippi   in   1963,   after  
being   made   to   work   at   gunpoint.   “You   didn’t   talk   about   it   or   tell   nobody,”   Earvin   said.   “You   had  
to   sneak   away.”  

“Some   of   the   land   taken   from   black   families   has   become   a   country   club   in   Virginia,”   the   AP  
reported.  

When   Clyde   Ross   was   still   a   child,   Mississippi   authorities   claimed   his   father   owed   $3,000   in  
back   taxes.   The   elder   Ross   could   not   read.   He   did   not   have   a   lawyer.   He   did   not   know   anyone   at  
the   local   courthouse.   He   could   not   expect   the   police   to   be   impartial.   Effectively,   the   Ross   family  
had   no   way   to   contest   the   claim   and   no   protection   under   the   law.   The   authorities   seized   the   land.  
They   seized   the   buggy.   They   took   the   cows,   hogs,   and   mules.   And   so   for   the   upkeep   of   separate  
but   equal,   the   entire   Ross   family   was   reduced   to   sharecropping.  

This   was   hardly   unusual.   In   2001,   the    Associated   Press   published   a   three-part   investigation    into  
the   theft   of   black-owned   land   stretching   back   to   the   antebellum   period.   The   series   documented  
some   406   victims   and   24,000   acres   of   land   valued   at   tens   of   millions   of   dollars.   The   land   was  
taken   through   means   ranging   from   legal   chicanery   to   terrorism.   “Some   of   the   land   taken   from  
black   families   has   become   a   country   club   in   Virginia,”   the   AP   reported,   as   well   as   “oil   fields   in  
Mississippi”   and   “a   baseball   spring   training   facility   in   Florida.”  

Clyde   Ross   was   a   smart   child.   His   teacher   thought   he   should   attend   a   more   challenging   school.  
There   was   very   little   support   for   educating   black   people   in   Mississippi.   But   Julius   Rosenwald,   a  
part   owner   of   Sears,   Roebuck,   had   begun   an   ambitious   effort   to   build   schools   for   black   children  
throughout   the   South.   Ross’s   teacher   believed   he   should   attend   the   local   Rosenwald   school.   It  
was   too   far   for   Ross   to   walk   and   get   back   in   time   to   work   in   the   fields.   Local   white   children   had  
a   school   bus.   Clyde   Ross   did   not,   and   thus   lost   the   chance   to   better   his   education.  

Then,   when   Ross   was   10   years   old,   a   group   of   white   men   demanded   his   only   childhood  
possession—the   horse   with   the   red   coat.   “You   can’t   have   this   horse.   We   want   it,”   one   of   the  
white   men   said.   They   gave   Ross’s   father   $17.  

“I   did   everything   for   that   horse,”   Ross   told   me.   “Everything.   And   they   took   him.   Put   him   on   the  
racetrack.   I   never   did   know   what   happened   to   him   after   that,   but   I   know   they   didn’t   bring   him  
back.   So   that’s   just   one   of   my   losses.”  

The   losses   mounted.   As   sharecroppers,   the   Ross   family   saw   their   wages   treated   as   the   landlord’s  
slush   fund.   Landowners   were   supposed   to   split   the   profits   from   the   cotton   fields   with  
sharecroppers.   But   bales   would   often   disappear   during   the   count,   or   the   split   might   be   altered   on  
a   whim.   If   cotton   was   selling   for   50   cents   a   pound,   the   Ross   family   might   get   15   cents,   or   only  
five.   One   year   Ross’s   mother   promised   to   buy   him   a   $7   suit   for   a   summer   program   at   their  
church.   She   ordered   the   suit   by   mail.   But   that   year   Ross’s   family   was   paid   only   five   cents   a  
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pound   for   cotton.   The   mailman   arrived   with   the   suit.   The   Rosses   could   not   pay.   The   suit   was   sent  
back.   Clyde   Ross   did   not   go   to   the   church   program.  

It   was   in   these   early   years   that   Ross   began   to   understand   himself   as   an   American—he   did   not  
live   under   the   blind   decree   of   justice,   but   under   the   heel   of   a   regime   that   elevated   armed   robbery  
to   a   governing   principle.   He   thought   about   fighting.   “Just   be   quiet,”   his   father   told   him.   “Because  
they’ll   come   and   kill   us   all.”  

Clyde   Ross   grew.   He   was   drafted   into   the   Army.   The   draft   officials   offered   him   an   exemption   if  
he   stayed   home   and   worked.   He   preferred   to   take   his   chances   with   war.   He   was   stationed   in  
California.   He   found   that   he   could   go   into   stores   without   being   bothered.   He   could   walk   the  
streets   without   being   harassed.   He   could   go   into   a   restaurant   and   receive   service.  

Ross   was   shipped   off   to   Guam.   He   fought   in   World   War   II   to   save   the   world   from   tyranny.   But  
when   he   returned   to   Clarksdale,   he   found   that   tyranny   had   followed   him   home.   This   was   1947,  
eight   years   before   Mississippi   lynched   Emmett   Till   and   tossed   his   broken   body   into   the  
Tallahatchie   River.   The   Great   Migration,   a   mass   exodus   of   6   million   African   Americans   that  
spanned   most   of   the   20th   century,   was   now   in   its   second   wave.   The   black   pilgrims   did   not  
journey   north   simply   seeking   better   wages   and   work,   or   bright   lights   and   big   adventures.   They  
were   fleeing   the   acquisitive   warlords   of   the   South.   They   were   seeking   the   protection   of   the   law.  

Clyde   Ross   was   among   them.   He   came   to   Chicago   in   1947   and   took   a   job   as   a   taster   at  
Campbell’s   Soup.   He   made   a   stable   wage.   He   married.   He   had   children.   His   paycheck   was   his  
own.   No   Klansmen   stripped   him   of   the   vote.   When   he   walked   down   the   street,   he   did   not   have   to  
move   because   a   white   man   was   walking   past.   He   did   not   have   to   take   off   his   hat   or   avert   his  
gaze.   His   journey   from   peonage   to   full   citizenship   seemed   near-complete.   Only   one   item   was  
missing—a   home,   that   final   badge   of   entry   into   the   sacred   order   of   the   American   middle   class   of  
the   Eisenhower   years.  

In   1961,   Ross   and   his   wife   bought   a   house   in   North   Lawndale,   a   bustling   community   on  
Chicago’s   West   Side.   North   Lawndale   had   long   been   a   predominantly   Jewish   neighborhood,   but  
a   handful   of   middle-class   African   Americans   had   lived   there   starting   in   the   ’40s.   The   community  
was   anchored   by   the   sprawling   Sears,   Roebuck   headquarters.   North   Lawndale’s   Jewish   People’s  
Institute   actively   encouraged   blacks   to   move   into   the   neighborhood,   seeking   to   make   it   a   “pilot  
community   for   interracial   living.”   In   the   battle   for   integration   then   being   fought   around   the  
country,   North   Lawndale   seemed   to   offer   promising   terrain.   But   out   in   the   tall   grass,  
highwaymen,   nefarious   as   any   Clarksdale   kleptocrat,   were   lying   in   wait.  

Three   months   after   Clyde   Ross   moved   into   his   house,   the   boiler   blew   out.   This   would   normally  
be   a   homeowner’s   responsibility,   but   in   fact,   Ross   was   not   really   a   homeowner.   His   payments  
were   made   to   the   seller,   not   the   bank.   And   Ross   had   not   signed   a   normal   mortgage.   He’d   bought  
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“on   contract”:   a   predatory   agreement   that   combined   all   the   responsibilities   of   homeownership  
with   all   the   disadvantages   of   renting—while   offering   the   benefits   of   neither.   Ross   had   bought   his  
house   for   $27,500.   The   seller,   not   the   previous   homeowner   but   a   new   kind   of   middleman,   had  
bought   it   for   only   $12,000   six   months   before   selling   it   to   Ross.   In   a   contract   sale,   the   seller   kept  
the   deed   until   the   contract   was   paid   in   full—and,   unlike   with   a   normal   mortgage,   Ross   would  
acquire   no   equity   in   the   meantime.   If   he   missed   a   single   payment,   he   would   immediately   forfeit  
his   $1,000   down   payment,   all   his   monthly   payments,   and   the   property   itself.  

The   men   who   peddled   contracts   in   North   Lawndale   would   sell   homes   at   inflated   prices   and   then  
evict   families   who   could   not   pay—taking   their   down   payment   and   their   monthly   installments   as  
profit.   Then   they’d   bring   in   another   black   family,   rinse,   and   repeat.   “He   loads   them   up   with  
payments   they   can’t   meet,”   an   office   secretary   told    The   Chicago   Daily   News    of   her   boss,   the  
speculator   Lou   Fushanis,   in   1963.   “Then   he   takes   the   property   away   from   them.   He’s   sold   some  
of   the   buildings   three   or   four   times.”  

Ross   had   tried   to   get   a   legitimate   mortgage   in   another   neighborhood,   but   was   told   by   a   loan  
officer   that   there   was   no   financing   available.   The   truth   was   that   there   was   no   financing   for   people  
like   Clyde   Ross.   From   the   1930s   through   the   1960s,   black   people   across   the   country   were   largely  
cut   out   of   the   legitimate   home-mortgage   market   through   means   both   legal   and   extralegal.  
Chicago   whites   employed   every   measure,   from   “restrictive   covenants”   to   bombings,   to   keep   their  
neighborhoods   segregated.  

Their   efforts   were   buttressed   by   the   federal   government.   In   1934,   Congress   created   the   Federal  
Housing   Administration.   The   FHA   insured   private   mortgages,   causing   a   drop   in   interest   rates  
and   a   decline   in   the   size   of   the   down   payment   required   to   buy   a   house.   But   an   insured   mortgage  
was   not   a   possibility   for   Clyde   Ross.   The   FHA   had   adopted   a   system   of   maps   that   rated  
neighborhoods   according   to   their   perceived   stability.   On   the   maps,   green   areas,   rated   “A,”  
indicated   “in   demand”   neighborhoods   that,   as   one   appraiser   put   it,   lacked   “a   single   foreigner   or  
Negro.”   These   neighborhoods   were   considered   excellent   prospects   for   insurance.   Neighborhoods  
where   black   people   lived   were   rated   “D”   and   were   usually   considered   ineligible   for   FHA  
backing.   They   were   colored   in   red.   Neither   the   percentage   of   black   people   living   there   nor   their  
social   class   mattered.   Black   people   were   viewed   as   a   contagion.   Redlining   went   beyond  
FHA-backed   loans   and   spread   to   the   entire   mortgage   industry,   which   was   already   rife   with  
racism,   excluding   black   people   from   most   legitimate   means   of   obtaining   a   mortgage.  

“A   government   offering   such   bounty   to   builders   and   lenders   could   have   required   compliance  
with   a   nondiscrimination   policy,”   Charles   Abrams,   the   urban-studies   expert   who   helped   create  
the   New   York   City   Housing   Authority,   wrote   in   1955.   “Instead,   the   FHA   adopted   a   racial   policy  
that   could   well   have   been   culled   from   the   Nuremberg   laws.”  
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The   devastating   effects   are   cogently   outlined   by   Melvin   L.   Oliver   and   Thomas   M.   Shapiro   in  
their   1995   book,    Black   Wealth/White   Wealth :  

Locked   out   of   the   greatest   mass-based   opportunity   for   wealth   accumulation   in  
American   history,   African   Americans   who   desired   and   were   able   to   afford   home  
ownership   found   themselves   consigned   to   central-city   communities   where   their  
investments   were   affected   by   the   “self-fulfilling   prophecies”   of   the   FHA   appraisers:  
cut   off   from   sources   of   new   investment[,]   their   homes   and   communities   deteriorated  
and   lost   value   in   comparison   to   those   homes   and   communities   that   FHA   appraisers  
deemed   desirable.  

In   Chicago   and   across   the   country,   whites   looking   to   achieve   the   American   dream   could   rely   on   a  
legitimate   credit   system   backed   by   the   government.   Blacks   were   herded   into   the   sights   of  
unscrupulous   lenders   who   took   them   for   money   and   for   sport.   “It   was   like   people   who   like   to   go  
out   and   shoot   lions   in   Africa.   It   was   the   same   thrill,”   a   housing   attorney   told   the   historian   Beryl  
Satter   in   her   2009   book,    Family   Properties .   “The   thrill   of   the   chase   and   the   kill.”  

The   kill   was   profitable.   At   the   time   of   his   death,   Lou   Fushanis   owned   more   than   600   properties,  
many   of   them   in   North   Lawndale,   and   his   estate   was   estimated   to   be   worth   $3   million.   He’d  
made   much   of   this   money   by   exploiting   the   frustrated   hopes   of   black   migrants   like   Clyde   Ross.  
During   this   period,   according   to   one   estimate,   85   percent   of   all   black   home   buyers   who   bought   in  
Chicago   bought   on   contract.   “If   anybody   who   is   well   established   in   this   business   in   Chicago  
doesn’t   earn   $100,000   a   year,”   a   contract   seller   told    The   Saturday   Evening   Post    in   1962,   “he   is  
loafing.”  

Contract   sellers   became   rich.   North   Lawndale   became   a   ghetto.  

Clyde   Ross   still   lives   there.   He   still   owns   his   home.   He   is   91,   and   the   emblems   of   survival   are   all  
around   him—awards   for   service   in   his   community,   pictures   of   his   children   in   cap   and   gown.   But  
when   I   asked   him   about   his   home   in   North   Lawndale,   I   heard   only   anarchy.  

“We   were   ashamed.   We   did   not   want   anyone   to   know   that   we   were   that   ignorant,”   Ross   told   me.  
He   was   sitting   at   his   dining-room   table.   His   glasses   were   as   thick   as   his   Clarksdale   drawl.   “I’d  
come   out   of   Mississippi   where   there   was   one   mess,   and   come   up   here   and   got   in   another   mess.  
So   how   dumb   am   I?   I   didn’t   want   anyone   to   know   how   dumb   I   was.  

“When   I   found   myself   caught   up   in   it,   I   said,   ‘How?   I   just   left   this   mess.   I   just   left   no   laws.   And  
no   regard.   And   then   I   come   here   and   get   cheated   wide   open.’   I   would   probably   want   to   do   some  
harm   to   some   people,   you   know,   if   I   had   been   violent   like   some   of   us.   I   thought,   ‘Man,   I   got  
caught   up   in   this   stuff.   I   can’t   even   take   care   of   my   kids.’   I   didn’t   have   enough   for   my   kids.   You  
could   fall   through   the   cracks   easy   fighting   these   white   people.   And   no   law.”  
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But   fight   Clyde   Ross   did.   In   1968   he   joined   the   newly   formed    Contract   Buyers   League —a  
collection   of   black   homeowners   on   Chicago’s   South   and   West   Sides,   all   of   whom   had   been  
locked   into   the   same   system   of   predation.   There   was   Howell   Collins,   whose   contract   called   for  
him   to   pay   $25,500   for   a   house   that   a   speculator   had   bought   for   $14,500.   There   was   Ruth   Wells,  
who’d   managed   to   pay   out   half   her   contract,   expecting   a   mortgage,   only   to   suddenly   see   an  
insurance   bill   materialize   out   of   thin   air—a   requirement   the   seller   had   added   without   Wells’s  
knowledge.   Contract   sellers   used   every   tool   at   their   disposal   to   pilfer   from   their   clients.   They  
scared   white   residents   into   selling   low.   They   lied   about   properties’   compliance   with   building  
codes,   then   left   the   buyer   responsible   when   city   inspectors   arrived.   They   presented   themselves   as  
real-estate   brokers,   when   in   fact   they   were   the   owners.   They   guided   their   clients   to   lawyers   who  
were   in   on   the   scheme.  

The   Contract   Buyers   League   fought   back.   Members—who   would   eventually   number   more   than  
500—went   out   to   the   posh   suburbs   where   the   speculators   lived   and   embarrassed   them   by  
knocking   on   their   neighbors’   doors   and   informing   them   of   the   details   of   the   contract-lending  
trade.   They   refused   to   pay   their   installments,   instead   holding   monthly   payments   in   an   escrow  
account.   Then   they   brought   a   suit   against   the   contract   sellers,   accusing   them   of   buying   properties  
and   reselling   in   such   a   manner   “to   reap   from   members   of   the   Negro   race   large   and   unjust  
profits.”  

In   return   for   the   “deprivations   of   their   rights   and   privileges   under   the   Thirteenth   and   Fourteenth  
Amendments,”   the   league   demanded   “prayers   for   relief”—payback   of   all   moneys   paid   on  
contracts   and   all   moneys   paid   for   structural   improvement   of   properties,   at   6   percent   interest  
minus   a   “fair,   non-discriminatory”   rental   price   for   time   of   occupation.   Moreover,   the   league  
asked   the   court   to   adjudge   that   the   defendants   had   “acted   willfully   and   maliciously   and   that  
malice   is   the   gist   of   this   action.”  

Ross   and   the   Contract   Buyers   League   were   no   longer   appealing   to   the   government   simply   for  
equality.   They   were   no   longer   fleeing   in   hopes   of   a   better   deal   elsewhere.   They   were   charging  
society   with   a   crime   against   their   community.   They   wanted   the   crime   publicly   ruled   as   such.  
They   wanted   the   crime’s   executors   declared   to   be   offensive   to   society.   And   they   wanted  
restitution   for   the   great   injury   brought   upon   them   by   said   offenders.   In   1968,   Clyde   Ross   and   the  
Contract   Buyers   League   were   no   longer   simply   seeking   the   protection   of   the   law.   They   were  
seeking   reparations.  

II.   “A   Difference   of   Kind,   Not   Degree”  

According   to   the   most-recent   statistics,   North   Lawndale   is   now   on   the   wrong   end   of   virtually  
every   socioeconomic   indicator.   In   1930   its   population   was   112,000.   Today   it   is   36,000.   The  
halcyon   talk   of   “interracial   living”   is   dead.   The   neighborhood   is   92   percent   black.   Its   homicide  
rate   is   45   per   100,000—triple   the   rate   of   the   city   as   a   whole.   The   infant-mortality   rate   is   14   per  
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1,000—more   than   twice   the   national   average.   Forty-three   percent   of   the   people   in   North  
Lawndale   live   below   the   poverty   line—double   Chicago’s   overall   rate.   Forty-five   percent   of   all  
households   are   on   food   stamps—nearly   three   times   the   rate   of   the   city   at   large.   Sears,   Roebuck  
left   the   neighborhood   in   1987,   taking   1,800   jobs   with   it.   Kids   in   North   Lawndale   need   not   be  
confused   about   their   prospects:   Cook   County’s   Juvenile   Temporary   Detention   Center   sits   directly  
adjacent   to   the   neighborhood.  

North   Lawndale   is   an   extreme   portrait   of   the   trends   that   ail   black   Chicago.   Such   is   the   magnitude  
of   these   ailments   that   it   can   be   said   that   blacks   and   whites   do   not   inhabit   the   same   city.   The  
average   per   capita   income   of   Chicago’s   white   neighborhoods   is   almost   three   times   that   of   its  
black   neighborhoods.   When   the   Harvard   sociologist   Robert   J.   Sampson   examined   incarceration  
rates   in   Chicago   in   his   2012   book,    Great   American   City ,   he   found   that   a   black   neighborhood  
with   one   of   the   highest   incarceration   rates   (West   Garfield   Park)   had   a   rate   more   than   40   times   as  
high   as   the   white   neighborhood   with   the   highest   rate   (Clearing).   “This   is   a   staggering  
differential,   even   for   community-level   comparisons,”   Sampson   writes.   “A   difference   of   kind,   not  
degree.”  

In   other   words,   Chicago’s   impoverished   black   neighborhoods—characterized   by   high  
unemployment   and   households   headed   by   single   parents—are   not   simply   poor;   they   are  
“ecologically   distinct.”   This   “is   not   simply   the   same   thing   as   low   economic   status,”   writes  
Sampson.   “In   this   pattern   Chicago   is   not   alone.”  

The   lives   of   black   Americans   are   better   than   they   were   half   a   century   ago.   The   humiliation   of  
whites   only   signs   are   gone.   Rates   of   black   poverty   have   decreased.   Black   teen-pregnancy   rates  
are   at   record   lows—and   the   gap   between   black   and   white   teen-pregnancy   rates   has   shrunk  
significantly.   But   such   progress   rests   on   a   shaky   foundation,   and   fault   lines   are   everywhere.   The  
income   gap   between   black   and   white   households   is   roughly   the   same   today   as   it   was   in   1970.  
Patrick   Sharkey,   a   sociologist   at   New   York   University,   studied   children   born   from   1955   through  
1970   and   found   that   4   percent   of   whites   and   62   percent   of   blacks   across   America   had   been   raised  
in   poor   neighborhoods.   A   generation   later,   the   same   study   showed,   virtually   nothing   had  
changed.   And   whereas   whites   born   into   affluent   neighborhoods   tended   to   remain   in   affluent  
neighborhoods,   blacks   tended   to   fall   out   of   them.  

This   is   not   surprising.   Black   families,   regardless   of   income,   are   significantly   less   wealthy   than  
white   families.   The   Pew   Research   Center   estimates   that   white   households   are   worth   roughly   20  
times   as   much   as   black   households,   and   that   whereas   only   15   percent   of   whites   have   zero   or  
negative   wealth,   more   than   a   third   of   blacks   do.   Effectively,   the   black   family   in   America   is  
working   without   a   safety   net.   When   financial   calamity   strikes—a   medical   emergency,   divorce,  
job   loss—the   fall   is   precipitous.  
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And   just   as   black   families   of   all   incomes   remain   handicapped   by   a   lack   of   wealth,   so   too   do   they  
remain   handicapped   by   their   restricted   choice   of   neighborhood.   Black   people   with  
upper-middle-class   incomes   do   not   generally   live   in   upper-middle-class   neighborhoods.  
Sharkey’s   research   shows   that   black   families   making   $100,000   typically   live   in   the   kinds   of  
neighborhoods   inhabited   by   white   families   making   $30,000.   “Blacks   and   whites   inhabit   such  
different   neighborhoods,”   Sharkey   writes,   “that   it   is   not   possible   to   compare   the   economic  
outcomes   of   black   and   white   children.”  

A   national   real-estate   association   advised   not   to   sell   to   “a   colored   man   of   means   who   was   giving  
his   children   a   college   education.”  

The   implications   are   chilling.   As   a   rule,   poor   black   people   do   not   work   their   way   out   of   the  
ghetto—and   those   who   do   often   face   the   horror   of    watching   their   children   and   grandchildren  
tumble   back .  

Even   seeming   evidence   of   progress   withers   under   harsh   light.   In   2012,   the   Manhattan   Institute  
cheerily   noted   that   segregation   had   declined   since   the   1960s.   And   yet   African   Americans   still  
remained—by   far—the   most   segregated   ethnic   group   in   the   country.  

With   segregation,   with   the   isolation   of   the   injured   and   the   robbed,   comes   the   concentration   of  
disadvantage.   An   unsegregated   America   might   see   poverty,   and   all   its   effects,   spread   across   the  
country   with   no   particular   bias   toward   skin   color.   Instead,   the   concentration   of   poverty   has   been  
paired   with   a   concentration   of   melanin.   The   resulting   conflagration   has   been   devastating.  

One   thread   of   thinking   in   the   African   American   community   holds   that   these   depressing   numbers  
partially   stem   from   cultural   pathologies   that   can   be   altered   through   individual   grit   and  
exceptionally   good   behavior.   (In   2011,   Philadelphia   Mayor   Michael   Nutter,   responding   to  
violence   among   young   black   males,   put   the   blame   on   the   family:   “Too   many   men   making   too  
many   babies   they   don’t   want   to   take   care   of,   and   then   we   end   up   dealing   with   your   children.”  
Nutter   turned   to   those   presumably   fatherless   babies:   “Pull   your   pants   up   and   buy   a   belt,   because  
no   one   wants   to   see   your   underwear   or   the   crack   of   your   butt.”)   The   thread   is   as   old   as   black  
politics   itself.   It   is   also   wrong.   The   kind   of   trenchant   racism   to   which   black   people   have  
persistently   been   subjected   can   never   be   defeated   by   making   its   victims   more   respectable.   The  
essence   of   American   racism   is   disrespect.   And   in   the   wake   of   the   grim   numbers,   we   see   the   grim  
inheritance.  

The   Contract   Buyers   League’s   suit   brought   by   Clyde   Ross   and   his   allies   took   direct   aim   at   this  
inheritance.   The   suit   was   rooted   in   Chicago’s   long   history   of   segregation,   which   had   created   two  
housing   markets—one   legitimate   and   backed   by   the   government,   the   other   lawless   and   patrolled  
by   predators.   The   suit   dragged   on   until   1976,   when   the   league   lost   a   jury   trial.   Securing   the   equal  
protection   of   the   law   proved   hard;   securing   reparations   proved   impossible.   If   there   were   any  
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doubts   about   the   mood   of   the   jury,   the   foreman   removed   them   by   saying,   when   asked   about   the  
verdict,   that   he   hoped   it   would   help   end   “the   mess   Earl   Warren   made   with    Brown   v.   Board   of  
Education    and   all   that   nonsense.”  

The   Supreme   Court   seems   to   share   that   sentiment.   The   past   two   decades   have   witnessed   a  
rollback   of   the   progressive   legislation   of   the   1960s.   Liberals   have   found   themselves   on   the  
defensive.   In   2008,   when   Barack   Obama   was   a   candidate   for   president,   he   was   asked   whether   his  
daughters—Malia   and   Sasha—should   benefit   from   affirmative   action.   He   answered   in   the  
negative.  

The   exchange   rested   upon   an   erroneous   comparison   of   the   average   American   white   family   and  
the   exceptional   first   family.   In   the   contest   of   upward   mobility,   Barack   and   Michelle   Obama   have  
won.   But   they’ve   won   by   being   twice   as   good—and   enduring   twice   as   much.   Malia   and   Sasha  
Obama   enjoy   privileges   beyond   the   average   white   child’s   dreams.   But   that   comparison   is  
incomplete.   The   more   telling   question   is   how   they   compare   with   Jenna   and   Barbara   Bush—the  
products   of   many   generations   of   privilege,   not   just   one.   Whatever   the   Obama   children   achieve,   it  
will   be   evidence   of   their   family’s   singular   perseverance,   not   of   broad   equality.  

III.   “We   Inherit   Our   Ample   Patrimony”  

In   1783,   the   freedwoman   Belinda   Royall   petitioned   the   commonwealth   of   Massachusetts   for  
reparations.   Belinda   had   been   born   in   modern-day   Ghana.   She   was   kidnapped   as   a   child   and   sold  
into   slavery.   She   endured   the   Middle   Passage   and   50   years   of   enslavement   at   the   hands   of   Isaac  
Royall   and   his   son.   But   the   junior   Royall,   a   British   loyalist,   fled   the   country   during   the  
Revolution.   Belinda,   now   free   after   half   a   century   of   labor,   beseeched   the   nascent   Massachusetts  
legislature:  

The   face   of   your   Petitioner,   is   now   marked   with   the   furrows   of   time,   and   her   frame  
bending   under   the   oppression   of   years,   while   she,   by   the   Laws   of   the   Land,   is   denied  
the   employment   of   one   morsel   of   that   immense   wealth,   apart   whereof   hath   been  
accumilated   by   her   own   industry,   and   the   whole   augmented   by   her   servitude.  

WHEREFORE,   casting   herself   at   your   feet   if   your   honours,   as   to   a   body   of   men,  
formed   for   the   extirpation   of   vassalage,   for   the   reward   of   Virtue,   and   the   just   return   of  
honest   industry—she   prays,   that   such   allowance   may   be   made   her   out   of   the   Estate   of  
Colonel   Royall,   as   will   prevent   her,   and   her   more   infirm   daughter,   from   misery   in   the  
greatest   extreme,   and   scatter   comfort   over   the   short   and   downward   path   of   their   lives.  

Belinda   Royall   was   granted   a   pension   of   15   pounds   and   12   shillings,   to   be   paid   out   of   the   estate  
of   Isaac   Royall—one   of   the   earliest   successful   attempts   to   petition   for   reparations.   At   the   time,  
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black   people   in   America   had   endured   more   than   150   years   of   enslavement,   and   the   idea   that   they  
might   be   owed   something   in   return   was,   if   not   the   national   consensus,   at   least   not   outrageous.  

“A   heavy   account   lies   against   us   as   a   civil   society   for   oppressions   committed   against   people   who  
did   not   injure   us,”   wrote   the   Quaker   John   Woolman   in   1769,   “and   that   if   the   particular   case   of  
many   individuals   were   fairly   stated,   it   would   appear   that   there   was   considerable   due   to   them.”  

As   the   historian   Roy   E.   Finkenbine   has   documented,   at   the   dawn   of   this   country,   black  
reparations   were   actively   considered   and   often   effected.   Quakers   in   New   York,   New   England,  
and   Baltimore   went   so   far   as   to   make   “membership   contingent   upon   compensating   one’s   former  
slaves.”   In   1782,   the   Quaker   Robert   Pleasants   emancipated   his   78   slaves,   granted   them   350  
acres,   and   later   built   a   school   on   their   property   and   provided   for   their   education.   “The   doing   of  
this   justice   to   the   injured   Africans,”   wrote   Pleasants,   “would   be   an   acceptable   offering   to   him  
who   ‘Rules   in   the   kingdom   of   men.’ ”  

Edward   Coles,   a   protégé   of   Thomas   Jefferson   who   became   a   slaveholder   through   inheritance,  
took   many   of   his   slaves   north   and   granted   them   a   plot   of   land   in   Illinois.   John   Randolph,   a   cousin  
of   Jefferson’s,   willed   that   all   his   slaves   be   emancipated   upon   his   death,   and   that   all   those   older  
than   40   be   given   10   acres   of   land.   “I   give   and   bequeath   to   all   my   slaves   their   freedom,”  
Randolph   wrote,   “heartily   regretting   that   I   have   been   the   owner   of   one.”  

In   his   book    Forever   Free ,   Eric   Foner   recounts   the   story   of   a   disgruntled   planter   reprimanding   a  
freedman   loafing   on   the   job:  

Planter:   “You   lazy   nigger,   I   am   losing   a   whole   day’s   labor   by   you.”  

Freedman:   “Massa,   how   many   days’   labor   have   I   lost   by   you?”  

In   the   20th   century,   the   cause   of   reparations   was   taken   up   by   a   diverse   cast   that   included   the  
Confederate   veteran   Walter   R.   Vaughan,   who   believed   that   reparations   would   be   a   stimulus   for  
the   South;   the   black   activist   Callie   House;   black-nationalist   leaders   like   “Queen   Mother”   Audley  
Moore;   and   the   civil-rights   activist   James   Forman.   The   movement   coalesced   in   1987   under   an  
umbrella   organization   called   the   National   Coalition   of   Blacks   for   Reparations   in   America  
(n’cobra).   The   NAACP   endorsed   reparations   in   1993.   Charles   J.   Ogletree   Jr.,   a   professor   at  
Harvard   Law   School,   has   pursued   reparations   claims   in   court.  

But   while   the   people   advocating   reparations   have   changed   over   time,   the   response   from   the  
country   has   remained   virtually   the   same.   “They   have   been   taught   to   labor,”   the    Chicago   Tribune  
editorialized   in   1891.   “They   have   been   taught   Christian   civilization,   and   to   speak   the   noble  
English   language   instead   of   some   African   gibberish.   The   account   is   square   with   the   ex-slaves.”  
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Not   exactly.   Having   been   enslaved   for   250   years,   black   people   were   not   left   to   their   own   devices.  
They   were   terrorized.   In   the   Deep   South,   a   second   slavery   ruled.   In   the   North,   legislatures,  
mayors,   civic   associations,   banks,   and   citizens   all   colluded   to   pin   black   people   into   ghettos,  
where   they   were   overcrowded,   overcharged,   and   undereducated.   Businesses   discriminated  
against   them,   awarding   them   the   worst   jobs   and   the   worst   wages.   Police   brutalized   them   in   the  
streets.   And   the   notion   that   black   lives,   black   bodies,   and   black   wealth   were   rightful   targets  
remained   deeply   rooted   in   the   broader   society.   Now   we   have   half-stepped   away   from   our   long  
centuries   of   despoilment,   promising,   “Never   again.”   But   still   we   are   haunted.   It   is   as   though   we  
have   run   up   a   credit-card   bill   and,   having   pledged   to   charge   no   more,   remain   befuddled   that   the  
balance   does   not   disappear.   The   effects   of   that   balance,   interest   accruing   daily,   are   all   around   us.  

Broach   the   topic   of   reparations   today   and   a   barrage   of   questions   inevitably   follows:   Who   will   be  
paid?   How   much   will   they   be   paid?   Who   will   pay?   But   if   the   practicalities,   not   the   justice,   of  
reparations   are   the   true   sticking   point,   there   has   for   some   time   been   the   beginnings   of   a   solution.  
For   the   past   25   years,   Congressman   John   Conyers   Jr.,   who   represents   the   Detroit   area,   has  
marked   every   session   of   Congress   by   introducing   a   bill   calling   for   a   congressional   study   of  
slavery   and   its   lingering   effects   as   well   as   recommendations   for   “appropriate   remedies.”  

A   country   curious   about   how   reparations   might   actually   work   has   an   easy   solution   in   Conyers’s  
bill,   now   called   HR   40,   the   Commission   to   Study   Reparation   Proposals   for   African   Americans  
Act.   We   would   support   this   bill,   submit   the   question   to   study,   and   then   assess   the   possible  
solutions.   But   we   are   not   interested.  

“It’s   because   it’s   black   folks   making   the   claim,”   Nkechi   Taifa,   who   helped   found   n’cobra,   says.  
“People   who   talk   about   reparations   are   considered   left   lunatics.   But   all   we   are   talking   about   is  
studying   [reparations].   As   John   Conyers   has   said,   we   study   everything.   We   study   the   water,   the  
air.   We   can’t   even   study   the   issue?   This   bill   does   not   authorize   one   red   cent   to   anyone.”  

That   HR   40   has   never—under   either   Democrats   or   Republicans—made   it   to   the   House   floor  
suggests   our   concerns   are   rooted   not   in   the   impracticality   of   reparations   but   in   something   more  
existential.   If   we   conclude   that   the   conditions   in   North   Lawndale   and   black   America   are   not  
inexplicable   but   are   instead   precisely   what   you’d   expect   of   a   community   that   for   centuries   has  
lived   in   America’s   crosshairs,   then   what   are   we   to   make   of   the   world’s   oldest   democracy?  

One   cannot   escape   the   question   by   hand-waving   at   the   past,   disavowing   the   acts   of   one’s  
ancestors,   nor   by   citing   a   recent   date   of   ancestral   immigration.   The   last   slaveholder   has   been  
dead   for   a   very   long   time.   The   last   soldier   to   endure   Valley   Forge   has   been   dead   much   longer.   To  
proudly   claim   the   veteran   and   disown   the   slaveholder   is   patriotism   à   la   carte.   A   nation   outlives  
its   generations.   We   were   not   there   when   Washington   crossed   the   Delaware,   but   Emanuel   Gottlieb  
Leutze’s   rendering   has   meaning   to   us.   We   were   not   there   when   Woodrow   Wilson   took   us   into  
World   War   I,   but   we   are   still   paying   out   the   pensions.   If   Thomas   Jefferson’s   genius   matters,   then  
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so   does   his   taking   of   Sally   Hemings’s   body.   If   George   Washington   crossing   the   Delaware  
matters,   so   must   his   ruthless   pursuit   of   the   runagate   Oney   Judge.  

In   1909,   President   William   Howard   Taft   told   the   country   that   “intelligent”   white   southerners  
were   ready   to   see   blacks   as   “useful   members   of   the   community.”   A   week   later   Joseph   Gordon,   a  
black   man,   was   lynched   outside   Greenwood,   Mississippi.   The   high   point   of   the   lynching   era   has  
passed.   But   the   memories   of   those   robbed   of   their   lives   still   live   on   in   the   lingering   effects.  
Indeed,   in   America   there   is   a   strange   and   powerful   belief   that   if   you   stab   a   black   person   10   times,  
the   bleeding   stops   and   the   healing   begins   the   moment   the   assailant   drops   the   knife.   We   believe  
white   dominance   to   be   a   fact   of   the   inert   past,   a   delinquent   debt   that   can   be   made   to   disappear   if  
only   we   don’t   look.  

There   has   always   been   another   way.   “It   is   in   vain   to   alledge,   that    our   ancestors    brought   them  
hither,   and   not   we,”   Yale   President   Timothy   Dwight   said   in   1810.  

We   inherit   our   ample   patrimony   with   all   its   incumbrances;   and   are   bound   to   pay   the  
debts   of   our   ancestors.    This    debt,   particularly,   we   are   bound   to   discharge:   and,   when  
the   righteous   Judge   of   the   Universe   comes   to   reckon   with   his   servants,   he   will   rigidly  
exact   the   payment   at   our   hands.   To   give   them   liberty,   and   stop   here,   is   to   entail   upon  
them   a   curse.  

IV.   “The   Ills   That   Slavery   Frees   Us   From”  

America   begins   in   black   plunder   and   white   democracy,   two   features   that   are   not   contradictory  
but   complementary.   “The   men   who   came   together   to   found   the   independent   United   States,  
dedicated   to   freedom   and   equality,   either   held   slaves   or   were   willing   to   join   hands   with   those  
who   did,”   the   historian   Edmund   S.   Morgan   wrote.   “None   of   them   felt   entirely   comfortable   about  
the   fact,   but   neither   did   they   feel   responsible   for   it.   Most   of   them   had   inherited   both   their   slaves  
and   their   attachment   to   freedom   from   an   earlier   generation,   and   they   knew   the   two   were   not  
unconnected.”  

When   enslaved   Africans,   plundered   of   their   bodies,   plundered   of   their   families,   and   plundered   of  
their   labor,   were   brought   to   the   colony   of   Virginia   in   1619,   they   did   not   initially   endure   the   naked  
racism   that   would   engulf   their   progeny.   Some   of   them   were   freed.   Some   of   them   intermarried.  
Still   others   escaped   with   the   white   indentured   servants   who   had   suffered   as   they   had.   Some   even  
rebelled   together,   allying   under   Nathaniel   Bacon   to   torch   Jamestown   in   1676.  

One   hundred   years   later,   the   idea   of   slaves   and   poor   whites   joining   forces   would   shock   the  
senses,   but   in   the   early   days   of   the   English   colonies,   the   two   groups   had   much   in   common.  
English   visitors   to   Virginia   found   that   its   masters   “abuse   their   servantes   with   intollerable  
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oppression   and   hard   usage.”   White   servants   were   flogged,   tricked   into   serving   beyond   their  
contracts,   and   traded   in   much   the   same   manner   as   slaves.  

This   “hard   usage”   originated   in   a   simple   fact   of   the   New   World—land   was   boundless   but   cheap  
labor   was   limited.   As   life   spans   increased   in   the   colony,   the   Virginia   planters   found   in   the  
enslaved   Africans   an   even   more   efficient   source   of   cheap   labor.   Whereas   indentured   servants  
were   still   legal   subjects   of   the   English   crown   and   thus   entitled   to   certain   protections,   African  
slaves   entered   the   colonies   as   aliens.   Exempted   from   the   protections   of   the   crown,   they   became  
early   America’s   indispensable   working   class—fit   for   maximum   exploitation,   capable   of   only  
minimal   resistance.  

For   the   next   250   years,   American   law   worked   to   reduce   black   people   to   a   class   of   untouchables  
and   raise   all   white   men   to   the   level   of   citizens.   In   1650,   Virginia   mandated   that   “all   persons  
except   Negroes”   were   to   carry   arms.   In   1664,   Maryland   mandated   that   any   Englishwoman   who  
married   a   slave   must   live   as   a   slave   of   her   husband’s   master.   In   1705,   the   Virginia   assembly  
passed   a   law   allowing   for   the   dismemberment   of   unruly   slaves—but   forbidding   masters   from  
whipping   “a   Christian   white   servant   naked,   without   an   order   from   a   justice   of   the   peace.”   In   that  
same   law,   the   colony   mandated   that   “all   horses,   cattle,   and   hogs,   now   belonging,   or   that   hereafter  
shall   belong   to   any   slave”   be   seized   and   sold   off   by   the   local   church,   the   profits   used   to   support  
“the   poor   of   the   said   parish.”   At   that   time,   there   would   have   still   been   people   alive   who   could  
remember   blacks   and   whites   joining   to   burn   down   Jamestown   only   29   years   before.   But   at   the  
beginning   of   the   18th   century,   two   primary   classes   were   enshrined   in   America.  

“The   two   great   divisions   of   society   are   not   the   rich   and   poor,   but   white   and   black,”   John   C.  
Calhoun,   South   Carolina’s   senior   senator,   declared   on   the   Senate   floor   in   1848.   “And   all   the  
former,   the   poor   as   well   as   the   rich,   belong   to   the   upper   class,   and   are   respected   and   treated   as  
equals.”  

In   1860,   the   majority   of   people   living   in   South   Carolina   and   Mississippi,   almost   half   of   those  
living   in   Georgia,   and   about   one-third   of   all   Southerners   were   on   the   wrong   side   of   Calhoun’s  
line.   The   state   with   the   largest   number   of   enslaved   Americans   was   Virginia,   where   in   certain  
counties   some   70   percent   of   all   people   labored   in   chains.   Nearly   one-fourth   of   all   white  
Southerners   owned   slaves,   and   upon   their   backs   the   economic   basis   of   America—and   much   of  
the   Atlantic   world—was   erected.   In   the   seven   cotton   states,   one-third   of   all   white   income   was  
derived   from   slavery.   By   1840,   cotton   produced   by   slave   labor   constituted   59   percent   of   the  
country’s   exports.   The   web   of   this   slave   society   extended   north   to   the   looms   of   New   England,  
and   across   the   Atlantic   to   Great   Britain,   where   it   powered   a   great   economic   transformation   and  
altered   the   trajectory   of   world   history.   “Whoever   says   Industrial   Revolution,”   wrote   the   historian  
Eric   J.   Hobsbawm,   “says   cotton.”  

14  



The   wealth   accorded   America   by   slavery   was   not   just   in   what   the   slaves   pulled   from   the   land   but  
in   the   slaves   themselves.   “In   1860,   slaves   as   an   asset   were   worth   more   than   all   of   America’s  
manufacturing,   all   of   the   railroads,   all   of   the   productive   capacity   of   the   United   States   put  
together,”   the   Yale   historian   David   W.   Blight   has   noted.   “Slaves   were   the   single   largest,   by   far,  
financial   asset   of   property   in   the   entire   American   economy.”   The   sale   of   these   slaves—“in   whose  
bodies   that   money   congealed,”   writes   Walter   Johnson,   a   Harvard   historian—generated   even   more  
ancillary   wealth.   Loans   were   taken   out   for   purchase,   to   be   repaid   with   interest.   Insurance   policies  
were   drafted   against   the   untimely   death   of   a   slave   and   the   loss   of   potential   profits.   Slave   sales  
were   taxed   and   notarized.   The   vending   of   the   black   body   and   the   sundering   of   the   black   family  
became   an   economy   unto   themselves,   estimated   to   have   brought   in   tens   of   millions   of   dollars   to  
antebellum   America.   In   1860   there   were   more   millionaires   per   capita   in   the   Mississippi   Valley  
than   anywhere   else   in   the   country.  

Beneath   the   cold   numbers   lay   lives   divided.   “I   had   a   constant   dread   that   Mrs.   Moore,   her  
mistress,   would   be   in   want   of   money   and   sell   my   dear   wife,”   a   freedman   wrote,   reflecting   on   his  
time   in   slavery.   “We   constantly   dreaded   a   final   separation.   Our   affection   for   each   was   very  
strong,   and   this   made   us   always   apprehensive   of   a   cruel   parting.”  

Forced   partings   were   common   in   the   antebellum   South.   A   slave   in   some   parts   of   the   region   stood  
a   30   percent   chance   of   being   sold   in   his   or   her   lifetime.   Twenty-five   percent   of   interstate   trades  
destroyed   a   first   marriage   and   half   of   them   destroyed   a   nuclear   family.  

When   the   wife   and   children   of   Henry   Brown,   a   slave   in   Richmond,   Virginia,   were   to   be   sold  
away,   Brown   searched   for   a   white   master   who   might   buy   his   wife   and   children   to   keep   the   family  
together.   He   failed:  

The   next   day,   I   stationed   myself   by   the   side   of   the   road,   along   which   the   slaves,  
amounting   to   three   hundred   and   fifty,   were   to   pass.   The   purchaser   of   my   wife   was   a  
Methodist   minister,   who   was   about   starting   for   North   Carolina.   Pretty   soon   five  
waggon-loads   of   little   children   passed,   and   looking   at   the   foremost   one,   what   should   I  
see   but   a   little   child,   pointing   its   tiny   hand   towards   me,   exclaiming,   “There’s   my  
father;   I   knew   he   would   come   and   bid   me   good-bye.”   It   was   my   eldest   child!   Soon   the  
gang   approached   in   which   my   wife   was   chained.   I   looked,   and   beheld   her   familiar  
face;   but   O,   reader,   that   glance   of   agony!   may   God   spare   me   ever   again   enduring   the  
excruciating   horror   of   that   moment!   She   passed,   and   came   near   to   where   I   stood.   I  
seized   hold   of   her   hand,   intending   to   bid   her   farewell;   but   words   failed   me;   the   gift   of  
utterance   had   fled,   and   I   remained   speechless.   I   followed   her   for   some   distance,   with  
her   hand   grasped   in   mine,   as   if   to   save   her   from   her   fate,   but   I   could   not   speak,   and   I  
was   obliged   to   turn   away   in   silence.  
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In   a   time   when   telecommunications   were   primitive   and   blacks   lacked   freedom   of   movement,   the  
parting   of   black   families   was   a   kind   of   murder.   Here   we   find   the   roots   of   American   wealth   and  
democracy—in   the   for-profit   destruction   of   the   most   important   asset   available   to   any   people,   the  
family.   The   destruction   was   not   incidental   to   America’s   rise;   it   facilitated   that   rise.   By   erecting   a  
slave   society,   America   created   the   economic   foundation   for   its   great   experiment   in   democracy.  
The   labor   strife   that   seeded   Bacon’s   rebellion   was   suppressed.   America’s   indispensable   working  
class   existed   as   property   beyond   the   realm   of   politics,   leaving   white   Americans   free   to   trumpet  
their   love   of   freedom   and   democratic   values.   Assessing   antebellum   democracy   in   Virginia,   a  
visitor   from   England   observed   that   the   state’s   natives   “can   profess   an   unbounded   love   of   liberty  
and   of   democracy   in   consequence   of   the   mass   of   the   people,   who   in   other   countries   might  
become   mobs,   being   there   nearly   altogether   composed   of   their   own   Negro   slaves.”  

V.   The   Quiet   Plunder  

The   consequences   of   250   years   of   enslavement,   of   war   upon   black   families   and   black   people,  
were   profound.   Like   homeownership   today,   slave   ownership   was   aspirational,   attracting   not   just  
those   who   owned   slaves   but   those   who   wished   to.   Much   as   homeowners   today   might   discuss   the  
addition   of   a   patio   or   the   painting   of   a   living   room,   slaveholders   traded   tips   on   the   best   methods  
for   breeding   workers,   exacting   labor,   and   doling   out   punishment.   Just   as   a   homeowner   today  
might   subscribe   to   a   magazine   like    This   Old   House ,   slaveholders   had   journals   such   as    De   Bow’s  
Review ,   which   recommended   the   best   practices   for   wringing   profits   from   slaves.   By   the   dawn   of  
the   Civil   War,   the   enslavement   of   black   America   was   thought   to   be   so   foundational   to   the  
country   that   those   who   sought   to   end   it   were   branded   heretics   worthy   of   death.   Imagine   what  
would   happen   if   a   president   today   came   out   in   favor   of   taking   all   American   homes   from   their  
owners:   the   reaction   might   well   be   violent.  

“This   country   was   formed   for   the    white ,   not   for   the   black   man,”   John   Wilkes   Booth   wrote,   before  
killing   Abraham   Lincoln.   “And   looking   upon    African   slavery    from   the   same   standpoint   held   by  
those   noble   framers   of   our   Constitution,   I   for   one   have   ever   considered    it    one   of   the   greatest  
blessings   (both   for   themselves   and   us)   that   God   ever   bestowed   upon   a   favored   nation.”  

In   the   aftermath   of   the   Civil   War,   Radical   Republicans   attempted   to   reconstruct   the   country   upon  
something   resembling   universal   equality—but   they   were   beaten   back   by   a   campaign   of  
“Redemption,”   led   by   White   Liners,   Red   Shirts,   and   Klansmen   bent   on   upholding   a   society  
“formed   for   the    white ,   not   for   the   black   man.”   A   wave   of   terrorism   roiled   the   South.   In   his  
massive   history    Reconstruction ,   Eric   Foner   recounts   incidents   of   black   people   being   attacked   for  
not   removing   their   hats;   for   refusing   to   hand   over   a   whiskey   flask;   for   disobeying   church  
procedures;   for   “using   insolent   language”;   for   disputing   labor   contracts;   for   refusing   to   be   “tied  
like   a   slave.”   Sometimes   the   attacks   were   intended   simply   to   “thin   out   the   niggers   a   little.”  
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Terrorism   carried   the   day.   Federal   troops   withdrew   from   the   South   in   1877.   The   dream   of  
Reconstruction   died.   For   the   next   century,   political   violence   was   visited   upon   blacks   wantonly,  
with   special   treatment   meted   out   toward   black   people   of   ambition.   Black   schools   and   churches  
were   burned   to   the   ground.   Black   voters   and   the   political   candidates   who   attempted   to   rally   them  
were   intimidated,   and   some   were   murdered.   At   the   end   of   World   War   I,   black   veterans   returning  
to   their   homes   were   assaulted   for   daring   to   wear   the   American   uniform.   The   demobilization   of  
soldiers   after   the   war,   which   put   white   and   black   veterans   into   competition   for   scarce   jobs,  
produced   the   Red   Summer   of   1919:   a   succession   of   racist   pogroms   against   dozens   of   cities  
ranging   from   Longview,   Texas,   to   Chicago   to   Washington,   D.C.   Organized   white   violence  
against   blacks   continued   into   the   1920s—in   1921   a   white   mob   leveled   Tulsa’s   “Black   Wall  
Street,”   and   in   1923   another   one   razed   the   black   town   of   Rosewood,   Florida—and   virtually   no  
one   was   punished.  

The   work   of   mobs   was   a   rabid   and   violent   rendition   of   prejudices   that   extended   even   into   the  
upper   reaches   of   American   government.   The   New   Deal   is   today   remembered   as   a   model   for   what  
progressive   government   should   do—cast   a   broad   social   safety   net   that   protects   the   poor   and   the  
afflicted   while   building   the   middle   class.   When   progressives   wish   to   express   their  
disappointment   with   Barack   Obama,   they   point   to   the   accomplishments   of   Franklin   Roosevelt.  
But   these   progressives   rarely   note   that   Roosevelt’s   New   Deal,   much   like   the   democracy   that  
produced   it,   rested   on   the   foundation   of   Jim   Crow.  

“The   Jim   Crow   South,”   writes   Ira   Katznelson,   a   history   and   political-science   professor   at  
Columbia,   “was   the   one   collaborator   America’s   democracy   could   not   do   without.”   The   marks   of  
that   collaboration   are   all   over   the   New   Deal.   The   omnibus   programs   passed   under   the   Social  
Security   Act   in   1935   were   crafted   in   such   a   way   as   to   protect   the   southern   way   of   life.   Old-age  
insurance   (Social   Security   proper)   and   unemployment   insurance   excluded   farmworkers   and  
domestics—jobs   heavily   occupied   by   blacks.   When   President   Roosevelt   signed   Social   Security  
into   law   in   1935,   65   percent   of   African   Americans   nationally   and   between   70   and   80   percent   in  
the   South   were   ineligible.   The   NAACP   protested,   calling   the   new   American   safety   net   “a   sieve  
with   holes   just   big   enough   for   the   majority   of   Negroes   to   fall   through.”  

The   oft-celebrated   G.I.   Bill   similarly   failed   black   Americans,   by   mirroring   the   broader   country’s  
insistence   on   a   racist   housing   policy.   Though   ostensibly   color-blind,   Title   III   of   the   bill,   which  
aimed   to   give   veterans   access   to   low-interest   home   loans,   left   black   veterans   to   tangle   with   white  
officials   at   their   local   Veterans   Administration   as   well   as   with   the   same   banks   that   had,   for   years,  
refused   to   grant   mortgages   to   blacks.   The   historian   Kathleen   J.   Frydl   observes   in   her   2009   book,  
The   GI   Bill ,   that   so   many   blacks   were   disqualified   from   receiving   Title   III   benefits   “that   it   is  
more   accurate   simply   to   say   that   blacks   could   not   use   this   particular   title.”  
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In   Cold   War   America,   homeownership   was   seen   as   a   means   of   instilling   patriotism,   and   as   a  
civilizing   and   anti-radical   force.   “No   man   who   owns   his   own   house   and   lot   can   be   a  
Communist,”   claimed   William   Levitt,   who   pioneered   the   modern   suburb   with   the   development  
of   the   various   Levittowns,   his   famous   planned   communities.   “He   has   too   much   to   do.”  

But   the   Levittowns   were,   with   Levitt’s   willing   acquiescence,   segregated   throughout   their   early  
years.   Daisy   and   Bill   Myers,   the   first   black   family   to   move   into   Levittown,   Pennsylvania,   were  
greeted   with   protests   and   a   burning   cross.   A   neighbor   who   opposed   the   family   said   that   Bill  
Myers   was   “probably   a   nice   guy,   but   every   time   I   look   at   him   I   see   $2,000   drop   off   the   value   of  
my   house.”  

The   neighbor   had   good   reason   to   be   afraid.   Bill   and   Daisy   Myers   were   from   the   other   side   of  
John   C.   Calhoun’s   dual   society.   If   they   moved   next   door,   housing   policy   almost   guaranteed   that  
their   neighbors’   property   values   would   decline.  

Whereas   shortly   before   the   New   Deal,   a   typical   mortgage   required   a   large   down   payment   and  
full   repayment   within   about   10   years,   the   creation   of   the   Home   Owners’   Loan   Corporation   in  
1933   and   then   the   Federal   Housing   Administration   the   following   year   allowed   banks   to   offer  
loans   requiring   no   more   than   10   percent   down,   amortized   over   20   to   30   years.   “Without   federal  
intervention   in   the   housing   market,   massive   suburbanization   would   have   been   impossible,”  
writes   Thomas   J.   Sugrue,   a   historian   at   the   University   of   Pennsylvania.   “In   1930,   only   30   percent  
of   Americans   owned   their   own   homes;   by   1960,   more   than   60   percent   were   home   owners.   Home  
ownership   became   an   emblem   of   American   citizenship.”  

That   emblem   was   not   to   be   awarded   to   blacks.   The   American   real-estate   industry   believed  
segregation   to   be   a   moral   principle.   As   late   as   1950,   the   National   Association   of   Real   Estate  
Boards’   code   of   ethics   warned   that   “a   Realtor   should   never   be   instrumental   in   introducing   into   a  
neighborhood   …   any   race   or   nationality,   or   any   individuals   whose   presence   will   clearly   be  
detrimental   to   property   values.”   A   1943   brochure   specified   that   such   potential   undesirables  
might   include   madams,   bootleggers,   gangsters—and   “a   colored   man   of   means   who   was   giving  
his   children   a   college   education   and   thought   they   were   entitled   to   live   among   whites.”  

The   federal   government   concurred.   It   was   the   Home   Owners’   Loan   Corporation,   not   a   private  
trade   association,   that   pioneered   the   practice   of   redlining,   selectively   granting   loans   and   insisting  
that   any   property   it   insured   be   covered   by   a   restrictive   covenant—a   clause   in   the   deed   forbidding  
the   sale   of   the   property   to   anyone   other   than   whites.   Millions   of   dollars   flowed   from   tax   coffers  
into   segregated   white   neighborhoods.  

“For   perhaps   the   first   time,   the   federal   government   embraced   the   discriminatory   attitudes   of   the  
marketplace,”   the   historian   Kenneth   T.   Jackson   wrote   in   his   1985   book,    Crabgrass   Frontier ,   a  
history   of   suburbanization.   “Previously,   prejudices   were   personalized   and   individualized;   FHA  
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exhorted   segregation   and   enshrined   it   as   public   policy.   Whole   areas   of   cities   were   declared  
ineligible   for   loan   guarantees.”   Redlining   was   not   officially   outlawed   until   1968,   by   the   Fair  
Housing   Act.   By   then   the   damage   was   done—and   reports   of   redlining   by   banks   have   continued.  

The   federal   government   is   premised   on   equal   fealty   from   all   its   citizens,   who   in   return   are   to  
receive   equal   treatment.   But   as   late   as   the   mid-20th   century,   this   bargain   was   not   granted   to   black  
people,   who   repeatedly   paid   a   higher   price   for   citizenship   and   received   less   in   return.   Plunder  
had   been   the   essential   feature   of   slavery,   of   the   society   described   by   Calhoun.   But   practically   a  
full   century   after   the   end   of   the   Civil   War   and   the   abolition   of   slavery,   the   plunder—quiet,  
systemic,   submerged—continued   even   amidst   the   aims   and   achievements   of   New   Deal   liberals.  

VI.   Making   The   Second   Ghetto  

Today   Chicago   is   one   of   the   most   segregated   cities   in   the   country,   a   fact   that   reflects   assiduous  
planning.   In   the   effort   to   uphold   white   supremacy   at   every   level   down   to   the   neighborhood,  
Chicago—a   city   founded   by   the   black   fur   trader   Jean   Baptiste   Point   du   Sable—has   long   been   a  
pioneer.   The   efforts   began   in   earnest   in   1917,   when   the   Chicago   Real   Estate   Board,   horrified   by  
the   influx   of   southern   blacks,   lobbied   to   zone   the   entire   city   by   race.   But   after   the   Supreme   Court  
ruled   against   explicit   racial   zoning   that   year,   the   city   was   forced   to   pursue   its   agenda   by  
more-discreet   means.  

Like   the   Home   Owners’   Loan   Corporation,   the   Federal   Housing   Administration   initially   insisted  
on   restrictive   covenants,   which   helped   bar   blacks   and   other   ethnic   undesirables   from   receiving  
federally   backed   home   loans.   By   the   1940s,   Chicago   led   the   nation   in   the   use   of   these   restrictive  
covenants,   and   about   half   of   all   residential   neighborhoods   in   the   city   were   effectively   off-limits  
to   blacks.  

It   is   common   today   to   become   misty-eyed   about   the   old   black   ghetto,   where   doctors   and   lawyers  
lived   next   door   to   meatpackers   and   steelworkers,   who   themselves   lived   next   door   to   prostitutes  
and   the   unemployed.   This   segregationist   nostalgia   ignores   the   actual   conditions   endured   by   the  
people   living   there—vermin   and   arson,   for   instance—and   ignores   the   fact   that   the   old   ghetto   was  
premised   on   denying   black   people   privileges   enjoyed   by   white   Americans.  

In   1948,   when   the   Supreme   Court   ruled   that   restrictive   covenants,   while   permissible,   were   not  
enforceable   by   judicial   action,   Chicago   had   other   weapons   at   the   ready.   The   Illinois   state  
legislature   had   already   given   Chicago’s   city   council   the   right   to   approve—and   thus   to   veto—any  
public   housing   in   the   city’s   wards.   This   came   in   handy   in   1949,   when   a   new   federal   housing   act  
sent   millions   of   tax   dollars   into   Chicago   and   other   cities   around   the   country.   Beginning   in   1950,  
site   selection   for   public   housing   proceeded   entirely   on   the   grounds   of   segregation.   By   the   1960s,  
the   city   had   created   with   its   vast   housing   projects   what   the   historian   Arnold   R.   Hirsch   calls   a  
“second   ghetto,”   one   larger   than   the   old   Black   Belt   but   just   as   impermeable.   More   than   98  
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percent   of   all   the   family   public-housing   units   built   in   Chicago   between   1950   and   the   mid-1960s  
were   built   in   all-black   neighborhoods.  

Governmental   embrace   of   segregation   was   driven   by   the   virulent   racism   of   Chicago’s   white  
citizens.   White   neighborhoods   vulnerable   to   black   encroachment   formed   block   associations   for  
the   sole   purpose   of   enforcing   segregation.   They   lobbied   fellow   whites   not   to   sell.   They   lobbied  
those   blacks   who   did   manage   to   buy   to   sell   back.   In   1949,   a   group   of   Englewood   Catholics  
formed   block   associations   intended   to   “keep   up   the   neighborhood.”   Translation:   keep   black  
people   out.   And   when   civic   engagement   was   not   enough,   when   government   failed,   when   private  
banks   could   no   longer   hold   the   line,   Chicago   turned   to   an   old   tool   in   the   American  
repertoire—racial   violence.   “The   pattern   of   terrorism   is   easily   discernible,”   concluded   a   Chicago  
civic   group   in   the   1940s.   “It   is   at   the   seams   of   the   black   ghetto   in   all   directions.”   On   July   1   and   2  
of   1946,   a   mob   of   thousands   assembled   in   Chicago’s   Park   Manor   neighborhood,   hoping   to   eject  
a   black   doctor   who’d   recently   moved   in.   The   mob   pelted   the   house   with   rocks   and   set   the   garage  
on   fire.   The   doctor   moved   away.  

In   1947,   after   a   few   black   veterans   moved   into   the   Fernwood   section   of   Chicago,   three   nights   of  
rioting   broke   out;   gangs   of   whites   yanked   blacks   off   streetcars   and   beat   them.   Two   years   later,  
when   a   union   meeting   attended   by   blacks   in   Englewood   triggered   rumors   that   a   home   was   being  
“sold   to   niggers,”   blacks   (and   whites   thought   to   be   sympathetic   to   them)   were   beaten   in   the  
streets.   In   1951,   thousands   of   whites   in   Cicero,   20   minutes   or   so   west   of   downtown   Chicago,  
attacked   an   apartment   building   that   housed   a   single   black   family,   throwing   bricks   and   firebombs  
through   the   windows   and   setting   the   apartment   on   fire.   A   Cook   County   grand   jury   declined   to  
charge   the   rioters—and   instead   indicted   the   family’s   NAACP   attorney,   the   apartment’s   white  
owner,   and   the   owner’s   attorney   and   rental   agent,   charging   them   with   conspiring   to   lower  
property   values.   Two   years   after   that,   whites   picketed   and   planted   explosives   in   South   Deering,  
about   30   minutes   from   downtown   Chicago,   to   force   blacks   out.  

When   terrorism   ultimately   failed,   white   homeowners   simply   fled   the   neighborhood.   The  
traditional   terminology,    white   flight ,   implies   a   kind   of   natural   expression   of   preference.   In   fact,  
white   flight   was   a   triumph   of   social   engineering,   orchestrated   by   the   shared   racist   presumptions  
of   America’s   public   and   private   sectors.   For   should   any   nonracist   white   families   decide   that  
integration   might   not   be   so   bad   as   a   matter   of   principle   or   practicality,   they   still   had   to   contend  
with   the   hard   facts   of   American   housing   policy:   When   the   mid-20th-century   white   homeowner  
claimed   that   the   presence   of   a   Bill   and   Daisy   Myers   decreased   his   property   value,   he   was   not  
merely   engaging   in   racist   dogma—he   was   accurately   observing   the   impact   of   federal   policy   on  
market   prices.   Redlining   destroyed   the   possibility   of   investment   wherever   black   people   lived.  

VII.   “A   Lot   Of   People   Fell   By   The   Way”  
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Speculators   in   North   Lawndale,   and   at   the   edge   of   the   black   ghettos,   knew   there   was   money   to  
be   made   off   white   panic.   They   resorted   to   “block-busting”—spooking   whites   into   selling   cheap  
before   the   neighborhood   became   black.   They   would   hire   a   black   woman   to   walk   up   and   down  
the   street   with   a   stroller.   Or   they’d   hire   someone   to   call   a   number   in   the   neighborhood   looking  
for   “Johnny   Mae.”   Then   they’d   cajole   whites   into   selling   at   low   prices,   informing   them   that   the  
more   blacks   who   moved   in,   the   more   the   value   of   their   homes   would   decline,   so   better   to   sell  
now.   With   these   white-fled   homes   in   hand,   speculators   then   turned   to   the   masses   of   black   people  
who   had   streamed   northward   as   part   of   the   Great   Migration,   or   who   were   desperate   to   escape   the  
ghettos:   the   speculators   would   take   the   houses   they’d   just   bought   cheap   through   block-busting  
and   sell   them   to   blacks   on   contract.  

To   keep   up   with   his   payments   and   keep   his   heat   on,   Clyde   Ross   took   a   second   job   at   the   post  
office   and   then   a   third   job   delivering   pizza.   His   wife   took   a   job   working   at   Marshall   Field.   He  
had   to   take   some   of   his   children   out   of   private   school.   He   was   not   able   to   be   at   home   to   supervise  
his   children   or   help   them   with   their   homework.   Money   and   time   that   Ross   wanted   to   give   his  
children   went   instead   to   enrich   white   speculators.  

“The   problem   was   the   money,”   Ross   told   me.   “Without   the   money,   you   can’t   move.   You   can’t  
educate   your   kids.   You   can’t   give   them   the   right   kind   of   food.   Can’t   make   the   house   look   good.  
They   think   this   neighborhood   is   where   they   supposed   to   be.   It   changes   their   outlook.   My   kids  
were   going   to   the   best   schools   in   this   neighborhood,   and   I   couldn’t   keep   them   in   there.”  

Mattie   Lewis   came   to   Chicago   from   her   native   Alabama   in   the   mid-’40s,   when   she   was   21,  
persuaded   by   a   friend   who   told   her   she   could   get   a   job   as   a   hairdresser.   Instead   she   was   hired   by  
Western   Electric,   where   she   worked   for   41   years.   I   met   Lewis   in   the   home   of   her   neighbor   Ethel  
Weatherspoon.   Both   had   owned   homes   in   North   Lawndale   for   more   than   50   years.   Both   had  
bought   their   houses   on   contract.   Both   had   been   active   with   Clyde   Ross   in   the   Contract   Buyers  
League’s   effort   to   garner   restitution   from   contract   sellers   who’d   operated   in   North   Lawndale,  
banks   who’d   backed   the   scheme,   and   even   the   Federal   Housing   Administration.   We   were   joined  
by   Jack   Macnamara,   who’d   been   an   organizing   force   in   the   Contract   Buyers   League   when   it   was  
founded,   in   1968.   Our   gathering   had   the   feel   of   a   reunion,   because   the   writer   James   Alan  
McPherson   had    profiled   the   Contract   Buyers   League    for    The   Atlantic    back   in   1972.  

Weatherspoon   bought   her   home   in   1957.   “Most   of   the   whites   started   moving   out,”   she   told   me.  
“‘The   blacks   are   coming.   The   blacks   are   coming.’   They   actually   said   that.   They   had   signs   up:  
don’t   sell   to   blacks.”  

Before   moving   to   North   Lawndale,   Lewis   and   her   husband   tried   moving   to   Cicero   after   seeing   a  
house   advertised   for   sale   there.   “Sorry,   I   just   sold   it   today,”   the   Realtor   told   Lewis’s   husband.   “I  
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told   him,   ‘You   know   they   don’t   want   you   in   Cicero,’ ”   Lewis   recalls.   “ ‘They   ain’t   going   to   let  
nobody   black   in   Cicero.’ ”  

In   1958,   the   couple   bought   a   home   in   North   Lawndale   on   contract.   They   were   not   blind   to   the  
unfairness.   But   Lewis,   born   in   the   teeth   of   Jim   Crow,   considered   American   piracy—black   people  
keep   on   making   it,   white   people   keep   on   taking   it—a   fact   of   nature.   “All   I   wanted   was   a   house.  
And   that   was   the   only   way   I   could   get   it.   They   weren’t   giving   black   people   loans   at   that   time,”  
she   said.   “We   thought,   ‘This   is   the   way   it   is.   We   going   to   do   it   till   we   die,   and   they   ain’t   never  
going   to   accept   us.   That’s   just   the   way   it   is.’  

“The   only   way   you   were   going   to   buy   a   home   was   to   do   it   the   way   they   wanted,”   she   continued.  
“And   I   was   determined   to   get   me   a   house.   If   everybody   else   can   have   one,   I   want   one   too.   I   had  
worked   for   white   people   in   the   South.   And   I   saw   how   these   white   people   were   living   in   the  
North   and   I   thought,   ‘One   day   I’m   going   to   live   just   like   them.’   I   wanted   cabinets   and   all   these  
things   these   other   people   have.”  

Whenever   she   visited   white   co-workers   at   their   homes,   she   saw   the   difference.   “I   could   see   we  
were   just   getting   ripped   off,”   she   said.   “I   would   see   things   and   I   would   say,   ‘I’d   like   to   do   this   at  
my   house.’   And   they   would   say,   ‘Do   it,’   but   I   would   think,   ‘I   can’t,   because   it   costs   us   so   much  
more.’ ”  

I   asked   Lewis   and   Weatherspoon   how   they   kept   up   on   payments.  

“You   paid   it   and   kept   working,”   Lewis   said   of   the   contract.   “When   that   payment   came   up,   you  
knew   you   had   to   pay   it.”  

“You   cut   down   on   the   light   bill.   Cut   down   on   your   food   bill,”   Weatherspoon   interjected.  

“You   cut   down   on   things   for   your   child,   that   was   the   main   thing,”   said   Lewis.   “My   oldest   wanted  
to   be   an   artist   and   my   other   wanted   to   be   a   dancer   and   my   other   wanted   to   take   music.”  

Lewis   and   Weatherspoon,   like   Ross,   were   able   to   keep   their   homes.   The   suit   did   not   win   them  
any   remuneration.   But   it   forced   contract   sellers   to   the   table,   where   they   allowed   some   members  
of   the   Contract   Buyers   League   to   move   into   regular   mortgages   or   simply   take   over   their   houses  
outright.   By   then   they’d   been   bilked   for   thousands.   In   talking   with   Lewis   and   Weatherspoon,   I  
was   seeing   only   part   of   the   picture—the   tiny   minority   who’d   managed   to   hold   on   to   their   homes.  
But   for   all   our   exceptional   ones,   for   every   Barack   and   Michelle   Obama,   for   every   Ethel  
Weatherspoon   or   Clyde   Ross,   for   every   black   survivor,   there   are   so   many   thousands   gone.  

“A   lot   of   people   fell   by   the   way,”   Lewis   told   me.   “One   woman   asked   me   if   I   would   keep   all   her  
china.   She   said,   ‘They   ain’t   going   to   set   you   out.’ ”  
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VIII.   “Negro   Poverty   is   not   White   Poverty”  

On   a   recent   spring   afternoon   in   North   Lawndale,   I   visited   Billy   Lamar   Brooks   Sr.   Brooks   has  
been   an   activist   since   his   youth   in   the   Black   Panther   Party,   when   he   aided   the   Contract   Buyers  
League.   I   met   him   in   his   office   at   the   Better   Boys   Foundation,   a   staple   of   North   Lawndale   whose  
mission   is   to   direct   local   kids   off   the   streets   and   into   jobs   and   college.   Brooks’s   work   is   personal.  
On   June   14,   1991,   his   19-year-old   son,   Billy   Jr.,   was   shot   and   killed.   “These   guys   tried   to   stick  
him   up,”   Brooks   told   me.   “I   suspect   he   could   have   been   involved   in   some   things   …   He’s   always  
on   my   mind.   Every   day.”  

Brooks   was   not   raised   in   the   streets,   though   in   such   a   neighborhood   it   is   impossible   to   avoid   the  
influence.   “I   was   in   church   three   or   four   times   a   week.   That’s   where   the   girls   were,”   he   said,  
laughing.   “The   stark   reality   is   still   there.   There’s   no   shield   from   life.   You   got   to   go   to   school.   I  
lived   here.   I   went   to   Marshall   High   School.   Over   here   were   the   Egyptian   Cobras.   Over   there  
were   the   Vice   Lords.”  

Brooks   has   since   moved   away   from   Chicago’s   West   Side.   But   he   is   still   working   in   North  
Lawndale.   If   “you   got   a   nice   house,   you   live   in   a   nice   neighborhood,   then   you   are   less   prone   to  
violence,   because   your   space   is   not   deprived,”   Brooks   said.   “You   got   a   security   point.   You   don’t  
need   no   protection.”   But   if   “you   grow   up   in   a   place   like   this,   housing   sucks.   When   they   tore  
down   the   projects   here,   they   left   the   high-rises   and   came   to   the   neighborhood   with   that   gang  
mentality.   You   don’t   have   nothing,   so   you   going   to   take   something,   even   if   it’s   not   real.   You  
don’t   have   no   street,   but   in   your   mind   it’s   yours.”  

We   walked   over   to   a   window   behind   his   desk.   A   group   of   young   black   men   were   hanging   out   in  
front   of   a   giant   mural   memorializing   two   black   men:   in   lovin   memory   quentin   aka   “q,”   july   18,  
1974   �    march   2,   2012.   The   name   and   face   of   the   other   man   had   been   spray-painted   over   by   a  
rival   group.   The   men   drank   beer.   Occasionally   a   car   would   cruise   past,   slow   to   a   crawl,   then   stop.  
One   of   the   men   would   approach   the   car   and   make   an   exchange,   then   the   car   would   drive   off.  
Brooks   had   known   all   of   these   young   men   as   boys.  

“That’s   their   corner,”   he   said.  

We   watched   another   car   roll   through,   pause   briefly,   then   drive   off.   “No   respect,   no   shame,”  
Brooks   said.   “That’s   what   they   do.   From   that   alley   to   that   corner.   They   don’t   go   no   farther   than  
that.   See   the   big   brother   there?   He   almost   died   a   couple   of   years   ago.   The   one   drinking   the   beer  
back   there   …   I   know   all   of   them.   And   the   reason   they   feel   safe   here   is   cause   of   this   building,   and  
because   they   too   chickenshit   to   go   anywhere.   But   that’s   their   mentality.   That’s   their   block.”  

Brooks   showed   me   a   picture   of   a   Little   League   team   he   had   coached.   He   went   down   the   row   of  
kids,   pointing   out   which   ones   were   in   jail,   which   ones   were   dead,   and   which   ones   were   doing   all  
right.   And   then   he   pointed   out   his   son—“That’s   my   boy,   Billy,”   Brooks   said.   Then   he   wondered  
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aloud   if   keeping   his   son   with   him   while   working   in   North   Lawndale   had   hastened   his   death.   “It’s  
a   definite   connection,   because   he   was   part   of   what   I   did   here.   And   I   think   maybe   I   shouldn’t   have  
exposed   him.   But   then,   I   had   to,”   he   said,   “because   I   wanted   him   with   me.”  

From   the   White   House   on   down,   the   myth   holds   that   fatherhood   is   the   great   antidote   to   all   that  
ails   black   people.   But   Billy   Brooks   Jr.   had   a   father.   Trayvon   Martin   had   a   father.   Jordan   Davis  
had   a   father.   Adhering   to   middle-class   norms   has   never   shielded   black   people   from   plunder.  
Adhering   to   middle-class   norms   is   what   made   Ethel   Weatherspoon   a   lucrative   target   for  
rapacious   speculators.   Contract   sellers   did   not   target   the   very   poor.   They   targeted   black   people  
who   had   worked   hard   enough   to   save   a   down   payment   and   dreamed   of   the   emblem   of   American  
citizenship—homeownership.   It   was   not   a   tangle   of   pathology   that   put   a   target   on   Clyde   Ross’s  
back.   It   was   not   a   culture   of   poverty   that   singled   out   Mattie   Lewis   for   “the   thrill   of   the   chase   and  
the   kill.”   Some   black   people   always   will   be   twice   as   good.   But   they   generally   find   white  
predation   to   be   thrice   as   fast.  

Liberals   today   mostly   view   racism   not   as   an   active,   distinct   evil   but   as   a   relative   of   white   poverty  
and   inequality.   They   ignore   the   long   tradition   of   this   country   actively   punishing   black  
success—and   the   elevation   of   that   punishment,   in   the   mid-20th   century,   to   federal   policy.  
President   Lyndon   Johnson   may   have   noted   in   his   historic   civil-rights   speech   at   Howard  
University   in   1965   that   “Negro   poverty   is   not   white   poverty.”   But   his   advisers   and   their  
successors   were,   and   still   are,   loath   to   craft   any   policy   that   recognizes   the   difference.  

After   his   speech,   Johnson   convened   a   group   of   civil-rights   leaders,   including   the   esteemed   A.  
Philip   Randolph   and   Bayard   Rustin,   to   address   the   “ancient   brutality.”   In   a   strategy   paper,   they  
agreed   with   the   president   that   “Negro   poverty   is   a   special,   and   particularly   destructive,   form   of  
American   poverty.”   But   when   it   came   to   specifically   addressing   the   “particularly   destructive,”  
Rustin’s   group   demurred,   preferring   to   advance   programs   that   addressed   “all   the   poor,   black   and  
white.”  

The   urge   to   use   the   moral   force   of   the   black   struggle   to   address   broader   inequalities   originates   in  
both   compassion   and   pragmatism.   But   it   makes   for   ambiguous   policy.   Affirmative   action’s  
precise   aims,   for   instance,   have   always   proved   elusive.   Is   it   meant   to   make   amends   for   the   crimes  
heaped   upon   black   people?   Not   according   to   the   Supreme   Court.   In   its   1978   ruling   in    Regents   of  
the   University   of   California   v.   Bakke ,   the   Court   rejected   “societal   discrimination”   as   “an  
amorphous   concept   of   injury   that   may   be   ageless   in   its   reach   into   the   past.”   Is   affirmative   action  
meant   to   increase   “diversity”?   If   so,   it   only   tangentially   relates   to   the   specific   problems   of   black  
people—the   problem   of   what   America   has   taken   from   them   over   several   centuries.  

This   confusion   about   affirmative   action’s   aims,   along   with   our   inability   to   face   up   to   the  
particular   history   of   white-imposed   black   disadvantage,   dates   back   to   the   policy’s   origins.   “There  
is   no   fixed   and   firm   definition   of   affirmative   action,”   an   appointee   in   Johnson’s   Department   of  

24  



Labor   declared.   “Affirmative   action   is   anything   that   you   have   to   do   to   get   results.   But   this   does  
not   necessarily   include   preferential   treatment.”  

Yet   America   was   built   on   the   preferential   treatment   of   white   people—395   years   of   it.   Vaguely  
endorsing   a   cuddly,   feel-good   diversity   does   very   little   to   redress   this.  

Today,   progressives   are   loath   to   invoke   white   supremacy   as   an   explanation   for   anything.   On   a  
practical   level,   the   hesitation   comes   from   the   dim   view   the   Supreme   Court   has   taken   of   the  
reforms   of   the   1960s.   The   Voting   Rights   Act   has   been   gutted.   The   Fair   Housing   Act   might   well  
be   next.   Affirmative   action   is   on   its   last   legs.   In   substituting   a   broad   class   struggle   for   an  
anti-racist   struggle,   progressives   hope   to   assemble   a   coalition   by   changing   the   subject.  

The   politics   of   racial   evasion   are   seductive.   But   the   record   is   mixed.   Aid   to   Families   With  
Dependent   Children   was   originally   written   largely   to   exclude   blacks—yet   by   the   1990s   it   was  
perceived   as   a   giveaway   to   blacks.   The   Affordable   Care   Act   makes   no   mention   of   race,   but   this  
did   not   keep   Rush   Limbaugh   from   denouncing   it   as   reparations.   Moreover,   the   act’s   expansion   of  
Medicaid   was   effectively   made   optional,   meaning   that   many   poor   blacks   in   the   former  
Confederate   states   do   not   benefit   from   it.   The   Affordable   Care   Act,   like   Social   Security,   will  
eventually   expand   its   reach   to   those   left   out;   in   the   meantime,   black   people   will   be   injured.  

“All   that   it   would   take   to   sink   a   new   WPA   program   would   be   some   skillfully   packaged   footage  
of   black   men   leaning   on   shovels   smoking   cigarettes,”   the   sociologist   Douglas   S.   Massey   writes.  
“Papering   over   the   issue   of   race   makes   for   bad   social   theory,   bad   research,   and   bad   public  
policy.”   To   ignore   the   fact   that   one   of   the   oldest   republics   in   the   world   was   erected   on   a  
foundation   of   white   supremacy,   to   pretend   that   the   problems   of   a   dual   society   are   the   same   as   the  
problems   of   unregulated   capitalism,   is   to   cover   the   sin   of   national   plunder   with   the   sin   of  
national   lying.   The   lie   ignores   the   fact   that   reducing   American   poverty   and   ending   white  
supremacy   are   not   the   same.   The   lie   ignores   the   fact   that   closing   the   “achievement   gap”   will   do  
nothing   to   close   the   “injury   gap,”   in   which   black   college   graduates   still   suffer   higher  
unemployment   rates   than   white   college   graduates,   and   black   job   applicants   without   criminal  
records   enjoy   roughly   the   same   chance   of   getting   hired   as   white   applicants    with    criminal   records.  

Chicago,   like   the   country   at   large,   embraced   policies   that   placed   black   America’s   most   energetic,  
ambitious,   and   thrifty   countrymen   beyond   the   pale   of   society   and   marked   them   as   rightful   targets  
for   legal   theft.   The   effects   reverberate   beyond   the   families   who   were   robbed   to   the   community  
that   beholds   the   spectacle.   Don’t   just   picture   Clyde   Ross   working   three   jobs   so   he   could   hold   on  
to   his   home.   Think   of   his   North   Lawndale   neighbors—their   children,   their   nephews   and  
nieces—and   consider   how   watching   this   affects   them.   Imagine   yourself   as   a   young   black   child  
watching   your   elders   play   by   all   the   rules   only   to   have   their   possessions   tossed   out   in   the   street  
and   to   have   their   most   sacred   possession—their   home—taken   from   them.  
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The   message   the   young   black   boy   receives   from   his   country,   Billy   Brooks   says,   is   “ ‘You   ain’t  
shit.   You   not   no   good.   The   only   thing   you   are   worth   is   working   for   us.   You   will   never   own  
anything.   You   not   going   to   get   an   education.   We   are   sending   your   ass   to   the   penitentiary.’  
They’re   telling   you   no   matter   how   hard   you   struggle,   no   matter   what   you   put   down,   you   ain’t  
shit.   ‘We’re   going   to   take   what   you   got.   You   will   never   own   anything,   nigger.’ ”  

IX.   Toward   A   New   Country  

When   clyde   ross   was   a   child,   his   older   brother   Winter   had   a   seizure.   He   was   picked   up   by   the  
authorities   and   delivered   to   Parchman   Farm,   a   20,000-acre   state   prison   in   the   Mississippi   Delta  
region.  

“He   was   a   gentle   person,”   Clyde   Ross   says   of   his   brother.   “You   know,   he   was   good   to   everybody.  
And   he   started   having   spells,   and   he   couldn’t   control   himself.   And   they   had   him   picked   up,  
because   they   thought   he   was   dangerous.”  

Built   at   the   turn   of   the   century,   Parchman   was   supposed   to   be   a   progressive   and   reformist  
response   to   the   problem   of   “Negro   crime.”   In   fact   it   was   the   gulag   of   Mississippi,   an   object   of  
terror   to   African   Americans   in   the   Delta.   In   the   early   years   of   the   20th   century,   Mississippi  
Governor   James   K.   Vardaman   used   to   amuse   himself   by   releasing   black   convicts   into   the  
surrounding   wilderness   and   hunting   them   down   with   bloodhounds.   “Throughout   the   American  
South,”   writes   David   M.   Oshinsky   in   his   book    Worse   Than   Slavery ,   “Parchman   Farm   is  
synonymous   with   punishment   and   brutality,   as   well   it   should   be   …   Parchman   is   the  
quintessential   penal   farm,   the   closest   thing   to   slavery   that   survived   the   Civil   War.”  

When   the   Ross   family   went   to   retrieve   Winter,   the   authorities   told   them   that   Winter   had   died.  
When   the   Ross   family   asked   for   his   body,   the   authorities   at   Parchman   said   they   had   buried   him.  
The   family   never   saw   Winter’s   body.  

And   this   was   just   one   of   their   losses.  

Scholars   have   long   discussed   methods   by   which   America   might   make   reparations   to   those   on  
whose   labor   and   exclusion   the   country   was   built.   In   the   1970s,   the   Yale   Law   professor   Boris  
Bittker   argued   in    The   Case   for   Black   Reparations    that   a   rough   price   tag   for   reparations   could   be  
determined   by   multiplying   the   number   of   African   Americans   in   the   population   by   the   difference  
in   white   and   black   per   capita   income.   That   number—$34   billion   in   1973,   when   Bittker   wrote   his  
book—could   be   added   to   a   reparations   program   each   year   for   a   decade   or   two.   Today   Charles  
Ogletree,   the   Harvard   Law   School   professor,   argues   for   something   broader:   a   program   of   job  
training   and   public   works   that   takes   racial   justice   as   its   mission   but   includes   the   poor   of   all   races.  
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To   celebrate   freedom   and   democracy   while   forgetting   America’s   origins   in   a   slavery   economy   is  
patriotism   à   la   carte.  

Perhaps   no   statistic   better   illustrates   the   enduring   legacy   of   our   country’s   shameful   history   of  
treating   black   people   as   sub-citizens,   sub-Americans,   and   sub-humans   than   the   wealth   gap.  
Reparations   would   seek   to   close   this   chasm.   But   as   surely   as   the   creation   of   the   wealth   gap  
required   the   cooperation   of   every   aspect   of   the   society,   bridging   it   will   require   the   same.  

Perhaps   after   a   serious   discussion   and   debate—the   kind   that   HR   40   proposes—we   may   find   that  
the   country   can   never   fully   repay   African   Americans.   But   we   stand   to   discover   much   about  
ourselves   in   such   a   discussion—and   that   is   perhaps   what   scares   us.   The   idea   of   reparations   is  
frightening   not   simply   because   we   might   lack   the   ability   to   pay.   The   idea   of   reparations   threatens  
something   much   deeper—America’s   heritage,   history,   and   standing   in   the   world.  

The   early   american   economy   was   built   on   slave   labor.   The   Capitol   and   the   White   House   were  
built   by   slaves.   President   James   K.   Polk   traded   slaves   from   the   Oval   Office.   The   laments   about  
“black   pathology,”   the   criticism   of   black   family   structures   by   pundits   and   intellectuals,   ring  
hollow   in   a   country   whose   existence   was   predicated   on   the   torture   of   black   fathers,   on   the   rape   of  
black   mothers,   on   the   sale   of   black   children.   An   honest   assessment   of   America’s   relationship   to  
the   black   family   reveals   the   country   to   be   not   its   nurturer   but   its   destroyer.  

And   this   destruction   did   not   end   with   slavery.   Discriminatory   laws   joined   the   equal   burden   of  
citizenship   to   unequal   distribution   of   its   bounty.   These   laws   reached   their   apex   in   the   mid-20th  
century,   when   the   federal   government—through   housing   policies—engineered   the   wealth   gap,  
which   remains   with   us   to   this   day.   When   we   think   of   white   supremacy,   we   picture   colored   only  
signs,   but   we   should   picture   pirate   flags.  

On   some   level,   we   have   always   grasped   this.  

“Negro   poverty   is   not   white   poverty,”   President   Johnson   said   in   his   historic   civil-rights   speech.  

Many   of   its   causes   and   many   of   its   cures   are   the   same.   But   there   are  
differences—deep,   corrosive,   obstinate   differences—radiating   painful   roots   into   the  
community   and   into   the   family,   and   the   nature   of   the   individual.   These   differences   are  
not   racial   differences.   They   are   solely   and   simply   the   consequence   of   ancient  
brutality,   past   injustice,   and   present   prejudice.  

We   invoke   the   words   of   Jefferson   and   Lincoln   because   they   say   something   about   our   legacy   and  
our   traditions.   We   do   this   because   we   recognize   our   links   to   the   past—at   least   when   they   flatter  
us.   But   black   history   does   not   flatter   American   democracy;   it   chastens   it.   The   popular   mocking  
of   reparations   as   a   harebrained   scheme   authored   by   wild-eyed   lefties   and   intellectually   unserious  
black   nationalists   is   fear   masquerading   as   laughter.   Black   nationalists   have   always   perceived  
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something   unmentionable   about   America   that   integrationists   dare   not   acknowledge—that   white  
supremacy   is   not   merely   the   work   of   hotheaded   demagogues,   or   a   matter   of   false   consciousness,  
but   a   force   so   fundamental   to   America   that   it   is   difficult   to   imagine   the   country   without   it.  

And   so   we   must   imagine   a   new   country.   Reparations—by   which   I   mean   the   full   acceptance   of  
our   collective   biography   and   its   consequences—is   the   price   we   must   pay   to   see   ourselves  
squarely.   The   recovering   alcoholic   may   well   have   to   live   with   his   illness   for   the   rest   of   his   life.  
But   at   least   he   is   not   living   a   drunken   lie.   Reparations   beckons   us   to   reject   the   intoxication   of  
hubris   and   see   America   as   it   is—the   work   of   fallible   humans.  

Won’t   reparations   divide   us?   Not   any   more   than   we   are   already   divided.   The   wealth   gap   merely  
puts   a   number   on   something   we   feel   but   cannot   say—that   American   prosperity   was   ill-gotten   and  
selective   in   its   distribution.   What   is   needed   is   an   airing   of   family   secrets,   a   settling   with   old  
ghosts.   What   is   needed   is   a   healing   of   the   American   psyche   and   the   banishment   of   white   guilt.  

What   I’m   talking   about   is   more   than   recompense   for   past   injustices—more   than   a   handout,   a  
payoff,   hush   money,   or   a   reluctant   bribe.   What   I’m   talking   about   is   a   national   reckoning   that  
would   lead   to   spiritual   renewal.   Reparations   would   mean   the   end   of   scarfing   hot   dogs   on   the  
Fourth   of   July   while   denying   the   facts   of   our   heritage.   Reparations   would   mean   the   end   of  
yelling   “patriotism”   while   waving   a   Confederate   flag.   Reparations   would   mean   a   revolution   of  
the   American   consciousness,   a   reconciling   of   our   self-image   as   the   great   democratizer   with   the  
facts   of   our   history.  

X.   “There   Will   Be   No   ‘Reparations’   From   Germany”  

We   are   not   the   first   to   be   summoned   to   such   a   challenge.  

In   1952,   when   West   Germany   began   the   process   of   making   amends   for   the   Holocaust,   it   did   so  
under   conditions   that   should   be   instructive   to   us.   Resistance   was   violent.   Very   few   Germans  
believed   that   Jews   were   entitled   to   anything.   Only   5   percent   of   West   Germans   surveyed   reported  
feeling   guilty   about   the   Holocaust,   and   only   29   percent   believed   that   Jews   were   owed   restitution  
from   the   German   people.  

“The   rest,”   the   historian   Tony   Judt   wrote   in   his   2005   book,    Postwar ,   “were   divided   between  
those   (some   two-fifths   of   respondents)   who   thought   that   only   people   ‘who   really   committed  
something’   were   responsible   and   should   pay,   and   those   (21   percent)   who   thought   ‘that   the   Jews  
themselves   were   partly   responsible   for   what   happened   to   them   during   the   Third   Reich.’ ”  

Germany’s   unwillingness   to   squarely   face   its   history   went   beyond   polls.   Movies   that   suggested   a  
societal   responsibility   for   the   Holocaust   beyond   Hitler   were   banned.   “The   German   soldier   fought  
bravely   and   honorably   for   his   homeland,”   claimed   President   Eisenhower,   endorsing   the   Teutonic  
national   myth.   Judt   wrote,   “Throughout   the   fifties   West   German   officialdom   encouraged   a  
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comfortable   view   of   the   German   past   in   which   the   Wehrmacht   was   heroic,   while   Nazis   were   in   a  
minority   and   properly   punished.”  

Konrad   Adenauer,   the   postwar   German   chancellor,   was   in   favor   of   reparations,   but   his   own   party  
was   divided,   and   he   was   able   to   get   an   agreement   passed   only   with   the   votes   of   the   Social  
Democratic   opposition.  

Among   the   Jews   of   Israel,   reparations   provoked   violent   and   venomous   reactions   ranging   from  
denunciation   to   assassination   plots.   On   January   7,   1952,   as   the   Knesset—the   Israeli  
parliament—convened   to   discuss   the   prospect   of   a   reparations   agreement   with   West   Germany,  
Menachem   Begin,   the   future   prime   minister   of   Israel,   stood   in   front   of   a   large   crowd,   inveighing  
against   the   country   that   had   plundered   the   lives,   labor,   and   property   of   his   people.   Begin   claimed  
that   all   Germans   were   Nazis   and   guilty   of   murder.   His   condemnations   then   spread   to   his   own  
young   state.   He   urged   the   crowd   to   stop   paying   taxes   and   claimed   that   the   nascent   Israeli   nation  
characterized   the   fight   over   whether   or   not   to   accept   reparations   as   a   “war   to   the   death.”   When  
alerted   that   the   police   watching   the   gathering   were   carrying   tear   gas,   allegedly   of   German  
manufacture,   Begin   yelled,   “The   same   gases   that   asphyxiated   our   parents!”  

Begin   then   led   the   crowd   in   an   oath   to   never   forget   the   victims   of   the   Shoah,   lest   “my   right   hand  
lose   its   cunning”   and   “my   tongue   cleave   to   the   roof   of   my   mouth.”   He   took   the   crowd   through  
the   streets   toward   the   Knesset.   From   the   rooftops,   police   repelled   the   crowd   with   tear   gas   and  
smoke   bombs.   But   the   wind   shifted,   and   the   gas   blew   back   toward   the   Knesset,   billowing  
through   windows   shattered   by   rocks.   In   the   chaos,   Begin   and   Prime   Minister   David   Ben-Gurion  
exchanged   insults.   Two   hundred   civilians   and   140   police   officers   were   wounded.   Nearly   400  
people   were   arrested.   Knesset   business   was   halted.  

Begin   then   addressed   the   chamber   with   a   fiery   speech   condemning   the   actions   the   legislature   was  
about   to   take.   “Today   you   arrested   hundreds,”   he   said.   “Tomorrow   you   may   arrest   thousands.   No  
matter,   they   will   go,   they   will   sit   in   prison.   We   will   sit   there   with   them.   If   necessary,   we   will   be  
killed   with   them.   But   there   will   be   no   ‘reparations’   from   Germany.”  

Survivors   of   the   Holocaust   feared   laundering   the   reputation   of   Germany   with   money,   and  
mortgaging   the   memory   of   their   dead.   Beyond   that,   there   was   a   taste   for   revenge.   “My   soul  
would   be   at   rest   if   I   knew   there   would   be   6   million   German   dead   to   match   the   6   million   Jews,”  
said   Meir   Dworzecki,   who’d   survived   the   concentration   camps   of   Estonia.  

Ben-Gurion   countered   this   sentiment,   not   by   repudiating   vengeance   but   with   cold   calculation:   “If  
I   could   take   German   property   without   sitting   down   with   them   for   even   a   minute   but   go   in   with  
jeeps   and   machine   guns   to   the   warehouses   and   take   it,   I   would   do   that—if,   for   instance,   we   had  
the   ability   to   send   a   hundred   divisions   and   tell   them,   ‘Take   it.’   But   we   can’t   do   that.”  
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The   reparations   conversation   set   off   a   wave   of   bomb   attempts   by   Israeli   militants.   One   was  
aimed   at   the   foreign   ministry   in   Tel   Aviv.   Another   was   aimed   at   Chancellor   Adenauer   himself.  
And   one   was   aimed   at   the   port   of   Haifa,   where   the   goods   bought   with   reparations   money   were  
arriving.   West   Germany   ultimately   agreed   to   pay   Israel   3.45   billion   deutsche   marks,   or   more   than  
$7   billion   in   today’s   dollars.   Individual   reparations   claims   followed—for   psychological   trauma,  
for   offense   to   Jewish   honor,   for   halting   law   careers,   for   life   insurance,   for   time   spent   in  
concentration   camps.   Seventeen   percent   of   funds   went   toward   purchasing   ships.   “By   the   end   of  
1961,   these   reparations   vessels   constituted   two-thirds   of   the   Israeli   merchant   fleet,”   writes   the  
Israeli   historian   Tom   Segev   in   his   book    The   Seventh   Million .   “From   1953   to   1963,   the  
reparations   money   funded   about   a   third   of   the   total   investment   in   Israel’s   electrical   system,  
which   tripled   its   capacity,   and   nearly   half   the   total   investment   in   the   railways.”  

Israel’s   GNP   tripled   during   the   12   years   of   the   agreement.   The   Bank   of   Israel   attributed   15  
percent   of   this   growth,   along   with   45,000   jobs,   to   investments   made   with   reparations   money.   But  
Segev   argues   that   the   impact   went   far   beyond   that.   Reparations   “had   indisputable   psychological  
and   political   importance,”   he   writes.  

Reparations   could   not   make   up   for   the   murder   perpetrated   by   the   Nazis.   But   they   did   launch  
Germany’s   reckoning   with   itself,   and   perhaps   provided   a   road   map   for   how   a   great   civilization  
might   make   itself   worthy   of   the   name.  

Assessing   the   reparations   agreement,   David   Ben-Gurion   said:  

For   the   first   time   in   the   history   of   relations   between   people,   a   precedent   has   been  
created   by   which   a   great   State,   as   a   result   of   moral   pressure   alone,   takes   it   upon   itself  
to   pay   compensation   to   the   victims   of   the   government   that   preceded   it.   For   the   first  
time   in   the   history   of   a   people   that   has   been   persecuted,   oppressed,   plundered   and  
despoiled   for   hundreds   of   years   in   the   countries   of   Europe,   a   persecutor   and   despoiler  
has   been   obliged   to   return   part   of   his   spoils   and   has   even   undertaken   to   make  
collective   reparation   as   partial   compensation   for   material   losses.  

Something   more   than   moral   pressure   calls   America   to   reparations.   We   cannot   escape   our   history.  
All   of   our   solutions   to   the   great   problems   of   health   care,   education,   housing,   and   economic  
inequality   are   troubled   by   what   must   go   unspoken.   “The   reason   black   people   are   so   far   behind  
now   is   not   because   of   now,”   Clyde   Ross   told   me.   “It’s   because   of   then.”   In   the   early   2000s,  
Charles   Ogletree   went   to   Tulsa,   Oklahoma,   to   meet   with   the   survivors   of   the   1921   race   riot   that  
had   devastated   “Black   Wall   Street.”   The   past   was   not   the   past   to   them.   “It   was   amazing   seeing  
these   black   women   and   men   who   were   crippled,   blind,   in   wheelchairs,”   Ogletree   told   me.   “I   had  
no   idea   who   they   were   and   why   they   wanted   to   see   me.   They   said,   ‘We   want   you   to   represent   us  
in   this   lawsuit.’ ”  
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A   commission   authorized   by   the   Oklahoma   legislature   produced   a   report   affirming   that   the   riot,  
the   knowledge   of   which   had   been   suppressed   for   years,   had   happened.   But   the   lawsuit   ultimately  
failed,   in   2004.   Similar   suits   pushed   against   corporations   such   as   Aetna   (which   insured   slaves)  
and   Lehman   Brothers   (whose   co-founding   partner   owned   them)   also   have   thus   far   failed.   These  
results   are   dispiriting,   but   the   crime   with   which   reparations   activists   charge   the   country  
implicates   more   than   just   a   few   towns   or   corporations.   The   crime   indicts   the   American   people  
themselves,   at   every   level,   and   in   nearly   every   configuration.   A   crime   that   implicates   the   entire  
American   people   deserves   its   hearing   in   the   legislative   body   that   represents   them.  

John   Conyers’s   HR   40   is   the   vehicle   for   that   hearing.   No   one   can   know   what   would   come   out   of  
such   a   debate.   Perhaps   no   number   can   fully   capture   the   multi-century   plunder   of   black   people   in  
America.   Perhaps   the   number   is   so   large   that   it   can’t   be   imagined,   let   alone   calculated   and  
dispensed.   But   I   believe   that   wrestling   publicly   with   these   questions   matters   as   much   as—if   not  
more   than—the   specific   answers   that   might   be   produced.   An   America   that   asks   what   it   owes   its  
most   vulnerable   citizens   is   improved   and   humane.   An   America   that   looks   away   is   ignoring   not  
just   the   sins   of   the   past   but   the   sins   of   the   present   and   the   certain   sins   of   the   future.   More  
important   than   any   single   check   cut   to   any   African   American,   the   payment   of   reparations   would  
represent   America’s   maturation   out   of   the   childhood   myth   of   its   innocence   into   a   wisdom   worthy  
of   its   founders.  

In   2010,   Jacob   S.   Rugh,   then   a   doctoral   candidate   at   Princeton,   and   the   sociologist   Douglas   S.  
Massey   published   a   study   of   the   recent   foreclosure   crisis.   Among   its   drivers,   they   found   an   old  
foe:   segregation.   Black   home   buyers—even   after   controlling   for   factors   like  
creditworthiness—were   still   more   likely   than   white   home   buyers   to   be   steered   toward   subprime  
loans.   Decades   of   racist   housing   policies   by   the   American   government,   along   with   decades   of  
racist   housing   practices   by   American   businesses,   had   conspired   to   concentrate   African  
Americans   in   the   same   neighborhoods.   As   in   North   Lawndale   half   a   century   earlier,   these  
neighborhoods   were   filled   with   people   who   had   been   cut   off   from   mainstream   financial  
institutions.   When   subprime   lenders   went   looking   for   prey,   they   found   black   people   waiting   like  
ducks   in   a   pen.  

“High   levels   of   segregation   create   a   natural   market   for   subprime   lending,”   Rugh   and   Massey  
write,   “and   cause   riskier   mortgages,   and   thus   foreclosures,   to   accumulate   disproportionately   in  
racially   segregated   cities’   minority   neighborhoods.”  

Plunder   in   the   past   made   plunder   in   the   present   efficient.   The   banks   of   America   understood   this.  
In   2005,   Wells   Fargo   promoted   a   series   of   Wealth   Building   Strategies   seminars.   Dubbing   itself  
“the   nation’s   leading   originator   of   home   loans   to   ethnic   minority   customers,”   the   bank   enrolled  
black   public   figures   in   an   ostensible   effort   to   educate   blacks   on   building   “generational   wealth.”  
But   the   “wealth   building”   seminars   were   a   front   for   wealth   theft.   In   2010,   the   Justice   Department  
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filed   a   discrimination   suit   against   Wells   Fargo   alleging   that   the   bank   had   shunted   blacks   into  
predatory   loans   regardless   of   their   creditworthiness.   This   was   not   magic   or   coincidence   or  
misfortune.   It   was   racism   reifying   itself.   According   to    The     New   York   Times ,   affidavits   found   loan  
officers   referring   to   their   black   customers   as   “mud   people”   and   to   their   subprime   products   as  
“ghetto   loans.”  

“We   just   went   right   after   them,”   Beth   Jacobson,   a   former   Wells   Fargo   loan   officer,   told    The  
Times .   “Wells   Fargo   mortgage   had   an   emerging-markets   unit   that   specifically   targeted   black  
churches   because   it   figured   church   leaders   had   a   lot   of   influence   and   could   convince   congregants  
to   take   out   subprime   loans.”  

In   2011,   Bank   of   America   agreed   to   pay   $355   million   to   settle   charges   of   discrimination   against  
its   Countrywide   unit.   The   following   year,   Wells   Fargo   settled   its   discrimination   suit   for   more  
than   $175   million.   But   the   damage   had   been   done.   In   2009,   half   the   properties   in   Baltimore  
whose   owners   had   been   granted   loans   by   Wells   Fargo   between   2005   and   2008   were   vacant;   71  
percent   of   these   properties   were   in   predominantly   black   neighborhoods.  
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