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MANS T H Ü U S A N ~ ~  Gonrr 15 A DROAD and cogrnt argurrirriL oliii i i l  rlic developinent 
of African and African-Arncrican slavery in the North Arnericari rulurii~h iii ~ l i c  sr- 
ventccnth and eighteenth centurics. Whilc thc book's main public is clearly histci~ 
riatis i:if slavcry i l i  rhe [Jnitcd Starcs and the colonies that would bccomc thc United 
Statrs. it ollrrh iriiportani tririls fnr hisrnrians of slavery in other Atlantic sctrings. 
C)f particular interest are Bcrliri's ~uricr~~~ial i7,at ion nf rlic Arlanric world as a cul- 
tural and cconornic space, his argument about tkir rriutability of lavcry 2nd race 
ovcr time, and his close analysis of thc rolc of slaves and free peoplr of rolur i r1  sIia 
ping rhc nariire of slavcry and freedom. 

Tlir bouk is iIiuirlecl inti, rlirrc scctinns, sandwiched by a prologue and cpiloguc: 
"The Charter Grnrrations", "Tlir Pl;iiita~ioii G~ncrarions", 2nd "Thc Revolutio- 
nary Gencrations". Each rcprcsents a decisive phasc i r i  ~ l i r  ~rajrcrriiy nfslavcry, fi-e- 
edom, and race in colonial Norrh Amcrica. In each section, Bcrliri arialyzrs Ii:iiir 
gcngiaphir reginns charactcrized by distinecive cconornic, social, and environmrn- 
ial rariorb: tlir Chrsapcakc (Maryland and Virginia), the North (Ncw Englarid, 
New York, New Iersey, and Prriiisylu;iiii;i), iIir T.riwcriuiitry (the Carolinas, Gior- 
gia, and Easr Florida), and the Lower MississiFipi Vallry (priiicipally New Orlcans 
and its environi). 8crlin Iiimsclf is one of the major scholars of slavrry aricl (rrriati- 
ripxinn in the IJnited States. Iior this earlier pcriod, hc synthcsizcs a vast historical 
lilrraL~,rr.1 

"The Charter Gcncrotioris" wrre tliosi slavps hrniight to North America oncc 
kuropean, cspccially rhc Fnglish but also thc Frrrirli, Spanisli, 2nd Diitch, had es- 
tablishcd perinanent footholds on thc contincnt in the early sevrritrrritli LriiLliry. 
Tlir iimailzahlc characteristic of this first generation of slavcs is that mosr wr r r  

what Berlin calls "Atlaritir rrrcilr>". Tliis criiircpr is rinc nt the richest featurcs of thc 
book and one that extends far beyond tlir s ~ u c l ~  o1 Nrirrh Aincrican/U.S. slavery. 
Atlantic crsoles were Africans who hailcd from thc Atlari~ii- rim -fnr insrnncc 
from rhe west coast of Africa, islands Iike 5áo 'Torné, or southcrri I b r r i a  aricl liacl 
iritrrartrr:l witli F,iirnpcaiir hefnre enslaveinent or thc Middlc Passage. They had as- 
similated sigriiCirari~ asprcrs of Eiirnpean ways into their own sense of self and com- 

1 tirpccially iiuirl,lc ate rhc many arriclrr of Philtp n Mr>nr,xi; His hnnk, Sloi i i  Coiznrcipoinr Rlnrk Ciiirurc in ihr 

Eishirrnih~C~aiuta Cli iwprnki  nnd 1.riwrtiuniry. Chape1 HiII: Univcrrity rif Xurth Carulinr LJrsr,, 1998, i v r a  pu-  

bliahed ~n rhe rairic ymr r, Bril i i i '~.  



munity. Many spoke European languages, especially Portuguese, practiced Chris-
tianity, and were familiar with European laws and concepts of property, work, and
wealth. Many were of mixed race. Atlantic creoles were thus a hybrid people, in-
termediaries between Africa and Europe. Moreover, because of their familiarity
with the culture and economy of the enslavers, they were able to attain freedom on-
ce enslaved in the Americas. Their ability to use the law, to engage in various crafts
or businesses to earn money to purchase their freedom, and their intimacy with the
master class, expressed through shared religion, language, or family, made them
more than chattel.

Such was especially true in the earlier seventeenth century in the northern colo-
nies and the Chesapeake. Plantation agriculture had not taken root there so slavery,
while important, was still marginal to the local economy. These were still what Ber-
lin calls "societies with slaves" where the space for slave autonomy and avenues to
freedom were relatively ample. The same was not necessarily true of the Low-
country and the Lower Mississippi Valley in their early days. From the start, these
were "slave societies", dominated by labor intensive plantation agriculture. Free-
dom was harder to come by and the sense of racial and cultural difference between
master and slave was not only wider but also expressed in repressive law codes that
curtailed the autonomy of slaves and free people of color.

The Chesapeake and the North soon came to share many of these characteristics
as the plantation revolution spread through North America (though the movement
in the Lower Mississippi Valley was in the opposite direction because the Natchez
revolt of the early eighteenth century stopped French plantation agriculture dead
in its tracks). Tobacco in the Chesapeake and the growth of rice in the Lowcountry
soon led to a loss of freedom by the Charter Generation and plunged the Plantation
Generation of slaves into a far harsher bondage. With the increased demand for sla-
ve labor, slaves began to arrive not from the Atlantic rim but from the interior of
Africa. These slaves were unfamiliar with the Atlantic culture of the Charter Ge-
neration. Thus, the gulf between them and the master class, and between them and
African-Americans, was enormous. Differences of language, religion, and culture
left the newly enslaved in a completely vulnerable position. Moreover, the intensi-
fication of plantation agriculture subjected them to harsh labor discipline. In the
Chesapeake, "Africanization again marked the debasement of black life" (p.122),
by which Berlin means that not only did slaves suffer more but free blacks saw the
relative freedom of the early colonies curtailed by new legislation that heavily dis-
criminated against blacks, slave or free. Thus, Africanization led to the develop-
ment of an ideology of white supremacy and effaced the many bonds between black
and white that had existed earlier. Plantation slavery and racism marched hand-in-
hand: "The growth of a slave society and the degradation of free people of African
descent were part of the same process of making slavery and making race" (p.126).

However debasing the new regime was in the plantation colonies of the Chesa-
peake and Lowcountry, and however much racism and slavery hardened in the
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North despite a quitc differcnt economy, slaves and frec people struggled to pre- 
serve or to gain new rights and forms of freedom and autonomy. These struggles 
were manifold and revealed themselvcs in complex ways. For instance, in the Low- 
country where riceculrivation relied on brutal labor in an unhealthy climate, slaves 
nonetheless enjoyed some space to rccrcate aspects of African culturrs. Because 
many Lowcountry planters were abscntees, and the plantation zone was cut off 
from the currents of the Atlantic world, slaves on Lowcountry rice plantations we- 
re "culturally closer to Africa than any other black people in continental North 
America" (p.143). Africans names, religion, architecture, and íamily structurc per- 
sisted long after the Middle Passagc. In contrast, slaves in the North and the Che- 
sapeake lived and worked under much closer scrutiny by white mastcrs. ?'he 
greater interaction between country and city and the prevalencc of urban slavery in 
these regions -in New York, Philadelphia, arid Raltimore, for instance- allowed 
some slaves to learn tradcs and skills that would eventually endow thein with eco- 
nomic and cultural capacities similar to thosc of the Charter Generations. That is 
to say, through peasant production and marketing or the acquisition of skilled tra- 
des, slaves in thosc regions hegan to carve out autonomous spaces for themsclvcs in 
the shadow of rhc plantation. 

Thcsc struggles againsr rhc dchumanizing rendencies of plariiatiuii ~ lav i iy  tnrrk 
i ~ i i  iirw sliapes rliiring rhe Atlantic world's Age ofiicvolution. "The Revolutiuiiary 
Generatiori5" 5irovr ici escape frniii slavery in great numbers, though most were ul- 
rimatcly unsuccessful. Two factor3 wrrr clrcihivc ;tiid will he fainiliar to students of 
St. Domingue, Cuba, and thc Spanish Arnerican rcvolutioris. 011 tlir oiir hand, re- 
vriliirinn,~ry ideology, the belief in lrbcrty and cquality, espoused by rrvcilu~iotiaiy 
Ieadrrh. riiany of whotii were lavcowners, spread throughout American slave so- 
cieties (here Berlin frrquriiily cilrs J~ilitis Scorr's infliienrial dissertation "'L'hc Com- 
inon Wind: Currcnts of Afro-American Corrirriuniiatioii in rhe F,ra of thc Haitian 
Revolution"). Moreover, rumors of frccdorn, enacted by revolutiriiiarirs or disiaiit 
rrionarrhs, t-<:c.iirred in slivc quarters and jiarhcring places in North Arnerican ri- 
ties. On thc othrr, ~ l i r  brciikdowii rif planration authority caused by rhc Amcrican 
Kevolution gavc many slaves the oppur~~iiiity tci f ler rhr plantation, either to insur- 
gcnt or loyalist forces. Indccd, loyalists in particular sought t < ~  ~~ii~lrriii i i ie rlir revn- 
liitioiiat-ics hy pi-omising fiecdom to rheir slavcs. 

The rnrl r r s ~ i l ~  o í  tlii. revriliitionary crisis was paradoxical.' In thc North, most 
statcs bcgan to cnact emancipatiun LLIL ~iriclrr griidging terms that favored rhc in- 
tercsts of slaveholders. In thc South, though slaves had clialleiigerl rheir mastcrs as 
iicver Iiefore, rhe imdstcr class emerged strongcr than ever. Cliorlriioii and Nrw 0,. 
leani rliirricirccl Ti-ir tlir reopening ni the African slavc tradc. Planters opened ricw 
tcrritories -sucIi as Kriiiucky, Triiiiessee, and the uplands of Sourh Carolina- 
2nd introduccd riew plantation crops Iikr ~.c>liriti niii-1 ri igai-  r h ~ r  tiirrhercd thcii. de- 

' Sce alrv Kulii i i  Br,acaHunf+. Thr Oi~rrthrnii8qiCo/an~olS/niic~~i 1776.1848 1 .nndnn: Vrrsii, 1988. 



p c ~ ~ d r n c e  on slavc labor. Wirh rlip plaritation's sprcad westwarrl frorn the Chesapc- 
ake and rhc Lowcountry, aiirl its consolidarion in thc T.nwcr Mississippi Vallcy, a 
inassive interna1 slavr Irade developcd in the indepriidrrit repuhlic. "As the Age of 
Kevolution i-riirclrd", Rerlin concludes, "the plaiitation revolution roarcd inrri ilir 
ninerciiitli crritury" (p.357), as it wniilrl i i i  Cuba and Rrazil. 

Rrrliri's book cnds on this griiii iioir: slavery affirmed with the liir~li of the new 
riation. Howcvcr, as hc indiratrr, thr story ir morc complex. Tlir  slaves of thc anre- 
bellum South werc ntnr iiirrr chattel but African-Anirticaiis who over gcncrarions 
in rhe Arnericss liad attained skills that would iiialilc tlicm to resisr and altcr thcir 
servitilde in iitiinrrous wrays. 'l'he ncxt iiiajoi. iiiilivary crisis on the Norrli Airirri- 
can rriiilirirrit. rhe U.S. Civil War, wi-,iilil puv ide  many wirh the npiniiig iiot only 
to fler the planrarion but alsn iu rliallenge rhc institution nf slavrry head-on 
through military scrvicr.' M»rrover, though the racist Nnitli offcred frcc blacks 
cold comfort, it nonithrlcss becamc an importarir hasc uiuperation against slavci-y, 
cirher as i rcfiigr or ~ransit  poinr for runaways, ipr ;is thc homc to increasingly f r r ~  
venr ahnlitioiiist campaipns. Slavery in rhr Uiiited Statcs, as in  othcr partr of the 
Aiiirricab, was no ta  sraric institurioti, b ~ i t  une with a tortuous and r.nii~cb~rd history 
tliat riot evcn rhe rnost pnwerí~il  planters could escape or cff:ice. 
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