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FOREWORD

Living Cities was founded thirty years ago to improve the lives of low-income people in cities through the construction of affordable housing and other development in urban areas. The thinking was that revitalizing infrastructure and homes could help revitalize those communities.

But after a decade of work, Living Cities had not achieved the kind of large-scale reduction in poverty it wanted. Investments in urban physical spaces were important but insufficient. The organization expanded to work directly with local governments, companies, banks, civic partners, and community-based organizations to better understand how to improve the lives of low-income people.

We began to see the barriers preventing low-income people from thriving. The national ethos of “pulling themselves up by their bootstraps” willfully ignores that systemic racism trapped countless talented and capable individuals in poverty. Too much was stacked against many individuals—underfunded and segregated public and postsecondary education, predatory civil and racially punitive criminal judicial systems, and financial systems that benefited the few and extracted from the many.

We observed, and data reflected, that regardless of talent or determination, the people least likely to advance in our economy or to build generational wealth are people of color. American society will not thrive without affording all its people the opportunity to thrive. We have committed ourselves to advancing racial equity through economic opportunity and wealth building in partnership with cities across our nation.

This organizational shift occurred as the killings of Trayvon Martin in Sanford, Florida, and Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, and later, Breonna Taylor in Louisville, Kentucky, and George Floyd in Minneapolis, Minnesota, sparked national concern about the extrajudicial killings of Black people. This spate of killings was not new. Rather, the “new” was the degree of impunity and contempt for Black lives revealed through digital media. The national audience learned that anti-Blackness is not exclusive to specific cities, regions, or white people. Its infectious nature manifests in xenophobia, violence, and intolerance toward people of Asian, Latinx, and Native American heritages.

Leaders from among our board members and staff shifted Living Cities’ internal approach to better advance solutions to closing the racial income and wealth gaps in American cities. Our reckoning required a commitment to continuous education, conversation, and sharing of hard truths. We believe that the Living Cities collaborative racial equity journey will lead to a greater impact as we support cities committed to closing persistent racial income and wealth gaps.

This book is an adaptation of the curriculum we followed in our journey. It contains many of the resources used, discovered, and created to help Living Cities support leaders in cities to undo the effects of racism in their communities. We share this with you in the hope that it can help you do the same.

This book is called Systemic Racism 101 for a reason. It is a starting point, not a comprehensive resource. We hope you use it as a reference on our shared journey to close racial income and wealth gaps.
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—Joe Scantlebury, CEO, Living Cities, September 2021
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INTRODUCTION


RAC·ISM | \'rā-,'si-zəm


	A belief that race is a fundamental determinant of human traits and capacities and that racial differences produce an inherent superiority of a particular race.

	The systemic oppression of a racial group to the social, economic, and political advantage of another.
—Webster’s Dictionary







Systemic racism is a dense and difficult topic for many to address, and is equally difficult to define. From feelings of discomfort in speaking about it, to the myriad instances of systemic racism in America, the concept is almost impossible to describe in a standard definition. While describing the essence of what racism is, these definitions only scratch the surface of the history of racism in the United States of America. In Systemic Racism 101, you’ll learn how systemic racism was created to uphold white supremacy and keep BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and people of color) as second-class citizens.

Spanning five hundred years of events that represent the symbolic house that systemic racism has built—from fifteenth-century European settler colonialism beginnings on the present-day US shores to the present moment with the #BlackLivesMatter movement and the potential for an equitable society in the future—Systemic Racism 101 is your introduction to what race in America means today, and what it can mean going forward.

In this introduction to systemic racism, you’ll see snapshots of history and pinpoint specific moments and determining factors that led to the racial hierarchies you see in the present moment. This curriculum is curated by Living Cities, which has thirty years of experience improving the lives of people in US cities and accelerating practices that create dignified and abundant lives. Living Cities connects with leaders across the public, private, and philanthropic sectors to embed anti-racist policies and practices in institutions. They work to tackle the root causes of systemic inequity in US cities and undo the legacy of racism in American communities. Through this book, Living Cities and Aminah Pilgrim, PhD, hope you gain a greater understanding of how to practice undoing racism.

As you read, take note of the more than thirty infographics. In these images, graphs, and references, you’ll see the ongoing history of systemic racism from 1492 through today—visually explained and starkly emphasized. For information that’s hard to parse through, like policy, redlining, representation (or lack thereof), and more, you’ll be able to see illustrated examples, facts, statistics, and timelines made easy to understand. Full-color infographic spreads include:


	
• The mapping of the transatlantic slave trade


	
• Statistics illustrating the racial wealth gap


	
• The faces of the fight for liberation

	
• The makeup of the prison industrial system


	
• Disparate housing, education, and occupational opportunities for BIPOC

	
• “Stories of Impact” highlighting modern-day community organizers and their anti-racist work



The conversation about race in America is the most essential of our time. Racial inequity is a matter of life and death for many people of color—not only through unequal access to vital resources like healthcare and financial opportunities, but also through dangerous interactions with law enforcement and the criminal justice system.

This text offers a critical lens through which to analyze the world that you live in today. When you finish reading, you’ll have a deeper understanding of the realities BIPOC have gone through and continue to experience. You’ll be equipped to envision an equitable future for all. You’ll have the tools to voice concerns against the racism built into your own communities, and you’ll be empowered to enact anti-racist changes at the local level. It’s time to begin the essential work of understanding, critically engaging with, and, most importantly, speaking out against systemic racism.


“There is no neutrality in the racism struggle…. One either allows racial inequities to persevere, as a racist, or confronts racial inequities, as an antiracist. There is no in between safe space of ‘not racist.’ The claim of ‘not racist’ neutrality is a mask for racism.”

—Ibram X. Kendi, PhD, How to Be an Antiracist




INDIVIDUAL, INSTITUTIONAL, & SYSTEMIC RACISM


There are several types of racism, each of which has an impact on our day-to-day lives. These types of racism influence our individual decision-making, how people interact with each other, and how our society is set up to benefit white people over people of color.

Individual Racism

The Interaction Institute for Social Change defines individual racism as “the beliefs, attitudes, and actions of individuals that support or perpetuate racism. Individual racism can be deliberate, or the individual may act to perpetuate or support racism without knowing that is what he or she is doing.”

ACTS OF INDIVIDUAL RACISM CAN LOOK LIKE:

TELLING A RACIST JOKE, even if the person telling the joke doesn’t think it’s racist or doesn’t consider themselves racist.

AVOIDING A PERSON OF COLOR WALKING DOWN THE STREET, but not avoiding a white person.


Institutional Racism

The Interaction Institute for Social Change defines institutional racism as “the ways in which institutional policies and practices create different outcomes for different racial groups. The institutional policies may never mention any racial group, but their effect is to create advantages for whites and oppression and disadvantage for people from groups classified as ‘people of color.’ ”

ACTS OF INSTITUTIONAL RACISM CAN LOOK LIKE:

WITHHOLDING SOCIAL SECURITY BENEFITS FROM CERTAIN PROFESSIONS that are predominantly held by Black people (as was the case when Social Security first started).

Government POLICIES THAT LIMITED THE ABILITY TO BUY AND IMPROVE HOMES in predominantly Black neighborhoods (also known as redlining).




Structural/Systemic Racism


The Interaction Institute for Social Change defines structural racism, a similar and interchangeable term to systemic racism, as “a system in which public policies, institutional practices, cultural representations, and other norms work in various, often reinforcing, ways to perpetuate racial group inequality. The normalization and legitimization of an array of dynamics—historical, cultural, institutional, and interpersonal—that routinely advantage whites while producing cumulative and chronic adverse outcomes for people of color

“Structural racism encompasses the entire system of white domination, diffused and infused in all aspects of society, including its history, culture, politics, economics, and entire social fabric. Structural racism is more difficult to locate in a particular institution because it involves the reinforcing effects of multiple institutions and cultural norms, past and present, continually reproducing old forms and producing new forms of racism. Structural racism is the most profound and pervasive form of racism—all other forms of racism emerge from structural racism.”
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ACTS OF STRUCTURAL RACISM CAN LOOK LIKE:

The LOWER LIFE EXPECTANCY FOR MEN OF COLOR compared with white men, due to increased exposure to hazardous chemicals or more barriers to accessing healthcare.

HIGHER INCARCERATION RATES AMONG BLACK MEN due to deeply held cultural stereotypes that criminalize Black behavior compared to white behavior, including higher rates of arrest of Black people for marijuana use compared to white people.

LOWER LEVELS OF WEALTH among Black families than white families because of LOWER HOME VALUES in “Black” neighborhoods as a result of lower levels of government and private sector support.

[image: Image]

To learn more, visit the Interaction Institute for Social Change at www.interactioninstitute.org






CHAPTER ONE 1492 TO THE CIVIL WAR



	
1400s: African civilizations thrive; age of European exploration

	
1492: Arrival of Columbus in the Americas begins settler colonialism; ongoing violence against Indigenous populations; early encounters give way to racial ideology

	
1500s: Religious doctrines and laws shape attitudes and practices between “races”; the word race first appears in the English language

	
1600s: Free people of African descent in the colonies, predating Jamestown

	
1619: First twenty enslaved people forcibly brought to Jamestown, Virginia

	
1662: Virginia enacts a law that makes enslavement a life sentence tied to Black women’s bodies by making slavery hereditary

	
1675–1676: Bacon’s Rebellion, a cross-class and mixed-race rebellion

	
1775–1783: American Revolution and United States Declaration of Independence from the British (1776)

	
1791–1804: Haitian Revolution

	
1780s: “Queen” sugar (sugar cultivated by the enslaved) is the global “white gold”

	
1794: Eli Whitney patents the cotton gin, making cotton “king” of cash crops

	
1800–1865: Height of the Underground Railroad; Harriet Tubman is one of its most well-known conductors

	
1807: British government abolishes the transatlantic slave trade throughout its territories; US slavery continues to grow

	
1831: Hanging of Nat Turner, leader of one of the most powerful US slave revolts

	
1850s: Resistance to slavery and calls for abolition intensify

	
1852: Harriet Beecher Stowe publishes Uncle Tom’s Cabin


	
1859: Harpers Ferry raid; midcentury tensions over slavery between Northern and Southern states

	
1861–1865: American Civil War




To understand the foundations of ideas of race and racism, we begin in the fifteenth century. It was the Age of Exploration for European countries, which at that point were not yet fully established as the powerful nation-states that slavery would allow them to become. By comparison, African civilizations—most notably the empires of Mali and Songhai—had thriving economies and were active in worldwide trade at this time.

During the fifteenth century, the vast African continent had disparate, small societies, with diverse cultures, languages, and worship practices. Europe had larger societies, various monarchs, and feuds, but they were connected to one another economically. Both continents were divided and showed instability at the time.




EUROPEANS EXPLOIT WESTERN AFRICA

In 1444, Portuguese explorers—funded by Prince Henry the Navigator—were the first Europeans to arrive at the sub-Saharan coast of Guinea, West Africa. Ten Moors (a Christian European term to refer to people of mixed Arab ancestry) were sold to the Portuguese by African captives, who used the sale to negotiate their own release. The Moors were forcibly taken to the seaside city of Lagos, Portugal. The men, women, and children were marched through the streets of the city, to the shock and awe of onlookers. The captives’ collective shame and trauma were intensified by being made so public. Worsening the pain, they were then separated from each other.

This expedition marked the beginnings of a brutal system and opened the floodgates for the trade in humans. The Portuguese used island colonies such as Cabo Verde and São Tomé and Príncipe to further exploit the West African coast, as did the Spanish, who had established a colony in the Canary Islands.

WHAT AFRICA WAS LIKE IN THE 1400S AND 1500S

Africa is the birthplace of humanity and home to the earliest ancestor of all humans. Ancient civilizations in Egypt and Nubia were vast and had influence upon ancient Rome and Greece. In the fifteenth century, the western region of Africa (the origin of most African Americans) was organized into small village states and kingdoms/queendoms. It was home to diverse ethnic groups, each with its own language, customs, and cultures. These groups did have similarities though:


	
• Family was the central building block of these collectivist societies.

	
• Land ownership and governance were passed through kinship lines (both patrilineal and matrilineal).

	
• Slavery existed there before European contact. The slavery that existed among them was a result of war and was no life sentence; it was a source of wealth building for the slaveholding clans as enslaved people often worked to earn release from punishments. Female “slaves” may have been used as concubines. In most cases, this kind of slavery did not involve hard physical labor.



Prior to the transatlantic slave trade, many African tribes were wealthy—not only in possession but in culture and community—and had no language for being “poor.” Nor did they conceive of their identities in the same ways that European encounters would eventually lead them to adopt.


THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SLAVERY WITHIN AFRICA AND SLAVERY IN THE AMERICAS

In West Africa, enslaved people could gain education, marry, and have families; they may even have become wealthy themselves. However, the kind of slavery that emerged in the Americas as a result of European conquests was entirely, devastatingly different—so much so in the US, it was coined “the peculiar institution.”



THE ORIGINS OF COLONIZERS’ PERCEIVED SUPERIORITY

The colonizers’ religious and cultural beliefs had given them a picture of what was moral, what was right, and a sense of divine order. Historian Jennifer Morgan’s work on the European explorers’ travel diaries revealed that they first met females—both in the Americas (with the Indigenous people) and in Africa. These colonizers were also sanctioned by the Catholic Church, which had gained a political foothold in all of Europe at this time. As church subjects, the colonizers held preconceived ideas of blood purity and were distinguishing between people and religions. They used biblical references and familiar images and legends from their home countries to develop ideas upon which to judge the darker strangers.

Morgan details the conflicting notions that came to inform the burgeoning construct of race that grew from these religious, moral, and gendered ideas. In essence, the colonizers’ descriptions of beastliness yet beauty, inordinate strength, and exaggerated and unhuman features, make clear how they marked the African people as an inferior “other” and thus defined themselves as superior.


THE COLONIZERS DEHUMANIZE AFRICAN AND INDIGENOUS WOMEN

Morgan’s work also chronicles the travel diaries of those European male travelers. Their travel writings were akin to twenty-first-century social media. They broadcast alleged “facts” and firsthand observations of strangers—whom the majority of Europeans had never before seen for themselves. The travelers characterized the Indigenous and African women in ways that were unscientific and contradictory—for example, as both attractive yet repulsive, as tempting yet untamed and savage. They noted their strength for two kinds of labor—production and reproduction.



The colonizers’ opinions and beliefs were translated into social constructs and a powerful racial ideology that would ultimately serve as the universal language of global exchange. Indeed, the ideology and “language” of race coded the power relations between slave traders and their captives, undergirded the laws that institutionalized enslavement throughout the world from the fifteenth through the nineteenth centuries, and have legitimized related practices up until today.

It is reasonable to assume, then, that dehumanization and racial and gendered violence were inherent outcomes of the emergence of racist ideas. These ideas established European-derived cultures and their norms as superior and dominant, and all others as inferior, immoral, uncivilized, and deficient. The racist ideas were powerful justifications for the exploits of the European explorers and traders, legitimizing their violence while convincing much of the world that enslaving and exploiting served the greater good. The system came to be so powerful and pervasive that over time—particularly with the silencing of the histories of other cultures—it went unquestioned and was assumed to be “normal” by vast populations. This was the environment during which Columbus crossed the Atlantic for the notorious exploits of 1492.

THE FALLACY OF THE “NEW” WORLD

The Americas were not untouched, virgin green lands when European colonizers arrived. It is a lie to speak of Europeans “discovering” the area, since the Indigenous people were already there. Scholars of Indigenous history teach us that the First Nations had robust traditions, systems of governance, cultivated farmlands, and sophisticated roadways and waterways. In essence, they had already established an infrastructure that allowed European colonizers to take over the land and settle there. Indigenous people resisted the European invasion yet were up against religious doctrine that had convinced Europeans that they were predestined to take the land and pursue wealth at all costs.
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The “New World” was not “new”: Indigenous people already lived there.



Between the fifteenth-century arrival of European colonizers in the Americas and the start of the twentieth century, there was an estimated 85 percent population loss of Native American people in the Americas. As US Secretary of the Interior Debra Anne Haaland (a member of the Laguna Pueblo nation) said, “this country is founded on genocide.” The year 1492 is synonymous with this fact. The Europeans forcibly removed and killed Native American and Indigenous people, allowing the colonizers to steal land and exploit natural resources.


THE PERSEVERANCE OF INDIGENOUS NATIONS

The fact that Indigenous nations still survive today is truly remarkable, given ongoing marginalization and injustices they have faced. There are currently about seven million people of Indigenous origin living in the US. They are the “I” in the acronym BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and people of color). The history of systemic racism against BIPOC reveals the intersection of racist ideology, gendered violence, genocide and colonization, the trade in enslaved people, enslavement, economic expansion, and more. Each event in the history overlaps in a global timeline.




“History books often refer to ‘the New World’ to talk about the lands now called North and South America. That term reflects a European perspective. That part of the world was not new to the people who had lived there for thousands of years when the Europeans arrived. It was home.”

—Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States




NATIVE LAND, STOLEN

We frequently say that Christopher Columbus or other European explorers “discovered” America, but we also know that Native Americans lived on the continent for centuries before their arrival. Europeans took land from Native peoples—through force and coercion—for their settlements, and this continues to happen up to the present day. The westward expansion of the United States came at the expense of Native tribes, with millions losing their lives and land through the genocide that followed. Today, many of these different tribes are relegated to “reservations” whose boundaries were formed mostly by the end of the 1800s.

By the end of the Revolutionary War, WHITE SETTLERS HAD MOSTLY FORCED NATIVE AMERICANS OUT of what we consider the 13 original colonies, but Native tribes still lived on most of the North American continent.

1790


[image: Image]
These maps were simplified to visually highlight the land lost. There are hundreds of individual tribes who have lost their land represented here.



Between 1830 and 1838, President Andrew Jackson ordered 125,000 Native Americans to trek the deadly Trail of Tears and settle in reservations west of the Mississippi River. APPROXIMATELY 5,000 CHEROKEE DIED ON THE 1,200-MILE MARCH DUE TO DISEASE AND STARVATION.

By the turn of the 19th century, however, American SETTLERS HAD SYSTEMATICALLY DESTROYED THE NATIVE WAY OF LIFE and taken Native land for their expansion west.

1890
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The federal government promised that their new land would remain theirs forever, but white settlement and harsh conditions on the reservations shrank their territories and populations into near nonexistence. NATIVE AMERICANS NOW MAKE UP ONLY 1.5% OF THE UNITED STATES POPULATION.


COLONIZATION IN HISPANIOLA

In the latter half of the fifteenth century, the development of European colonies in the Atlantic region and in the Americas meant an increased labor market, and the demand for enslaved Africans began to grow.

African seamen and enslaved Africans were used by Columbus on his voyages to the Americas, most notably to Hispaniola (the island that is now Haiti and the Dominican Republic), where they would be used for two reasons:


	
1 The Europeans hoped Africans would help oppress the Indigenous (Arawak and Taíno) populations—whom they had attempted to enslave yet failed.

	
2 They were used in copper and gold mines in Hispaniola, an island under Spanish rule. Spanish colonizers decimated the Indigenous populations (in spite of their fierce resistance) with extreme violence and the spread of disease.



Catholic doctrine supported European conquests in North Africa and the Middle East, in opposition to Islamic societies. The Catholic Church had similarly funded exploits in the Americas. However, missionaries on the island of Hispaniola came to question what was happening to the Indigenous populations. This led to pressure upon the Spanish crown, which outlawed Indigenous enslavement in 1542. The end of Indigenous enslavement led to the expansion of the African slave trade. Both Indigenous nations and African civilizations had thrived prior to colonization and the transatlantic slave trade.


SYSTEMIC RACISM ACROSS THE GLOBE

Placing a history of systemic racism within a global context makes sense since it is a global phenomenon in which inequity has been produced and reproduced in countries all over the world. For instance, many scholars have traced the spice trade and the aforementioned cash crops of sugar and cotton to reveal the ways that worldwide economies were impacted by enslavement. According to many, the common denominator sits with the transatlantic slave trade and European economic expansion.




THE ESCALATION OF THE TRANSATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE

The 1500s were marked by Spanish conquests in the Americas—including the island of Hispaniola (Haiti and the Dominican Republic); the islands of Puerto Rico, Cuba, Jamaica, and Trinidad; and parts of Mexico and Peru. The Portuguese expanded their reign to include Brazil.

At this time, sugar was in high demand, and its harvest required some of the most difficult and dangerous kinds of labor. Sugarcane cultivation began on Hispaniola and spread rapidly throughout the Americas. Due to this, the transatlantic slave trade grew. It would last more than three hundred years and result in more than twelve million humans being enslaved.

Due to their maritime expertise and technical advantages, the Portuguese dominated the trade across the Atlantic until the end of the seventeenth century. They were followed by the Spanish.

The Napoleonic Wars (conflicts between Napoleon’s France and other European nations) led to a decline in Spain’s and Portugal’s dominance, which made room for other European countries to become involved in the lucrative business of trade in humans. Enter the English, Dutch, and French, and the expansion of the trade farther into the interior western coast of the African continent (places such as Guinea-Bissau, the Congo, modern Nigeria, Benin, and Angola).

Slave traders used coastal forts such as the famed Elmina Castle in Ghana (which had been established by the Portuguese). Maps such as the one depicted in the transatlantic slave trade infographic show the routes of the slave trade, also known as the “Triangle Trade” (because of the routes between the three continents—Europe, Africa, and the Americas).
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Elmina Castle in Ghana was a hub for slave trading.




TRANSATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE


Maps alone do not show the treacherous process that took place, which came to be known as the Middle Passage or the Maafa. The violent capture of men, women, and children devastated the collectivist societies in which family was everything. Generations were impacted as families were torn apart, never to be reunited again.

The first enslaved people were brought to what is now the United States in 1619. This trade continued for 241 years, until 1860. The largest influx arrived in the early 1800s.

Even after they arrived in American port cities, enslaved people had to continue their terrible journeys across land and water to reach their final place of forced labor.

[image: Image]

When the Civil War began, the market value of all enslaved people was about $4 million—greater than the remainder of the capital assets in the country at that time, including the banks, factories, and railroads. This became the foundation of white wealth, the stock market, and American capitalism as we know it.

Due to treacherous conditions on the Middle Passage, at least 15% of all people who made the passage from West Africa to their destination died.

In the centuries that followed, more than 12 million enslaved people were taken from Africa to the Americas.


DEVASTATING CONDITIONS

Kidnapped Africans, or those bartered off, were chained together in irons and marched hundreds or thousands of miles through the interior to the coast. Some were forced into heavy labor along the way, carrying the goods or food supplies for the Europeans. Some died of dehydration, exhaustion, or diseases they would contract from Europeans along the way. At the coast, they were herded into barracoons (barracks). There, naked, they were inspected for the trade. Like animals, some were branded with hot irons to specify where they would end up. They would stay there for up to several months, given only enough food to survive, and subjected to the elements. Women were frequently exploited and sexually violated, and may have ended up pregnant.

Needless to say, the depths of darkness and despair of these experiences can never be truly known. Published accounts such as those of Olaudah Equiano or Mary Ellen “Ma” Pleasant give us some sense of the physical, psychological, and emotional torture. There was always resistance, even in the midst of the capture, in the barracoons, and aboard the ships.

Voyages in slave ships took anywhere from thirty to ninety days, depending on the destination. A technique called tight packing was used to maximize profits. This approach resulted in disease-infested conditions and excruciatingly painful voyages. Mortality rates were high (estimates range from 15 percent to 30 percent). At times, the living lay there chained to the dead for hours or even days until the dead were thrown overboard. Girls and women were set apart, subject to gendered violence in the midst of the horrors. Rapes were often performed in front of the enslaved males, an additional layer of psychological torment.

LASTING EFFECTS OF THIS TRAUMA

As historians Nell Painter, Deborah Gray White, Stephanie Smallwood, and others have documented, these events amounted to psychic and generational trauma that has lasted up to now. No African rituals for birth, caring for the sick, and especially for death, could be performed in these contexts. This imposed a layer of spiritual violence and a sense of incompletion.

1619: ENSLAVED PEOPLE ARRIVE IN JAMESTOWN

The completion of the Middle Passage voyages was only the start of the histories of African diaspora populations. The Pulitzer Prize–winning 1619 Project introduced many (and re-introduced some) to the origins of slavery in the US, beginning in Jamestown, Virginia. The project reveals the ways that slavery impacted every aspect of life in the colonial United States.

The growing Virginia tobacco industry was breathing new life into the colony, and a demand for African laborers brought about the import of enslaved people and the arrival of a ship in 1619 carrying twenty Africans to the coast of that English colony.

Slavery varied within the regions and existed North and South. It was characterized by day-to-day task systems, often managed through using an enslaved person as an overseer or “driver,” and enforced through a variety of abuses, including whipping, denial of meals, sexual abuse and rape, and even murder.

THE ECONOMICS OF SLAVERY

The economics of slavery were based on crops such as sugar, tobacco, rice, and of course cotton. The wealth amassed by slaveholding societies was made possible by exploiting the unpaid labor of the enslaved. The US’s coffers were enriched by the indispensable and involuntary work of millions of Black enslaved people.

COLONIAL LAWS CODIFY RACE

The colonists first experimented with European-style indentured servitude of English and Scottish-Irish servants. They worked side by side with Africans, who initially arrived in groups of small numbers, as that infamous 1619 case illustrates.

Resistance to the conditions came with harsh punishments and resulted in a change in laws that would codify race, institutionalize racist practices, and impact economics for generations to come. For example, a 1643 law distinguished between women of European descent and African women; the law dictated that European women’s labor would not be taxed, yet the work of African women (mostly fieldwork in agriculture) would be. The law was created to assess tax rates, but was the first to distinguish between women of European descent and African women.

Subsequently, another law, the December 1662 statute (Act XII) stated:


“WHEREAS some doubts have arisen whether children got by any Englishman upon a negro woman should be slave or free.

Be it therefore enacted and declared by this present grand assembly, that all children borne in this country shalbe held bond or free only according to the condition of the mother.

And that if any christian shall committ fornication with a negro man or woman, hee or shee soe offending shall pay double the fines imposed by the former act.”

—VirtualJamestown.org



In other words, as of December 1662, the child of an enslaved mother was also deemed a slave for their entire life. The statute was a dramatic departure from the English tradition, in which a child’s status came from their father. To discourage miscegenation, the law instituted a larger monetary fine.

Historians Daina Ramey Berry and Kali Nicole Gross tell us that until these seventeenth-century laws were passed, African women in the Americas had somewhat varied statuses—many were free or indentured. These laws are significant because they laid the foundation for systemic racism and its sustainability over time.

The early slave laws or “slave codes” in Virginia and elsewhere effectively defined slave status upon the backs of enslaved Black men and women—literally and figuratively:


	
• The progeny of Black women would be enslaved for life.

	
• Black women were subject to rape and yet that rape was not a crime.

	
• The killing of an enslaved person of African descent was not a crime.

	
• It was unlawful for the enslaved to read and write, own property, or own firearms.

	
• Their movement was restricted, as was their gathering in groups without a white person present.



The various laws were rooted in a philosophy of absolute control. All served the purpose of protecting the slaveholders’ economic interests.

RESISTANCE GROWS

As stories of the abuses and evils of slavery proliferated, so too did resistance to the “peculiar institution” by the enslaved themselves as well as a growing number of allies and soon-to-be accomplices.

ACTIVE AND PASSIVE RESISTANCE

African-born and Creole (a term that meant “American born”) enslaved people approached resistance differently:


	
• Those who were African-born were likely to revolt in collectives, often running away to the hills or secluded areas where they might create “maroon” societies. The process is known as maroonage, which comes from the Spanish cimarron, meaning “runaway slave.” Maroonage refers to the practice of enslaved people escaping to hidden spaces, such as mountains, to liberate themselves and control their own existence.

	
• Those enslaved who were American-born were more likely to run away singularly, a crime that, if caught, carried the harshest punishments such as whipping to death—a signal to others to suppress their desires to be free.



Resistance could also be considered passive, though it was no less brave. For example, preserving whatever African traditions they could—such as faith practices, music and oral folklore, food customs, and family patterns—was an act of resistance. Other forms of passive resistance included sabotage, self-education, and faking illness.

Both active and passive types of resistance testified to the indominable will of the enslaved people and their personal power. The enslaved fought to maintain dignity and self-determination in the face of overwhelming odds against them.

REBELLIONS

Men and women alike demonstrated their agency in various ways throughout the seventeenth century and into the 1700s. Two of the most important uprisings to occur in this period were Bacon’s Rebellion and the Stono Rebellion:


	
• Bacon’s Rebellion: Bacon’s Rebellion in 1675–1676 was a powerful example of unification between poor whites, Native Americans, and Black enslaved people, all coming together to fight the royal, colonial government of Virginia. They captured Jamestown and set it ablaze. It resulted in the passage of more stringent slave laws to further strengthen the system.

	
• Stono Rebellion: The Stono Rebellion of 1739 happened in South Carolina, home to a onetime majority-Black population. Rebels stole weapons and ammunition from a storehouse and proceeded to kill enslavers. They were eventually apprehended and killed.



Both of these rebellions had important implications for the development of systemic racism in the US. They resulted in harsher laws and restrictions upon Black life. For instance, after Stono, laws were passed to forbid the enslaved leaving their owner’s plantations without a pass. Slave patrols (forerunners to what we now call police) were used to uphold these various laws and to apprehend and even kill any enslaved persons who did not comply.

WOMEN’S RESISTANCE

Revolutionary-era figures such as Phillis Wheatley (the first published African-American poet) and Belinda Sutton—both of Boston, Massachusetts—reveal the range of Black resistance and reclamation of humanity, as well as the complexity of race relations during slavery.

Phillis Wheatley (not her birth name; she was baptized and named for the slave ship she came on and her slave master) was taught to read and write by her master’s daughter. She read the classics and Bible and was freed shortly after publishing her book of poetry in 1773. She wrote letters to prominent whites, including George Washington, on the idea that the enslaved should have equal rights.

In 1783, the Ghanaian-born Belinda Sutton, a girl who had been kidnapped and torn from her home and family, filed a petition to the Massachusetts General Court. She based her petition on what she knew: Her owner had included in his will that she should be freed after his death and receive a pension. She sued to get what was rightfully hers and won.


[image: Image]
Phillis Wheatley published Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral in 1773. It is generally considered the first volume of poetry published in modern times by an African American.



GLOBAL INFLUENCES ON COLONIAL AMERICA

These Revolutionary women’s voices were heard against the backdrop of the era of revolutions in the Western Hemisphere. The numbers of enslaved Black people in the South increased astronomically between the 1740s and 1760s.

It was also the era of the Great Awakening, a Christian religious revival that swept the country. The revival brought with it a message of “freedom.” Ironically, enslavers reconciled their “sins” of owning humans with the faith by emphasizing Christian instruction among the enslaved. Some argue this contributed to the birth of the Black church.

The era of European Enlightenment, roughly the 1700s, was a philosophical and intellectual movement that emphasized freedom, separation of church and state, and constitutional government. These ideals helped inspire American colonists to revolt against British taxes and policies, including the 1765 Stamp Act.

THE REVOLUTIONARY WAR AND ITS AFTERMATH CEMENTS SYSTEMIC RACISM IN THE US

The American Revolution of 1776 included many contributions by Black people who recognized the rhetoric of freedom resonated with their own struggles. Enslaved and free Black people were “foot soldiers” for the American Revolution. They fought on both sides, lured by the promise that their participation would mean their own freedom.

For instance, the first to die in the Boston Massacre was an escaped enslaved man of African and Indigenous descent, Crispus Attucks. Attucks’s heroic contribution, and the contributions of enslaved Black people, were not enough to convince founding fathers such as James Madison and George Washington, who were opposed to their enlistment and supported strengthening the hold on the enslaved in the South. The fact that such prominent leaders in the nation held these views must be noted in the history of systemic racism. The ideology of oppression was present within the very DNA of the newly established nation.

Similarly, on the heels of the Revolution, Thomas Jefferson—himself a Virginia enslaver (slave owner) with hundreds of enslaved—wrote his Notes on the State of Virginia in 1785. It argued that Black people were inferior to whites in body and mind. He had received a petition from the free Black man Benjamin Banneker, a self-educated scientist, inventor, and author who sent Jefferson his almanac. Jefferson may have been impressed with the almanac, but he dismissed Banneker’s argument that Jefferson’s support of slavery contradicted his own words in the Declaration of Independence that all men were created equal.

THE CONSTITUTION

When the US Constitution was drafted in 1787, it neither explicitly supported slavery nor made it illegal. The drafters of the Constitution had meant to extend the institution. In 1790, the founding fathers passed a Naturalization Act linking citizenship to white males. The Constitution also included the “three-fifths clause” (or “three-fifths compromise”)—meaning three-fifths of a state’s enslaved population would be counted toward apportioning congressional representation (which meant that the enslaved were counted as less than a whole person).


HAITIAN LIBERATION IMPACTS US ATTITUDES TOWARD SLAVERY

One of the loudest roars for freedom came from Haiti. Its legendary liberation struggle occurred from 1791 to 1804. The Haitian Revolution struck fear into the hearts of enslavers everywhere. Many spoke publicly to warn of the threat of another “Saint-Domingue,” which was a message to tighten the reins of systemic oppression of Black enslaved people and to suppress the advancements of the free. In response to the Haitian Revolution, within the newly independent US, there were both increased attempts to suppress resistance among the enslaved and intensified resistance to slavery with organized, militant abolition proponents.



THE FUGITIVE SLAVE ACT

The first Fugitive Slave Act was passed in 1793, protecting enslavers and slave states, making it legal to capture and return escaped enslaved people.


THE NUMBER OF ENSLAVED PEOPLE SKYROCKETS

In 1794, Eli Whitney’s cotton gin invention had serious implications for the growth of slavery, making cotton the biggest of all of the so-called cash crops. This was so lucrative that enslavers grew their holdings drastically. The aforementioned laws, together with the Louisiana Purchase of 1803 (that doubled the size of the US) and the Missouri Compromise of 1820 (that expanded slave territories), deliberately led to institutionalizing a system of racial oppression. There were less than a million enslaved in the South in 1790, but by 1860 there were nearly four million enslaved in the country, mostly in the South.

RESISTANCE CONTINUES

Free and enslaved Black people were resisting at every stage. They were met with what some have called “white hostility” at every stage as well. For example:


	
• Gabriel Prosser was inspired by the example of Haiti and led a violent rebellion that failed in Virginia.

	
• Isabella Baumfree of New Amsterdam or New York (who later named herself Sojourner Truth), took freedom into her own hands. She ran away with her baby and belongings. The escape represents the beginnings of her abolitionist career.




“Cotton grown and picked by enslaved workers was the nation’s most valuable export. The combined value of enslaved people exceeded that of all the railroads and factories in the nation. Given the choice between modernity and barbarism, prosperity and poverty, lawfulness and cruelty, democracy and totalitarianism, America chose all of the above.”

—The New York Times Magazine




THE ABOLITION MOVEMENT


“Those who profess to favor freedom and yet deprecate agitation are men who want crops without plowing up the ground; they want rain without thunder and lightning. They want the ocean without the awful roar of its many waters. This struggle may be a moral one, or it may be a physical one, and it may be both moral and physical, but it must be a struggle. Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.”

—Frederick Douglass (speech on West India Emancipation)




[image: Image]
Frederick Douglass’s unforgettable words captured the feelings of many abolitionists.



The great orator and former slave turned diplomat Frederick Douglass spoke those words in 1857, acknowledging the success of resistance by the enslaved people that led to British Caribbean emancipation. The speech occurred as abolition—the movement to end human enslavement—was reaching its height, leading to conflict over slavery in the Civil War.

Douglass situated the movement in its proper, global context. Abolition was the “thunder and lightning” that its proponents in Britain, in the US, and worldwide hoped would lead to a culture shift, universal freedom.

THOMAS JEFFERSON’S HYPOCRISY

Abolition can be considered one of the first organized, interracial, and intersectional manifestations of efforts to end systemic, anti-Black racism. White and Black anti-slavery activists of diverse genders lent their voices and gave their lives for the cause. As previously discussed, Black activists and religious leaders had begun to speak to these ideas as early as the era of the American Revolution. Yet there was ambivalence among the country’s leadership.

The first secretary of state, Thomas Jefferson, was perhaps the most prominent voice of contradiction. He had written that “all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, [and] that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” in the Declaration of Independence—yet he was an enslaver and had children born to Sally Hemings, an enslaved woman. He proposed deporting Black people through colonization (the creation of a Black colony of deportees overseas); he identified Haiti as a possible destination, and he advocated for re-enslavement there.
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