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Slavery and Personality

I
PERSONALITY TYPES AND STEREOTYPES

An examination of American slavery, checked at certain critical
points against a very different slave system, that of Latin Amer-
ica, reveals that a major key to many of the contrasts between
them was an institutional key: The presence or absence of other
powerful institutions in society made an immense difference in
the character of slavery itself. In Latin America, the very tension
and balance among three kinds of organizational concerns—
church, crown, and plantation agriculture—prevented slavery
from being carried by the planting class to its ultimate logic. For
the slave, in terms of the space thus allowed for the development
of men and women as moral beings, the result was an “open
system”: a system of contacts with free society through which
ultimate absorption into that society could and did occur with
great frequency. The rights of personality implicit in the ancient
traditions of slavery and in the church’s most venerable assump-
tions on the nature of the human soul were thus in a vital sense
conserved, whereas to a staggering extent the very opposite was
true in North American slavery. The latter system had developed
virtually unchecked by institutions having anything like the
power of their Latin counterparts; the legal structure which
supported it, shaped only by the demands of a staple-raising
capitalism, had defined with such nicety the slave’s character as
chattel that his character as a moral individual was left in the
vaguest of legal obscurity. In this sense American slavery op-
erated as a “closed” system—one in which, for the generality of
slaves in their nature as men and women, sub specie acternitatis,
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contacts with free society could occur only on the most narrowly
circumscribed of terms. Thc next question is whether living with-
in such a “closed system” might not have produccd noticeable
effects upon the slave’s very personality.

The name “Sambo” has come to be synonymous with “race
stereotype.” Here is an automatic danger signal, warning that
the analytical difficulties of asking questions about slave per-
sonality may not be nearly so great as the moral difficulties. The
one inhibits the other; the morality of the matter has had a
clogging effect on its theoretical development that may not be
to the best interests of either. And yet theory on group personal-
ity is still in a stage rudimentary enough that this particular body
of material—potentially illuminating—ought not to remain mor-
ally impounded any longer.

Is it possible to deal with “Sambo” as a type? The characteris-
tics that have been claimed for the type come principally from
Southern lore. Sambo, the typical plantation slave, was docile but
irresponsible, loyal but lazy, humble but chronically given to
lying and stealing; his behavior was full of infantile silliness and
his talk inflated with childish exaggeration. His relationship with
his master was one of utter dependence and childlike attach-
ment: it was indeed this childlike quality that was the very key
to his being. Although the merest hint of Sambo’s “manhood”
might fill the Southern breast with scorn, the child, “in his
place,” could be both exasperating and lovable.

Was he real or unreal? What order of existence, what rank
of legitimacy, should be accorded him? Is there a “scientific”
way to talk about this problem? For most Southerners in 1860
it went without saying not only that Sambo was real—that he
was a dominant plantation type—but also that his characteristics
were the clear product of racial inheritance. That was one way
to deal with Sambo, a way that persisted a good many years
after 1860. But in recent times, the discrediting, as unscientific,
of racial explanations for any feature of plantation slavery has
tended in the case of Sambo to discredit not simply the explana-
tion itself but also the thing it was supposed to explain. Sambo
is a mere stereotype—"stereotype” is itself a bad word, insinuating
racial inferiority and invidious discrimination.! This modern

1 The historian Samuel Eliot Morison was taken to task a few years ago
by students of Queens College, Long Island, for his use of the name
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approach to Sambo had a strong counterpart in the way Northern
reformers thought about slavery in ante-bellum times: they
thought that nothing could actually be said about the Negro’s
“true” nature because that nature was veiled by the institution
of slavery. It could only be revealed by tearing away the veil.
In short, no order of reality could be given to assertions about
slave character, because those assertions were illegitimately
grounded on race, whereas their only basis was a corrupt and
“unreal” institution. “To be sure,” a recent writer concedes,
“there were plenty of opportunists among the Negroes who
played the role assigned to them, acted the clown, and curried
the favor of their masters in order to win the maximum rewards
within the system. . . .”® To impeach Sambo’s legitimacy in this
way is the next thing to talking him out of existence.

“Sambo” (in Volume I of his and H. S. Commager’s text, The Growth
of the American Republic) and for referring to the pre~Civil War Negroes
as “a race with exasperating habits” and to the typical slave as “childlike,
improvident, humorous, prevaricating, and superstitious.” As a result, the
use of the text at Queens was discontinued. See Time, February 26, 1951,
Pp- 48-49.

The following is from the “Concluding Summary” of one of the series
of studies begun in the late 1930’s under the inspiration of Gunnar Myrdal:
“The description of the stereotypes held concerning the American Negro
indicates the widespread tendency to look upon the Negro as inferior,
and to ascribe to him qualities of intellect and personality which mark him
off with some definiteness from the surrounding white American pop-
ulation . . . [;] not all these alleged characteristics of the Negro are un-
complimentary, but even those which may be regarded as favorable have
the flavor of inferiority about them. When the Negro is praised, he is
praised for his childlike qualities of happiness and good nature or for his
artistic and musical gifts. . . . Negro writers do express much more fre-
quently, as one would expect, the belief that whites and Negroes have
essentially equal potentialities, and that it is only the accidents of training
and economic opportumty which have produced temporary differences;
even among Negro writers, however, some have accepted the prevailing
stereotype.” Otto Klineberg (ed.), Characteristics of the American Negro
(New York: Harper, 1944). Instead of proposing an actual program of
inquiry, the intentions of this line of thought appear to be primarily moral
and its objectives to be of a normative sort: desistance from the use of
stereotypes.

2 See below, Part IV, pp. 190-g1.

3 Kenneth Stampp, “The Historian and Southern Negro Slavery,” Amer-
ican Historical Review, LVII (April, 1952), 617.
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There ought, however, to be still a third way of dealing with
the Sambo picture, some formula for taking it seriously. The
picture has far too many circumstantial details, its hues have
been stroked in by too many different brushes, for it to be de-
nounced as counterfeit. Too much folk-knowledge, too much
plantation literature, too much of the Negro’s own lore, have
gone into its making to entitle one in good conscience to con-
demn it as “conspiracy.” One searches in vain through the
literature of the Latin-American slave systems for the “Sambo”
of our tradition—the perpetual child incapable of maturity. How
is this to be explained?* If Sambo is not a product of race (that
“explanation” can be consigned to oblivion) and not simply a
product of “slavery” in the abstract (other societies have had
slavery),® then he must be related to our own peculiar variety

4 There is such a word as “Zambo” in Latin America, but its meaning
has no relation to our “Sambo.” “A Zambo or Sambo (Spanish, Zambo,
‘bandy-legged’) is a cross between a Negro and an Amerindian (some-
times this name is given to the cross between a pure Negro and a mulatto,
which the French called ‘griffe’).” Sir Harry Johnston, The Negro in the
New World (London: Methuen, 1910), p. 3. I am not implying that racial
stigma of some kind did not exist in South America (see above, pp. 77-78,
n. 113); indeed, anthropological research has shown that the Latin-Amer-
icans were, and are, a good deal more conscious of “race” than such
writers as Gilberto Freyre have been willing to admit. Even in Brazil,
derogatory Negro stereotypes are common, and are apparently of long
standing. On this point sece Charles Wagley, Race and Class in Rural
Brazil (Paris: UNESCO, 1952). On the other hand, it would be very
difficult to find evidence in the literature of Brazil, or anywhere else in
Latin America, of responsible men seriously maintaining that the Negro
slave was constitutionally incapable of freedom. The views of a man like
James H. Hammond, or for that matter the views of any average Southerner
during the antebellum period, would have had little meaning in nine-
teenth-century Latin America. One is even inclined to think that these
Latin-American stereotypes would compare more closely with the stereo-
types of eastern and southern European immigrants that were held by
certain classes in this country early in the twentieth century. See, e.g.,
Madison Grant’s Passing of the Great Race (New York: Scribner, 1916).
There are stereotypes and stereotypes: it would be quite safe to say that
our “Sambo” far exceeds in tenacity and pervasiveness anything compara-
ble in Latin America.

5 It is, however, one thing to say that no longer are there any responsible
men of science to be found advancing the racial argument, and quite an-
other to assert that the argument is closed. In an odd sense we still find
any number of statements indicating that the other side of the controversy
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of it. And if Sambo is uniquely an American product, then his
existence, and the reasons for his character, must be recognized
in order to appreciate the very scope of our slave problem and
its aftermath. The absoluteness with which such a personality

“real” or “unreal”) had been stamped upon the plantation slave
does much to make plausible the ante-bellum Southerner’s dif-
ficulty in imagining that blacks anywhere could be anything but
a degraded race—and it goes far to explain his failure to see any
sense at all in abolitionism. It even casts light on the peculiar
quality of abolitionism itself; it was so all-enveloping a problem
in human personality that our abolitionists could literally not
afford to recognize it. Virtually without exception, they met this
dilemma either by sidetracking it altogether (they explicitly re-
fused to advance plans for solving it, arguing that this would
rob their message of its moral force) or by countering it with
theories of infinite human perfectibility. The question of per-
sonality, therefore, becomes a crucial phase of the entire problem
of slavery in the United States, having conceivably something to
do with the difference—already alluded to—between an “open”
and a “closed” system of slavery.

If it were taken for granted that a special type existed in
significant numbers on American plantations, closer connections

is still being carried on, long after the bones of the enemy lie bleaching on
the sands. For example, in the preface to a recent study on the American
Negro by two distinguished psychologists, the authors define their “sci-
entific position” by announcing that their book was “conceived and written
on the premise that group characteristics are adaptive in nature and
therefore not inborn, but acquired” and that “anyone who wishes to
quote from [its] conclusions . . . to uphold any other thesis risks doing
injustice to the material in the book, to the intentions of the authors, and
to the Negro people.” They then quote a kind of manifesto, signed by a
group of prominent psychologists and social scientists, attesting that “as
social scientists we know of no evidence that any ethnic group is inherent
ly inferior.” This is followed by a portion of the 1950 UNESCO “State-
ment on Race” which declares that “biological studies lend support to the
ethic of universal brotherhood.” From Abram Kardiner and Lionel
Ovesey, The Mark of Oppression: A Psychosocial Study of the American
Negro (New York: Norton, 1951), pp. v-vi. While these are sentiments
which may (and must) be pronounced on any number of occasions among
men of good will (the President regularly conceives it his duty to do
this), their scientific content (which is the level at which they are here
being offered) has long since ceased to be a matter of controversy.
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might be made with a growing literature on personality and
character types, the investigation of which has become a wide-
spread, respectable, and productive enterprise among our psy-
chologists and social scientists.® Realizing that, it might then
seem not quite so dangerous to add that the type corresponded
in its major outlines to “Sambo.”

Let the above, then, be a preface to the argument of the
present essay. It will be assumed that there were elements in
the very structure of the plantation system—its “closed” char-
acter—that could sustain infantilism as a normal feature of be-
havior. These elements, having less to do with “cruelty” per se
than simply with the sanctions of authority, were effective and
pervasive enough to require that such infantilism be char-
acterized as something much more basic than mere “accommoda-
tion.” It will be assumed that the sanctions of the system were
in themselves sufficient to produce a recognizable personality

type.’

It should be understood that to identify a social type in this
sense is still to generalize on a fairly crude level—and to insist
for a limited purpose on the legitimacy of such generalizing is
by no means to deny that, on more refined levels, a great profu-

8 Among such studies are Robert K. Merton, “Bureaucratic Structure and
Personality,” Social Forces, XVIII (May, 1940), 560-68; Erich Fromm,
Man for Himself (New York: Rinehart, 1947) ; David Riesman, The Lone-
ly Crowd (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950); and Theodore
Adorno and Others, The Authoritarian Personality (New York: Harper,
1950)—a work which is itself subjected to examination in Richard Christie
and Marie Jahoda (eds.), Studies in the Scope and Method of “The Au-
thoritarian Personality” (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1954); and H. H. Gerth
and C. Wright Mills, Character and Social Structure: The Psychology of
Social Institutions (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1953). For a consideration
of this field in the broadest terms, see Alex Inkeles and Daniel J. Levinson,
“National Character: The Study of Modal Personality and Sociocultural
Systems,” Handbook of Social Psychology, ed. Gardner Lindzey (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1954), 1I, 977-1020.

7 The line between “accommodation” (as conscious hypocrisy) and be-
havior inextricable from basic personality, though the line certainly exists,
is anything but a clear and simple matter of choice. There is reason to
think that the one grades into the other, and vice versa, with considerable
subtlety. In this connection, the most satisfactory theoretical mediating
term between deliberate role-playing and “natural” role-playing might be
found in role-psychology. See below, pp. 131-33.
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sion of individual types might have been observed in slave so-
ciety. Nor need it be claimed that the “Sambo” type, even in the
relatively crude sense employed here, was a universal type. It
was, however, a plantation type, and a plantation existence em-
braced well over half the slave population.® Two kinds of ma-
terial will be used in the effort to picture the mechanisms where-
by this adjustment to absolute power—an adjustment whose end
product included infantile features of behavior—may have been
effected. One is drawn from the theoretical knowledge presently
available in social psychology, and the other, in the form of an
analogy, is derived from some of the data that have come out
of the German concentration camps. It is recognized in most
theory that social behavior is regulated in some general way by
adjustment to symbols of authority—however diversely “au-
thority” may be defined either in theory or in culture itself—and
that such adjustment is closely related to the very formation of
personality. A corollary would be, of course, that the more di-
verse those symbols of authority may be, the greater is the per-
missible variety of adjustment to them—and the wider the
margin of individuality, consequently, in the development of the
self. The question here has to do with the wideness or narrow-
ness of that margin on the ante-bellum plantation.

The other body of material, involving an experience under-
gone by several million men and women in the concentration
camps of our own time, contains certain items of relevance to
the problem here being considered. The experience was analo-
gous to that of slavery and was one in which wide-scale instances
of infantilization were observed. The material is sufficiently de-
tailed, and sufficiently documented by men who not only took
part in the experience itself but who were versed in the use of
psychological theory for analyzing it, that the advantages of
drawing upon such data for purposes of analogy seem to out-
weigh the possible risks.

8 Although the majority of Southern slaveholders were not planters, the
majority of slaves were owned by a planter minority. “Considerably more
than half of them lived on plantation units of more than twenty slaves,
and one-fourth lived on units of more than fifty. That the majority of
slaves belonged to members of the planter class, and not to those who op-
erated small farms with a single slave family, is a fact of crucial impor-
tance concerning the nature of bondage in the ante-bellum South.” Stampp,
Peculiar Institution, p. 31.
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The introduction of this second body of material must to a
certain extent govern the theoretical strategy itself. It has been
recognized both implicitly and explicitly that the psychic impact
and effects of the concentration-camp experience were not antici-
pated in existing theory and that consequently such theory would
require some major supplementation.® It might be added, par-
enthetically, that almost any published discussion of this modern
Inferno, no matter how learned, demonstrates how “theory,”
operating at such a level of shared human experience, tends to
shed much of its technical trappings and to take on an almost
literary quality. The experience showed, in any event, that in-
fantile personality features could be induced in a relatively short
time among large numbers of adult human beings coming from
very diverse backgrounds. The particular strain which was thus
placed upon prior theory consisted in the need to make room
not only for the cultural and environmental sanctions that sus-
tain personality (which in a sense Freudian theory already had)
but also for a virtually unanticipated problem: actual change in
the personality of masses of adults. It forced a reappraisal and
new appreciation of how completely and effectively prior cul-
tural sanctions for behavior and personality could be detached
to make way for new and different sanctions, and of how adjust-
ments could be made by individuals to a species of authority
vastly different from any previously known. The revelation for
theory was the process of detachment.

These cues, accordingly, will guide the argument on Negro
slavery. Several million people were detached with a peculiar
effectiveness from a great variety of cultural backgrounds in
Africa—a detachment operating with infinitely more effectiveness
upon those brought to North America than upon those who came
to Latin America. It was achieved partly by the shock experience
inherent in the very mode of procurement but more specifically
by the type of authority-system to which they were introduced
and to which they had to adjust for physical and psychic survival.
The new adjustment, to absolute power in a closed system, in-
volved infantilization, and the detachment was so complete that
little trace of prior (and thus alternative) cultural sanctions for
behavior and personality remained for the descendants of the

9 See esp. below, p. 118 and n. 83.
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first generation. For them, adjustment to clear and omnipresent
authority could be more or less automatic—as much so, or as
little, as it is for anyone whose adjustment to a social system
begins at birth and to whom that system represents normality.
We do not know how generally a full adjustment was made by
the first generation of fresh slaves from Africa. But we do know
—from a modern experience—that such an adjustment is possible,
not only within the same generation but within two or three
years. This proved possible for people in a full state of complex
civilization, for men and women who were not black and not
savages.

2
THE ‘““AFRICAN CULTURE ARGUMENT

While the widespread existence of “Sambo” on the ante-bellum
plantation is being taken for granted, it is also taken for granted
that no set of characteristics, Sambo-like or otherwise, may pos-
sibly be accounted for in terms of “race” or “inborn nature.” But
“race” is not the only explanation that has been offered for Negro
character. Another, very much like it but based on assumptions
about the “primitive” nature of African tribal culture, has also
enjoyed considerable currency. In fact, with a warrant presumably

more scientific, the “culture argument” managed to keep its

respectability rather longer than did the one based on race, and
to a great extent simply replaced it. But here, too, “inferiority”
was in some sense taken as given and was in turn “explained”
by generalizations about the low and savage state of the African
tribal cultures from which the majority of slaves were originally
taken

10 Qutstanding in this area are Joseph A. Tillinghast, The Negro
in Africa and America (New York: American Economic Association,

1902) ; Jerome Dowd, The Negro Races: A Sociological Study (New York:

Macmillan, 1907), and The Negro in American Life (New York: Century,
1926) ; and W. D. Weatherford, The Negro from Africa to America (New
York: George H. Doran, 1924). Ulrich Phillips in his own thinking found
it relatively easy to make the transition from “inferior race” to “inferior
culture” as a basis for his convictions about the American Negro as a less
than fully civilized being. This transition may be noted between Phillips’
American Negro Slavery (1918) and his Life and Labor in the Old South
(1929). See above, pp. 10 ff. and 17.
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The “African culture” argument is a good deal more complex
than the race argument and is thus not quite so easy to deal with
or dispose of. Indeed, it has taken more than one form and has
been put to benevolent as well as derogatory uses. But there is
at least a basic assumption shared by all variations: the cultural
forms of Africa, however they may be described, were carried
over into New World slavery with enough persistence to make
a substantial difference in the character and social habits of the
American Negro. It is primarily this assumption that must be
questioned.

One way to handle generalizations about African culture—and
about the manner in which that culture may have influenced
American plantation life and character types—would be simply
to assert that the very cultural diversity among the African tribes
involved in the slave trade makes it impossible to generalize at
all. Indeed, taken in a practical sense—judging, that is, from
the experience of the European slave traders—this in itself is a
perfectly legitimate approach to the problem. The traders’ de-
scriptions of the captives they handled, and of the native peoples
with whom they dealt, cannot give us much that is trustworthy
in the way of anthropological data. But what is worthwhile about
these accounts, the point that is really critical in them, is not their
descriptive accuracy but their preoccupation with sheer variety.

Negroes were brought to the European traders from many
different places, and the continent of Africa was vast. Not only
were the trading stations scattered along an immense stretch
of the west coast, but to each station it was usual for slave coffles
to be brought from great distances inland, sometimes hundreds
of miles.! The traders had to be endlessly sensitive to the great
variety of religious customs, social and political arrangements,

11 The area from which slaves were taken throughout the duration of
the trade embraced roughly 2,300,000 square miles, or more than one-fifth
of the entire continent of Africa. See the map in Franklin Frazier, The
Negro in the United States (New York: Macmillan, 1949), p. 5. The coast-
line alone, along which the European trade was operated (a preponderance
of which had by the 1770’s been engrossed by the British), extended, ac-
cording to Bryan Edwards, “upwards of 1,300 English leagues.” The entire
area was one “consisting of various countries, inhabited by a great number
of savage nations, differing widely from each other, in govermnent, lan-
guage, manners, and superstitions.” Bryan Edwards, The History, Civil

and Commercial, of the British Colonies in the West Indies (Philadelphia:
James Humphreys, 1806), II, 252.
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and languages of the people whom they had to meet.’? Actually
it was the very distances between tribes, the hopeless diversity of
languages, and the Negroes’ inability to communicate with one
another, that was counted on to minimize the danger of insur-
rections on shipboard. William Smith advised that “the safest
way is to trade with the different Nations, on either side of the
River, and having some of every Sort on board, there will be no
more likelihood of their succeeding in a Plot, than of finishing
the tower of Babel.”*® Descriptions of individual types are end-
less, bordering often on the fanciful, but the main thing that
emerges from them is the utter absence of any particular “Afri-
can” type as such—least of all anything resembling “Sambo.”**

12 The Royal African Company insisted that its agents be constantly in-
formed upon these matters and charged them with gathering information
under an exhaustive variety of headings such as government, customs,
language, laws, population, etc. See “Committee Report on the State of the
Trade, 1721,” in Donnan, Documents, 1I, 254-55. With regard to lan-
guages, for example, there were on the Gold Coast alone, no more than
sixty miles in length, “seven or eight several languages,” according to Wil-
liam Bosman, “so different that three or four of them are interchangeably
unintelligible to any but the respective natives: The Negroes of Junmore,
ten miles above Axim, cannot understand those of Egira, Abocroe, Anco-
ber and Axim: There is indeed a vast difference in their Languages.” A
New and Accurate Description of the Coast of Guinea (London: J. Knap-
ton, 1705), p. 130. From Whydah to Angola, wrote Bryan Edwards, “the
dialects vary at almost every trading river.” History, 11, 255.

13 William Smith, 4 Voyage to Guinea (2d ed.; London: J. Nourse,
1745), p- 28. This was also the advice of William Snelgrave to a shipmas-
ter new to the trade: “And understanding from him, that he had never
been on the coast of Guinea before, I took the liberty to observe to him,
‘That as he had on board so many negroes of one town and language, it
required the utmost care and management to keep them from mutinying.
...”” William Snelgrave, 4 New Account of Some Parts of Guinea, and the
Slave Trade (London: James, John and Paul Knapton, 1734), p. 187. “Cau-
tions,” wrote John Atkins, “where a Cargo is of one Language, is so much
the more requisite.” John Atkins, “Voyage of John Atkins to Guinea,
1721,” in Donnan, Documents, II, 280. And as for distance, the native
chiefs themselves found it desirable, according to Mungo Park, to take
their victims from scattered localities, for, as he says, “the value of a slave
in the eye of an African purchaser, increases in proportion to his distance
from his native kingdom. . . .” Mungo Park, Travels and Recent Discor-
eries, in the Interior Districts of Africa, in the Years, 1796 ¢»° 97 (New
York: Alexander Brodie, 1801), p. 325.

14 E. g, such descriptions may be found in “Voyage of John Atkins,”
Donnan, Documents, 11, 267, 282-83; John Matthews, 4 Voyage to the
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But it is hardly necessary to stop with the traders’ accounts to
establish the vast gulf between African culture and Negro life
in North America. Indeed, there is a sufficient body of work
available on the anthropology, history, and institutional life of
West Africa to make it both possible, and profitable to take up
the “culture argument” on its merits. We would discover that
it is in fact possible to make certain kinds of generalizations
about African culture, and that the more we find out, the greater
is the sense of sheer contrast: the gulf between Africa and
America is even wider than we imagined. We can suppose that
the pseudo-anthropologists of the early 1goo’s must have begun,
in their reasoning, not with Africa but with the depressed state
of Negro existence in this country. They were thus prepared a
priori, in their efforts to make connections, to find something
comparable in the original tribal state. They were most sensitized,
in short, not to sophistication or complexity, but rather to crudity,
depravity, and primitivism.®

The anthropologist Melville Herskovits—though certain of his

River Sierra-Leone . . . (London: B. White and Son, 1788), pp. 92-93;
Park, Travels, pp. 16-18 and passim; Edwards, History, 11, 266-283; “John
Barbot’s Description of Guinea, 1682,” Donnan, Documents, 1, 286; Bos-
man, New and Accurate Description, pp. 65, 340~42; “The Slave Trade at
Calabar, 1700-1705,” Donnan, Documents, 1, 286.

15 Tillinghast was saying, in 1902: “The interval to be traversed . . . in
passing from West African savagery to American civilization was so im-
mense, that we must beware of losing true perspective in our view of the
problem.” Negro in Africa and America, p. 112. Again: “The question is:
did American slavery develop in the negro his indolence, carelessness, bru-
tality to animals, and aptness in deception, or did it merely fail to eradi-
cate them as well as some better devised system might have done? Every
characteristic just named we know to have been an integral part of the
West African’s nature long before any slaver ever touched our shore.”
Ibid., p. 148. And Weatherford, twenty-two years later, in a book whose
suggestive title is almost identical with Tillinghast’s: “We believe that
much of the present response of the Negro to social environment is influ-
enced by the social heritage, not only from slavery but from the far Afri-
can past. This is in no way an intimation that the Negro has not pro-
gressed far beyond that past. Indeed no one can read the story of his
marvelous progress without great amazement. . . .” Negro from Africa to
America, p. 20. The student of the American Negro, Weatherford inno-
cently insists, “must be willing to judge him as to the distance he has
traveled since he left his African home, rather than compared with the
white man who had thousands of years the start.” 14id., p. 42.
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own conclusions have since been questioned—did much during
the 1930’s and 1940’s to refocus the thinking on this whole general
subject. He very properly saw that the work of such earlier
writers as Dowd, Tillinghast, and Weatherford on the Negro
in Africa, with its emphasis on superstition and savagery, had
given much unwarranted support to racial stereotypes about the
American Negro. Herskovits’ Myth of the Negro Past was ac-
cordingly an effort both to destroy, as scientifically unusable,
some of these dubious generalizations and to substitute for them
sounder generalizations of his own based on a considerable
amount of actual field work in Africa. The concrete findings of
other investigators in the same area, taken together with the
work of Herskovits, now constitute a body of knowledge that
is well worth examining. Out of it, certain very significant pat-
terns in West African tribal civilization may be distinguished,
some of which should be noted here. Fifty years ago, if the
American Negro was congratulated for anything, it was for his
remarkable advancement from a state of primitive ignorance.
Now, however, looking back upon the energy, vitality, and com-
plex organization of West African tribal life, we are tempted to
reverse the question altogether and to wonder how it was ever
possible that all this native resourcefulness and vitality could have
been brought to such a point of utter stultification in America.
Although slaves from many parts of Africa did ultimately find
their way to Virginia and the Carolinas, it appears that the
greatest numbers of them were drawn from the area that in-
cluded the Niger delta, the Gold Coast, and Dahomey. Modern
research has indicated, moreover, that the tribes of this region,
despite considerable variation in languages and local customs, did
share certain broad cultural characteristics.® For one thing, the

16 This is discussed at length in Melville J. Herskovits, The Myth of the
Negro Past (New York: Harper, 1941), esp. pp. 43-53, 81-85. The present
writer is accepting without question the findings and generalizations put
forth in the above work, insofar as they relate to the Negro in Africa.
Quite another matter, however, is the effort made by Professor Herskovits
to exhibit a wealth of African cultural survivals as having been retained in
American Negro life. Here the author of Myth of the Negro Past seems in
a peculiar sense to follow in the very footsteps of those writers whom he
has attacked most freely. They, in their work, designated the American
Negro’s African heritage as a handicap; he, in his, makes great efforts to
dignify that heritage and call attention to its worthiness. But the basic as-
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basic mode of support throughout the entire region was agricul-
ture. Unlike many of the Indian tribes of the New World, the
West Africans had organized their agricultural economy to the
point where a heavy concentration of population could be sup-
ported through cultivation of relatively limited areas. Agriculture
here was thus more intensive and more purposeful than was the
case with the preliterate peoples of North America. Nor was it
purely woman’s work; although the women did the cultivating,
the heavy labor was performed by the men. Africa was no Garden
of Eden; food could be produced only through hard work, and
such traditions of toil and self-discipline as those of Dahomey
are in sharp contrast not only to those of the migratory hunting
cultures of America!” but also to the legendary improvidence

sumption appears to be the same for both Herskovits and his predecessors:
the Negro did in fact bring much of his African cultural background with
him, and this background did substantially influence his subsequent life
and behavior in this country. This assumption is not accepted in the pres-
ent work. On the contrary, few ethnic groups seem to have been so thor-
oughly and effectively detached from their prior cultural connections as
was the case in the Negro’s transit from Africa to North America. This is
the more striking when it is noted that “Africanisms” were much more
effectively retained among similar groups going to South America. (See
below, nn. 36-38.) It is the very thoroughness of such detachment, and the
wide contrast between the way it operated in North America and Latin
America, that seems to constitute a major problem for explanation.

17 This may actually have some bearing on the reasons for the whites’
uniform lack of success in enslaving the North American Indian. ‘Indians
would either escape or die in captivity; those sent to the West Indies sim-
ply pined away and expired in a matter of months. One explanation for
this has a strong moral ring: it was a matter of pride; the Indian preferred
death to servitude. But perhaps simple “primitivism”—a much profounder
form of it than that of West African society—would be closer to the mark.
Unlike the African Negro, the American Indian had absolutely no experi-
ence with intensive agriculture; the Indian economies of the eastern sea-
board were based on hunting, fishing, and a very limited form of agricul-
ture in which the land was cleared by fire and cultivated with sticks by
the women. The men, meanwhile, occupied their time with hunting, trap-
ping, visiting, and petty warfare. As a result the Indian was physically and
psychologically incapable of adjusting to plantation life. That life was so
utterly strange and foreign to him that there was literally nothing in it to
sustain his will to live. See A..L. Kroeber, Cultural and National Areas of
Native North America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1939),
PP- 93, 146~49; also Ruth Murray Underhill, Red Man’s America: A His-
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of the American plantation Negro. Indeed, the economies as a
whole in this region were characterized by a high degree of
specialization and division of labor. Ironworkers, weavers, carvers,
and basketmakers were all clearly defined occupational groups,
and their clothing, tools, and other products were made not sim-
ply for their own use but also for sale. These various features of
West African economic life had a profound influence on the law,
social organization, and religion of the entire area.!®

Parallel with all this was a very intricate set of trading arrange-
ments, the nature of which has not always been properly ap-
preciated in discussions of American Negro slavery. Until very
late in the eighteenth century, virtually no white men had ever
seen anything of the African interior. This was due not to their
own preference but to a widespread, highly organized, and
successful determination on the part of the coastal tribes to keep
them out. Except for the terminal points on the coast, the trade
in slaves was for three centuries rigorously and exclusively con-
trolled by the blacks. In Nigeria it was managed by the Oracle,
a priestly institution not unlike the ancient Hellenic Oracle of
Delphi. The prestige of the Oracle, and of the class of men that
composed it, enabled this organization to assume control over
the trade up and down the entire Niger region. It was necessary
to evolve a highly complex network of understandings that would
guarantee free passage through the territory of twenty or thirty
different tribes. The Oracle, as a judicio-religious body, con-
demned hundreds of offenders of one kind or another to be sold
into slavery, and their disappearance was accounted for locally by

tory of Indians in the United States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1952), pp. 67, 87. With regard to the West African tribesman, on the other
hand, this may be the one point—the agricultural tradition—at which his
African background did make a major difference in his adjustment to life
in America.

As for the “moral” implications of the Indian’s “preferring death to
servitude,” these if reversed might turn out to be less simple than they
seem. Cf. the point below about the “Moslems” in the concentration camps
(n. 59); or the discussion of “give-up-itis” in the Korean prisoner-of-war
camps in Eugene Kinkead, In Every War but One (New York: Norton,

1959), pp. 148-49.

18 See particularly Melville J. Herskoavits, Dahomey: An. Ancient West
African Kingdom (New York: J. J. Augustin, 1938), I, 20-77.
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the explanation that they had been “eaten” by the Oracle. These
victims, together with captives taken in local wars and raids, were
regularly conducted to the coast, and for this trade in all its
ramifications the Oracle acted as a kind of mediating agency
between the coastal tribes and those of the interior. Such co-
operative arrangements, effective over hundreds of square miles,
made it possible to exclude the Europeans from the interior for
centuries.!?

Slavery, of course, existed in Africa. But there was a sharp dis-
tinction between the domestic slavery prevalent among the tribes
themselves and the state into which the deported captives would
ultimately be delivered by the Europeans. There was little in the
one that could prepare a man for what he would experience in
the other. The typical West African slave was a recognized mem-
ber of a household and possessed numerous rights. “A slave,” ac-
cording to R. S. Rattray, writing of Ashanti society, “might
marry; own property; himself own a slave; swear an ‘oath’; be
a competent witness; and ultimately might become heir to his
master.”?0

A closely knit family structure stood at the base of all political,
economic, and legal institutions, whose efficiency in turn de-
pended on the discipline enforced within the family. Throughout
West Africa the authority of the elders was accepted without
question. Despite wide variation in political organization—rang-
ing from small independent units to large empires—all assumed
the rule of law rather than simple despotism. The king was never
absolute; he ruled with the advice of a council of elders and in
accordance with traditional law and custom. Just as authority
was carefully graded from the family to the chief—and, in the
larger units, to the king—so the law itself was administered by
an intricate system of inferior and superior courts. African po-
litical institutions, moreover, were developed in sufficient com-
plexity that they were able to provide stable governments for

19 K. Onwuka Dike, Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta, 1830-1885
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), pp. 37-46.

20R. S. Rattray, Askanti Law and Constitution (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1929), p. 38. See also bid., pp. 33-46; Herskovits, Dakomey, 1, g9~
100, and II, g7-98.
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groups as large as two hundred thousand, some of them lasting
for centuries.®

One of the most famous of these governments was the Ashanti,
located in the heart of the slaving area. Ashanti emerged as a
powerful feudal state about 1700, when one of the tribal rulers
persuaded his fellow chiefs to recognize him as the Asanzehene,
king of all the Ashantis. A meaningful comparison between such
a society and those of medieval Europe would be difficult, but
the political federation of the Ashantis, their traditional constitu-
tion, their tax and revenue structure, and their military system—a
system that enabled them to wage extended campaigns with
armies as large as thirty or forty thousand—entitles one to argue
that they must have had an institutional life at least as sophisti-
cated as that of Anglo-Saxon England.??

But returning to the primary problem: no true picture, cursory
or extended, of African culture seems to throw any light at all
on the origins of what would emerge, in American plantation
society, as the stereotyped “Sambo” personality. The typical West
African tribesman was a distinctly warlike individual; he had a
profound sense of family and family authority; he took hard
work for granted; and he was accustomed to live by a highly

21 See, e.g., C. K. Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigerian Tribe: A
Study in Indirect Rule (London: Oxford University Press, 1937), pp. 88~

164, 206-51; Rattray, Ashanti Law and Constitution, esp. pp. 75-98; and
Herskovits, Dahomey, 11, 3-48.

22 In addition to the material in Rattray, see W. E. F. Ward, 4 History
of the Gold Coast (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1948), pp. 107-19;
and J. D. Fage, An Introduction to the History of West Africa (Cam-
bridge: University Press, 1955), pp. 95-98. It was not primarily the rigors
of disease and tropical climate that served to keep the Europeans out of
the interior for so long, but rather the highly developed governmental and
military systems of such West African nations as Ashanti, all of whom had
at least one policy in common, an inflexible determination to prevent any
non-African middlemen from cutting in on the internal slave trade. Nor
was this area a “trackless wilderness”; it was much more thickly popu-
lated than was North America at the time of the first colonizing ventures
and was crossed by a maze of heavily traveled trading routes. The power
of Ashanti, for instance, continued until late in the nineteenth century
when the Ashanti armies were finally defeated by the British after a long
period, nearly a hundred years, of full-scale warfare. Ward’s History deals
at length with the relations of Ashanti and the British, and with the mili-
tary campaigns that they waged against each other. See also Dike, Trade
and Politics, pp. 7-10.
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formalized set of rules which he himself often helped to ad-
minister. If he belonged to the upper classes of tribal society—as
did many who later fell victim to the slave trade—he might have
had considerable experience as a political or military leader. He
was the product, in any case, of cultural traditions essentially
heroic in nature.

Something very profound, therefore, would have had to inter-
vene in order to obliterate all this and to produce, on the Ameri-
can plantation, a society of helpless dependents.

3

SHOCK AND DETACHMENT

We may suppose that every African who became a slave under-
went an experience whose crude psychic impact must have been
staggering and whose consequences superseded anything that
had ever previously happened to him. Some effort should there-
fore be made to picture the series of shocks which must have
accompanied the principal events of that enslavement.

The majority of slaves appear to have been taken in native
wars,® which meant that no one—neither persons of high rank
nor warriors of prowess—was guaranteed against capture and
enslavement.®* Great numbers were caught in surprise attacks

23 There were other pretexts, such as crime or debt, but war was prob-
ably the most frequent mode of procurement. Snelgrave, New Account, p.
158; “John Barbot’s Description,” in Donnan, Documents, 1, 284, 289, 294,
298; “Observations on the Slave Trade, 1789” [C. B. Wadstrom] in s54d.,
11, 599; Matthews, Voyage to Sierra-Leone, pp. 145-46, 163. See also below,
n. 34.

24 As to “character types,” one might be tempted to suppose that as a
rule it would be only the weaker and more submissive who allowed them-
sclves to be taken into slavery. Yet it appears that a heavy proportion of
the slaves were in fact drawn from among the most warlike. “In a coun-
try divided into a thousand petty states, mostly independent and jealous of
cach other; where every freeman is accustomed to arms, and fond of mili-
tary achievements; where the youth who has practised the bow and spear
from his infancy, longs for nothing so much as an opportunity to display
his valour; it is natural to imagine that wars frequently originate from
very frivolous provocation.” Park, Travels, p. 328. “The most potent ne-
groe,” wrote William Bosman, “can’t pretend to be insured from slavery;
for if he ever ventures himself in the wars it may easily become his lot.”
New and Accurate Description, p. 183. It has often been pointed out that
slavery already existed among the tribes themselves and that a considerable
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upon their villages, and since the tribes acting as middlemen for
the trade had come to depend on regular supplies of captives in
order to maintain that function, the distinction between wars and
raiding expeditions tended to be very dim.?® The first shock, in
an experience destined to endure many months and to leave its
survivors irrevocably changed, was thus the shock of capture. It
is an effort to remember that while enslavement occurred in
Africa every day, to the individual it occurred just once.?

The second shock—the long march to the sea—drew out the
nightmare for many weeks. Under the glaring sun, through the
- steaming jungle, they were driven along like beasts tied together
by their necks; day after day, eight or more hours at a time, they
would stagger barefoot over thorny underbrush, dried reeds, and
stones. Hardship, thirst, brutalities, and near starvation pene-
trated the experience of each exhausted man and woman who
reached the coast.?” One traveler tells of seeing hundreds of bleach-
ing skeletons strewn along one of the slave caravan routes.?® But
then the man who must interest us is the man who survived—he

proportion of Africans were used to it and had in fact been born into it.
It may be doubted, however, if substantial numbers of these slaves came to
America, for apparently the native chiefs tended to sell only their war
captives to the Europeans and to keep their hereditary and customary slaves
—together with their most docile captives—for themselves. Park, Travels,
p- 332. It has even been asserted that in many places the tribal laws them-
selves forbade the selling of domestic slaves, except for crimes, though ap-
parently it was simple enough to trump up an accusation if one wanted to
get rid of a slave. Matthews, Voyage to Sierra-Leone, p. 153; Edwards,
History, 11, 312.

25 “The Wars which the inhabitants of the interior parts of the country,
beyond Senegal, Gambia, and Sierra Leona, carry on with each other, are
chiefly of a predatory nature, and owe their origin to the yearly number of
slaves, which the Mandingoes, or the inland traders suppose will be wanted
by the vessels that will arrive on the coast.” “Observations” [Wadstrom],
in Donnan, Documents, 11, 599.

26 A number of excerpts describing these raids are cited in Thomas
Fowell Buxton, Letter on the Slave Trade to the Lord Viscount Melbourne
(London, 1838), pp. 34-38.

27 Descriptions of the march may be found in Park, Travels, pp. 371 ff.;
Buxton, Letter, pp. 41-44; Rinchon, La traite et Pesclavage, pp. 174~75;
L. Degrandpré, Voyage a la cite occidentale d’Afrique, fait dans les an-
nées 1786 et 1787 (Paris, 1801), 11, 48-50.

28 Buxton, Letter, p. 43.
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who underwent the entire experience, of which this was only the
beginning.

The next shock, aside from the fresh physical torments which
accompanied it, was the sale to the European slavers. After being
crowded into pens near the trading stations and kept there over-
night, sometimes for days, the slaves were brought out for exam-
ination. Those rejected would be abandoned to starvation; the
remaining ones—those who had been bought—were branded,
given numbers inscribed on leaden tags, and herded on
shipboard.?®

The episode that followed—almost too protracted and stupefy-
ing to be called a mere “shock”—was the dread Middle Passage,
brutalizing to any man, black or white, ever to be involved with
it. The holds, packed with squirming and suffocating humanity,
became stinking infernos of filth and pestilence. Stories of disease,
death, and cruelty on the terrible two-month voyage abound in
the testimony which did much toward ending the British slave

trade forever.®°
The final shock in the process of enslavement came with the
Negro’s introduction to the West Indies. Bryan Edwards, describ-

20 “When these slaves come to fida, they are put in prison all together,
and when we treat concerning buying them, they are all brought out to-
gether in a large plain; where, by our Chirurgeons, whose province it is,
they are thoroughly examined, even to the smallest member, and that
naked too both men and women, without the least distinction and mod-
esty. Those which are approved as good are set on one side; and the lame
or faulty are set by as invalides, which are here called mackrons. These
are such as are above five and thirty years old, or are maimed in the arms,
legs, hands or feet, have lost a tooth, are grey-haired, or have films over
their eyes; as well as all those which are affected by any venereal distem-
per, or with several other diseases.” Bosman, New and Accurate Descrip-
tion, p. 364. See also Degrandpré, Voyage, 11, 53-56; Buxton, Lezzer, pp.
47-49; Rinchon, La traite et lesclavage, pp. 188-89; “John Barbot’s De-
scription,” in Donnan, Documents, 1, 289, 295; Park, Travels, p. 360.

30 Descriptions of the Middle Passage may be found in An Abstract of
the Evidence Delivered before a Select Committee of the House of Com-
mons in the Years 1790, and 1791; on the Part of the Petitioners for the
Abolition of the Slave Trade (London, 1791); Alexander Falconbridge,
An Account of the Slave Trade on the Coast of Africa (London: J. Phil-
lips, 1788); Rinchon, La traite et l'esclavage, pp. 196-209; Edwards, His-
tory, II; Brantz Mayer, Captain Canot (New York: D. Appleton, 1854);
Averil Mackenzie-Grieve, The Last Years of the English Slave Trade, Liv-
erpool 1750~1807 (London: Putnam, 1941).
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ing the arrival of a slave ship, writes of how in times of labor
scarcity crowds of people would come scrambling aboard, man-
handling the slaves and throwing them into panic. The Jamaica
legislature eventually “corrected the enormity” by enacting that
the sales be held on shore. Edwards felt a certain mortification at
seeing the Negroes exposed naked in public, similar to that felt by
the trader Degrandpré at seeing them examined back at the Af-
rican factories.®® Yet here they did not seem to care. “They dis-
play ... very few signs of lamentation for their past or of appre-
hension for their future condition; but . . . commonly express
great eagerness to be sold.”? The “seasoning” process which fol-
lowed completed the series of steps whereby the African Negro
became a slave.

The mortality had been very high. One-third of the numbers
first taken, out of a total of perhaps fifteen million, had died on
the march and at the trading stations; another third died during
the Middle Passage and the seasoning.?® Since a majority of the
African-born slaves who came to the North American plantations
did not come directly but were imported through the British West
Indies, one may assume that the typical slave underwent an expe-
rience something like that just outlined. This was the man—one
in three—who had come through it all and lived and was about to
enter our “closed system.” What would he be like if he survived
and adjusted to that?

Actually, a great deal had happened to him already. Much of
his past had been annihilated; nearly every prior connection had
been severed. Not that he had really “forgotten” all these things—
his family and kinship arrangements, his language, the tribal re-
ligion, the taboos, the name he had once borne, and so on—but
none of it any longer carried much meaning. The old values, the
sanctions, the standards, already unreal, could no longer furnish
him guides for conduct, for adjusting to the expectations of a
complete new life. Where then was he to look for new standards,

31 Degrandpré, Voyage, 11, 55-56.

32 Edwards, History, 11, 340. See also Abstract of Evidence, pp. 46~47,
and Falconbridge, Account, pp. 33-36.

33 Tannenbaum, Slave and Citizen, p. 28. As for the total exports of
slaves from Africa throughout the entire period of the trade, estimates run
as high as twenty million. “Even a conservative estimate,” notes Mr. Tan-
nenbaum, “would hardly cut this figure in half.” Ibid., p. 32.
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new cues—who would furnish them now? He could now look to
none but his master, the one man to whom the system had com-
mitted his entire being: the man upon whose will depended his
food, his shelter, his sexual connections, whatever moral instruc-
tion he might be offered, whatever “success” was possible within
the system, his very security—in short, everything.

The thoroughness with which African Negroes coming to
America were detached from prior cultural sanctions should thus
be partly explainable by the very shock sequence inherent in the
technique of procurement. But it took something more than this
to produce “Sambo,” and it is possible to overrate—or at least to
overgeneralize—this shock sequence in the effort to explain what
followed.2* A comparable experience was also undergone by slaves
coming into Latin America, where very little that resembled our
“Sambo” tradition would ever develop. We should also remem-
ber that, in either case, it was only the first generation that actu-
ally experienced these shocks. It could even be argued that the
shock sequence is not an absolute necessity for explaining “Sambo”
at all.

So whereas the Middle Passage and all that went with it must
have been psychologically numbing, and should probably be re-
garded as a long thrust, at least, toward the end product, it has
little meaning considered apart from what came later. It may be
assumed that the process of detachment was completed—and, as it
were, guaranteed—Dby the kind of “closed” authority-system into
which the slave was introduced and to which he would have to
adjust.®® At any rate, a test of this detachment and its thorough-
ness is virtually ready-made. Everyone who has looked into the
problem of African cultural features surviving among New
World Negroes agrees that the contrast between North America

34 Its rigors, at least prior to the sea passage, were clearly not experienced
with uniform intensity by all. For example, Onwuka Dike claims that
among the tribes east of the Niger, nearly as many, and perhaps even
more, of the slaves sold to Europeans were procured by non-violent means,
through the judgment of the Oracle, as were taken in wars. See Dike,
Trade and Politics, pp. 40~41. It might also be added that the “long
march” was probably not a universal experience cither, since there was in
West Africa a network of navigable rivers down which cargoes of slaves
could be transported in canoes. On this point see #béd., pp. 1g-20.

35 See above, pp. 37-63.
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and Latin America is immense. In Brazil, survivals from African
religion are not only to be encountered everywhere, but such
carry-overs are so distinct that they may even be identified with
particular tribal groups. “The Negro religions and cults,” Arthur
Ramos adds, “were not the only form of cultural expression
which survived in Brazil. The number of folklore survivals is ex-
tremely large, the prolongation of social institutions, habits, prac-
tices and events from Africa.”®® Fernando Ortiz, writing of Cuba
in 1905, saw the African witchcraft cults flourishing on the island
as a formidable social problem.” One of our own anthropologists,
on the other hand, despite much dedicated field work, has been
put to great effort to prove that in North American Negro society
any African cultural vestiges have survived at all.?

4

ADJUSTMENT TO ABSOLUTE POWER
IN THE CONCENTRATION CAMP

A certain amount of the mellowness in Ulrich Phillips’ picture of
ante-bellum plantation life has of necessity been discredited by re-
cent efforts not only to refocus attention upon the brutalities of
the slave system but also to dispose once and for all of Phillips’
assumptions about the slave as a racially inferior being. And yet
it is important—particularly in view of the analogy about to be

36 Arthur Ramos, The Negro in Brazil (Washington: Associated Pub-
lishers, 1939), p. 94. Ramos devotes two full chapters to “The Cultural
Heritage of the Brazilian Negro.” Donald Pierson, in his Negroes in Bra-
zil (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1942), likewise devotes two
chapters to African influences in the customs of the Negroes of Bahia.

37 Fernando Ortiz, Los Negros Brujos (Madrid: Liberia de F. F¢,
1906). This entire book is devoted to occult African practices in Cuba, in-
cluding a chapter called “The Future of Witchcraft.”

38 Herskovits, Myth of the Negro Past. The real aim of this study seems
more often than not to be that of “promoting” African culture in the
United States by insisting on its values instead of describing its actual sur-
vivals—which the author himself admits are decidedly on the scanty side
compared with those to be found in Latin America. Such “Africanisms”
do not seem to go much beyond esoteric vestiges of a suspiciously cir-
cumstantial nature, in speech rhythms, certain symbols in folk-tales, habits
of “temporary mating,” etc. Professor Herskovits reveals, perhaps unwit-
tingly, that efforts to convince American Negro audiences that they do, in
fact, have an African cultural heritage, have met with hostility and tension.
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presented—to keep in mind that for all the system’s cruelties
there were still clear standards of patriarchal benevolence inher-
ent in its human side, and that such standards were recognized as
those of the best Southern families This aspect, despite the most
drastic changes of emphasis, should continue to guarantee for
Phillips’ view more than just a modicum of legitimacy; the patri-
archal quality, whatever measure of benevolence or lack of it one
wants to impute to the regime, still holds a major key to its na-
ture as a social system.

Introducing, therefore, certain elements of the German concen-
tration-camp experience involves the risky business of trying to
balance two necessities—emphasizing both the vast dissimilarities
of the two regimes and the essentially limited purpose for which
they are being brought together, and at the same time justifying
the use of the analogy in the first place. The point is perhaps best
made by insisting on an order of classification. The American
plantation was not even in the metaphorical sense a “concentra-
tion camp”; nor was it even “like” a concentration camp, to the
extent that any standards comparable to those governing the
camps might be imputed to any sector of American society, at any
time; but it should at least be permissible to turn the thing
around—to speak of the concentration camp as a special and
highly perverted instance of human slavery. Doing so, moreover,
should actually be of some assistance in the strategy, now univer-
sally sanctioned, of demonstrating how little the products and
consequences of slavery ever had to do with race. The only mass
experience that Western people have had within recorded history
comparable in any way with Negro slavery was undergone in the
nether world of Nazism. The concentration camp was not only a
perverted slave system; it was also—what is less obvious but even
more to the point—a perverted patriarchy.

The system of the concentration camps was expressly devised in
the 1930’s by high officials of the German government to function
as an instrument of terror. The first groups detained in the camps
consisted of prominent enemies of the Nazi regime; later, when
these had mostly been eliminated, it was still felt necessary that
the system be institutionalized and made into a standing weapon
of intimidation—which required a continuing flow of incoming
prisoners. The categories of eligible persons were greatly widened
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to include all real, fancied, or “potential” opposition to the state.
They were often selected on capricious and random grounds, and
together they formed a cross-section of society which was virtually
complete: criminals, workers, businessmen, professional people,
middle-class Jews, even members of the aristocracy. The teeming
camps thus held all kinds—not only the scum of the underworld
but also countless men and women of culture and refinement.
During the war a specialized objective was added, that of exter-
minating the Jewish populations of subject countries, which re-
quired special mass-production methods of which the gas cham-
bers and crematories of Auschwitz-Birkenau were outstanding
examples. Yet the basic technique was everywhere and at all times
the same: the deliberate infliction of various forms of torture upon
the incoming prisoners in such a way as to break their resistance
and make way for their degradation as individuals. These bru-
talities were not merely “permitted” or “encouraged”; they were
prescribed. Duty in the camps was a mandatory phase in the
training of SS guards, and it was here that particular efforts were
made to overcome their scruples and to develop in them a capac-
ity for relishing spectacles of pain and anguish.

The concentration camps and everything that took place in
them were veiled in the utmost isolation and secrecy. Of course
complete secrecy was impossible, and a continuing stream of ru-
mors circulated among the population. At the same time so re-
pellent was the nature of these stories that in their enormity they
transcended the experience of nearly everyone who heard them;
in self-protection it was somehow necessary to persuade oneself
that they could not really be true. The results, therefore, contained
elements of the diabolical. The undenied existence of the camps
cast a shadow of nameless dread over the entire population; on
the other hand the individual who actually became a prisoner in
one of them was in most cases devastated with fright and utterly
demoralized to discover that what was happening to Aim was not
less, but rather far more terrible than anything he had imagined.
The shock sequence of “procurement,” therefore, together with the
initial phases of the prisoner’s introduction to camp life, is not
without significance in assessing some of the psychic effects upon
those who survived as long-term inmates.

The arrest was typically made at night, preferably late; this was
standing Gestapo policy, designed to heighten the element of
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shock, terror, and unreality surrounding the arrest. After a day or
so in the police jail came the next major shock, that of being
transported to the camp itself. “This transportation into the camp,
and the ‘initiation’ into it,” writes Bruno Bettelheim (an ex-in-
mate of Dachau and Buchenwald), “is often the first torture
which the prisoner has ever experienced and is, as a rule, physi-
cally and psychologically the worst torture to which he will ever
be exposed.”®® It involved a planned series of brutalities inflicted
by guards making repeated rounds through the train over a
twelve- to thirty-six-hour period during which the prisoner was
prevented from resting. If transported in cattle cars instead of
passenger cars, the prisoners were sealed in, under conditions not
dissimilar to those of the Middle Passage.*® Upon their arrival—if
the camp was one in which mass exterminations were carried out
—there might be sham ceremonies designed to reassure tempo-
rarily the exhausted prisoners, which meant that the fresh terrors
in the offing would then strike them with redoubled impact. An
SS officer might deliver an address, or a band might be playing
popular tunes, and it would be in such a setting that the initial
“selection” was made. The newcomers would file past an SS doc-
tor who indicated, with a motion of the forefinger, whether they
were to go to the left or to the right. To one side went those con-
sidered capable of heavy labor; to the other would go wide cate-
gories of “undesirables”; those in the latter group were being
condemned to the gas chambers.*! Those who remained would
undergo the formalities of “registration,” full of indignities, which
culminated in the marking of each prisoner with a number.*?

39 Bruno Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass Behavior in Extreme Situa-
tions,” Journal of Abnormal Psychology, XXXVIII (October, 1943), 424.

40 A description of such a trip may be found in Olga Lengyel, Five
Chimneys: The Story of Auschwitz (Chicago, 1947), pp. 7-10. See also
Eugen Kogon, The Theory and Practice of Hell (New York: Farrar,
Straus, 1946), p. 67.

41 Elic Cohen, Human Behavior in the Concentration Camp (New York:
Norton, 1953), pp. 118-22; Kogon, Theory and Practice, pp. 6676; Leng-
yel, Five Chimneys, pp. 12-22.

42 One aspect of this registration ceremony involved a sham “inspec-
tion” of the body, whose effect on the women prisoners in particular was
apparently very profound. See Lengyel, Five Chimneys, p. 19; Ella Lin-
gens-Reiner, Prisoners of Fear (London: Victor Gollancz, 1948), p. 26. This
may be compared with Degrandpré’s description of a similar “inspection”
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There were certain physical and psychological strains of camp
life, especially debilitating in the early stages, which should be
classed with the introductory shock sequence. There, was a state of
chronic hungcr whose pressures were unusually effective in de- |
taching prior scruplcs of all kinds; even the sexual instincts no
longer functioned in the face of the drive for food.** The man
who at his pleasure could bestow or withhold food thus wielded,
for that reason alone, abnormal power. Another strain at first was
the demand for absolute obedience, the slightest deviation from
which brought savage punishments.** The prisoner had to ask
permission—by no means granted as a matter of course—even to
defecate.*® The power of the SS guard, as the prisoner was hourly
reminded, was that of life and death over his body. A more ex-
quisite form of pressure lay in the fact that the prisoner had never
a moment of solitude: he no longer had a private existence; it was
no longer possible, in any imaginable sense, for him to be an “in-
dividual.”®

Another factor having deep disintegrative effects upon the pris-
oner was the prospect of a limitless future in the camp. In the
immediate sense this meant that he could no longer make plans
for the future. But there would eventually be a subtler meaning:
it made the break with the outside world a real break; in time the

on the African slave coast in the 1780's; see his Voyage, II, 55-56. “Apart
from the fact that for every newcomer his transformation into a ‘prisoner’
meant a degradation,” writes an ex-prisoner of Auschwitz and Mauthau-
sen, “there was also the Joss of his name. That this was no trifling circum-
stance should be apparent from the great importance which, according to
Freud, a man attaches to his name. This is, in Freud’s view, sufficiently
proven by ‘the fact that savages regard a name as an essential part of a
man’s personality. . . .” Anyhow, whether one agrees with Freud or not,
the loss of one’s name is not without significance, for the name is a per-
sonal attribute. Because he no longer had a name, but had become a num-
ber, the prisoner belonged to the huge army of the nameless who peopled
the concentration camp.” Cohen, Human Behavior, pp. 145-46.

43 1bid., pp. 134-35, 140~43.

44 These punishments are discussed most vividly in Kogon, Theory and ‘
Practice, pp. 102-8, 207-11. |

45 Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass Behavior,” p. 445.

46 The effects of never being alone are noted in Cohen, Human Behav-

tor, pp. 130-31, and David Rousset, The Other Kingdom (New York:
Reynal & Hitchcock, 1947), p. 133.
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“real” life would become the life of the camp, the outside world
an abstraction. Had it been a limited detention, whose end could
be calculated, one’s outside relationships—one’s roles, one’s very
“personality”—might temporarily have been laid aside, to be re-
claimed more or less intact at the end of the term. Here, how-
ever, the prisoner was faced with the apparent impossibility of his
old roles or even his old personality ever having any future at all;
it became more and more difficult to imagine himself resuming
them.*” It was this that underlay the “egalitarianism” of the
camps; old statuses had lost their meaning.*® A final strain, which
must have been particularly acute for the newcomer, was the om-
nipresent threat of death and the very unpredictable suddenness
with which death might strike. Quite aside from the periodic gas-
chamber selections, the guards in their sports and caprices were at
liberty to kill any prisoner any time.*?

In the face of all this, one might suppose that the very notion of
an “adjustment” would be grotesque. The majority of those who
entered the camps never came out again, but our concern here has
to be with those who survived—an estimated %00,000 out of nearly
eight million.*® For them, the regime must be considered not as a
system of death but as a way of life. These survivors did make an
adjustment of some sort to the system; it is they themselves who
report it. After the initial shocks, what was the nature of the
“normality” that emerged?

47 “When the author [Bettelheim] expressed to some of the old prisoners
his astonishment that they seemed not interested in discussing their future
life outside the camp, ey frequently admitted that they could no longer
visualize themselves living outside the camp, making free decisions, taking
care of themselves and their families.” Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass
Behavior,” p. 439.

48 M. Rousset tells of how, on one of the death marches, a prisoner came
to him bringing a French compatriot and begging his protection for the
wretched man. “He told me that he was a lawyer from Toulouse, and it
was only with the greatest difficulty that I kept from laughing aloud. For
this social designation, lawyer, no longer fitted the poor wretch in the
slightest. The incongruity of the thought was irresistibly comic. And it was
the same with all of us.” Rousset, Other Kingdom, p. 77.

49 Kogon, Theory and Practice, p. 274; Cohen, Human Behavior, p. 155;
Hilde O. Bluhm, “How Did They Survive?” American Journal of Psycho-

therapy, 11 (January, 1948), s.
80 Kogon, Theory and Practice, p. 277.
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A dramatic species of psychic displacement seems to have oc-
curred at the very outset. This experience, described as a kind of
“splitting of personality,” has been noted by most of the inmates
who later wrote of their imprisonment. The very extremity of the
initial tortures produced in the prisoner what actually amounted
to a sense of detachment; these brutalities went so beyond his own
experience that they became somehow incredible—they seemed to
be happening no longer to him but almost to somone else. “[The
author] has no doubt,” writes Bruno Bettelheim, “that he was able
to endure the transportation, and all that followed, because right
from the beginning he became convinced that these horrible and
degrading experiences somehow did not happen to ‘him’ as a sub-
ject, but only to ‘him’ as an object.” This subject-object “split”
appears to have served a double function: not only was it an im-
mediate psychic defense mechanism against shock,’® but it also
acted as the first thrust toward a new adjustment. This splitting-
off of a special “self”—a self which endured the tortures but which
was not the “real” self—also provided the first glimpse of a new
personality which, being not “real,” would not need to feel bound
by the values which guided the individual in his former life. “The
prisoners’ feelings,” according to Mr. Bettelheim, “could be
summed up by the following sentence: ‘What I am doing here,
or what is happening to me, does not count at all; here every-
thing is permissible as long and insofar as it contributes to helping
me survive in the camp.’ %3

One part of the prisoner’s being was thus, under sharp stress,
brought to the crude realization that he must thenceforth be gov-
erned by an entire new set of standards in order to live. Mrs.
Lingens-Reiner puts it bluntly: “Will you survive, or shall I? As

51 Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass Behavior,” p. 431. See also Cohen,
Human Behavior, pp. 116-17, 172.

52 “Many kept their bearings only by a kind of split personality. They
surrendered their bodies resistlessly to the terror, while their inner being
withdrew and held aloof.” Kogon, Theory and Practice, p. 71. “I arrived at
that state of numbness where I was no longer sensitive to either club or
whip. I lived through the rest of that scene almost as a spectator.” Lengyel,
Five Chimneys, p. 20.

53 Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass Behavior,” p. 432. “We camp pris-
oners,” writes Mrs. Lingens-Reiner, “had only one yardstick: whatever
helped our survival was good, and whatever threatened our survival was
bad, and to be avoided.” Prisoners of Fear, p. 142,
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soon as one sensed that this was at stake everyone turned ego-
tist.”>* “, . . I think it of primary importance,” writes Dr. Cohen,
“to take into account that the superego acquired new values in a
concentration camp, so much at variance with those which the
prisoner bore with him into camp that the latter faded.”*® But
then this acquistion of “new values” did not all take place imme-
diately; it was not until some time after the most acute period of
stress was over that the new, “unreal” self would become at last
the “real” one.

“If you survive the first three months you will survive the next
three years.” Such was the formula transmitted from the old pris-
oners to the new ones,*® and its meaning lay in the fact that the
first three months would generally determine a prisoner’s capac-
ity for survival and adaptation. “Be inconspicuous”: this was the
golden rule.®” The prisoner who called attention to himself, even
in such trivial matters as the wearing of glasses, risked doom.
Any show of bravado, any heroics, any kind of resistance con-
demned a man instantly. There were no rewards for martyrdom:
not only did the martyr himself suffer, but mass punishments
were wreaked upon his fellow inmates. To “be inconspicuous”
required a special kind of alertness—almost an animal instinct®®—
against the apathy which tended to follow the initial shocks.”® To

84 Lingens-Reiner, Prisoners of Fear, p. 23.

58 Human Behavior, p. 136. The “superego,” Freud's term for the “con-
science,” is discussed below, pp. 116~18.

56 Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass Behavior,” p. 438.
87 Cohen, Human Behavior, p. 169.

38 This should in no sense be considered as a calculating, “rational”
alertness, but rather as something quite primitive. “Of myself,” writes Dr.
Cohen, “T know that I was not continuously occupied by the reflection: I
am going to win through. The actions which contributed to my survival
were performed instinctively rather than consciously. . . . Like animals
warned by their instinct that danger is imminent, we would act instinc-
tively at critical moments. These instinctive acts must, I think, be consid-
ered as manifestations of the life instinct. If the life instinct is not strong
enough, the instinct will desert the individual, and instead of rising to the
emergency, the individual will succumb, whereas a stronger life instinct
would have seen him through.” Human Behavior, p. 163.

89 Those who had in fact succumbed to this apathy—who had given up
the struggle, and for whom death would be a mere matter of time—were
known as “Moslems.” See above, n. 17.
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give up the struggle for survival was to commit “passive suicide”;
a careless mistake meant death. There were those, however, who
did come through this phase and who managed an adjustment to
the life of the camp. It was the striking contrasts between this
group of two- and three-year veterans and the perpetual stream of
newcomers which made it possible for men like Bettelheim and
Cohen to speak of the “old prisoner” as a specific type.

The most immediate aspect of the old inmates’ behavior which
struck these observers was its childlike quality. “The prisoners
developed types of behavior which are characteristic of infancy or
carly youth. Some of these behaviors developed slowly, others
were immediately imposed on the prisoners and developed only
in intensity as time went on.”®® Such infantile behavior took in-
numerable forms. The inmates’ sexual impotence brought about a
disappearance of sexuality in their talk;® instead, excretory func-
tions occupied them endlessly. They lost many of the customary
inhibitions as to soiling their beds and their persons.* Their hu-
mor was shot with silliness and they giggled like children when
one of them would expel wind. Their relationships were highly
unstable. “Prisoners would, like early adolescents, fight one an-
other tooth and nail . . . only to become close friends within a few
minutes.”® Dishonesty became chronic. “Now they suddenly ap-
peared to be pathological liars, to be unable to restrain themselves,
to be unable to make objective evaluation, etc.”® “In hundreds of
ways,” writes Colago Belmonte, “the soldier, and to an even
greater extent the prisoner of war, is given to understand that he
is a child. . . . Then dishonesty, mendacity, egotistic actions in
order to obtain more food or to get out of scrapes reach full de-

80 Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass Behavior,” p. 141.

61 Says Dr. Cohen, “I am not asserting that sex was never discussed; it
was, though not often. Frankl also states ‘that in contrast to mass existence
in other military communities . . . here (in the concentration camp) there
is no smut talk.” Human Behavior, p. 141.

62 “With reference to this phenomenon Miss Bluhm has pointed out that
it is not at all unusual that people in extraordinary circumstances, for ex-
ample soldiers in wartime, ‘are able to give up their habitual standards of
cleanliness without deeper disturbance; yet only up to certain limits.” The
rules of anal cleanliness, she adds, are not disregarded. ‘Their neglect
means return to instinctual behavior of childhood.”” 164d., p. 175.

63 Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass Behavior,” p. 44s.
84 1bid., p. 421.
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velopment, and theft becomes a veritable affliction of camp life.”%
This was all true, according to Elie Cohen, in the concentration
camp as well.®® Benedikt Kautsky observed such things in his
own behavior: “I myself can declare that often I saw myself as 1
used to be in my school days, when by sly dodges and clever pre-
texts we avoided being found out, or could ‘organize’ some-
thing.”®” Bruno Bettelheim remarks on the extravagance of the
stories told by the prisoners to one another. “They were boastful,
telling tales about what they had accomplished in their former
lives, or how they succeeded in cheating foremen or guards, and
how they sabotaged the work. Like children they felt not at all set
back or ashamed when it became known that they had lied about
their prowess.”®®

This development of childlike behavior in the old inmates was
the counterpart of something even more striking that was happen-
ing to them: “Only very few of the prisoners escaped a more or
less intensive identification with the SS.”%° As Mr. Bettelheim puts
it: “A prisoner had reached the final stage of adjustment to the
camp situation when he had changed his personality so as to ac-
cept as his own the values of the Gestapo.”™ The Bettelheim
study furnishes a catalogue of examples. The old prisoners came
to share the attitude of the SS toward the “unfit” prisoners; new-
comers who behaved badly in the labor groups or who could not
withstand the strain became a liability for the others, who were
often instrumental in getting rid of them. Many old prisoners ac-
tually imitated the SS; they would sew and mend their uniforms
in such a way as to make them-look more like those of the SS—
even though they risked punishment for it. “When asked why
they did it, they admitted that they loved to look like . . . the
guards.” Some took great enjoyment in the fact that during roll
call “they really had stood well at attention.” There were cases of

85 Quoted in Cohen, Human Behavior, p- 176.
66 Jbid. 87 15d., p. 174.

68 Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass Behavior,” pp. 445-46. This same
phenomenon is noted by Curt Bondy: “They tell great stories about what
they have been before and what they have performed.” “Problems of In-
ternment Camps,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, XXXVIII

(October, 1943), 453-75.
69 Cohen, Human Behavior, p. 177. Italics in original.

70 Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass Behavior,” p. 447.
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nonsensical rules, made by the guards, which the older prisoners
would continue to observe and try to force on the others long
after the SS had forgotten them.™ Even the most abstract ideals
of the SS, such as their intense German nationalism and anti-
Semitism, were often absorbed by the old inmates—a phenome-
non observed among the politically well-educated and even among
the Jews themselves.” The final quintessence of all this was seen
in the “Kapo”—the prisoner who had been placed in a supervi-
sory position over his fellow inmates. These creatures, many of
them professional criminals, not only behaved with slavish servil-
ity to the SS, but the way in which they often outdid the SS in
sheer brutality became one of the most durable features of the
concentration-camp legend.

To all these men, reduced to complete and childish dependence
upon their masters, the SS had actually become a father-symbol.
“The SS man was all-powerful in the camp, he was the lord and
master of the prisoner’s life. As a cruel father he could, without
fear of punishment, even kill the prisoner and as a gentle father
he could scatter largesse and afford the prisoner his protection.”™
The result, admits Dr. Cohen, was that “for all of us the SS was
a father image. . . .”™ The closed system, in short, had become a
kind of grotesque patriarchy.

1 1bid., pp. 448-50. “Once, for instance, a guard on inspecting the pris-
oners’ apparel found that the shoes of some of them were dirty on the in-
side. He ordered all prisoners to wash their shoes inside and out with
water and soap. The heavy shoes treated this way became hard as stone.
The order was never repeated, and many prisoners did not execute it when
given. Nevertheless there were some old prisoners who not only continued
to wash the inside of their shoes every day but cursed all others who did
not do so as negligent and dirty. These prisoners firmly believed that the

rules set down by the Gestapo were desirable standards of human behavior,
at least in the camp situation.” I6:d., p. 450.

72 [bid. See also Cohen, Human Behavior, pp. 18993, for a discussion of
anti-Semitism among the Jews.

78 Cohen, Human Behavior, pp. 176-77.

" Ibid., p. 179. On this and other points I must also acknowledge my
indebtedness to Mr. Ies Spetter, a former Dutch journalist now living in
this country, who was imprisoned for a time at Auschwitz during World
War II. Mr. Spetter permitted me to see an unpublished paper, “Some
Thoughts on Victims and Criminals in the German Concentration Camps,”
which he wrote in 1954 at the New School for Social Research; and this,
together with a number of conversations I had with him, added much to
my understanding of concentrationcamp psychology.
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‘The literature provides us with three remarkable tests of the
profundity of the experience which these prisoners had undergone
and the thoroughness of the changes which had been brought
about in them. One is the fact that few cases of real resistance
were ever recorded, even among prisoners going to their death.

With a few altogether insignificant exceptions, the prisoners, no
matter in what form they were led to execution, whether singly, in
groups, or in masses, never fought back! . . . there were thousands
who had by no means relapsed into fatal apathy. Nevertheless, in
mass liquidations they went to their death with open cyes, without
assaulting the enemy in a final paroxysm, without a sign of fight. Is
this not in conflict with human nature, as we know it?73

Even upon liberation, when revenge against their tormentors at
last became possible, mass uprisings very rarely occurred. “Even
when the whole system was overthrown by the Allies,” says Da-
vid Rousset writing of Buchenwald, “nothing happened. . . . The
American officer appointed to command of the camp was never
called upon to cope with any inclination toward a popular move-
ment. No such disposition existed.”?®

A second test of the system’s effectiveness was the relative scar-
city of suicides in the camps.™ Though there were suicides, they
tended to occur during the first days of internment, and only one
mass suicide is known; it took place among a group of Jews at
Mauthausen who leaped into a rock pit three days after their ar-
rival.” For the majority of prisoners the simplicity of the urge to

™ Kogon, Theory and Practice, p. 28.
8 The Other Kingdom, p. 137.

77 “In the preference camp Bergen Belsen, only four cases of attempted
suicide were witnessed by Tas, three of which were saved with great
effort, while in the Stammlager Auschwitz only one successful attempt
came to my knowledge. This does not mean that there were not more,
but their number was certainly small. Kaas, on the other hand, witnessed
several attempted suicides in Buchenwald. He has remembered three that
were successful (two by hanging, one by rushing into the electric fence).
He also knows of prisoners who were known to be depressive cases, and
who were shot down when during the night they had deliberately gone
out of bounds. As compared with the large number of prisoners, the
number of suicides, however, was very small.” Cohen, Human Behavior,
p- 158.

78 Kogon, Theory and Practice, pp. 166-67. This occurred during fearful
tortures at the quarry, where the Jews knew they were about to be killed
anyway.
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survive made suicide, a complex matter of personal initiative and
decision, out of the question. Yet they could, when commanded
by their masters, go to their death without resistance.

The third test lies in the very absence, among the prisoners, of
hatred toward the SS. This is probably the hardest of all to un-
derstand. Yet the burning spirit of rebellion which many of their
liberators expected to find would have had to be supported by
fierce and smoldering emotions; such emotions were not there.
“It is remarkable,” one observer notes, “how little hatred of their
wardens is revealed in their stories.”"®

5

THREE THEORIES OF PERSONALITY

The immense revelation for psychology in the concentration-
camp literature has been the discovery of how elements of dra-
matic personality change could be brought about in masses of in-
dividuals. And yet it is not proper that the crude fact of “change”
alone should dominate the conceptual image with which one
emerges from this problem. “Change” per se, change that does
not go beyond itself, is productive of nothing; it leaves only de-
struction, shock, and howling bedlam behind it unless some future
basis of stability and order lies waiting to guarantee it and give it
reality. So it is with the human psyche, which is apparently capa-
ble of making terms with a state other than liberty as we know
it. The very dramatic features of the process just described may
upset the nicety of this point. There is the related danger, more-
over, of unduly stressing the individual psychology of the prob-
lem at the expense of its social psychology.

These hazards might be minimized by maintaining a concep-
tual distinction between two phases of the group experience. The
process of detachment from prior standards of behavior and value
is one of them, and is doubtless the more striking, but there must
be another one. That such detachment can, by extension, involve
the whole scope of an individual’s culture is an implication for
which the vocabulary of individual psychology was caught some-

" A. Hottinger, Hungerkrankheit, Hungerodem, Hungertuberkulose, p
32, quoted in Cohen, Human Behavior, p. 197. “After the liberation many
writers were struck by the callousness of the onetime prisoners, and par-

ticularly by their apathy when relating their experiences, even the most
horrible.” 15id., p. 144.
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what unawares. Fluctuations in the state of the individual psyche
could formerly be dealt with, or so it seemed, while taking for
granted the more or less static nature of social organization, and
with a minimum of reference to its features. That such organiza-
tion might itself become an important variable was therefore a
possibility not highly developed in theory, focused as theory was
upon individual case histories to the invariable minimization of
social and cultural setting. The other phase of the experience
should be considered as the “stability” side of the problem, that
phase which stabilized what the “shock” phase only opened the
way for. This was essentially a process of adjustment to a stand-
ard of social normality, though in this case a drastic readjustment
and compressed within a very short time—a process which under
typical conditions of individual and group existence is supposed
to begin at birth and last a lifetime and be transmitted in many
and diffuse ways from generation to generation. The adjustment
is assumed to be slow and organic, and it normally is. Its numer-
ous aspects extend much beyond psychology; those aspects have
in the past been treated at great leisure within the rich provinces
not only of psychology but of history, sociology, and literature as
well. What rearrangement and compression of those provinces
may be needed to accommodate a mass experience that not only
involved profound individual shock but also required rapid as-
similation to a drastically different form of social organization,
can hardly be known. But perhaps the most conservative begin-
ning may be made with existing psychological theory.

The theoretical system whose terminology was orthodox for
most of the Europeans who have written about the camps was
that of Freud. It was necessary for them to do a certain amount
of improvising, since the scheme’s existing framework provided
only the narrowest leeway for dealing with such radical concepts
as out-and-out change in personality. This was due to two kinds
of limitations which the Freudian vocabulary places upon the no-
tion of the “self.” One is that the superego—that part of the self
involved in social relationships, social values, expectations of oth-
ers, and so on—is conceived as only a small and highly refined
part of the “total” self. The other is the assumption that the con-
tent and character of the superego is laid down in childhood and

[116]




undergoes relatively little basic alteration thereafter.® Yet a
Freudian diagnosis of the concentration-camp inmate—whose so-
cial self, or superego, did appear to change and who seemed bas-
ically changed thereby—is, given these limitations, still possible.
Elie Cohen, whose analysis is the most thorough of these, specif-
ically states that “the superego acquired new values in a concen-
tration camp.”®! The old values, according to Dr. Cohen, were
first silenced by the shocks which produced “acute depersonaliza-
tion” (the subject-object split: “It is not the real ‘me’ who is un-
dergoing this”), and by the powerful drives of hunger and sur-
vival. Old values, thus set aside, could be replaced by new ones. It
was a process made possible by “infantile regression"—regression
to a previous condition of childlike dependency in which parental
prohibitions once more became all-powerful and in which paren-
tal judgments might once more be internalized. In this way a
new “father-image,” personified in the SS guard, came into being.
That the prisoner’s identification with the SS could be so positive
is explained by still another mechanism: the principle of “identi-

80 “For just as the ego is a modified portion of the id as a result of
contact with the outer world, the super-ego represents a modified portion
of the ego, formed through experiences absorbed from the parents, espe-
cially from the father. The super-ego is the highest evolution attainable
by man, and consists of a precipitate of all prohibitions and inhibitions,

~all the rules of conduct which are impressed on the child by his parents

and by parental substitutes. The feeling of conscience depends altogether
on the development of the super-ego.” A. A. Brill, Introduction to The
Basic Writings of Sigmund Freud (New York: Modern Library, 1938),
pp- 12-13. “Its relation to the ego is not exhausted by the precept: ‘You
ought to be such and such (like your father); it also comprises the pro-
hibition: ‘You must not be such and such (like your father); that is, you
may not do all that he does; many things are his prerogative.’” Sigmund
Freud, The Ego and the 1d (London: Hogarth Press, 1947), pp. 44-45.
“... and here we have that higher nature, in this ego-ideal or super-go,
the representative of our relation to our parents. When we were little
children we knew these higher natures, we admired them and feared
them; and later we took them into ourselves.” 14id., p. 47. “As a child
grows up, the office of father is carried on by masters and by others in
authority; the power of their injunctions and prohibitions remains vested
in the ego-ideal and continues, in the form of conscience, to excrcise the
censorship of morals. The tension between the demands of conscience a{id
the actual attainments of the ego is experienced as a sense of guilt. Soc1§l~
feelings rest on the foundation of identification with others, on the basis
of an ego-ideal in common with them.” /44d., p. 49.

81 Human Behavior, p. 136.
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fication with the aggressor.” “A child,” as Anna Freud writes,
“interjects some characteristic of an anxiety-object and so assimi-
lates an anxiety-experience which he has just undergone. . . . By
impersonating the aggressor, assuming his attributes or imitating
his aggression, the child transforms himself from the person
threatened into the person who makes the threat.”®? In short, the
child’s only “defense” in the presence of a cruel, all-powerful
father is the psychic defense of identification.

Now one could, still retaining the Freudian language, represent
all this in somewhat less cumbersome terms by a slight modifica-
tion of the metaphor. It could simply be said that under great
stress the superego, like a bucket, is violently emptied of content
and acquires, in a radically changed setting, new content. It
would thus not be necessary to postulate a literal “regression” to
childhood in order for this to occur. Something of the sort is sug-
gested by Leo Alexander. “The psychiatrist stands in amaze-
ment,” he writes, “before the thoroughness and completeness with
which this perversion of essential superego values was accom- .
plished in adults . [and] it may be that the decisive importance
of childhood and youth in the formation of [thcse] values may
have been overrated by psychiatrists in a society in which alle-
giance to these values in normal adult life was taken too much
for granted because of the stability, religiousness, legality, and se-
curity of the 1gth Century and early 20th Century society.”®

82 Anna Freud, The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defence (London: Ho-
garth Press, 1948), p. 121. “In some illustrative case reports, Clara Thomp-
son stresses the vicious circle put in motion by this defense-mechanism.
The stronger the need for identification, the more a person loses himself
in his omnipotent enemy—the more helpless he becomes. The more help-
less he feels, the stronger the identification, and—we may add—the more
likely it is that he tries even to surpass the aggressiveness of his aggressor.
This may explain the almost unbelievable phenomenon that prisoner-supe-
riors sometimes acted more brutally than did members of the SS. . .
Identification with the aggressor represented the final stage of passive
adaptation. It was a means of defense of a rather paradoxical nature: sur-
vival through surrender; protection again the fear of the enemy—by be-
coming part of him; overcoming helplessness—by regressing to childish
dependence.” Bluhm, “How Did They Survive?” pp. 24-25.

83 Leo Alexander, “War Crimes: Their Social-Psychological Aspects,”
American Journal of Psychiatry, CV (September, 1948), 173. “The super-

ego structure is . . . in peril whenever these established guiding forces
weaken or are in the process of being undermined, shifted, or perverted,
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A sccond theoretical scheme is better prepared for crisis and
more closely geared to social environment than the Freudian
adaptation indicated above, and it may consequently be more suit-
able for accommodating not only the concentration-camp experi-
ence but also the more general problem of plantation slave per-
sonality. This is the “interpersonal theory” developed by the late
Harry Stack Sullivan. One may view this body of work as the re-
sponse to a peculiarly American set of needs. The system of
Freud, so aptly designed for a European society the stability of
whose institutional and status relationships could always to a large
extent be taken for granted, turns out to be less clearly adapted to
the culture of the United States. The American psychiatrist has
had to deal with individuals in a culture where the diffuse, shift-
ing, and often uncertain quality of such relationships has always
been more pronounced than in Europe. He has come to appreci-
ate the extent to which these relationships actually support the in-
dividual’s psychic balance—the full extent, that is, to which the
self is “social” in its nature. Thus a psychology whose terms are
flexible enough to permit altering social relationships to make ac-
tual differences in character structure would be a psychology es-
pecially promising for dealing with the present problem.®*

Sullivan’s great contribution was to offer a concept whereby the
really critical determinants of personality might be isolated for
purposes of observation. Out of the hopelessly immense totality of
“influences” which in one way or another go to make up the per-
sonality, or “self,” Sullivan designated one—the estimations and
expectations of others—as the one promising to unlock the most

and becomes itself open to undermining, shifting, or perversion even in
adult life—a fact which is probably more important than we have been
aware of heretofore.” 164d., p. 175.

84 My use of Sullivan here does not imply a willingness to regard his
work as a “refutation” to that of Freud, or even as an adequate substitute
for it in all other situations. It lacks the imaginative scope which in Freud
makes possible so great a range of cultural connections; in it we miss
Freud’s effort to deal as scientifically as possible with an infinite array of
psychological and cultural phenomena; the fragmentary nature of Sullivan’s
work, its limited scope, its cloudy presentation, all present us with obsta-
cles not to be surmounted overnight. This might well change as his ideas
are elaborated and refined. But meanwhile it would be too much to ask
that all connections be broken with the staggering amount of work already
done on Freudian models.
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secrets. He then made a second elimination: the majority of “oth-
ers” in one’s existence may for theoretical purposes be neglected;
what counts is who the significant others are. Here, “significant
others"® may be understood very crudely to mean those individ-
uals who hold, or seem to hold, the keys to security in one’s own
personal situation, whatever its nature. Now as to the psychic
processes whereby these “significant others” become an actual part
of the personality, it may be said that the very sense of “self” first
emerges in connection with anxiety about the attitudes of the
most important persons in one’s life (initially, the mother, father,
and their surrogates—persons of more or less absolute authority),
and automatic attempts are set in motion to adjust to these atti-
tudes. In this way their approval, their disapproval, their estimates
and appraisals, and indeed a whole range of their expectations
become as it were internalized, and are reflected in one’s very
character. Of course as one “grows up,” one acquires more and
more significant others whose attitudes are diffuse and may in-
deed compete, and thus “significance,” in Sullivan’s sense, be-
comes subtler and less easy to define. The personality exfoliates;
it takes on. traits of distinction and, as we say, “individuality.”
The impact of particular significant others is less dramatic than
in early life. But the pattern is a continuing one; new significant
others do still appear, and theoretically it is conceivable that
even in mature life the personality might be visibly affected by
the arrival of such a one—supposing that this new significant
other were vested with sufficient authority and power. In any
event there are possibilities for fluidity and actual change inherent
in this concept which earlier schemes have lacked.

The purest form of the process is to be observed in the develop-
ment of children, not so much because of their “immaturity” as
such (though their plasticity is great and the imprint of early

8 Sullivan refined this concept from the earlier notion of the “general-
ized other” formulated by George Herbert Mead. “The organized com-
munity or social group [Mead wrote] which gives to the individual his
unity of self may be called ‘the generalized other.’ The attitude of the gen-
eralized other is the attitude of the whole community. Thus, for example,
in the case of such a social group as a ball team, the team is the general-
ized other in so far as it enters—as an organized process or social activity—
into the experience of any one of the individual members of it.” George H.
Mead, Mind, Self and Society: From the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1934), p. 154.
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experience goes deep), but rather because for them there are
fewer significant others. For this reason—because the pattern is
simpler and more easily controlled—much of Sullivan’s attention
was devoted to what happens in childhood. In any case let us
say that unlike the adult, the child, being drastically limited in
the selection of significant others, must operate in a “closed
system.”

Such are the elements which make for order and balance in
the normal self: “significant others” plus “anxiety” in a special
sense—conceived with not simply disruptive but also guiding,
warning functions.®® The structure of “interpersonal” theory thus
has considerable room in it for conceptions of guided change—
change for either beneficent or malevolent ends. One technique
for managing such change would of course be the orthodox one
of psychoanalysis; another, the actual changing of significant
others.’™ Patrick Mullahy, a leading exponent of Sullivan, believes
that in group therapy much is possible along these lines.®® A

88 The technical term, in Sullivan’s terminology, for the mechanism rep-
resented by these two elements functioning in combination, is the individ-
ual’s “self-dynamism.” David Riesman has refined this concept; he has,
with his “inner-directed, other-directed” polarity, considered the possibility
of different kinds of-“self-dynamisms.” The self-dynamism which func-
tions with reference to specific aims and which is formed and set early in
life is characterized as the “gyroscope.” On the other hand the self-dyna-
mism which must function in a cultural situation of constantly shifting
significant others and which must constantly adjust to them is pictured as
the “radar.” See The Lonely Crowd, passim. The principles summarized in
this and the preceding paragraphs are to be found most clearly set forth in
Harry Stack Sullivan, Conceptions of Modern Psychiatry (Washington:
William Alanson White Psychiatric Foundation, 1945). Sullivan’s relation-
ship to the general development of theory is assessed in Patrick Mullahy,
Oedipus Myth and Complex: A Review of Psychoanalytic Theory (New
York: Hermitage House, 1948).

87 Actually, one of the chief functions of psychoanalysis as it has been
practiced from the beginning is simply given more explicit recognition
here. The psychiatrist who helps the patient exhibit to himself attitudes and
feelings systematically repressed—or “selectively ignored”—becomes in the
process a new and trusted significant other.

88 “Indeed . . . when the whole Sullivanian conception of the effect of
significant others upon the origin and stability of self-conceptions is pushed
farther, really revolutionary vistas of guided personality emerge. If the
maintenance of certain characteristic patterns of interpersonal behavior de-
pends upon their support by significant others, then to alter the composi-
tion of any person’s community of significant others is the most direct and
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demonic test of the whole hypothesis is available in the con-
centration camp.

Consider the camp prisoner—not the one who fell by the way-
side but the one who was eventually to survive; consider the
ways in which he was forced to adjust to the one significant
other which he now had—the SS guard, who held absolute
dominion over every aspect of his life. The very shock of his
introduction was perfectly designed to dramatize this fact; he
was brutally maltreated (“as by a cruel father”); the shadow of
resistance would bring instant death. Daily life in the camp,
with its fear and tensions, taught over and over the lesson of
absolute power. It prepared the personality for a drastic shift
in standards. It crushed whatever anxieties might have been
drawn from prior standards; such standards had become mean-
ingless. It focused the prisoner’s attention constantly on the
moods, attitudes, and standards of the only man who mattered.
A truly childlike situation was thus created: utter and abject
dependency on one, or on a rigidly limited few, significant
others. All the conditions which in normal life would give the
individual leeway—which allowed him to defend himself against
a new and hostile significant other, no matter how powerful—
were absent in the camp. No competition of significant others
was possible; the prisoner’s comrades for practical purposes were
helpless to assist him.*® He had no degree of independence, no
lines to the outside, in any matter. Everything, every vital con-
cern, focused on the SS: food, warmth, security, freedom from
pain, all depended on the omnipotent significant other, all had
to be worked out within the closed system. Nowhere was there
a shred of privacy; everything one did was subject to SS super-
vision. The pressure was never absent. It is thus no wonder that
the prisoners should become “as children.” It is no wonder that
their obedience became unquestioning, that they did not revolt,
that they could not “hate” their masters. Their masters’ attitudes

drastic way of altering his ‘personality.’ This can be done. Indeed, it is
being done, with impressive results, by the many types of therapeutic
groups, or quasi-families of significant new others, which have come up in
the past few years.” Patrick Mullahy (ed.), The Contributions of Harry
Stack Sullivan (New York: Hermitage House, 1952), p. 193.

89 It should be noted that there were certain important exceptions. See
below, pp. 134~35.
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had become sniernacized as a part of their very selves; those
attitudes and standards now dominated all others that they had.
They had, indeed, been “changed.”

There still exists a third conceptual framework within which
these phenomena may be considered. It is to be found in the
growing field of “role psychology.” This psychology is not at all
incompatible with interpersonal theory; the two might easily be
fitted into the same system.’® But it might be strategically de-
sirable, for several reasons, to segregate them for purposes of
discussion. One such reason is the extraordinary degree to which
role psychology shifts the focus of attention upon the individual’s
cultural and institutional environment rather than upon his “self.”
At the same time it gives us a manageable concept—that of
“role”—for mediating between the two. As a mechanism, the role
enables us to isolate the unique contribution of culture and in-
stitutions toward maintaining the psychic balance of the individ-
ual. In it, we see formalized for the individual a range of choices
in models of behavior and expression, each with its particular
style, quality, and attributes. The relationship between the “role”
and the “self,” though not yet clear, is intimate; it is at least
possible at certain levels of inquiry to look upon the individual
as the variable and upon the roles extended him as the stable
factor.?* We thus have a potentially durable link between in-
dividual psychology and the study of culture. It might even be
said, inasmuch as its key term is directly borrowed from the
theater, that role psychology offers in workable form the long-
awaited connection—apparently missed by Ernest Jones in his
Hamlet study—between the insights of the classical dramatists

%0 An outstanding instance of authorities who are exponents of both is
of that of H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills, whose study Character and

Social Structure ranges very widely in both interpersonal theory and role
psychology and uses them interchangeably.

%1 Conceptually, the purest illustration of this notion might be seen in
such an analogy as the following. Sarah Bernhardt, playing in Phédre, en-
acted a role which had not altered since it was set down by Racine two
centuries before her time, and she was neither the first woman who spoke
those lines, nor was she the last. Nor, indeed, was Phédre her only tri-
umph. Such was Bernhardt’s genius, such was her infinite plasticity, that
she moved from immutable role to immutable role in the classic drama,
making of each, as critic and theatergoer alike agreed, a masterpiece. Now
Bernhardt herself is gone, yet the lines remain, waiting to be transfigured
by some new genius.
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and those of the contemporary social theorist.*? But be that as it
may, for our present problem, the concentration camp, it suggests
the most flexible account of how the ex-prisoners may have suc-
ceeded in resuming their places in normal life.

Let us note certain of the leading terms. A “social role” is
definable in its simplest sense as the behavior expected of persons
specifically located in specific social groups.® A distinction is
kept between “expectations” and “behavior”; the expectations of
a role (embodied in the “script”) theoretically exist in advance
and are defined by the organization, the institution, or by society
at large. Behavior (the “performance”) refers to the manner in
which the role is played. Another distinction involves roles which
are “pervasive” and those which are “limited.” A pervasive role

92 In the resources of dramatic literature a variety of insights may await
the “social scientist” equipped with both the imagination and the concep-
tual tools for exploiting them, and the emergence of role-psychology may
represent the most promising step yet taken in this direction. A previous
arca of contact has been in the realm of Freudian psychology, but this has
never been a very natural or comfortable meeting ground for either the
analyst or the literary critic. For example, in Shakespeare’s Hamlet there is
the problem, both psychological and dramatic, of Hamlet’s inability to kill
his uncle. Dr. Ernest Jones (in Hamlet and Oedipus) reduces all the play’s
tensions to a single Freudian complex. It should be at once more “scien-
tific” and more “literary,” however, to consider the problem in terms of
roleconflict (Hamlet as prince, son, nephew, lover, etc., has multiple roles
which keep getting in the way of one another). Francis Fergusson, though
he uses other terminology, in effect does this in his Idea of a Theater.

93 In this paragraph I duplicate and paraphrase material from Eugene
and Ruth Hartley, Fundamentals of Social Psychology (New York: Knopf,
1952), chap. xvi. See also David C. McClelland, Personality (New York:
Sloane, 1951), pp. 289-332. Both these books are, strictly speaking, “texts,”
but this point could be misleading, inasmuch as the whole subject is one
not normally studied at an “clementary” level anywhere. At the same time
a highly successful effort has been made in each of these works to formu-
late the role concept with clarity and simplicity, and this makes their for-
mulations peculiarly relevant to the empirical facts of the present problem.
It may be that the very simplicity of the roles in both the plantation and
concentrationcamp settings accounts for this coincidence. Another reason
why I am inclined to put a special premium on simplicity here is my con-
viction that the role concept has a range of “literary” overtones, potentially
exploitable in realms other than psychology. For a recent general statement,
see Theodore R. Sarbin, “Role Theory,” Handbook of Social Psychology, 1,

223-58.
94 Hartley, Fundamentals of Social Psychology, p. 48s.
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is extensive in scope (“female citizen”) and not only influences
but also sets bounds upon the other sorts of roles available to
the individual (“mother,” “nurse,” but not “husband,” “soldier”);
a limited role (“purchaser,” “patient”) is transitory and inter-
mittent. A further concept is that of “role clarity.” Some roles
are more specifically defined than others; their impact upon per-
formance (and, indeed, upon the personality of the performer)
depends on the clarity of their definition. Finally, it is asserted
that those roles which carry with them the clearest and most
automatic rewards and punishments are those which will be (as
it were) most “artistically” played.

What sorts of things might this explain? It might illuminate
the process whereby the child develops his personality in terms
not only of the roles which his parents offer him but of those
which he “picks up” elsewhere and tries on. It could show how
society, in its coercive character, lays down patterns of behavior
with which it expects the individual to comply. It suggests the
way in which society, now turning its benevolent face to the
individual, tenders him alternatives and defines for him the style
appropriate to their fulfilment. It provides us with a further term
for the definition of personality itself: there appears an extent to
which we can say that personality is actually made up of the
roles which the individual plays.*® And here, once more assuming
“change” to be possible, we have in certain ways the least cumber-
some terms for plotting its course.

The application of the model to the concentration camp should
be simple and obvious. What was expected of the man entering
the role of camp prisoner was laid down for him upon arrival:

“Here you are not in a penitentiary or prison but in a place of
instruction. Order and discipline are here the highest law. If you
ever want to see freedom again, you must submit to a severe training.

95 “Personality development is not exclusively a matter of socialization.
Rather, it represents the organism’s more or less integrated way of adapt-
ing to all the influences that come its way—both inner and outer mﬂuc.nccs,
both social and nonsccial ones. Social influences, however, are essential to
human personality, and socialization accounts for a very great deal of per-
sonality development.

“From this point of view it would not be surprising to find that many
personality disturbances represent some sort of breakdown or reversal of
the socialization process.” Theodore M. Newcomb, Social Psychology (New
York: Dryden Press, 1950), p. 475.
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. . . But woe to those who do not obey our iron discipline. Our
methods are thorough! Here there is no compromise and no mercy.
The slightest resistance will be ruthlessly suppressed. Here we sweep
with an iron broom!"98

Expectation and performance must coincide exactly; the lines
were to be read literally; the missing of a single cue meant ex-
tinction. The role was pervasive; it vetoed any other role and
smashed all prior ones. “Role clarity”—the clarity here was blind-
ing; its definition was burned into the prisoner by every detail
of his existence:

In normal life the adult enjoys a certain measure of independence;
within the limits set by society he has a considerable measure of
liberty. Nobody orders him when and what to cat, where to take
up his residence or what to wear, neither to take his rest on Sunday
nor when to have his bath, nor when to go to bed. He is not beaten
during his work, he need not ask permission to go to the W.C,, he
is not continually kept on the run, he does not feel that the work he
is doing is silly or childish, he is not confined behind barbed wire, he
is not counted twice a day or more, he is not left unprotected against
the actions of his fellow citizens, he looks after his family and the
education of his children.

How altogether different was the life of the concentration-camp
prisoner! What to do during each part of the day was arranged for
him, and decisions were made about him from which there was no
appeal. He was impotent and suffered from bedwetting, and because
of his chronic diarrhea he soiled his underwear. . . . The dependence
of the prisoner on the SS . . . may be compared to the dependence of
children on their parents. . . .97

The impact of this role, coinciding as it does in a hundred ways
with that of the child, has already been observed. Its rewards were
brutally simple—life rather than death; its punishments were
automatic. By the survivors it was—it had to be—a role well
played.

Nor was it simple, upon liberation, to shed the role. Many of
the inmates, to be sure, did have prior roles which they could
resume, former significant others to whom they might reorient
themselves, a repressed superego which might once more be

98 Quoted in Leon Szalet, Experiment “E” (New York: Didier, 1945),
p- 138.
7 Cohen, Human Behavior, pp. 173-74.
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resurrected. To this extent they were not “lost souls.” But to the
extent that their entire personalities, their total selves, had been
involved in this experience, to the extent that old arrangements
had been disrupted, that society itself had been overturned while
they had been away, a “return” was fraught with innumerable
obstacles.%®

98 Theodore Newcomb is the only non-Freudian coming to my attention
who has considered the concentration camp in the terms of social psychol-
ogy- He draws analogies between the ex-inmates’ problems of readjustment
and those of returning prisoners of war. “With the return of large num-
bers of British prisoners of war . . . from German and Japanese camps,
toward the end of World War II, it soon became apparent that thousands
of them were having serious difficulties of readjustment. It was first as-
sumed that they were victims of war neuroses. But this assumption had to
be abandoned when it was discovered that their symptoms were in most
cases not those of the commonly recognized neuroses. Most of the men
having difficulty, moreover, did not have the kinds of personalites which
would have predisposed them to neurotic disorders. Psychiatrists then be-
gan to wonder whether their disturbances represented only a temporary
phase of the men’s return to civilian life. But the difficulties were neither
temporary nor ‘selfcorrecting.’ ‘Even when men had been back for 18
months or even longer, serious and persistent difficulties were reported in
something like one-third of the men.’ . . . All in all . . . the authors were
led to the conclusion that the returning war prisoner’s troubles did not lie en-
tirely within himself. They represented the strains and stresses of becom-
ing resocialized in a culture which was not only different from what it had
been but was radically different from that to which the men had become
accustomed during their years of capture.” “When a deliberate attempt is
made to change the personality, as in psychotherapy, success brings with it
changes in role patterns. When the role prescriptions are changed—as for

. concentrationcamp inmates—personality changes also occur. When
forcible changes in role prescriptions are removed, the degree to which the
previous personality is ‘resumed’ depends upon the degree to which the in-
dividual finds it possible to resume his earlier role patterns.” Newcomb,
Social Psychology, pp. 476~77, 482.

Social workers faced with the task of rehabilitating former concentra-
tioncamp prisoners rapidly discovered that sympathy and understanding
were not enough. The normal superego values of many of the prisoners
had been so thoroughly smashed that adult standards of behavior for them
were quite out of the question. Their behavior, indeed, was often most
childlike. They made extreme demands, based not on actual physical needs
but rather on the fear that they might be left out, or that others might re-
ceive more than they. Those who regained their equilibrium most quickly
were the ones who were able to begin new lives in social environments that
provided clear limits, precise standards, steady goals, and specific roles to
play. Adjustment was not casy, however, even for the most fortunate. On
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It is hoped that the very hideousness of a special example of
slavery has not disqualified it as a test for certain features of a
far milder and more benevolent form of slavery. But it should
still be possible to say, with regard to the individuals who lived
as slaves within the respective systems, that just as on one level
there is every difference between a wretched childhood and a
carefree one, there are, for other purposes, limited features which
the one may be said to have shared with the other.

Both were closed systems from which all standards based on
prior connections had been effectively detached. A working ad-
justment to either system required a childlike conformity, a
limited choice of “significant others.” Cruelty per se cannot be
considered the primary key to this; of far greater importance
was the simple “closedness” of the system, in which all lines of
“authority descended from the master and in which alternative
social bases that might have supported alternative standards were
systematically suppressed.®® The individual, consequently, for his
very psychic security, had to picture his master in some way as

the collective farms of Israel, for example, it was understood that former
concentration-camp inmates would be “unable to control their greed for
food” for a number of months. During that time, concern for their neigh-
bors’ sensibilities was more than one could expect. Paul Friedman, “The
Road Back for the DP’s” Commentary, VI (December, 1948), 502~10; Eva
Rosenfeld, “Institutional Change in Israeli Collectives” (Ph.D. diss., Co-
lumbia University, 1952), p. 278.

9 The experience of American prisoners taken by the Chinese during
the Korean War seems to indicate that profound changes in behavior and
values, if not in basic personality itself, can be effected without the use of
physical torture or extreme deprivation. The Chinese were able to get large
numbers of Americans to act as informers and to co-operate in numerous
ways in the effort to indoctrinate all the prisoners with Communist propa-
ganda. The technique contained two key elements. One was that all formal
and informal authority structures within the group were systematically de-
stroyed; this was done by isolating officers, non-commissioned officers, and
any enlisted men who gave indications of leadership capacities. The other
element involved the continual emphasizing of the captors’ power and in-
fluence by judicious manipulation of petty rewards and punishments and
by subtle hints of the greater rewards and more severe punishments (re-
patriation or non-repatriation) that rested with the pleasure of those in au-
thority. See Edgar H. Schein, “Some Observations on Chinese Methods of
Handling Prisoners of War,” Public Opinion Quarterly, XX (Spring,

1956), 321-27.
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the “good father,”*® even when, as in the concentration camp,
it made no sense at all.'* But why should it not have made sense
for many a simple plantation Negro whose master did exhibit,

100 In a system as tightly closed as the plantation or the concentration
camp, the slave’s or prisoner’s position of absolute dependency virtually
compels him to see the authority-figure as somehow really “good.” Indeed,
all the evil in his life may flow from this man-—but then so also must every-
thing of any value. Here is the seat of the only “good” he knows, and to
maintain his psychic balance he must persuade himself that the good is in
some way dominant. A threat to this illusion is thus in a real sense a
threat to his very existence. It is a common experience among social work-
ers dealing with neglected and maltreated children to have a child desper-
ately insist on his love for a cruel and brutal parent and beg that he be
allowed to remain with that parent. The most dramatic feature of this sit-
uation is the cruelty which it involves, but the mechanism which inspires
the devotion is not the cruelty of the parent but rather the abnormal de-
pendency of the child. A classic example of this mechanism in operation
may be seen in the case of Varvara Petrovna, mother of Ivan Turgenev.
Mme Turgenev “ruled over her serfs with a rod of iron.” She demanded
utter obedience and total submission. The slightest infraction of her rules
brought the most severe punishment: “A maid who did not offer her a cup
of tea in the proper manner was sent off to some remote village and per-
haps separated from her family forever; gardeners who failed to prevent
the plucking of a tulip in one of the flower beds before the house were or-
dered to be flogged; a sevant whom she suspected of a mutinous disposi-
tion was sent off to Siberia.” Her family and her most devoted servants
were treated in much the same manner. “Indeed,” wrote Varvara Zhitova,
the adopted daughter of Mme Turgenev, “those who loved her and were
most devoted to her suffered most of all.” Yet in spite of her brutality she
was adored by the very people she tyrannized. David Magarshack describes
how once when thrashing her eldest son she nearly fainted with sadistic
excitement, whereupon “little Nicholas, forgetting his punishment, bawled
at the top of his voice: “Water! Water for mummy!" * Mme Zhitova, who
knew Mme Turgenev’s cruelty intimately and was herself the constant vic-
tim of her tyranny, wrote: “In spite of this, I loved her passionately, and
when I was, though rarely, separated from her, I felt lonely and unhappy.”
Even Mme Turgenev’s maid Agatha, whose children were sent to -another
village, when still infants so that Agatha might devote all her time to her
mistress, could say years later, “Yes, she caused me much grief. I suffered
much from her, but all the same I loved her! She was a real lady!” V. Zhit-
ova, The Turgenev Family, trans. A. S. Mills (London: Havill Press,
1954), p. 25; David Magarshack, Turgenev: A Life (New York: Grove,

1954), pPp- 14, 16, 22.

101 Bruno Bettelheim tells us of the fantastic efforts of the old prisoners
to believe in the benevolence of the officers of the SS. “They insisted that
these officers [hid] behind their rough surface a feeling of justice and pro-
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in all the ways that could be expected, the features of the good
father who was really “good”? If the concentration camp could
produce in two or three years the results that it did, one wonders
how much more pervasive must have been those attitudes, ex-
pectations, and values which had, certainly, their benevolent side
and which were accepted and transmitted over generations.

For the Negro child, in particular, the plantation offered no
really satisfactory father-image other than the master. The “real”
father was virtually without authority over his child, since dis-
cipline, parental responsibility, and control of rewards and pun-
ishments all rested in other hands; the slave father could not
even protect the mother of his children except by appealing di-
rectly to the master. Indeed, the mother’s own role loomed far
larger for the slave child than did that of the father. She con-
trolled those few activities—household care, preparation of food,
and rearing of children—that were left to the slave family. For
that matter, the very etiquette of plantation life removed even
the honorific attributes of fatherhood from the Negro male, who
was addressed as “boy”—until, when the vigorous years of his
prime were past, he was allowed to assume the title of “uncle.”

From the master’s viewpoint, slaves had been defined in law
as property, and the master’s power over his property must be
absolute. But then this property was still human property. These
slaves might never be quite as human as Ae was, but still there
were certain standards that could be laid down for their behavior:
obedience, fidelity, humility, docility, cheerfulness, and so on.
Industry and diligence would of course be demanded, but a final
element in the master’s situation would undoubtedly qualify that
expectation. Absolute power for him meant absolute dependency
for the slave—the dependency not of the developing child but of
the perpetual child. For the master, the role most aptly fitting

priety; he, or they, were supposed to be genuinely interested in the prison-
ers and even trying, in a small way, to help them. Since nothing of these
supposed feelings and efforts ever became apparent, it was explained that
he hid them so effectively because otherwise he would not be able to help
the prisoners. The eagerness of these prisoners to find reasons for their
claims was pitiful. A whole legend was woven around the fact that of two
officers inspecting a barrack one had cleaned his shoes from mud before
entering. He probably did it automatically, but it was interpreted as a re-
buff of the other officer and a clear demonstration of how he felt about the
concentration camp.” Bettelheim, “Individual and Mass Behavior,” p. 451.
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such a relationship would naturally be that of the father. As a
father he could be either harsh or kind, as he chose, but as a
wise father he would have, we may suspect, a sense of the limits
of his situation. He must be ready to cope with all the qualities
of the child, exasperating as well as ingratiating. He might con-
ceivably have to expect in this child—besides his loyalty, docility,
humility, cheerfulness, and (under supervision) his diligence—
such additional qualities as irresponsibility, playfulness, silliness,
laziness, and (quite possibly) tendencies to lying and stealing.
Should the entire prediction prove accurate, the result would be
something resembling “Sambo.”

The social and psychological sanctions of role-playing may in
the last analysis prove to be the most satisfactory of the several
approaches to Sambo, for, without doubt, of all the roles in
American life that of Sambo was by far the most pervasive. The
outlines of the role might be sketched in by crude necessity, but
what of the finer shades? The sanctions against overstepping it
were bleak enough,'? but the rewards—the sweet applause, as
it were, for performing it with sincerity and feeling—were some-
thing to be appreciated on quite another level. The law, untuned
to the deeper harmonies, could command the player to be present
for the occasion, and the whip might even warn against his
missing the grosser cues, but could those things really insure the
performance that melted all hearts? Yet there was many and
many a performance, and the audiences (whose standards were
high) appear to have been for the most part well pleased. They
were actually viewing their own masterpiece. Much labor had
been lavished upon this chef d’oeuvre, the most genial resources
of Southern society had been available for the work; touch after
touch had been applied throughout the years, and the result—
embodied not in the unfeeling law but in the richest layers of
Southern lore—had been the product of an exquisitely rounded
collective creativity. And indeed, in a sense that somehow tran-
scended the merely ironic, it was a labor of love. “I love the
simple and unadulterated slave, with his geniality, his mirth, his
swagger, and his nonsense,” wrote Edward Pollard. “I love to
look upon his countenance shining with content and grease; I

102 Professor Stampp, in a chapter called “To Make Them Stand in
Fear,” describes the planter’s resources for dealing with a recalcitrant slave,
Peculiar Institution, pp. 141-91.
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love to study his affectionate heart; I love to mark that peculiarity
in him, which beneath all his buffoonery exhibits him as a crea-
ture of the tenderest sensibilities, mingling his joys and his
sorrows with those of his master’s home.'®® Love, even on those
terms, was surely no inconsequential reward.

But what were the terms? The Negro was to be a child forever.
“The Negro . . . in his true nature, is always a boy, let him be
ever so old. . . "% “He is . . . a dependent upon the white race;
dependent for guidance and direction even to the procurement
of his most indispensable necessaries. Apart from this protection
he has the helplessness of a child—without foresight, without
faculty of contrivance, without thrift of any kind.”'% Not only
was he a child; he was a happy child. Few Southern writers failed
to describe with obvious fondness the bubbling gaiety of a planta-
tion holiday or the perpetual good humor that scemed to mark
the Negro character, the good humor of an everlasting childhood.

The role, of course, must have been rather harder for the earliest
generations of slaves to learn. “Accommodation,” according to

John Dollard, “involves the renunciation of protest or aggression .

against undesirable conditions of life and the organization of
the character so that protest does not appear, but acceptance does.
It may come to pass in the end that the unwelcome force is
idealized, that one identifies with it and takes it into the per-

sonality; it sometimes even happens that what is at first resented
and feared is finally loved.”1%¢

103 Edward A. Pollard, Black Diamonds Gathered in the Darkey Homes
of the South (New York: Pudney & Russel, 1859), p. 58.

104 144d., p. viii.

105 John Pendleton Kennedy, Swallow Barn (Philadelphia: Carey & Lea,
1832).

108 John Dollard, Caste and Class in a Southern Town (2d ed.; New
York: Harper, 1949), p. 255. The lore of “accommodation,” taken just in
“itself, is very rich and is, needless to say, morally very complex. It suggests
a delicate psychological balance. On the one hand, as the Dollard citation
above implies, accommodation is fraught with dangers for the personalities
of those who engage in it. On the other hand, as Bruno Bettelheim has re-
minded me, this involves a principle that goes well beyond American Ne-
gro society and is to be found deeply imbedded in European traditions:
the principle of how the powerless can manipulate the powerful through
aggressive stupidity, literal-mindedness, servile fawning, and irresponsibil-
ity. In this sense the immovably stupid “Good Soldier Schweik” and the
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Might the process, on the other hand, be reversed? It is hard
to imagine its being reversed overnight. The same role might
still be played in the years after slavery—we are told that it was'®?
—and yet it was played to more vulgar audiences with cruder
standards, who paid much less for what they saw. The lines might
be repeated more and more mechanically, with less and less
conviction; the incentives to perfection could become hazy and
blurred, and the excellent old piece could degenerate over time
into low farce. There could come a point, conceivably, with the
old zest gone, that it was no longer worth the candle. The day
might come at last when it dawned on a man’s full waking con-
sciousness that he had really grown up, that he was, after all,
only playing a part.

6

MECHANISMS OF RESISTANCE TO
ABSOLUTE POWER

One might say a great deal more than has been said here about
mass behavior and mass manifestations of personality, and the
picture would still amount to little more than a grotesque cartoon
of humanity were not some recognition given to the ineffable
difference made in any social system by men and women pos-

fawning Negro in Richard Wright's Black Boy who allowed the white man
to kick him for a quarter partake of the same tradition. Each has a tech-
nique whereby he can in a real sense exploit his powerful superiors, fecl
contempt for them, and suffer in the process no great damage to his own
pride. Jewish lore, as is well known, teems with this sort of thing. There
was much of it also in the traditional relationships between peasants and
nobles in central Europe.

_Still, all this required the existence of some sort of alternative forces for
moral and psychological orientation. The problem of the Negro in slavery
times involved the virtual absence of such forces. It was with the end of
slavery, presumably, that they would first begin to present themselves in
generally usable form—a man’s neighbors, the Loyal Leagues, white politi-
cians, and so on. It would be in these circumstances that the essenually inter-
mediate technique of accommodation could be used as a protective device be-
neath which a more independent personality might develop.

107 Even Negro officcholders during Reconstruction, according to Fran-
cis B. Simkins, “were known to observe carefully the etiquette of the
Southern caste system.” “New Viewpoints of Southern Reconstruction,”
Journal of Southern History, V (February, 1939), 52.
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sessing what is recognized, anywhere and at any time, simply
as character. With that, one arrives at something too qualitatively
fine to come very much within the crude categories of the present
discussion; but although it is impossible to generalize with any
proper justice about the incidence of “character” in its moral,
irreducible, individual sense, it may still be possible to conclude
with a note or two on the social conditions, the breadth or nar-
rowness of their compass, within which character can find
expression.

Why should it be, turning once more to Latin America, that
there one finds no Sambo, no social tradition, that is, in which
slaves were defined by virtually complete consensus as children
incapable of being trusted with the full privileges of freedom
and adulthood?'®® There, the system surely had its brutalities.
The slaves arriving there from Africa had also undergone the
capture, the sale, the Middle Passage. They too had been up-
rooted from a prior culture, from a life very different from the
one in which they now found themselves. There, however, the
system was not closed.

Here again the concentration camp, paradoxically enough, can
be instructive. There were in the camps a very small minority of
the survivors who had undergone an experience different in cru-
cial ways from that of the others, an experience which protected
them from the full impact of the closed system. These people,
mainly by virtue of wretched little jobs in the camp administra-
tion which offered them a minute measure of privilege, were
able to carry on “underground” activities. In a practical sense
the actual operations of such “undergrounds” as were possible
may seem to us unheroic and limited: stealing blankets; “or-
ganizing” a few bandages, a little medicine, from the camp
hospital; black market arrangements with a guard for a bit of
extra food and protection for oneself and one’s comrades; the
circulation of news; and other such apparently trifling activities.
But for the psychological balance of those involved, such activities
were vital; they made possible a fundamentally different adjust-
ment to the camp. To a prisoner so engaged, there were others
who mattered, who gave real point to his existence—the SS§ was
no longer the only one. Conversely, the role of the child was

108 Gee abave, n. 4.
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not the only one he played. He could take initiative; he could
give as well as receive protection; he did things which had mean-
ing in adult terms. He had, in short, alternative roles; this was
a fact which made such a prisoner’s transition from his old life
to that of the camp less agonizing and destructive; those very
prisoners, moreover, appear to have been the ones who could,
upon liberation, resume normal lives most easily. It is, in fact,
these people—not those of the ranks—who have described the
camps to us.!®

It was just such a difference—indeed, a much greater one—that
separated the typical slave in Latin America from the typical
slave in the United States. Though he too had experienced the
Middle Passage, he was entering a society where alternatives were
significantly more diverse than those awaiting his kinsman in
North America. Concerned in some sense with his status were
distinct and at certain points competing institutions. This in-
volved multiple and often competing “significant others.” His
master was, of course, clearly the chief one—but not the only
one. There could, in fact, be a considerable number: the friar
who boarded his ship to examine his conscience, the confessor;
the priest who made the rounds and who might report irregulari-
ties in treatment to the procurador; the zealous Jesuit quick to

109 Virtually all the ex-prisoners whose writing I have made use of were
men and women who had certain privileges (as clerks, physicians, and the
like) in the camps. Many of the same persons were also active in the “un-
derground” and could offer some measure of leadership and support for
others. That is to say, both the objectivity necessary for making useful ob-
servations and the latitude enabling one to exercise some leadership were
made possible by a certain degree of protection not available to the rank
and file.

I should add, however, that a notable exception was the case of Bruno
Bettelheim, who throughout the period of his detention had no privileged
position of any kind which could afford him what I am calling an “alter-
native role” to play. And yet I do not think that it would be stretching the
point too far to insist that he did in fact have such a role, one which was
literally self-created: that of the scientific observer. In him, the scientist’s
objectivity, his feeling for clinical detail and sense of personal detachment,
amounted virtually to a passion. It would not be fair, however, to expect
such a degree of personal autonomy as this in other cases, except for a very
few. I am told, for instance, that the behavior of many members of this
“underground” toward their fellow prisoners was itself by no means above
moral reproach. The depths to which the system could corrupt a man, it
must be remembered, were profound.
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resent a master’s intrusion upon such sacred matters as marriage
and worship (a resentment of no small consequence to the
master) ; the local magistrate, with his eye on the king’s official
protector of slaves, who would find himself in trouble were the
laws too widely evaded; the king’s informer who received one-
third of the fines. For the slave the result was a certain latitude;
the lines did not all converge on one man; the slave’s personality,
accordingly, did not have to focus on a single role. He was, true
enough, primarily a slave. Yet he might in fact perform multiple
roles. He could be a husband and a father (for the American
slave these roles had virtually no meaning); open to him also
were such activities as artisan, peddler, petty merchant, truck
gardener (the law reserved to him the necessary time and a
share of the proceeds, but such arrangements were against the
law for Sambo); he could be a communicant in the church, a
member of a religious fraternity!® (roles guaranteed by the most
powerful institution in Latin America—comparable privileges in
the American South depended on a master’s pleasure). These
roles were all legitimized and protected ouzside the plantation;
they offered a diversity of channels for the development of per-
sonality. Not only did the individual have multiple roles open
to him as a slave, but the very nature of these roles made possible
a certain range of aspirations should he some day become free.
He could have a fantasy-life not limited to catfish and water-
melons; it was within his conception to become a priest, an in-
dependent farmer, a successful merchant, a military officer.!** The
slave could actually—to an extent quite unthinkable in the United
Scates—conceive of himself as a rebel. Bloody slave revolts, actual
wars, took place in Latin America; nothing on this order occurred
in the United States.!'? But even without a rebellion, society

110 See Tannenbaum, Slave and Citizen, pp. 64-65.

11 74id., pp. 4 ff., 56-57, 90—93; see also Johnston, Negro in the New
World, p. go.

112 Compared with the countless uprisings of the Brazilian Negroes, the
slave revolts in our own country appear rather desperate and futile. Only
three emerge as worthy of any note, and their seriousness—even when de-
scribed by a sympathetic historian like Herbert Aptheker—depends largely
on the supposed plans of the rebels rather than on the things they actually
did: The best organized of such “revolts,” those of Vesey and Gabriel, were
easily suppressed, while the most dramatic of them—the Nat Turner Rebel-
lion—was characterized by little more than aimless butchery. The Brazilian
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here had a network of customary arrangements, rooted in antiq-
uity, which made possible at many points a smooth transition of
status from slave to free and which provided much social space
for the exfoliation of individual character.

To the typical slave on the ante-bellum plantation in the United
States, society of course offered no such alternatives. But that is
hardly to say that something of an “underground”—something
rather more, indeed, than an underground—could not exist in
Southern slave society. And there were those in it who hardly
fitted the picture of “Sambo.”

The American slave system, compared with that of Latin
America, was closed and circumscribed, but, like all social sys-
tems, its arrangements were less perfect in practice than they
appeared to be in theory. It was possible for significant numbers
of slaves, in varying degrees, to escape the full impact of the
system and its coercions upon personality. The house servant, the
urban mechanic, the slave who arranged his own employment
and paid his master a stipulated sum each week, were all figura-
tively members of the “underground.”*’* Even among those

revolts, on the other hand, were marked by imagination and a sense of di-
rection, and they often involved large-scale military operations. One is im-
pressed both by their scope and their variety. They range from the legend-
ary Palmares Republic of the seventeenth century (a Negro state organized
by escaped slaves and successfully defended for over fifty years), to the
bloody revolts of the Moslem Negroes of Bahia which, between 1807 and
1835, five times paralyzed a substantial portion of Brazil. Many such wars
were launched from the quilombos (fortified villages built deep in the jun-
gles by escaped slaves to defend themselves from recapture); there were
also the popular rebellions in which the Negroes of an entire area would
take part. One is immediately struck by the heroic stature of the Negro
leaders: no allowances of any sort need be made for them; they are im-
pressive from any point of view. Arthur Ramos has described a number of
them, including Zambi, a fabulous figure of the Palmares Republic; Luiza
Mahin, mother of the Negro poet Luiz Gama and “one of the most out-
standing leaders of the 1835 insurrection”; and Manoel Francisco dos
Anjos Fereira, whose followers in the Balaiada (a movement which drew
its name from “Baliao,” his own nickname) held the entire province of
Maranhdo for three years. Their brilliance, gallantry, and warlike accom-
plishments give to their histories an almost legendary quality. On the other
hand, one could not begin to think of Nat Turner in such a connection.
See Ramos, The Negro in Brazil, pp. 24~53; Herbert Aptheker, American
Negra Slave Revolts (New York: Columbia University, 1943), passim.

113 See below, Part IV, n. 115.
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working on large plantations, the skilled craftsman or the re-
sponsible slave foreman had a measure of independence not
shared by his simpler brethren. Even the single slave family
owned by a small farmer had a status much closer to that of
house servants than to that of a plantation labor gang. For all
such people there was a margin of space denied to the majority;
the system’s authority-structure claimed their bodies but not quite
their souls.

Out of such groups an individual as complex and as highly
developed as William Johnson, the Natchez barber, might
emerge. Johnson’s diary reveals a personality that one recognizes
instantly as a type—but a type whose values came from a sector
of society very different from that which formed Sambo. Johnson
is the young man on the make, the ambitious free-enterpriser of
American legend. He began life as a slave, was manumitted at
the age of eleven, and rose from a poor apprentice barber to
become one of the wealthiest and most influential Negroes in
ante-bellum Mississippi. He was respected by white and black
alike, and counted among his friends some of the leading public
men of the state.!’*

It is of great interest to note that although the danger of slave
revolts (like Communist conspiracies in our own day) was much
overrated by touchy Southerners; the revolts that actually did
occur were in no instance planned by plantation laborers but
rather by Negroes whose qualities of leadership were developed
well outside the full coercions of the plantation authority-system.
Gabriel, who led the revolt of 1800, was a blacksmith who lived
a few miles outside Richmond; Denmark Vesey, leading spirit
of the 1822 plot at Charleston, was a freed Negro artisan who
had been born in Africa and served several years aboard a slave-
trading vessel; and Nat Turner, the Virginia slave who fomented
the massacre of 1831, was a literate preacher of recognized in-
telligence. Of the plots that have been convincingly substantiated
(whether they came to anything or not), the majority originated
in urban centers.!!?

114 See William R. Hogan and Edwin A. Davis (eds.), William John-
son’s Natchez: The Ante-Bellum Diary of a Free Negro (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1951), esp. pp. 1-64.

115 Aptheker, American Negro Slave Revolts, pp. 220, 268-69, 29596,

and passim.
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For a time during Reconstruction, a Negro elite of sorts did
emerge in the South. Many of its members were Northern
Negroes, but the Southern ex-slaves who also comprised it seem
in general to have emerged from the categories just indicated.
Vernon Wharton, writing of Mississippi, says:

A large portion of the minor Negro leaders were preachers, lawyers,
or teachers from the free states or from Canada. Their education and
their independent attitude gained for them immediate favor and
leadership. Of the natives who became their rivals, the majority had
been urban slaves, blacksmiths, carpenters, clerks, or waiters in hotels
and boarding houses; a few of them had been favored body-servants

of afluent whites.118

The William Johnsons and Denmark Veseys have been ac-
corded, though belatedly, their due honor. They are, indeed, all
too easily identified, thanks to the system that enabled them as
individuals to be so conspicuous and so exceptional and, as
members of a group, so few.

116 Vernon L. Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 1865-18g0 (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1942), p. 164.
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