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CHAPTER 1 

The Rebirth of Caste 
The Birth of Slavery
The concept of race is a relatively recent development. Only in the past few centuries, ow-
ing largely to European imperialism, have the world’s people been classified along racial 
lines.1 Here, in America, the idea of race emerged as a means of reconciling chattel slavery—

as well as the extermination of American Indians—with the ideals of freedom 
preached by whites in the new colonies.

In the early colonial period, when settlements remained relatively small, 
indentured servitude was the dominant means of securing cheap labor. 
Under this system, whites and blacks struggled to survive against a com-

mon enemy, what historian Lerone Bennett Jr. describes as “the big planter 
apparatus and a social system that legalized terror against black and white 

bonds-men.”2 Initially, blacks brought to this country were not all enslaved; many 
were treated as indentured servants. As plantation farming expanded, particularly tobacco 
and cotton farming, demand increased greatly for both labor and land.

The demand for land was met by invading and conquering larger and larger swaths of terri-
tory [held by American Indians]. 

The growing demand for labor on plantations was met through slavery. American Indians 
were considered unsuitable as slaves, largely because native tribes were clearly in a posi-
tion to fight back. European immigrants were also deemed poor candidates for slavery, not 
because of their race, but rather because they were in short supply and enslavement would, 
quite naturally, interfere with voluntary immigration to the new colonies. Plantation own-
ers thus viewed Africans, who were relatively powerless, as the ideal slaves. The systematic 
enslavement of Africans, and the rearing of their children under bondage, emerged with all 
deliberate speed—quickened by events such as Bacon’s Rebellion.

Nathaniel Bacon was a white property owner in Jamestown, Virginia, who managed to 
unite slaves, indentured servants, and poor whites in a revolutionary effort to overthrow 
the planter elite. Although slaves clearly occupied the lowest position in the social hierar-
chy and suffered the most under the plantation system, the condition of indentured whites 
was barely better, and the majority of free whites lived in extreme poverty. 
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Varying accounts of Bacon’s [R]ebellion abound, but the basic facts are these: Bacon devel-
oped plans in 1675 to seize Native American lands in order to acquire more property for 
himself and others and nullify the threat of Indian raids. When the planter elite in Virginia 
refused to provide militia support for his scheme, Bacon retaliated, leading an attack on the 
elite, their homes, and their property. He openly condemned the rich for their oppression 
of the poor and inspired an alliance of white and black bond laborers, as well as slaves, who 
demanded an end to their servitude. The attempted revolution was ended by force and false 
promises of amnesty. A number of the people who participated in the revolt were hanged. 
The events in Jamestown were alarming to the planter elite, who were deeply fearful of the 
multiracial alliance of bond workers and slaves. Word of Bacon’s Rebellion spread far and 
wide, and several more uprisings of a similar type followed.

In an effort to protect their superior status and economic position, the planters shifted 
their strategy for maintaining dominance. They abandoned their heavy reliance on in-
dentured servants in favor of the importation of more black slaves. Instead of importing 
English-speaking slaves from the West Indies, who were more likely to be familiar with Eu-
ropean language and culture, many more slaves were shipped directly from Africa. These 
slaves would be far easier to control and far less likely to form alliances with poor whites.

Fearful that such measures might not be sufficient to protect their interests, the planter 
class took an additional precautionary step, a step that would later come to be known as a 
“racial bribe.” Deliberately and strategically, the planter class extended special privileges 
to poor whites in an effort to drive a wedge between them and black slaves. White settlers 
were allowed greater access to Native American lands, white servants were allowed to 
police slaves through slave patrols and militias, and barriers were created so that free labor 
would not be placed in competition with slave labor. These measures effectively eliminated 
the risk of future alliances between black slaves and poor whites. 

By the mid-1770s, the system of bond labor had been thoroughly transformed into a racial 
caste system predicated on slavery. The degraded status of Africans was justified on the 
ground that Negros, like the Indians, were an uncivilized lesser race, perhaps even more 
lacking in intelligence and laudable human qualities than the red-skinned natives. The no-
tion of white supremacy rationalized the enslavement of Africans, even as whites endeav-
ored to form a new nation based on the ideals of equality, liberty, and justice for all. Before 
democracy, chattel slavery in America was born.

It may be impossible to overstate the significance of race in defining the basic structure of 
American society. The structure and content of the original Constitution was based largely on 
the effort to preserve a racial caste system—slavery—while at the same time affording politi-
cal and economic rights to whites, especially propertied whites. The Southern slaveholding 
colonies would agree to form a union only on the condition that the federal government 
would not be able to interfere with the right to own slaves. Federalism—the division of power 
between the states and the federal government—was the device employed to protect the 
institution of slavery and the political power of slaveholding states. Under the terms of our 
country’s founding document, slaves were defined as three-fifths of a man, not a real, whole 
human being. Upon this racist fiction rests the entire structure of American democracy.
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The Death of Slavery
The history of racial caste in the United States would end with the Civil War if the idea 
of race and racial difference had died when the institution of slavery was put to rest. But 
during the four centuries in which slavery flourished, the idea of race flourished as well. 
Indeed, the notion of racial difference—specifically the notion of white supremacy—proved 
far more durable than the institution that gave birth to it.

White supremacy, over time, became a religion of sorts. Faith in the idea that people of the 
African race were bestial, that whites were inherently superior, and that slavery was, in 
fact, for blacks’ own good, served to alleviate the white conscience and reconcile the ten-
sion between slavery and the democratic ideals espoused by whites in the so-called New 
World. There was no contradiction in the bold claim made by Thomas Jefferson in the 
Declaration of Independence that “all men are created equal” if Africans were not really 
people. This deep faith in white supremacy not only justified an economic and political 
system in which plantation owners acquired land and great wealth through the brutality, 
torture, and coercion of other human beings; it also endured, like most articles of faith, long 
after the historical circumstances that gave rise to the religion passed away. After the death 
of slavery, the idea of race lived on.

One of the most compelling accounts of the postemancipation period is The Strange Career 
of Jim Crow, written by C. Vann Woodward in 1955.3 As Woodward tells the story, the end 
of slavery created an extraordinary dilemma for Southern white society. Without the labor 
of former slaves, the region’s economy would surely collapse, and without the institution 
of slavery, there was no longer a formal mechanism for maintaining racial hierarchy and 
preventing “amalgamation” with a group of people considered intrinsically inferior and 
vile. This state of affairs produced a temporary anarchy and a state of mind bordering on 
hysteria, particularly among the planter elite. But even among poor whites, the collapse of 
slavery was a bitter pill. In the antebellum South, the lowliest white person at least pos-
sessed his or her white skin—a badge of superiority over even the most skilled slave or 
prosperous free African American.

While Southern whites—poor and rich alike—were utterly outraged by emancipation, there 
was no obvious solution to the dilemma they faced. Following the Civil War, the economic 
and political infrastructure of the South was in shambles. Plantation owners were suddenly 
destitute, and state governments, shackled by war debt, were penniless. Large amounts of 
real estate and other property had been destroyed in the war, industry was disorganized, 
and hundreds of thousands of men had been killed or maimed. With all of this went the 
demoralizing effect of an unsuccessful war and the extraordinary challenges associated 
with rebuilding new state and local governments. Add to all this the sudden presence of 4 
million newly freed slaves, and the picture becomes even more complicated.

Under slavery, the racial order was most effectively maintained by a large degree of contact 
between slave owners and slaves, thus maximizing opportunities for supervision and dis-
cipline, and minimizing the potential for active resistance or rebellion. Strict separation of 
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the races would have threatened slaveholders’ immediate interests and was, in any event, 
wholly unnecessary as a means of creating social distance or establishing the inferior status 
of slaves.

Following the Civil War, it was unclear what institutions, laws, or customs would be neces-
sary to maintain white control now that slavery was gone. Nonetheless, as numerous his-
torians have shown, the development of a new racial order became the consuming passion 
for most white Southerners. Rumors of a great insurrection terrified whites, and blacks 
increasingly came to be viewed as menacing and dangerous. In fact, the current stereotypes 
of black men as aggressive, unruly predators can be traced to this period, when whites 
feared that an angry mass of black men might rise up and attack them or rape their women.

Equally worrisome was the state of the economy. Former slaves literally walked away from 
their plantations, causing panic and outrage among plantation owners. Large numbers 
of former slaves roamed the highways in the early years after the war. Some converged 
on towns and cities; others joined the federal militia. Most white people believed African 
Americans lacked the proper motivation to work, prompting the provisional Southern 
legislatures to adopt the notorious black codes. As expressed by one Alabama planter: “We 
have the power to pass stringent police laws to govern the Negroes—this is a blessing—for 
they must be controlled in some way or white people cannot live among them.”4

Although the convict laws enacted during this period are rarely seen as part of the black 
codes, that is a mistake. As explained by historian William Cohen, “the main purpose of the 
codes was to control the freedmen, and the question of how to handle convicted black law 
breakers was very much at the center of the control issue.”5 Nine Southern states adopted 
vagrancy laws—which essentially made it a criminal offense not to work and were ap-
plied selectively to blacks—and eight of those states enacted convict laws allowing for the 
hiring-out of county prisoners to plantation owners and private companies. Prisoners were 
forced to work for little or no pay. Clearly, the purpose of the black codes in general and the 
vagrancy laws in particular was to establish another system of forced labor.

Ultimately, the black codes were overturned, and a slew of federal civil rights legislation 
protecting the newly freed slaves was passed during the relatively brief but extraordinary 
period of black advancement known as the Reconstruction Era. The impressive legislative 
achievements of this period include the Thirteenth Amendment, abolishing slavery; the 
Civil Rights Act of 1866, bestowing full citizenship upon African Americans; the Fourteenth 
Amendment, prohibiting states from denying citizens due process and “equal protection of 
the laws”; the Fifteenth Amendment, providing that the right to vote should not be denied 
on account of race; and the Ku Klux Klan Acts, which, among other things, declared inter-
ference with voting a federal offense and the violent infringement of civil rights a crime. 
The new legislation also provided for federal supervision of voting and authorized the 
president to send the army and suspend the writ of habeas corpus in districts declared to be 
in a state of insurrection against the federal government.

While the Reconstruction Era was fraught with corruption and arguably doomed by the 
lack of land reform, the sweeping economic and political developments in that period did 
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appear, at least for a time, to have the potential to seriously undermine, if not completely 
eradicate, the racial caste system in the South. With the protection of federal troops, Afri-
can Americans began to vote in large numbers and seize control, in some areas, of the local 
political apparatus. Literacy rates climbed, and educated blacks began to populate legisla-
tures, open schools, and initiate successful businesses. In 1867, at the dawn of the Recon-
struction Era, no black man held political office in the South, yet three years later, at least 
15 percent of all Southern elected officials were black.

At the same time, however, many of the new civil rights laws were proving largely symbol-
ic.6 Notably absent from the Fifteenth Amendment, for example, was language prohibiting 
the states from imposing educational, residential, or other qualifications for voting, thus 
leaving the door open to the states to impose poll taxes, literacy tests, and other devices to 
prevent blacks from voting. Most blacks were too poor to sue to enforce their civil rights, 
and no organization like the NAACP yet existed to spread the risks and costs of litigation. 
Moreover, the threat of violence often deterred blacks from pressing legitimate claims, 
making the “civil rights” of former slaves largely illusory—existing on paper but rarely to be 
found in real life.

Meanwhile, the separation of the races had begun to emerge as a comprehensive pattern 
throughout the South, driven in large part by the rhetoric of the planter elite, who hoped to 
reestablish a system of control that would ensure a low-paid, submissive labor force. Racial 
segregation had actually begun years earlier in the North, as an effort to prevent race-mix-
ing and pre-serve racial hierarchy following the abolition of Northern slavery. It had never 
developed, however, into a comprehensive system—operating instead largely as a matter 
of custom, enforced with varying degrees of consistency. Even among those most hostile to 
Reconstruction, few would have predicted that racial segregation would soon evolve into a 
new racial caste system as stunningly comprehensive and repressive as the one that came 
to be known simply as Jim Crow.
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