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Slavery in American History:
An Uncomfortable
National Dialogue
James Oliver Horton

I

Reenactor Bridgette Houston portrayed a slave during the controversial and provocative
r994 re-creation of a colonial slave auction at Colonial Williamsburg. COURTESY OF THE
COLONIAL WILLIAMSBURG FOUNDATION

n mid-June 1997 at the University of California, San Diego, President
William Clinton announced an initiative meant to encourage an honest and candid national conversation on race. His call came in the wake of
national attacks on affirmative action programs and California's rejection
of them in its state institutions of higher education. The president reminded his audience of the corresponding drop in minority enrollment in
California's law schools and other graduate programs and urged that the
state's higher education system not be resegregated. There was reason for
concern. A recent Gallup national survey had found that most white
Americans believed that racial discrimination and isolation were no
longer barriers to achievement. These unrealistic assumptions illustrated
the huge gap between the lives of most whites and the everyday experiences of most African Americans. To facilitate a racial dialogue that
might serve to educate Americans on the subject, and to counsel him on
race relations policies, the president appointed a seven-member advisory
panel headed by Duke University historian John Hope Franklin. The intent was to hold a series of conversations on race that would highlight the
issues Americans must address en route to national racial reconciliation.
This White House effort helped launch several private attempts at national racial dialogue, but what emerged most clearly from such efforts
was a picture of a people without a sufficient historical context for such
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conversation. Americans see themselves as a freedom-loving people, but
historical scholarship over the last two generations has clearly shown that
too often national actions did not reflect a commitment to human liberty.
The little national history that most remember from public school, however, seems to reinforce the romanticized notion of America as the land of
the free. Having justified a bloody revolution on grounds of a national belief in human freedom, Americans call their history a freedom story. In
the national imagination, expressed in the words ofJohn R Kennedy, the
country is traditionally willing to "pay any price, bear any burden, meet
any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival
and the success ofliberty." 1 For a nation steeped in this self-image, it is
embarrassing, guilt-producing, and disillusioning to consider the role
that race and slavery played in shaping the national narrative. Any attempt to integrate these aspects of the national past into the American
memory risks provoking defensiveness, anger, and confrontation. As
Americans attempted racial conversations in private and public settings it
became quite clear just how much history matters. It provides our national and our personal identity. It structures our relationships, and it defines the terms of our debates. Our tendency is to turn away from history
that is unflattering and uncomfortable, but we cannot afford to ignore the
past, even the most upsetting parts of it. We can and must learn from it,
even if doing so is painful.
In calling for an expanded racial dialogue, President Clinton reiterated what national demographics have made clear. America is rapidly becoming a society of racial and cultural minorities. History education,
aimed at cross-cultural understanding, will become an ever more significant route to social stability and coexistence. Yet, as experience makes
clear, classrooms alone cannot be relied on to teach the lessons that must
be learned by the vast number of Americans whose collective future may
be at stake. History must be taught not only in the academy but in the variety of nonacademic settings where Americans go to learn. Here is where
the role of the public historian, in charge of telling the complex and contradictory national story in public spaces, becomes crucial.
The history of slavery and its role in the formation of the American experience is one of the most sensitive and difficult subjects to present in a
public setting. At historic plantation sites and historic houses, in museum
exhibitions, in film productions, and in historic parks, public historians
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and historical interpreters are called upon to deal with this unsettling but
critical topic, often under less than ideal teaching conditions. Moreover,
they are asked to educate a public generally unprepared and reluctant to
deal with a history that, at times, can seem very personal. The recent historical scholarship and new interpretations have refocused attention on
slavery and its significance for understanding the role of race in American
history. As we debate the possibility of broad public discussions about race
in contemporary America, historians can play a central role in providing
historical context for this conversation. Obviously this is not easy, but it is
essential. John Hope Franklin said it directly: "We should never forget
slavery. We should talk about it every morning and every day of the year
to remind this country that there's an enormous gap between its practices
and its professions." 2 As historians set about this task, it is useful to explore the efforts already under way, the impact of these efforts on interpreters as well as on the visitors, and the contemporary political and social
climate that makes these efforts problematic.
Public historians giving presentations on the history and impact of
slavery on America and Americans immediately confront a daunting
problem: the vast majority of Americans react strongly to the topic, but
few know much about it. Generally, Americans believe that slavery was
an exclusively southern phenomenon. They date it from the decades immediately preceding the Civil War, and think of it as a relatively minor
part of the American story. One striking illustration of this was revealed
during a conference held in Boston that focused on slavery and the slave
trade in New England. During a conference break a number of participants wandered through Boston's Old Granary Burial Ground, which
contains the graves of such Revolutionary-era notables as Paul Revere,
Samuel Adams, John Hancock, and Crispus Attucks, the African American hero of the Boston Massacre. A Boston tourist spying the conference
program, with its titles printed in bold letters, was clearly shocked. "Was
there slavery in New England?" he asked. He was at first disbelieving,
then fascinated, and finally disappointed and saddened. "I thought we
were better than that," he said as he walked away, obviously affected by
the brief encounter.3
As this chance conversation between two strangers makes clear, confronting the contradiction between the American ideal and the reality of
American history can be disturbing. The first task for the public historian
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is to attempt to address popular ignorance of slavery's diversity, longevity,
complexity, and centrality. By the time of the Revolution, slavery in
British North America was already 150 years old. It had become a significant economic and social institution in every one of the thirteen colonies
and remained so in every region of the new nation well into the nineteenth century. In the tobacco plantations of the Chesapeake or the rice
fields of Carolina, as cargo in slave ships fitted out in New England or as
trade items financed by the merchants of New York and Pennsylvania,
African slaves were integral to the American economy. Politically and
philosophically, slavery was the major contradiction to the national purpose and a critical source of irritation at the core of the American conscience. It defined American freedom and simultaneously called into
question America's commitment to natural human rights. 4
As concern about the loss of independence spread through the colonies
during the 1760s and beyond, white Americans worried aloud about
Americans' loss ofliberty. Ironically, they used the rhetoric of antislavery
to express their greatest fears, defining themselves as slaves. In his 1768
publication Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania to the Inhabitants of
the British Colonies, John Dickinson, Philadelphia's largest slaveholder
at the time, exclaimed, "Those who are taxed without their own consent, expressed by themselves or their representatives, are slaves." 5
Boston's Josiah Quincy agreed, "I speak it with shame-I speak it with
indignation-WE ARE SLAVES." 6
This was the justification offered for resisting British-imposed taxes,
for refusing to submit to British trade restrictions on American shipping,
and finally for taking up arms to remove America from the British Empire. In July 1776, after Americans had issued their Declaration ofindependence, British forces occupied Staten Island in New York Harbor.
Upon hearing the news, George Washington, a Virginia planter who
would lead the Revolutionary War effort, warned his countrymen of the
hour of judgment. "The Time is now near at hand,'' he wrote, "which
must probably determine whether Americans are to be, Freemen, or
Slaves." 7 Throughout the Revolution, Americans saw themselves as engaged in a struggle against slavery, a bondage imposed on them by the
British Crown.
When historians present this information to visitors at public sites,
they are often confronted with the charge of presentism. We cannot use
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twenty-first-century morality to judge actions of the past, they are often
told. Yet twenty-first-century Americans cannot excuse those of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with the argument that they were simply
conforming to the accepted norms of their era, for many in the Revolutionary era understood the contradiction clearly and said so. Massachusetts patriot and lawyer James Otis believed that liberty was a God-given
right of every human being, regardless of race. "The colonists are by the
law of nature freeborn, as indeed all men are, white or black." He called
slavery a "most shocking violation of the law of nature,'' and labeled slave
dealers tyrants. Further, Americans' tolerance of slavery foretold grave
consequences for the liberty of all Americans. "It is a clear truth,'' he
wrote, "that those who every day barter away other men's liberty will
soon care little for their own." 8 Some slaveholders also recognized the
hypocrisy. "I will not fight for liberty and leave a slave at home,'' declared
one Connecticut soldier who freed his slaves before he marched off
to war. 9
American Quakers, some of whom had opposed slavery since the late
seventeenth century, continued to urge their members to manumit their
slaves as a moral imperative. By the late 1770s, some Quaker meetings
were voting to disown members who continued to hold slaves. In Virginia and North Carolina, Quakers encouraged manumissions among
their members. As the Revolutionary era began, however, the new state of
North Carolina made such manumissions illegal. Meanwhile, in Britain,
Quakers joined with other abolitionists such as Granville Sharp and
Thomas Clarkson in 1787 to form the Society for Effecting the Abolition
of the Slave Trade. 10 As the twenty-first-century Boston tourist saw the
obvious contradiction of slaveholders in the role of freedom fighters, so
did many British and American observers at the time, but this is not an
easy or popular point to make at historical sites where visitors come expecting a story of celebration.
Considerations of American slavery remained complex and uncomfortable as the nation matured into independence. During the first half of
the nineteenth century slavery evolved into the institution that most
Americans now picture. It became more associated with the production
of cotton and more peculiarly southern. It also became increasingly controversial, even as it gained in economic and political power. As the nation
expanded, Americans considered the spread of slavery, and the debate
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grew more heated as the century wore on. Thomas Jefferson, an elder
statesman by 1820, feared the growing quarrel between the slave and free
states. The dispute sounded an alarm throughout the land "like a fire-bell
in the night," he wrote, as a harbinger of a national disaster to come. He
warned that the nation his generation had brought into being might well
be "thrown away by the unwise and unworthy passions of their sons." 11
On the eve of the Civil War, the political stands on slavery defined the battle lines of secession. Even after war brought the abolition of slavery, the
racial assumptions that had rationalized slavery continued to circumscribe the lives and racial associations of Americans. For the next century
and beyond, slavery provided the political, social, economic, and philosophical context for American race relations.
This is an important part of the history that Americans must understand if they are to have meaningful conversations on race in the twentyfirst century. But most don't know enough about the history of slavery to
intelligently participate in any national discussion on the subject, some
would rather not know, and until recently there have been few opportunities for them to learn. Traditionally, textbooks scarcely mentioned slavery, and northern public schools taught almost nothing about its
existence. Although black schools in the segregated South generally included some information, southern white schools stood mute on the subject. What meager treatment of slavery did exist generally posed it as a
problem that surfaced during the sectional struggle of the 1850s and
l86os. Consequently, many assumed that the institution was born on the
eve of the Civil War. Many public school curricula accepted the proslavery propaganda, influential beyond the nineteenth century, that pictured
slavery as a benevolent system, well suited to the intellectual and social
limitations of black people. Popular novels and films portrayed slavery in
romantic and sentimental terms, casting slaves as childlike creatures who
often exasperated lovingly benign white masters. Generally, textbooks
reinforced this view. One influential and respected nineteenth-century
historian explained to his readers that blacks were "in natural propensities and mental abilities ... indolent, playful, sensual, imitative, subservient, good-natured, versatile, unsteady in the purpose, devoted, and
affectionate." 12
This historical interpretation, encouraged and reinforced by the
emerging scientific racism of the period, proved resilient and was used to
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rationalize twentieth-century racial segregation. Students attending public school during the post-World War II period learned much the same
racial interpretation. In 1979, Frances FitzGerald documented slavery's
stereotypical treatment in some American history textbooks and its total
absence from others. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, students were told
that the abolition of slavery may not have been the best thing for blacks
because "slaves had snug cabins to live in, plenty of food to eat and work
that was not too hard for them to do." Then, as if to reaffirm the expected
student conclusions, the text added, "Most of the slaves seemed happy and
contented." 13 When, in 1950, noted historians Samuel Eliot Morrison and
Henry Steele Commager discussed the antislavery movement in their
text, one of the most popular of the period, they suggested that white abolitionists may have been more upset about slavery than were the slaves
themselves. "As for Sambo, whose wrongs moved the abolitionists to
wrath and tears," they argued, "there is reason to believe that he suffered
less than any other class in the South from the 'peculiar institution.' " 14
Public education prepared children to think about slavery and race
in ways consistent with the assumption of white supremacy built into
twentieth-century American law and custom. Depictions in the popular
culture confirmed these notions for adults. Harriet Beecher Stowe's
nineteenth-century antislavery novel, Uncle Tom's Cabin, and Margaret
Mitchell's twentieth-century southern romantic novel, Gone with the
Wind, and its film adaptation furnished the contradictory views upon
which most American beliefs about slavery are based. Although Stowe
condemned the institution, her depiction of slaves generally confirmed
Mitchell's vision of the lovable but limited servant, an image paralleling
that pictured in many twentieth-century textbooks. To one degree or another, this is the picture of slavery that most Americans growing to maturity before the mid-196os carry with them. They formed their racial
opinions in light of this socialization, and consciously or subconsciously,
most expect to have these notions confirmed when they visit public history sites or museums.
Many college textbooks and a few used in the public secondary schools
have changed in the last two generations, influenced by some of the more
recent scholarship. Slavery and the role of race more generally have become part of the best accounts of American history, although sometimes
in abbreviated form. Yet much of the best and latest scholarship never
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reaches high school students, in part because it almost never reaches high
school teachers. A United States Department of Education study of public school history teaching in the mid-r99os shed light on this alarming
situation. It found that most high school history courses were taught by
teachers with inadequate training in history. In Louisiana 88 percent of
the students who took history in high school were taught by teachers who
had not even a college minor in history. In Minnesota the proportion was
83 percent, in West Virginia 82 percent, in Oklahoma Sr percent, in
Pennsylvania 73 percent, and in Kansas 72 percent. 15 In New York State,
where the percentage of students who were taught history by inadequately trained teachers was relatively low (32 percent), those who taught
history (or social studies, as most history-based courses were called) were
not required to have taken a single history course. 16 As one scholar has reminded us, in many public schools history teacher is spelled C-o-a-c-h. 17
No wonder that graduates of high school are likely to know little about
the national past. This situation is even worse in many public schools,
where history courses have been abbreviated or removed from curricula
entirely.
History education at the college level is generally better, but in 82 percent of the nation's colleges U.S. history courses are not required, even for
liberal arts majors. A recent survey of college students illustrates a possible consequence of this situation. A majority of college students could not
identify such names as Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, and Andrew Jackson, and many believed that George Washington was the president during the War of 1812. This lack of basic history knowledge speaks
volumes about the quality of education at the college level, and the report
that many college students in the South believe that Jefferson Davis was
president of the United States during the Civil War is not encouraging.
Even among the nation's most educated, knowledge of American history
is frequently limited, and ideas about slavery are often stereotypical or
nonexistent.
The federal government has been concerned about the quality of education in public schools for more than a decade, and in 2001 President
Clinton signed into law an appropriations bill (H.R. 4577) providing
$so million to improve public school teaching. The next year this bill was
augmented by Senator Robert Byrd's amendment, bringing the funding
to $roo million through the Teaching American History grant program.
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Other government-sponsored grant programs through such agencies as
the National Endowment for the Humanities have added further resources, and several private efforts have proved significant over the last
decade.
In the mid-r99os, a New York City group, the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, started funding summer seminars for public
school teachers and provided significant assistance in the creation of History High Schools, public schools with a special focus on American history. The first of their teacher history seminars was conducted by Pulitzer
Prize-winning Yale University historian David Brion Davis and University of Houston historian Steven Mintz at Yale on the history of slavery.
The response from the teachers who attended the seminar was overwhelmingly positive. Over the past decade these seminars have multiplied and are now being taught at a dozen or more institutions across the
country by some of the nation's most prominent scholars to hundreds of
teachers. The history of slavery is starting to make its way into public
schools because of these important public and private programs that are
educating our public school teachers.
As more public schools teach students a broader, more comprehensive
American history that includes issues of slavery and race, they better prepare them to function in the multiracial and multicultural society that
characterizes our modern nation. This is a very important step forward,
but this education must not remain on campus. Recent studies show that
field trips outside the classroom are a particularly effective means of education. Apparently a visit to a historic site can stimulate interest in history
and thereby generate learning. 18 As Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen
explain in their study of the popular uses of history, most Americans care
about and are actively engaged in some activity that allows them to feel
connected to the past. Moreover, like the students who learn best on field
trips, most Americans feel most connected to history when visiting historical places. Apparently, Americans believe they are more likely to discover "real" or "true" history at museums and historic sites than in
classrooms. While just over half of those surveyed in the Rosenzweig and
Thelen study said that they trusted college professors to tell the truth
about history and just over one-third trusted high school teachers, almost
80 percent had faith in museums. Public historians, then, have a significant opportunity to augment all levels of education, although they may
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find themselves teaching at the grammar school level even when their visitors are adults. 19
Difficult as this task is, many in positions to affect public education
on the question of slavery's historical importance have made notable
attempts to do so. During the mid-199os Roger Kennedy, then director
of the National Park Service, embarked on a campaign to modernize
the historical interpretations at National Park Service sites. Civil War
historic sites were among those in need of consideration, especially on
the subject of slavery. Indeed, in the mid-199os the permanent exhibition
at Gettysburg National Battlefield, for example, mentioned neither
/
slavery nor slaves with regard to the war. Significantly, at that time
Gettysburg was attracting almost two million visitors yearly. The pattern
of ignoring slavery was widespread within the national parks. Most battlefield or other Civil War sites did not treat slavery as a significant cause
of the war and were under pressure from Civil War heritage interest
groups not to. Highly organized and strongly committed to maintaining
an interpretation of the Civil War that emphasizes the issue of states'
rights as justification of southern secession, these groups are ever watchful for what they pejoratively refer to as revisionist interpretations of
L thewar.
Such groups as the United Sons of Confederate Veterans, the United
Daughters of the Confederacy, and the Southern Heritage Coalition are
dedicated to the preservation of a romanticized memory of the pre-Civil
War South that, if it includes slavery at all, does so in the most benign
manner. Many of these groups were highly critical of the 1990 Ken Burns
PBS series on the Civil War because they believed that it had too much
material on slavery. When John Latschar, the superintendent at Gettysburg, suggested in a lecture that the war may have been fought over slavery, the Southern Heritage Coalition condemned his words and flooded
the Office of the Secretary of the Interior with l,roo preprinted postcards
calling for his immediate removal. 20
Facing this kind of organized opposition, it was no easy decision to encourage a major reinterpretation at National Park Service sites that
would tell the story of American slavery where it should logically be told.
Yet Director Kennedy and NPS Chief Historian Dwight Pitcaithley, supporting the efforts of park superintendents, determined to do just that. In
1994 they negotiated an agreement with the Organization of American
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Historians, the nation's oldest and largest scholarly association of professional historians focusing on American history, to bring noted scholars to
park sites to assist in reviewing exhibits, site films, and presentations. In
conjunction with these largely academic scholars the NPS began reassessing and redesigning many of its historical interpretations. 21
This initiative was endorsed by a congressional directive calling upon
the Secretary of the Interior to encourage the National Park Service managers of Civil War battle sites "to recognize and include in all of their public displays and multimedia educational presentations, the unique role
that the institution of slavery played in causing the Civil War and its role,
if any, at the individual battle sites." In support of this action Congressman Jesse L. Jackson Jr. noted the special role that the National Park Service plays in the education of the eleven million people who visit National
Park Service Civil War sites each year. This education, he believed, was
one essential means by which modern-day American society can "build
the progressive [interracial] coalition we need to build a more perfect
union." 22
Although Jackson's hope may be realized in the long run, as an immediate consequence of this focus on slavery at Civil War historic sites,
southern heritage groups protested loudly. During the mid- and late
1990s heated debates over the historical and cultural interpretation of
American society reached from the local community level to the halls of
Congress. 23 The South was a particularly explosive arena for issues of race
and the interpretation of slavery. In 1998, Virginia governor James S.
Gilmore's traditional declaration of April as Confederate History Month
illustrated this point.
The month of April is significant for southern Civil War commemorations. In that month in 1861 Confederate forces fired on Fort Sumter,
prompting the beginning of the war. In April l 865 Robert E. Lee surrendered at Appomattox, Virginia, bringing four years of fighting to an end.
Gilmore's declaration echoed similar proclamations by governors in
Louisiana, Tennessee, Georgia, and Alabama for their states. In 1998,
however, for the first time, Virginia broke with tradition when Gilmore
included a brief mention of slavery in his message:
WHEREAS, our recognition of Confederate history also recognizes that
slavery was one of the causes of the war;
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WHEREAS, slavery was a practice that deprived African-Americans of
their God-given inalienable rights, which degraded the human spirit, is
abhorred and condemned by Virginians, and ended by this war ... 24
At first glance, the inclusion of a condemnation of slavery and its basic
denial of human rights would not seem controversial at the end of the
twentieth century. This was, after all, a relatively mild statement of the historically obvious. But there are few noncontroversial means of addressing
the issue of slavery in a public setting and no comfortable way to deal with
this question at the core of American identity and conscience. Reaction was
swift and direct. R. Wayne Byrd, president of Virginia's Heritage Preservation Association, labeled Governor Gilmore's reference to slavery as an
insult to the state and as bowing to what Byrd termed the political pressure
of"racist hate groups such as the NAACP." He took issue with Gilmore's
negative description of slavery, painting instead a picture of the plantation
worthy of mid-nineteenth-century proslavery apologists. It is alarming
that at the end of the twentieth century, in a public statement, Byrd could
call the slave plantation of the old South a place "where master and slave
loved and cared for each other and had genuine family concern." 25
Byrd was not alone in his assessment of Gilmore's remarks. Centered
in the South, but spread throughout the country, there are networks of
Civil War reenactors, mostly men, who dress in period costume and meet
on weekends to re-create their "authentic" versions of the Civil War.
Members in these groups range from those who see this as an opportunity
for outdoor recreation to "hardcores,'' serious history buffs who attempt
to capture the look and feel oflife in the Civil War military. Many of these
groups are linked by the Internet, and almost immediately after
Gilmore's proclamation their lines were buzzing with reaction. Larry
Beane, past commander of the J.E.B. Stuart Camp #1506 of the Sons of
Confederate Veterans in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, attacked Gilmore's
reference to slavery as "a slap in the faces of the Confederate soldiers, their
grandchildren, and the State of Virginia as a whole." 26 Other Internet
correspondents expressed similar sentiments. Probably most white
Americans would not argue this case so blatantly. Still, most white Virginians accepted state recognition of Confederate History Month without
question, as did other white southerners.

1.
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Gilmore may have hoped that the condemnation of slavery in his
proclamation would defuse opposition to Confederate History Month,
but some white Virginians, and most blacks in the state, were not happy
with what they saw as a hollow racial gesture. Tommy J. Baer, president
of B'nai B'rith International, questioned Gilmore's attempt to include a
condemnation of slavery with a celebration of the Confederacy. "It's like
Germany having a World War 11-1 would even call it Nazi-history
month but [saying] We're going to include the suffering of the Jews," he
argued. "It doesn't pass the common-sense test." Salim Khalfani of the
NAACP Virginia State Conference acknowledged Gilmore's inclusion
"respecting the horrors of African enslavement" but added, "We're not
pleased that April once again will commemorate Confederate history and
heritage month." 27 Civil rights groups generally view the celebration of
the Confederacy, like efforts to maintain the Confederate flag, as part of a
general attempt to preserve southern racist traditions. Many white southerners, on the other hand, continue to deny the racial connotations of
these reminders of the pre-Civil War South. Frances Chapman, of Todd
County, Kentucky, who supported the use of two Confederate flags as
symbols of her county high school, claimed that they were neither racist
nor a defense of slavery. Besides, she argued, "slavery was not all that bad.
A lot of people were quite happy to be living on large plantations." Then,
in what seems a contradiction, she added, "Blacks just need to get over
slavery. You can't live in the past." 28
The Confederate flags waved by fans at University of Mississippi football games, placed on special license plates in Maryland, or flown over
South Carolina's state capitol continue to be controversial. The playing of
"Dixie" at official state functions throughout the South, Virginia's recently retired state song, "Carry Me Back to Old Virginia" (with its references to "darkey" and "old Massa"), and the recent surge in Confederate
reenactments are all relevant to the discussion about slavery and race that
Americans seem unable to have. 29 Given the volatility of the topic, calls by
thirteen members of Congress in the late 1990s that President Clinton
issue a public apology to African Americans for slavery and the president's challenge to all Americans to join in a national conversation on race
were bold and understandably controversial steps. Many whites refused
to believe that an apology for slavery was needed or that a conversation on
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race would be fruitful. Some blacks feared that an apology at this late date
would trivialize their history, resurrect the horror and pain of slavery, and
divert attention from pressing contemporary racial problems. Conversations on race, many believed, would not be honest and would add little of
value to the debates over welfare and economic disparity, affirmative action, and the lingering impact of racism in American society. For different reasons, Americans, both blacks and whites, are reluctant to bring a
painful historical context to bear on contemporary race relations.
Thus, the discussions about race and history that often take place inside the academy are atypical. There, the state of historical scholarship has
made it all but impossible for any serious study of American history, especially one focused on the nineteenth century or before, to ignore slavery.
But, of course, few Americans have access to those conversations. Public
historians confronted with uncomfortable, historically uneducated, and
resistant visitors often find the subject difficult or unapproachable.
At historical plantation sites, where the subject of slavery is difficult to
avoid, Park Service interpreters struggle to present the subject in the least
offensive manner. Interpreters at Arlington House, a National Park Service historic site and pre-Civil War home of the Custis-Lee family outside of Washington, D.C., address the subject of slavery and Robert E.
Lee as a slaveholder with extreme delicacy, if at all. White visitors often
bristle at the mention of Lee as the owner of slaves and have difficulty accepting the fact that he and his compatriots took up arms against the
United States in order to preserve a society based on slave labor and white
supremacy. Stephanie Batiste-Bentham, an African American interpreter
who worked for a number of months at Arlington House, explained that
visitors sometimes took her aside to ask in hushed tones, "Were there really slaves here?" She also observed that some white interpreters at the site
used the less emotionally charged term servants instead of slaves to describe the plantation laborers. In the last few years, historians at Arlington
House have tried to include slavery in the plantation story and have
opened the restored slave quarters at the rear of the main house. BatisteBentham found that visitor expectations made it easier to interpret slavery in the slave quarters than in the main house. Visitors were ready to ask
questions and engage in discussion about slavery while in the slave quarters but expected the focus of the main house to be exclusively on the
Custis-Lee family. When Batiste-Bentham suggested the extensive slave
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presence in Arlington House proper and slaves' role in its construction,
for example, visitors were oft~n surprised. She was careful to point out the
kitchen and other workplaces in the house as almost exclusively slave
work and social space. She explained the difficulty house slaves had navigating the steep, narrow, and dark back staircase carrying large trays or
other awkward and heavy objects. Apparently visitors reacted positively
to observations that suggested the reality of everyday slave life but were
less willing to focus on the less pleasant aspects of slave/master relationships.
Most visitors thought of slavery and slaveholding in very simple terms.
White visitors confronted with Robert E. Lee as a slave master were anxious that he be pictured as a "good master," although most had only the
vaguest idea of what that might mean. On the other hand, black visitors
anticipated being told about the atrocities of slavery and expected an
African American interpreter to elaborate on them in the most horrendous detail. Both black visitors and white visitors seemed to expect an
African American interpreter to deal with racial issues, including slavery,
but were less likely to expect a white interpreter to do so. Regardless of
their expectation, visitors generally were uncomfortable talking about
slavery, especially in interracial groups. One memorable incident at Arlington House makes this point clearly. Batiste-Bentham was conducting
a tour of the second floor of the house when from the floor below, ascending the back staircase, a black female visitor approached playfully chanting the refrain, "I's in the master's house, I's in the master's house." This
visitor was not aware of the tour group and they could not see her, but her
improvised refrain created a long, embarrassed silence, especially among
the white visitors. Interestingly, Batiste-Bentham found that she had a
somewhat easier time discussing slavery with white visitors than with
black visitors, a fact she attributed to the pain that many black visitors report from talking about the subject. 30
The1 discomfort many blacks associate with the public discussion of
slaver~/ was evident in interviews with interpreters at Colonial Williamsburg in Virginia. In this restored capital of colonial Virginia, costumed interpreters portray historical figures in "living history" vignettes designed
to educate and entertain visitors. Costumed interpreters portray the colonial governor and his wife, eighteenth-century artisans, merchants, and
various village workmen. In 1979, slavery was interpreted for the first
1
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time when Williamsburg employed six African American interpreters to
present first-person portrayals of slaves, who accounted for roughly half
of the town's population in the eighteenth century.
Immediately it became evident that interpreting slavery was not sim~
ply a matter of adding a few blacks to the presentation. Bringing visitors
and the interpretive staff of Williamsburg face-to-face with the most blatant and extreme form of American racism was, for some, a wrenching
experience. African American interpreters found that they had to make
significant adjustments in their presentation. Originally, interpreters
were instructed not to "break character," to act and respond in a manner
appropriate to an eighteenth-century resident no matter what question
was asked by twentieth-century visitors. Although most visitors quickly
understood the period characterization, especially when white interpreters were involved, black interpreters found that sometimes visitors
took their performance seriously. A few visitors became upset seeing a
black person seemingly in bondage. One white visitor, outraged at the
thought of slaves being kept in contemporary Williamsburg, actually
wrote a letter of complaint to the local newspaper. 31
Public anxiety about confronting the history of slavery mushroomed
in the fall of 1994 when Colonial Williamsburg's African American Department announced that it would re-create a slave auction. The recreation was part of a three-day program built around the annual
commemoration of King George's ascension to the English throne. The
sale of personal property, including slaves, was originally part of the celebration that went on in the eighteenth century, and the staff at the African
American Department proposed the auction as a way to "teach the history
of our mothers and grandmothers so that every one of you will never forget what happened to them." 32 The statement and the re-creation of the
auction drew strong reaction. At the end of the extremely moving reenactment of a family being broken apart through the sale, the crowd of visitors grew silent and many wept. Clearly emotions were mixed. A black
visitor and a white visitor jointly displayed a sign that read, "Say no to
racist shows." The Richmond chapter of the NAACP and the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference attempted to interrupt the event, accusing the reenactment of "glorifying the horrors and humiliation of the evil
of slavery" and calling it a "trivialization of [our] African American heritage." 33
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One of the main concerns voiced by opponents of the reenactment was
that it might be misinterpreted by visitors as entertainment instead of the
educational dramatization that Williamsburg interpreters intended. Sensitive to this concern, Christy Coleman, then director of Colonial
Williamsburg's African American Department, went to great lengths to
prepare her staff. "We are eminently qualified to do this presentation,"
she explained, as. they had extensively researched the general history of
Williamsburg during the period and the history of the specific auction
that was re-created. "Our programs have proved a success in the past because we do them in a dignified manner,'' she said. Still, many blacks were
not convinced. Salim Khalfani, NAACP field coordinator, worried that
"whenever entertainment is used to teach history there is the possibility
for error or insensitivity and historical inaccuracy." 34 Yet for some, such as
the political director of the Virginia branch of the NAACP, Jack Gravely,
who had initially expressed opposition, the reenactment was a transforming experience. "Pain had a face,'' he said, "indignity had a body, suffering
had tears." 35
Academic historians were generally in favor of the auction recreation, but they urged that great care be taken so that it not become entertainment. In the end, most seemed satisfied that Williamsburg's presentation was indeed educational. Princeton historian Nell Painter -(
observed, "The whole point of slavery was [that] you made people into
economic units, you dehumanize them and if you are an economic unit,
you have the ability to be bought and sold. Slave sales were the bedrock of
slavery." 36
Painter was right, of course. Sale or the possibility of sale was a part of
a slave's daily life, and it may be impossible to understand slavery, even in
the most cursory manner, without facing the implications of slave sale and
the inhumanity of the auctions that were public events in American slaveholding society. Even more disturbing for today's conversation about race
and history is the realization that many people attended auctions not to
buy but for their entertainment value. This point was apparently not
raised in the debate over the Williamsburg reenactment, but it is the
sobering truth of the impact of slavery on America's understanding of humanity.
Apparently, the experience of first-person interpretation at historic
sites such as Williamsburg can be more difficult for blacks than for
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whites. Wearing eighteenth-century costumes and presenting history before an interested public audience can be, as one said, a "thrilling experience." There is prestige attached to the role of a Williamsburg interpreter.
Although some blacks share this feeling, for most the feelings are more
complex. For them there is also the somber realization that their workday
centers on "playing slaves" for a public audience that is often unsympathetic. As one wrote, "I had a job that very few would envy, especially if
[they were] black." This interpreter explained that many of his friends
and members of his family would not talk to him about his job once they
understood what he did, and few came to see his interpretation at
Williamsburg. 37 A number of Williamsburg's African American interpreters find it uncomfortable to leave the colonial area in costume. While
white interpreters might take a lunch break, going to the local fast-food
restaurant in costume, black interpreters almost never do. One woman
explained that she felt self-conscious eating at a restaurant dressed as a
slave. Some recalled incidents in which whites made racist remarks or
screamed racist insults from passing cars on seeing black interpreters in
costume. Public historians contemplating developing living history at
their sites should be aware of the potential problems involved in such a
venture. 38
These complex feelings can affect the entire operation of the site or
museum when blacks and whites are working together. One African
American interpreter who participated in the slave auction reenactment
explained that even though it was a re-creation and not a real auction, he
felt strong emotions-anger and extreme sadness, as well as pride at
being part of this bold historical statement. Another found that all of his
vast research on the subject did not fully prepare him to stand on an auction block and contemplate the sale of his ancestors in such a public venue.
Frequent and honest discussions of feelings among interpreters encouraged blacks and whites to deal with the variety of feelings that arose after
a long day of interpreting. Interracial interaction under such circumstances required trust and tolerance. 39
One chilling moment occurred when Williamsburg interpreters were·
invited to attend the opening of a gallery of Colonial Williamsburg products in a shopping mall in Cleveland, Ohio. Interpreters dressed in their
colonial costumes were to parade through the mall to the gallery through
a large crowd of shoppers and invited guests. The center aisle of one of the
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major stores was arranged with seats on either side, where special guests
dressed in formal attire sat to review the procession. Local bands and a
Cleveland ballet troupe were to lead the way, followed by local dignitaries. Toward the end of the procession came the Williamsburg interpreters, with black interpreters dressed as slaves at the rear. African
American interpreters had intended to be part of the procession, but at
the last minute some refused. Rex Ellis had not fully realized what it
would be like until he was actually there, dressed as a slave, parading
through a shopping mall. This was not interpreting slavery, he thought;
this was playing a slave for a white elite audience. The context was wrong
and too emotionally painful. Some of the white interpreters from
Williamsburg had a difficult time understanding his explanation, but
Ellis was adamant in his decision not to "be a slave in that context." Ellis's
point is significant and underscores the major theme of this essay very
well. Slavery is a sobering subject, too difficult to interpret in the atmosphere of a shopping mall or any place in which education is not the obvious intent. Central to these experiences is the realization that the
contemporary racial atmosphere complicates any history involving race.
It is hardly possible for historians to remain detached even in the most
scholarly public setting. The public world can be an emotionally threatening place for such interpretation. Clearly, presenting this kind of history is no easy task, and there is much left to be done and understood, but
Colonial Williamsburg has come a great distance in its willingness and
ability to deal with slavery. In the last decade it has become a model for
other sites in the region. 40
Given the importance and the difficulty of their task, and the still
largely uncharted waters of such presentations, there is a pressing need
for public historians and historical interpreters to engage in serious discussions about techniques and strategies for addressing race in general
and slavery in particular. Academic scholars can be of great assistance in
this critical venture, helping to develop the historical context for public
presentation as a step toward a broad public discussion about slavery and
race in American history and in contemporary America as well. By now
most realize that this is not easy and, at the same time, that it is very important to do. There are a few tentative models but no proven strategy.
Perhaps each setting will require its own special approach.
As one who believes in the power of education, I argue from the prem-
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ise that knowledge will facilitate understanding and tolerance. Although
this cannot be taken for granted, evidence suggests a logic to this assumption. As recent changes at several historic sites and museums illustrate,
scholarly research and interpretations of race in America have begun to
reshape the public presentations of history. Especially since the late 1960s,
some of the popular media have presented a more realistic view of the impact of race on the experiences of Americans. There is a distance yet to
cover, but some Americans have become more sensitive to and aware of
difficult subjects such as race and even slavery, and many have a more realistic picture of these topics than did their parents or grandparents.
There is reason to believe that this awareness is associated with the
greater racial tolerance revealed by recent sociological surveys. One study
reported that "a massive and widening liberalization of racial attitudes
has swept America over the last forty years." 41 One need not go that far to
agree that America at the beginning of the twenty-first century is a more
racially tolerant place than it was a half century ago. 42
There may soon be more public opportunities to learn a more inclusive
history of our nation. In late 2004, Congress authorized a $3·9 million appropriation to study, design, and staff the National Museum of African
American History and Culture as part of the Smithsonian Institution.
The new museum will be located on or near the National Mall in Washington, D.C. Although it is not clear at this point what the institution will
look like or what it will exhibit, several distinguished scholars and museum professionals, including Professor John Hope Franklin, have been
recruited to advise the project. Even so, if past experience is an indication,
attempts at inclusive historical presentation will be difficult. As they are
fully aware, the history of race in America, and especially of slavery, is a
painful, contentious, anxiety-producing topic for Americans to confront,
especially in a public setting. Yet the institution of slavery formed our understanding of race and has shaped the historical relationships between
races in America. Even for recent immigrants, the history of slavery has
relevance. It established a hierarchy of color into which people of varying
shades are fitted. And it has defined the social, political, and economic
meaning of skin color within the American setting. The things Americans take for granted about race, those assumptions for which no explanation is required, those feelings of which they are barely conscious, are the
products of a culture that slavery and efforts to justify it have shaped. It is
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not practical to believe that yve can realistically address our society's most
vital contemporary concerns about race while ignoring the institution
that has been so central to American race relations. If we are to have
meaningful conversations on race in contemporary society, we must do so
within the context of history. As we seek to confront our national history
and its relevance to our present and future, the history of slavery matters
a great deal. Difficult as it is, the discussion must start immediately, and
historical scholars in the academy, in museums, and in historic parks and
houses, wherever they do their work, are critical to the process. Theirs is
the public historian's most difficult assignment.

