
edmund morgan american slavery american
freedom
Edmund Morgan American Slavery American Freedom is a foundational exploration into the complex,
often paradoxical relationship between the institution of chattel slavery and the development of
liberty in early America. This seminal work by historian Edmund S. Morgan meticulously dissects how
the economic and social structures built upon enslaved labor profoundly shaped the very concept and
practice of freedom for white colonists. By examining the intertwined histories of slavery and
freedom, Morgan reveals a narrative where the expansion of one often necessitated and defined the
boundaries of the other. This article will delve into Morgan's core arguments, exploring the origins of
American slavery, its evolution, and its indelible impact on the nation's foundational ideals, ultimately
demonstrating how the denial of freedom to African Americans paradoxically fueled the assertion of
freedom for white Americans.
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The Genesis of American Slavery: Unearthing Early
Colonial Realities

Edmund Morgan's seminal work, "American Slavery, American Freedom," meticulously traces the
nascent stages of chattel slavery in the American colonies, revealing a complex and evolving system
rather than an immediate, fully formed institution. Morgan argues that slavery did not emerge as a
monolithic entity but rather as a gradual process shaped by economic imperatives, evolving legal
frameworks, and prevailing social attitudes. The initial years of English colonization, particularly in
Virginia, were characterized by a search for profitable labor to cultivate lucrative cash crops like
tobacco. The early labor force comprised primarily indentured servants from England, who voluntarily
entered into contracts for a set period of service in exchange for passage to the New World and the
promise of land and freedom upon completion of their terms.



The Transition from Indentured Servitude to Racialized
Slavery

A crucial aspect of Morgan's analysis is the historical shift from indentured servitude to hereditary,
race-based slavery. Morgan explains that the initial reliance on indentured servants proved
problematic due to high mortality rates, the eventual demand for land by freed servants, and the
growing perception of English laborers as unruly and unreliable. As the demand for labor intensified
and the supply of willing English indentured servants dwindled, colonial powers began to look towards
African labor. This transition was not solely driven by economic factors but also by the developing
racial ideologies that increasingly dehumanized Africans, making them a more palatable and
exploitable labor force. Morgan meticulously documents how laws and social customs evolved to
solidify the permanent, inheritable status of enslaved Africans, distinguishing them from other forms
of servitude.

The Economic Drivers of American Slavery

The economic imperative for abundant and cheap labor was a primary catalyst for the establishment
and expansion of slavery. Tobacco, the dominant cash crop in early Virginia and Maryland, was labor-
intensive to cultivate, process, and market. The profitability of tobacco farming was directly linked to
the ability of planters to secure a consistent and inexpensive labor force. Morgan illustrates how the
enslavement of Africans provided a solution to this demand, as enslaved individuals could be
compelled to work indefinitely without wages, and their children would also be born into bondage,
creating a self-perpetuating system of labor. This economic dependency on enslaved labor became
deeply entrenched in the colonial economy, influencing land ownership patterns, investment
decisions, and the very social structure of the colonies.

Slavery and the Shaping of Colonial Society: A
Foundation of Inequality

The institution of slavery profoundly reshaped the social fabric of the American colonies, creating a
rigid hierarchy that privileged white colonists while systematically oppressing enslaved Africans.
Edmund Morgan argues that the presence of a large enslaved population served to unify the white
population by creating a common status of freedom, however limited, in contrast to the absolute
unfreedom of the enslaved. This shared experience of whiteness, juxtaposed against the blackness of
the enslaved, fostered a sense of solidarity among diverse European ethnic groups who might
otherwise have harbored social and economic divisions.

The Creation of a White Identity Through Slavery

Morgan's thesis emphasizes how the denial of freedom and humanity to enslaved Africans was
instrumental in constructing a sense of "white" identity among Europeans in America. By defining
themselves in opposition to enslaved people, colonists reinforced their own social standing and



justified the inequalities inherent in the system. The legal and social systems were designed to
maintain this distinction, with laws explicitly defining who could be enslaved and what rights, if any,
they possessed. This process of racialization was not innate but a social and legal construct that
solidified over time, inextricably linking slavery to race and creating enduring legacies of racial
prejudice.

The Impact on Social Mobility and Class Structure

While slavery created a distinct class of enslaved people, it also influenced the social mobility and
class structure among white colonists. For many poor white settlers, the prospect of owning enslaved
people, even a small number, represented a significant step up the social ladder and a tangible
marker of freedom and status. This aspiration to slave ownership, even for those who did not initially
possess enslaved individuals, created a shared interest in the perpetuation of the institution. Morgan
highlights how the availability of enslaved labor depressed wages for free laborers and limited
opportunities for non-slaveholding whites to compete economically with the planter class, thereby
concentrating wealth and power in the hands of a few.

The Interplay of Slavery and White Freedom: A
Symbiotic Relationship

Edmund Morgan's most profound contribution is his elucidation of the symbiotic, albeit deeply
unequal, relationship between American slavery and the development of freedom for white colonists.
He posits that the unfreedom of enslaved Africans was not merely an adjunct to but an essential
component in the creation and expansion of liberty for white Americans. The economic benefits
derived from enslaved labor, coupled with the social consolidation of white identity, allowed white
colonists to increasingly define and enjoy their own freedoms.

Freedom as the Antithesis of Slavery

Morgan argues that the very definition of freedom for white Americans became intrinsically linked to
its opposite: slavery. The more absolute the unfreedom imposed upon enslaved individuals, the more
pronounced and valued became the freedoms enjoyed by white society. This included political
liberties, economic opportunities, and social privileges. The hard labor and agricultural production
performed by enslaved people freed up white colonists to engage in other pursuits, including political
participation, intellectual development, and the cultivation of a sense of independence and self-
governance. In essence, the labor of the enslaved underpinned the leisure and liberty of the free.

The Economic Foundation of White Liberty

The economic prosperity generated by enslaved labor was a critical factor in the colonial economy
and, by extension, in the material well-being of white colonists. The profits from slave-produced crops,



such as tobacco, sugar, and cotton (though cotton's dominance came later), funded colonial
expansion, infrastructure development, and the accumulation of wealth among the planter class and
merchants involved in the slave trade. This economic engine allowed for greater investment in
education, political institutions, and the pursuit of economic opportunities that were largely
unavailable to enslaved people. The wealth generated by slavery, therefore, directly contributed to
the material conditions that fostered and sustained white freedom.

From Indentured Servitude to Permanent Slavery: A
Legal and Social Evolution

The transition from a labor force primarily composed of indentured servants to one dominated by
enslaved Africans was a gradual but decisive process, meticulously detailed by Edmund Morgan. This
shift was not preordained but rather a consequence of evolving legal statutes, economic pressures,
and deeply ingrained prejudices that progressively stripped Africans of their rights and cemented
their status as property.

The Legal Codification of Slavery

Morgan meticulously examines the legal milestones that transformed temporary servitude into
perpetual, hereditary slavery. Early colonial laws were often ambiguous regarding the status of
Africans, with some acknowledging the possibility of conversion to Christianity as a pathway to
freedom. However, as the African population grew and the economic benefits of perpetual servitude
became apparent, colonial assemblies began enacting statutes that explicitly defined Africans and
their descendants as chattel. These laws gradually removed any possibility of manumission or
assimilation into the free population, establishing a system of racialized slavery that would endure for
centuries. Key legal developments included the denial of the right to bear arms, the prohibition of
property ownership, and the criminalization of any resistance or escape.

The Erosion of Rights for Africans

Concurrently, the rights afforded to indentured servants, even as they served their terms, began to
erode for Africans. Unlike European indentured servants who could eventually gain freedom and
property, Africans were increasingly denied these opportunities. Morgan highlights instances where
even those who converted to Christianity or were born free found themselves subject to enslavement
through discriminatory laws. This systematic denial of basic human rights and legal recourse was
crucial in establishing the absolute power of slaveholders and in solidifying the racial basis of the
institution.

Slavery and the American Revolution: Ideals Versus



Reality

The era of the American Revolution presents a stark paradox in the narrative of American slavery and
freedom. Edmund Morgan adeptly dissects how the very ideals of liberty and self-determination
espoused by the revolutionaries were profoundly undermined by the continued existence and
expansion of chattel slavery. The colonists' fervent declarations of natural rights and freedom stood in
direct contradiction to their ownership and exploitation of enslaved people.

The Language of Liberty and Its Exclusions

The Enlightenment ideals that fueled the Revolution—natural rights, liberty, equality—were largely
conceived and articulated by a society that simultaneously held millions of people in bondage.
Morgan illustrates how the language of liberty used by figures like Thomas Jefferson and the Sons of
Liberty was, for the most part, intended for white men of property. While some revolutionaries
recognized the inherent hypocrisy, the economic and social entrenchment of slavery proved too
powerful a force to dismantle. The concept of "all men are created equal" did not extend to the
enslaved African population, whose humanity was systematically denied to maintain the economic
and social order.

The Contribution of Enslaved People to the Revolution

Despite being denied their own freedom, enslaved people actively participated in the Revolutionary
War, often seeking freedom by joining either the British or American side. Morgan notes that both
sides offered emancipation to enslaved individuals who would fight for them, highlighting the
strategic importance of this population and the inherent contradiction in a war fought for liberty that
relied on the continued enslavement of others. The actions and aspirations of enslaved individuals
during this period further underscore the hypocrisy at the heart of the Revolution and the persistent
struggle for freedom that transcended the war itself.

The Paradoxical Nature of Freedom: For Whom Was
Freedom Intended?

Edmund Morgan's work fundamentally challenges the monolithic understanding of "American
freedom," revealing it as a concept historically contingent and racially demarcated. The freedom that
white colonists fought for and celebrated was, in large part, contingent upon the absolute unfreedom
of enslaved Africans. This paradox lies at the core of the American experience, where the pursuit of
liberty for one group was built upon the systematic denial of liberty to another.



Freedom Defined by Exclusion

Morgan's analysis emphasizes that the definition of freedom in early America was largely constructed
through exclusion. The freedom experienced by white Americans was amplified and secured by the
fact that enslaved Africans were excluded from its benefits. This exclusion was not merely social but
deeply embedded in the legal system, economic structures, and cultural norms. The inability of
enslaved people to own property, participate in government, or even control their own bodies served
to highlight and solidify the freedoms enjoyed by their white counterparts. The existence of slavery
provided a constant, tangible counterpoint against which white liberty could be measured and
affirmed.

The Enduring Legacy of the Slavery-Freedom Dichotomy

The historical interplay between American slavery and American freedom has left an enduring legacy
that continues to shape American society. The patterns of racial inequality, economic disparity, and
social hierarchy established during the colonial and antebellum periods have persisted, albeit in
modified forms. Morgan's work serves as a critical reminder that the history of freedom in America is
inseparable from the history of its most profound denial. Understanding this complex relationship is
essential for comprehending the ongoing struggles for racial justice and equality in the United States.

Morgan's Enduring Legacy on the Study of American
Slavery

Edmund S. Morgan's "American Slavery, American Freedom" remains a cornerstone of American
historical scholarship, profoundly influencing subsequent generations of historians. His meticulous
research, insightful analysis, and compelling narrative have fundamentally altered how scholars and
the public understand the origins and development of slavery and its intrinsic connection to the
concept of American freedom.

A Re-evaluation of Foundational Myths

Morgan's work challenged prevailing narratives that often sanitized or minimized the role of slavery in
the formation of the United States. By demonstrating how the economic and social benefits of
enslaved labor were central to the development of colonial economies and the consolidation of white
political power, he forced a re-evaluation of foundational American myths. His thesis that American
freedom was, in many ways, created by the unfreedom of others provided a critical lens through
which to examine the inherent contradictions within the nation's founding principles.

Methodological and Interpretive Impact



The methodological rigor and interpretive depth of Morgan's study have set a high standard for
historical inquiry. His ability to synthesize a vast array of primary sources, from legal documents and
personal letters to economic records, allowed him to construct a nuanced and comprehensive account
of the period. His focus on the interplay of social, economic, and ideological factors in the
development of slavery has inspired countless studies that continue to explore the complex legacies
of this institution on American society and its ongoing pursuit of liberty and justice for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central paradox Edmund S. Morgan explores in his
work on American slavery and freedom?
Morgan's central paradox is how the concept of liberty and freedom for white colonists grew and was
justified through the systematic enslavement and dehumanization of Africans. He argues that the
expansion of slavery was not an anomaly but a crucial element in the development of American
notions of freedom and self-governance for white men.

How did the economic realities of the colonies influence the
development of slavery, according to Morgan?
Morgan emphasizes that the economic imperative for cheap and readily available labor, particularly in
the Chesapeake colonies, was a primary driver for the widespread adoption of chattel slavery. The
profitability of crops like tobacco made enslaving Africans a more appealing and sustainable economic
model than indentured servitude for the planter class.

In what ways did enslaved people resist or adapt to their
condition, as highlighted by Morgan?
While focusing on the freedoms of the enslavers, Morgan acknowledges the agency of the enslaved.
Their resistance, though often subtle and individual, included acts of sabotage, maintaining cultural
traditions, forming kinship networks, and seeking opportunities for manumission or escape. This
resistance shaped the lived experience of slavery and its eventual dismantling.

How did the legal and social structures of colonial America
solidify the institution of slavery?
Morgan details how laws were enacted and social norms developed to explicitly define enslaved
people as property, deny them basic rights, and create a racial hierarchy. These structures were
crucial for maintaining the power of the enslavers and ensuring the perpetuation of the system, often
by distinguishing between the rights of white individuals and the absolute lack of rights for those
enslaved.

What is the significance of Morgan's thesis that 'slavery was



the necessary condition for the appearance of freedom' in
early America?
This statement encapsulates Morgan's argument that the increasing liberty and self-determination
experienced by white colonists, particularly the planter class, were directly enabled by the
subjugation and exploitation of enslaved people. The economic and social benefits derived from
slavery allowed for the development of a distinct American identity and a belief in inherent rights that
were denied to the enslaved population.

How does Edmund Morgan's analysis of American slavery
continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about race
and inequality?
Morgan's work provides a foundational understanding of the historical roots of racial inequality in the
United States. His thesis highlights how the legacy of slavery continues to shape social, economic,
and political structures, influencing contemporary debates about systemic racism, reparations, and
the ongoing struggle for true equality and justice for all Americans.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Edmund S. Morgan's work on American slavery and freedom,
formatted as requested:

1. American Slavery, American Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virginia. This seminal work by
Edmund S. Morgan meticulously traces the paradoxical development of chattel slavery in colonial
Virginia alongside the concurrent expansion of English liberties. Morgan argues that the enslavement
of Africans was not an inevitable outcome but rather a deliberate choice made to secure the freedom
and prosperity of white Virginians. He demonstrates how economic pressures and evolving racial
ideologies intertwined to create a social order built on the exploitation of enslaved labor.

2. The First American: The Life and Times of Benjamin Franklin. While not solely focused on slavery,
this biography by Edmund S. Morgan provides crucial context for understanding the era in which
American notions of freedom were being forged. Franklin, a figure central to the founding of the
nation, grappled with the implications of slavery in his own life and in the broader American
experiment. Morgan's analysis reveals how the ideals of liberty espoused by the Founders were often
compromised by the brutal reality of human bondage.

3. Virginians Reborn: Conciliation and Resistance in the Lower South. This book, though not by
Morgan, explores the complex dynamics of master-slave relations and the development of distinct
regional cultures within the antebellum South. It complements Morgan's work by showing how the
foundations of slavery laid in colonial Virginia continued to shape the lives of both enslavers and the
enslaved across different geographical areas. The book highlights the varied responses to and
experiences within the slave system.

4. White Over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550–1812. Winthrop D. Jordan's
foundational study deeply examines the historical roots of racial prejudice and the ways in which
attitudes toward Black people evolved in the Americas. It directly supports and expands upon
Morgan's thesis by detailing the intellectual and social justifications used to rationalize slavery. The



book illustrates how the concept of whiteness became intrinsically linked to the idea of freedom and
entitlement for Europeans.

5. The Slaveholders' Dilemma: Freedom and Progress in American Political Thought, 1776–1860. This
work delves into the intellectual struggles of antebellum Americans who recognized the inherent
contradiction between the nation's stated ideals of liberty and the institution of slavery. It shows how
proponents of slavery attempted to reconcile their actions with Enlightenment principles, often
through convoluted arguments. The book offers a valuable perspective on the persistence of slavery
and the evolving discourse surrounding freedom.

6. Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made. Eugene D. Genovese's monumental study
reconstructs the complex culture, religion, and family life of enslaved people in the American South. It
provides an essential counterpoint to Morgan's analysis of the enslavers' perspective by focusing on
the agency and resilience of the enslaved. Genovese reveals how enslaved people actively shaped
their own experiences and maintained their humanity within the oppressive confines of slavery.

7. The Pursuit of a Just Society: An Examination of the New Deal's Impact on American Freedoms.
While focused on a later period, this book indirectly engages with the legacy of slavery's impact on
American conceptions of freedom and equality. It examines how attempts to expand social and
economic freedoms in the 20th century were shaped by the historical baggage of racial subjugation.
The book provides a lens through which to view the long-term struggle for a truly inclusive American
freedom.

8. The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution. Bernard Bailyn's influential work explores the
intellectual currents that fueled the American Revolution, emphasizing the radical republican ideas
that shaped colonial resistance. It provides the broader ideological framework within which Morgan
analyzes the specific development of slavery in Virginia. Bailyn's research illuminates how the
language of liberty and rights was used by colonists who simultaneously participated in and defended
the institution of slavery.

9. Saltwater Slavery: Shipboard Rebellions, Captives, and the Consequences of the Atlantic Middle
Passage. This book offers a vivid and harrowing account of the brutal realities of the transatlantic
slave trade and the resistance of those subjected to it. It provides crucial background on the initial
stages of enslavement that fed the development of American slavery, as explored by Morgan. The
book underscores the violence inherent in the system and the desperate struggles for freedom from
the very outset of enslavement.
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