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10 ‘Amiable Peasantry’ or
‘Social Burden’:
Constructing a Place for

Black Southerners
James R. Grossman

Booker T. Washington knew his white neighbours well. Southern em-
ployers and landlords might incessantly complain about their black labour
force: various white southerners might repeatedly wamn of the inability of
African-Americans to reach the Anglo-Saxon level of civilisation; legis-
lators might translate an ideology of racial hierarchy into spatial distance
by mandating segregation. ‘But when there is work to be done about the
plantation, when it comes time to plant and pick the cotton the white man
does not want the Negro so far away that he cannot reach him by the
sound of his voice.”' During the half-century between emancipation and
the publication of this insight in 1914, black southemers on the move
tended to remain - at least metaphorically — within hailing distance. Two
years later, however, a vast social movemept known as the Great Migra-
tion signalled the beginning of very different, and less accommodating,
patterns of African-American migration. White southemers responded in
ways that reveal not only the extent of their dependence on black labour,
but also the ideological, political and economic underpinnings of social
relations and order in much of the South.

The roots of this inquiry lie in my attempt to understand the ambiguous
and ambivalent response of white southerners to the Great Migration. At
first there was little reaction, even as it began to appear that black south-
erners were leaving for the North in considerable numbers. Some whites
blithely observed that only the riffraff were leaving. Others assumed that
jobs in the North would become scarce, as northern employers grew dis-
satisfied with lazy black workers. The ‘Negro’s love of travel® abounds in
the sources. The general tone tended to be either dismissive, or confident
that the northern chill (meteorological and metaphorical) would send the
migrants scampering home in no time.?

But they did not return. And as the magnitude of the exodus became clear,
reassurances predicting the imminent return of ‘our negroes’ increasingly
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yielded to dire warnings about the threat to the labour supply. What soon
emerged was a three-cornered debate whose positions can be summarised
crudely: let the migrants go; stop them from leaving, using all repressive
tools at hand; or institute reforms likely to convince blacks to stay.?

The content of this debate opens a window onto the very essence of

social order in the South. Not all white southemers thought alike; but it is
clear that among white southerners who exercised influence there existed
a set of assumptions about community and order that defined a place for
African-Americans in the New South. To understand that place is to un-
derstand the continuing salience of racial idcology as an integral clement
of social structure and relations of production rather than merely an arte-
fact of class formation, a set of ideas, a psychological problem or a cul-
tural flaw. In his recent presidential address to the American Historical
Association, Thomas Holt argues that ‘to re-think how race is made and
thus might be un-made’, we need to explore ‘how racism is reproduced in
American society’. This essay emerges from similar concerns, but is less
ambitious, focusing only on the South in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. It examines not how race was ‘made’ or ‘unmade’, but
rather on how its reproduction might be understood through an exploration
of its role as a force for order and stasis.*

Fixing our gaze on white southerners and listening to their responses
to the threat of black ‘emigration’ impels us to interrogate a phrase that
jumped out from the sources: white southerners did not want to lose their
grip on what one Georgia cotton merchant referred to as ‘a very amiable
peasantry’.® His colloquial use of the term peasantry arouses as little curi-
osity now as it did then. But what does ‘amiable’ mean? That black south-
emers were willing to work under the particular conditions defined by their
‘place’ in the South? Or that they could be compelled to? Or a little bit of
both? Recent historiography on tenant farmers, domestic servants and other
African-American workers in the South teaches us that these people re-
sisted conditions of labour and protocols of race. So why did white people
think them ‘amiable’? Why did this observer and so many others assume
that only blacks could occupy this position in the southern economy?

The answers to these questions provide a framework for a much broader
understanding of the fabric of southern society. In 1901 a delegate to
Virginia's Constitutional Convention declared that to give ‘the negro’ the
right to vote would mean ‘unfitting him in every way for his station in life
to which alone he can hope to aspire’. If the grammar is precise then it was
the only station to which ‘the negro’ could aspire; if not, the speaker was
declaring that only ‘the negro’ could aspire to that station.® The ambigu-
ity points to a circular logic, but that circularity perhaps permits an almost
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seamless integration of race and class: tenants (and qthcr African-American
workers as well) were designated as particularly amiable because th‘ey were
black; being black made them amiable because of both allegedly inherent
racial characteristics and their peculiar relation to the legal .sysu.:m:.th.c
labour market itself was structured partly by the fact th.at .rz§c1al discrimi-
nation limited their alternatives elsewhere; and their amiability was essen-
tial because of the particular nature of the southern economy. There were
plenty of white workers and tenants; and a small black middle class occupu?d
a central role in black communities. But the place of tl.u:se two groups in
the system could be accommodated without unra.vellmg the essence of
what made the South different from the North — a difference that hxst.onans
have often understated in their dismissal of the North' as equally racnst. and
the South as equally capitalist. Anyone who has cxa:.m.ned the Great l\./hgrz.i—
tion from the perspective of the migrants cannot privilege structure in this
cavalier fashion: the difference mattered. The South depended nc?t on]y' on
the presence of people a landlord or employer would ca}] ‘my' niggers'. It
depended on the idea of ‘nigger’ being more than a racial epithet — more
like a description of a person’s natural location as a man or.wo‘m.an in 'a
social and economic order which had particular places for its niggers'.
The South needed people who could fill those places; and only African-
Americans could fill those places. .

Attempts to understand post-Reconstruction southern socicty tend to
cluster around two closely related historiographical controversies. One is
a general attempt to disentangle the relatio.nship betu./e:cn race and class in
understanding social relations in a region where politics a.nd culture hz.we
clearly divided along each of these fault lines. The other is more specific
and is familiar through a classic text: C. Vann Woodward's Origins of' the
New South. Rejecting an insular regional history characterised by csmtmu-
ity, Woodward turned away from the Lost Cause of ante-bellum life and
offered an essentially Beardian interpretation of the Civil War. The Old
South, he declared, had not survived to reclaim its birthright. The planter
class, ravaged by Civil War and emancipation, had been forced to adapt
to a plantation system underpinned by capitalist principles of free labou.r.
The New South, dominated by a new elite, located political and economic
power in cities and industry. By the end of the nineteenth centur)_/. a
regional bourgeoisic, newly risen and subservient to northern capital,
dominated the South’s political economy. Discontinuity was the central
theme, with a capitalist class replacing what Eugene Genovese later de-
scribed as a ‘prebourgeois’ slaveholding elite.” .

Woodward's identification of a new ruling class and a new ideolog-
ical foundation for class rule set the agenda for most of what has followed
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— a plethora of explorations of the implications of a transforming process
(hence the discontinuity) defined by a transition from an agrarian society
based on non-wage labour to a wage economy dominated by merchants
and other capitalists. In this scheme race was ‘a smokescreen’, obscuring
the more fundamental class issues. Lynchings, discrimination and racist
rhetoric were instruments mobilised at various levels of society, but served
the hegemony of the new ruling class.®

Following in Woodward's substantial wake, one historiographical stream
encompasses a series of powerfully argued analyses of the relationship
between modes of production and ideologies of race. These scholars have
argued that the very category of race, as well as racism and its mani-
festations, is best understood as an evolutionary construct rooted in the
history of class relations. To understand the origins of slavery one should
look first not to English attitudes regarding race, nationality or physical
attributes, but rather to the implications of labour shortages and traditional
English assumptions about the likclihood of inducing the lower orders to
work without compulsion. ‘Race’ was invented as slaveholders gradually
sorted out the relationship between property, equality, liberty and produc-
tion. It emerged as a vocabulary only when a generation of bourgeois revolu-
tionaries nceded to resolve the contradictions between class exploitation
and radically new notions of universal liberty. As Barbara Fields succinctly
puts it, ‘race explained why some people could rightly be denied what others
took for granted; namely liberty, supposedly a self-evident gift of nature’s
God'?

Subsequently, emancipation and Reconstruction were shaped less by the
dynamics of race relations than by the class experiences and imperatives
of various actors, North and South. Acknowledging their debt to W.E.B.
Du Bois’s magisterial Black Reconstruction, Armstead Robinson and
others placed ‘class development at the center of the study of Reconstruc-
tion"." The drive for new methods of control initiated in the South towards
the end of the nincteenth century, including segregation and disfranchise-
ment, was rooted in the changing imperatives of class hegemony in the
face of economic change and resistance on the part of black and white
farmers. Race and racism thus emerge as ideological constructs capable of
legitimising and buttressing the power of ruling elites, in part by obscuring
the objective reality of class relations. White farmers and workers shared
their oppression with blacks; their fear of sharing the degradation of
African-Americans provided fertile soil for what would become stereo-
typed condescendingly as redneck racism." With a comparable orientation
toward the salience of capitalist development, labour historians interested
in black workers have begun looking at the early twentieth-century South
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in terms of the process of proletarianisation, rather than focusing exclu-
sively on racial discrimination in workplace and union hall.”

Class analysis, however, can be equally compatible with an emphasis on
continuity. The ‘New South’ of the late nineteenth century, according to
some historians, was itself more an ideological construct than a reality.
This was simply one of a succession of New Souths proclaimed in the
interest of an attempt to liberate the region (or at least the region’s image)
from its past, without changing fundamental relations of power. According
to this argument, the planter class ‘persisted’. This might mean that indi-
viduals maintained their land and their influence; it might refer to families.
More convincingly it refers to a political culture and a social structure
based on the plantation, which was the essence of continuity. The South’s
plantation society, this argument contends, looked more like its ante-bellum
predecessor than any northern contemporary.'

The core of this pattern, argues Jon Wiener, lies in systems of labour
relations, constituted in the South by what he calls ‘labor repressive cap-
italism’. A distinctive political economy arose, based on a system of bound
labour controlled by a remarkable corpus of legislation encompassing vag-
rancy laws, contract enforcement statutes, convict labour, enticement laws
and emigrant laws. The lcvels of coercion and control, and the means of
control, differed fundamentally from what northern capitalists had at their
disposal. Alex Lichtenstein’s study of convict labour takes this one step
further to argue that because this particular mode of repressive labour rela-
tions was eagerly employed by ‘some of the most prominent industrialists
and financiers . . . the quintessential New South entrepreneurs’, the con-
tinuity and regional distinctiveness posited by Wiener implies neither the
hegemony of antibourgeois types nor hostility to industrial development.
Premodem forms of class relations, based on dependence, isolated labour
markets, and notorious levels of coercion existed within a modernising capi-
talist society.

How could this mixture of continuity and discontinuity coexist? Wiener
says that ‘part of the answer ... lies in the social origins of the postwar
planter class — rooted in the slaveholding elite families, with a tradition
and a way of life that committed them to a repressive racial order in
agricultural labor’."” But his analysis says little about what white south-
erners actually thought about race, about how the content of their ideas
about race affected how this system worked and flourished. Fields offers
an explanation consistent with the vast literature emphasising the role
of race as a legitimating ideology and mobilising force in the service of
southern capital: the post-bellum South was in a ‘transition period between
one dominant mode of production (slavery] and another [capitalism)’. The
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result was a hybrid intermediate stage which seems less important his-
torically than what came before and what followed.'®

A look at the dynamics of southern labour relations suggests that Wiener
is on the right track when he says that ‘Southern distinctiveness arose out
of the labor-repressive nature of Southern production and the direct par-
ticipation of the state in enforcing restrictions on the mobility of labor.’"’
But the chemistry is incomplete without a more complete understanding of
the racial component of this solution (not a mixture). What was continuous
with the ante-bellum South in one way, and analogous to patterns else-
where in the United States in another way, was the centrality of race to
both labour markets and modes of labour management. The importance of
race to labour markets and labour relations is not confined to the South;
but it did operate differently in that region.

The tendency of some scholars to look to factors other than (or analytic-
ally prior to) race and racism is partly a reaction to historians who insist
that despite the transformation of the southern economy, racism remained
the central and overriding organising theme in southern history. This
argument epitomises a long tradition in southern historiography and its
resilience is readily comprehensible. The region’s defining characteristics
have rested on issues easily understood in racial terms. The formative ex-
perience was slavery, and for most of its life the slave regime defined a
person’s presumed status according to physical characteristics associated
with African descent. For most of the present century, social, legal, and
political distinctions based essentially on race continued to define for many
the region’s distinctiveness. A struggle for equality based on opposition to
racial oppression occupied the nation’s attention for a decade and funda-
mentally transformed southern life. Whether it is Ulrich B. Phillips secking
to justify both slavery and the plantation system of the early twentieth cen-
tury by pointing to the value of ‘race control’, or the innumerable scholars
who in recent decades have pilloried white supremacists, heroicised Afri-
can-American resistance and written compassionately of the victims of
racial oppression, race occupies centre stage.'*

From a very different perspective, but with a similar view of race as the
South’s distinctive characteristic, economic historians working in neoclas-
sical frameworks have identified racism as the single greatest barrier to
southern economic development. Rejecting Woodward's jaundiced view
of New South capitalists, these scholars have emphasised economic growth
and pointed to impressive gains made by freed slaves and their children.
The irrationality of racial discrimination, the tragic flaw of southem history,
distorted markets and inhibited rational economically calculated behaviour,

thereby impeding even more rapid progress."”
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Historians of black workers have found it equally difficult to resist the
explanatory power of racism: black workers have suffered discrimination
at the expense of employers and unions; black and white workers have
seldom lived, worked or organised together. Trade union history either
comprises histories of exclusion and discrimination or laments the fate of
interracial solidarity (or merely co-operation) crumbling under the force of
corporate pandering to racial jealousies and suspicions.”

In general, the American obsession with race, combined with the vis-
ibility and codification of racial distinctions, has yielded primary sources
more likely to underscore the ubiquity of racial discrimination than to high-
light such factors as class and gender as salient social categories. Scholars
working in the tradition of the ‘caste/class’ model popular among social
scientists in the 1930s look first at racial (‘caste’) divisions, and then ana-
lyse class structure and its significance within each race.?' Even historians
who have tried to integrate class imperatives and racism have in the end
frequently placed race on top: William Cohen’s exhaustive study of labour
markets, coercion, and black labour finds its bottom line in ‘a society where
the ideology of white supremacy reigned almost unchallenged . . . a world
where white hegemony was complete’. As George Fredrickson has observed,
‘when push came to shove, race-relations historians have assumed, this
basic commitment to white supremacy was likely to take priority over eco-
nomic or class interests’.”

All this adds up to two different ways of thinking about two concepts:
race and class. To state it crudely, either the South's commitment to white
supremacy structured its modes of production, stifled all change, domin-
ated the world view of most of the population and defined its distinctive
regional character, or, race is an ideology that exists because a capitalist
mode of production requires inequality and an ideology that defines and
justifies that inequality; as phenomena contingent on historical process,
neither race nor racism can have independent historical impact. One ap-
proach too readily assumes the fundamental - if not primordial — nature
of race as a basis of identity; the other denies a tum-of-the-century reality
perhaps foreign to post-modem sensibilities: most southerners — both black
and white — thought, acted, lived and worked in racial terms.”

To many white southerners at the beginning of the twentieth century
white supremacy was a goal in and of itself. These individuals might not
have known the origins of either their or their society's commitment to
white supremacy, but they tied social order so closely to white supremacy
that one seemingly could not exist without the other. Conversely, many black
southerners identified white supremacy as the one overwhelming reality
limiting their ability to ‘better their condition'. Within this world, it did not
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matter whether or not race was a ‘constructed’ category. It had been reified;
it had become part of the context within which people lived and made
their history.*

Moreover, black and white southerners tied community to race: for
black southerners, their historical experience and understanding of their
own culture taught them that theirs was what Elsa Barkley Brown has
called a ‘community of struggle’. Brown is referring to the emergence of
African-American communities after the Civil War, but her notion of what
it takes to create and hold together a community has more general appli-
cation. Brown insightfully argues that community does not require unity;
difference can be accommodated within various commonalities, including
common purpose or a common discourse. In the case of white southerners
that common discourse was an ideology of race, one that assumed that
blacks possessed certain characteristics and were naturally fitted to a par-
ticular role in economy, polity and society. In part because of black re-
sistance, white southerners constantly worried that black people were, in
fact, dangerous; did in fact, reject their place — and therefore constituted
a threat to the community. The effort to keep blacks in their places con-
stituted for whites a ‘community of struggle’ united by a common dis-
course. Maintaining the system — especially in the face of black resistance
— was hard work, part of the ‘social burden’ borne by the white South.”

With race and class so embedded in both the sources and the histori-
ography, scholars have recognised the dangers inherent in relegating either
to a subordinate role in southern history. Research agendas point instead
to an understanding of how race, class — and, increasingly gender — inter-
act. But even studies that focus on the articulation of these factors tend
(often implicitly) to situate them hierarchically, implying their existence as
separable historical forces.

By the early twentieth century, however, racial ideology and a mode of
production were intertwined in a particular form of social relations that
cannot — even analytically — be disentangled to yield independent and
comparable evaluations of the impact of class on the one hand, and the
impact of race on the other.?® White supremacy was neither merely a tool
employed in the interest of class domination nor largely a discourse that
obscured the real terrain of conflict. It formed an integral part of white
southern elites’ understanding of social order, and that social order both
sustained and was sustained by systems of class relations which were them-
selves partly defined by ideas about particular characteristics imputed by
race, class and gender. Rather than frame a hierarchy of historical influence,
or establish one category of social relations as ‘fundamental’, it seems
more useful to understand the peculiar imbrication of the material and the

‘Amiable Peasantry’ or ‘Social Burden’ 229

ideological. Race neither constituted the basis for relations of production
nor was an artefact of those relations; race was part of the relations of
production which in tun constituted an element of a broader social order
understood by most southerners largely in terms of race. This was a society
in which ‘nigger’ and ‘place’ not only constituted central components of
a discourse of power; these terms also were essential to the operation of
the system itself. Southerners, white and black, used the term ‘place’ to
situate themselves and others within a framework of both social relations
and individual relationships. Black southemers recognised that framework
as that which they had to deal with culturally, economically, socially and
politically. Their refusal to accept ‘place’ as normative placed an enorm-
ous burden on those white southerners who could not envision order with-
out place (or without ‘niggers’).

Testing this approach leads first to the southern labour market, an
economic institution so deeply influenced by ideologies of race that its
functioning cannot be assessed independent of race. Whether distributed
efficiently or inefficiently, labour had racially defined characteristics which
skewed the market itself while contributing to the effects that the market
had on southern society.

By the turn of the century the South was committed to a low wage eco-
nomy. As Gavin Wright has shown, this commitment had multiple rever-
berations, from the need to restrict mobility within and out of the region,
to the need to maintain a surplus based partly on household units. To some
historians the message is clear: here lies ant example of how an economic
institution shaped social institutions and laid the foundations of black
poverty. But why the depth of that commitment? And how was the market
kept isolated?

To some scholars the obsession with the low wage economy stemmed
from the imperative to maintain white supremacy. To keep blacks depend-
ent, they had to be kept poor.”” This begs the question of why they had to
be kept dependent, an imperative whose relationship to white supremacy
is inextricably entangled with gender and class. By nineteenth-century
standards of manhood, dependent black men lacked the essential perquis-
ite of independence. Their dangerous sexuality could be submerged in an
image of dependence and docility, and their second class citizenship could
be justified. And keeping entire black houscholds dependent served the
needs of the labour market: a surplus that could be mobilised according to
the seasonal demands of the cotton cycle. Dependence on the employer
rather than the market is also a characteristic of plantation systems in
general. The relationship between a system of production (the plantation),

" the needs of a particular crop and the imperatives of race and gender
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cannot be reduced to a prioritised scheme that measures the separate impact
of race, class and gender,

The Great Migration introduced a complicating factor: once jobs opened
up in the North the isolation of the South’s labour market broke down. The
repressive legislation was utterly ineffective, as were the various entreaties
to the kinds of local and personal loyalties characteristic of plantation
ideology. Still, some would argue, these were merely straightforward eco-
nomic processes providing new alternatives which opened the market. But
why had the market been relatively closed? Race. In the North an ideology
of race had, for industrial managers, defined which European immigrants
were likely to be proficient at which jobs. Lithuanians were ‘good at
trucking barrels or cases but mediocre at shoveling’, and Ukrainians ‘splen-
did under dusty and smoky conditions’. Italians were untidy, ‘but not
destructive’. Slavs were docile, bringing a ‘habit of silent submission’ to
the strict supervision and long hours. Consigned to the lowest positions,
southern and eastern Europeans were considered the bottom of the barrel.
But they, at least, were in the barrel; northern industrialists assumed that
African-Americans lacked not only ‘the mechanical idea’, but also the
personal characteristics qualifying them for even the worst factory jobs.
African-Americans were ‘inefficient, unsuitable, and unstable’, fit only for
pushing a broom or a mop. As white southerners were fond of reiterating,

in the North blacks had no ‘place’.?*

Moreover, the very functioning of the southern labour market was in-
tertwined with race. White workers would seldom work with black work-
ers. Planters often found that white farmers would not rent from landlords
who also rented to blacks. Perhaps Steven Hahn is right to attribute what
we call racism to the fear of poor whites that association with a degraded
and dependent class of people would only accelerate their own immiseration
and dependence — a condition actually rooted in incursions of the market
economy. But by the turn of the century the association of race with
dependence and degradation was deeply ingrained. It was so deeply in-
grained, in fact, that it legitimated a system of legal and extralegal controls
and limitations on black southerners. These constituted the extraordinary
means by which blacks could be controlled so effectively that many south-
emn landlords and employers considered them ‘the best labor the South
can get'. ‘The Negro's redress is merely theoretical’, recalled William
Alexander Percy, whose father's Arkansas experiment with Italian share-
croppers had led to complaints that these immigrant labourers protested
too much and were too ‘enterprising’. As one Mississippi employer put it,
‘when you just have Negroes, you can make them work by cussing and
cuffing them . . . But with whites you can’t do that.'®
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The reason northemn employers did not share this assessm'ent of bla(fk
labour owed less to differences in ideologies of race than to differences in
the institutionalisation of those differences. Noﬂhem foreme.n frequenty
cussed but they seldom cuffed. Nowhere outside the South did race sanuc):-
tion the kind of repressive apparatus available to southern employertsI; .

Indeed, despite their ready inclination to use whatever force z}:t dex;
disposal to crush unionisation, and their well-documented, heavy- lan e
methods of labour management, it is doubtfu.l th northern emp oy;;;s
considered managing as their contemporaries niixd in the Sc.)uth during this
period. Midwestern agricultural employers rejected full-u'mc workforc;s
as too expensive, preferring to hire wage labourers at peak times for thres c—
ing and harvesting. But even seasonal wo.rkers c9uld - and did - organis f
They also were troublesome because their transience limited t!m ty%cs 0
informal community pressures likely to impel appropnau_: behaviour. Hence
the concern with the social costs attached to sudden influxes of young};
unmarried men, whose counterparts in the South were controlled throug

i ols.”

mc;::di::;?:m farmers also worried about kccpi‘ng their workers on ha:;
through the harvest, often holding out pay until the.crop was gathered.
What one does not see, however, are coercive assumptions (or even a'coer-
cive discourse) comparable to the observation of a labour recruiter in the
Atlanta Constitution around the turn of the century: ‘there are fan.nc.rs .thaf
would not hesitate to shoot their brother were he to come from Mjssmsxgg:
to get “his niggers,” as he calls them, even though he had no contract w1

them’. Few northern farmers could realistically envision this level of pro-
prietary claim over hired labour.*? !

Obviously there were many reasons why mechanisation Proceedcd more
rapidly in the wheat belt; but the ‘labor problem’ clcarly. yielded solut}ons
different from those found in the South. There, rural mdu§try provided
alternatives for men during agricultural lulls; and the assumption that black
women and children constituted part of the labour force gua{anteed 'extra
harvest labour. Regionally recognised racial protocols governing the inter-
actions of black men with white women minimised the ﬂ}rf:atsghat even
transient black labour would pose to agricultural communities.”

Even in the West and Southwest, where racisrn and exclusions from
citizenship rendered particular racialised groups subjec‘t to com;?arable levels
of coercion, no system of social and economic relations so tightly bound
together race, order and labour management. In the West (and to a lesser
extent elsewhere in the nation), employers in the 1870s lookcd.tf) the
Chinese as a potential pool of casual labour who, as l?erpemal noncnﬂzen§.
could be exploited almost at will. The Chinese, according to Ronald Takaki,

=
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seemed to offer a ‘permanently degraded caste labor force . .2 unique
windustrial reserve army” of migrant laborers forced to be foreigners for-
ever, aliens incligible for citizenship’. But no part of the nat'ion's econon}y
depended on them and they were new enough to the continent for racist
movements to demand exclusion rather than massive instruments of con-
trol. In the Southwest, according to Josef Barton, Mexican-American farmers
in the late ninetecnth century ‘found themselves bound by landowners and
credit merchants in a knot of constraints'. Racism and citizenship issues
left most Mexican-Americans little legal recourse. Yet extralegal resist-
ance does not seem to have regularly provoked the levels of violence,
hysteria and intimidation that were pervasive in the South. Barton points
0 a traditional ‘weave of rights and obligations, a set of alliances and alle-
giances, on which was based a social order’. This foundation established
a basis for the asscrtion of legal rights in addition to ‘the placing of barriers
across newly-cut roads to Anglo-American ranches; the destruction of new
boundary markers . . . [and) the endemic rebellion of fence-cutting’. More-
over, there is little evidence that the existence of a Mexican-American
middle class itself posed a threat to the system of social and economic
relations. ¥

The isolation of southern management culture, both on and off the
plantation, is most striking in comparison with trends in northern industry.
Management culture was as isolated in the South as the region's labour
market. The continued dominance of plantation-bascd assumptions about
labour management was rooted in both a particular system of production
and the heritage of dealing with a racially defined (and therefore readily
marginalised legally) workforce. Historian Edward Ayers has recently
referred to ‘a lost plantation ideal’ as more relevant to southern mill vil-
lage paternalism than historians have suggested. But the notion of a lost
ideal is somewhat misleading, masking an important degree of continuity;
where African-Americans were involved the plantation constituted a cul-
tural inheritance in the arena of labour relations, bequeathing assumptions
about how to manage particular workers.

Turn-of-the-century northern managers operated from a different set of
assumptions about their labour force. In company towns, the steel industry
encouraged transiency as a defence against organisation. In contrast to the
South where ‘the more blacks strived, the more white anger they con-
fronted’, northern employers fed ecven the most unrealistic hopes of up-
ward mobility as a means of encouraging loyalty and regularity. In the
South the defence against organisation was more likely to emphasise the
stasis of place. According to David Carlton, South Carolina’s mill owners
assumed that their white ‘mill hands posed no threat to the social order

— —
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because of their racial heritage’ > Their location in some pla.ce other th‘an
the bottom of southern society was guaranteed by dint of their race, which
also held out the promise — if not the reality — of escaping their ‘clgss.
Those who did make noise were reminded of the dangcrs of associating
with those who occupied a degraded place. The mobilisation qf gcnden':d
familial metaphors tied them to a community defined essentially by its
whiteness.*

African-Americans, on the other hand, were assumed to pose a threat
more as dangerous individuals than as part of organised social movements.
Ideas about racial characteristics bred assumptions (assumptions often at
odds with reality) that organisation would happen only when outside agit-
ators were involved; and if it did happen landlords and employers had
access to a repressive apparatus that would have made most northern
employers jealous. Unlike the manager of a northern factory or a northern
farmer employing casual labour, a landlord could wipe out months of a
tenant’s investment through arbitrary eviction. The conventional shorthand
is appropriate: black southerners had no rights that a white man need
respect. In a local community a bad reputation had drastic implications in
terms of credit. For a black southerner, ‘being acceptable’ carried enorm-
ous meaning. As Arthur Raper learned during his time in the Georgia
black belt in the 1920s, ‘it means that he is considered safe by local white
people — he knows his place and stays in it'. Indeed, only blacks willing
to accept this ‘submerged status’ were permitted to purchase land in that
community.” Even if few black southerners accepted that status as just —
or even inevitable - it is clear that many were pragmatically willing to
operate within what one might describe as the discourse and etiquette of
place.

Here was a different inflection in the use of the possibility of upward
mobility as a means of control. The place of blacks in southern agriculture
and in rural industry was permanent; education was useless and docility,
rather than ambition, was rewarded. In mill towns, employers assumed
that their legitimacy as paternalists required that they provide schools;
even southerm white mill workers might look to education as the next
generation’s path to the world beyond. Not so where black labour forces
predominated. Schools were dangerous; they encouraged unrealistic ex-
pectations and could lead black labourers away from their work. Historian
James Anderson, in his comprehensive study of southern black education,
summarises the perspective of the ‘southern white leadership’: ‘Any large-
scale expansion of black education, even industrial education, would set in
motion a revolution in race relations that would undermine the South’s
existing political and economic arrangements.” Where northern employers
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embraced education which would Americanise the workforce and imbue
the proper habits of industry and lessons of citizenship, southem employ-
ers considered these very functions as not only irrelevant to black life but
contradictory to the place blacks inevitably occupied in southemn society.”®

Equally important to an understanding of how deeply embedded race
was in southern labour relations was a set of assumptions about black
character. Surveys conducted in 1910 and 1912 revealed sentiments that
had changed little since the Civil War: blacks would not respond to market
incentives; they would not work except under compulsion. Give them
a chance to earn too much money and they will lay off for a while. In
Mississippi, an agricultural extension worker described as ‘prevalent’ the
assumption that ‘the negro must be kept ignorant and destitute in order to

manage him safely’.”

These are, of course, familiar sentiments, recognisable in the literature
on early industrial workforces in a variety of settings. And I sympathise
with Thomas Holt's caution that although ‘putative racial deficiencies pro-
vided a justification for maintaining a highly coercive labor discipline . ..
the crux of the problem was the need for labor discipline regardless of the
racial character of the work force'.*® But racial perceptions affected how
discipline was to be achieved and systems of race relations affected the
boundarics of enforccment. Carrots, sticks or indoctrination? By the early
twenticth century, northern capitalists increasingly were adding the kinds
of incentives that even Frederick W. Taylor's ape-like shovel handler could
appreciate. Welfare capitalism (which is very different from mill village
paternalism) emerged as both a set of incentives and a mode of indoctrina-
tion. One finds little of this in the South, where a culture of management was
shaped by a plantation culture and strategies to deal with black workers.*'
If northern industrial employers had embarked on a campaign to eliminate
casual labour as dysfunctional, to be replaced with a ‘state of mind’ that
emphasised thrift, regularity and initiative, southern employers remained
wedded to a dependence on casual labour. This was not unusual in agricul-
ture; what was different was the assumption that thrift and initiative could
pose a threat. On the one hand it was widely advertised that blacks were
incapable of thrift or initiative; on the other it was generally recognised that
those who were thrifty threatened the system, and those who took initiat-
ive could be dangerous. The ability of black workers to respond to modemn
methods of management was considered questionable; the availability of
coercive mechanisms provided cheaper and customary alternatives that
would not threaten social order.?

This relatively isolated culture of management was most permeable in
cases where corporations operated with labour forces within and outside
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the South, with African-Americans prominent among southern employees.
A survey of employment practices on the Illinois Central Railroad sug-
gests how a northern company modified its practices despite a commit-
ment to uniform shop rules and personnel policies. Headquartered in
Chicago, the Illinois Central took in more than a thousand black workers
when in 1883 it formally absorbed southern lines that it had controlled for
some years. Problems recurred in the southern units, attributable to ‘local
custom’ and to assumptions about the capabilities of black workers. The
response suggests an inclination to ‘interpret’ rules on an ad hoc basis; in
other words to adapt to regional patterns. The general manager of these
roads repeats a language common to the southern discourse on black la-
bour, but irrelevant among northern employers at the time unwilling to
hire black workers for anything other than service positions: ‘We find
them especially amiable, docile, and obedient . . . There is no better labor
among any race in the world’, he declared in 1883.4

African-Americans had a place that was defined not only by their role
in the system of production, and their status as second class citizens, but
also by a conventional wisdom - at least among whites — that attributed
to them a set of characteristics that implied their acceptance of that place.
On the plantation, in the railroad yard, black workers were available and
pliable. More so than any other potential labour force possibly could be.
‘The Negro is our ward . .. He will follow the white folks into the very
jaws of hell if need be' declared a Mississippi newspaper in 1918.* A year
after condemning peonage in 1903, one \southern moderate declared that
the Negro ‘will accept in the white man's country the place assigned him
by the white man’.*® Given the actual levels of black resistance docu-
mented by historians, this seems a rather odd statement. But in many cases
the ‘hidden transcripts’ recently described by scholars analysing such
resistance were indeed hidden to whites, who read resistance as recalcit-
rance or some other form of collective racial deficiency (hence the burden
endured by the South). Even if such sentiments might sound more like
efforts at reassurance than deeply held beliefs, what matters is that they
were considered plausible as reassurance. And their ubiquity cannot be
discounted.

Thus for white southern landlords and employers African-Americans
did indeed seem to constitute the perfect labour force. Joel Williamson, in
his massive study of southern theories of race, has identified a widespread
notion — especially among elites — that each race had its own essence; there
was white soul and black soul. At best, white southerners acknowledged
that blacks might not be inferior, while assuming that they would (and
should) remain subordinate and have a place aside — on the farm, which was
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an especially suitable environment for Negroes because agriculture would
cultivate virtues of thrift, morality and hard work. Blacks would grow the
cotton; whites would process it.* African-Americans would perform the
heavy tasks in sawmills and extractive industries that would otherwise re-
quire an influx of immigrants who would be less tractable than what south-
em journalists described as ‘the best class of labor of its kind in the world’.
All was as it should be, and everybody supposedly knew their place in the
system. Social order depended on it, and for those who needed to be re-
minded of the centrality of race to social order there was always a legend
of Reconstruction familiar to us through the literature and historiography
— and a central theme in hundreds of amateur local histories written in the
late nineteenth-century South.

What threatened order — both the naturalised ideology of race and the
operation of the labour market — were transgressions of place. A Louisiana
newspaper understood what was at stake: ‘a younger generation of negro
bucks and wenches have lost that wholesome respect for the white man,
without which two races, the one inferior, cannot live in peace and har-
mony together’. The behaviour signalling such a threat included servants
addressing one another as ‘Miss’ or ‘Mr’. Other dangerous young turks
resisted being addressed as ‘auntie’ or ‘uncle’.*® It was not the content of
the behaviour that mattered; it was the meaning, an implication of a refusal
to accept the etiquette of place.

Given what was at stake, it is not surprising that transgressing place
could incur consequences. The quickest route to a lynching was excessive
ambition or a comparable challenge to subordination or dependence. Ida
B. Wells stated it clearly — and dangerously: lynching was not the work
of rabble; she found that men of property and standing were involved. Nor
was lynching a response to threats to white womanhood. Less than one
lynching in five involved even an accusation of rape. Even those could
easily resemble the case of Robert Cromwell who in 1880 fell to a Texarkana
lynch mob after allegedly attacking his white neighbour’s wife; coinciden-
tally the feisty Cromwell had recently had the temerity to sue that very
same neighbour over a property dispute.® If historian Elliott Gorn is right
that nineteenth-century southern white men affirmed their manhood by
committing acts of violence against other men, then the obverse makes
considerable sense: the manhood — and therefore the citizenship — of black
men could be diminished through lynchings whose rituals could include
accusations of sexual crimes and actual or symbolic castration of victims.
ln this sense lynching was less about sex than it was about gender; it
cannot be separated from nineteenth-century assumptions about the rela-
tionship between manhood, citizenship and independence. The southern
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rape fantasy, Wells declared, was ‘an excuse to get rid of Negroes who were
acquiring wealth and property and thus keep the race terrorised’.* Not for
the sake of terror itself, or out of loyalty to an idea: but to maintain order
as they knew it. If, as one historian has recently put it, lynchings were ‘com-
munal’ rather than ‘aberrant’ acts, they reaffirmed a community based partly
on a discourse of place.”

But something else threatened the ideological underpinnings of the
system, The Great Migration not only threatened the labour surplus that was
central to the workings of the labour market, but it brought into question
the very assumption that black southerners were by nature unambitious —
that they envisioned any other place than their role in southern society and
had the drive and initiative to act on that vision.

The southern economy, Booker T. Washington recognised in 1914, was
‘based on the Negro and the mule’.*? If there was an overriding theme that
dominated southern white reactions to the Great Migration it implied
agreement with the sage of Tuskegee. But the Negro and the mule each
had a role, and dependence implied an assumption that each would con-
tinue to play that role. ‘I know men who won't keep a horse’, explained
a member of the Tuskegee Institute staff in 1912. ‘If they get one they will
sell it. If you ask such a one why he sold his horse, he will very likely say:
“white man see me 'n dat 'ere horse, he look hard at me. | make my min’
a mule good 'nugh for a ole nigger like me.”"*

Corollary to this rclationship between dependence and the imperative of
immobility was the relationship between \dependence and subordination.
Economic dependence might have been mutual but it was not equal; as
long as white southerners lived in a plantation society and in a culture that
took for granted particular definitions of racial categories it would be essen-
tial that blacks have a particular and subordinate place. Because blacks
could occupy only that place, and nobody else seemed able to occupy that
place, migration posed a threat. To render migration harmless it was nec-
essary to define it as passive, to attribute it to outside forces rather than
to dissatisfaction with place, and to limit its impact on the labour market.
To do otherwise was to lose control over the labour force and over a pot-
entially dangerous population that always sat at the brink of cultural regres-
sion. Indeed, one whole strain of thinking on these issues that lies outside
the purview of this paper rejected the assumption that blacks were essen-
tial to social order and economic prosperity in the South. Arguing that the
place occupied by blacks benefited only a small elite, and that the region
as a whole could do without them, white southemers lacking ties to black
labour markets cheered the Great Migration. But in the ‘Black Belt’, be-
cause of the way that ‘place’ had been defined, legitimated and enforced by
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the entanglement of class and race relations, white labour literally could
not ‘replace’ black.
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