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A nation chooses words to describe itself, and it makes arrangements that shape how its people actually live. Sometimes the words and the arrangements reinforce each other. Sometimes they disagree so sharply that later generations inherit the argument.

The United States announced independence through a declaration that placed rights and consent at the center of legitimate government. Its central propositions were revolutionary: human beings possessed rights not granted by a monarch, and political authority needed justification from the governed. But the society speaking those words also contained slavery, inequalities of property and sex, conflict over Indigenous land, and severe limits on political participation. The nation's most enduring argument began in that space between promise and practice. [1.1]

It is tempting to tell this story as a contest between two permanent camps: those who believed in freedom and those who did not. That would be easier to understand and less faithful to the evidence. People who spoke of liberty could own enslaved workers. People who benefited from American commerce could object to slavery. Enslaved people could use the founders' words against the system that excluded them. Within a single family, town, church, and legislature, conflicting ideas about liberty coexisted. The question was not merely whether freedom was valued; it was how freedom could be defined narrowly enough to coexist with unfreedom.

Before a nation

The British North American colonies belonged to an Atlantic world sustained by shipping, agriculture, finance, war, migration, and coerced labor. European empires purchased and transported captives from Africa, and colonial plantations produced commodities for markets far beyond the colonies. African rulers, merchants, and intermediaries also participated in different portions of the trade; that participation cannot be erased. Nor should it excuse the European commercial and colonial systems that developed demand on an enormous scale. Captivity, sale, ocean transport, plantation labor, imperial protection, and financial investment were interconnected parts of the same history. [1.2]

The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database estimates that roughly 12.5 million captive Africans were embarked in the transatlantic trade and approximately 10.7 million disembarked alive. The gap between those totals shows the immense mortality of the ocean passage, but numbers alone cannot capture what it meant to be torn from family and community. Testimony from people who experienced enslavement, including Olaudah Equiano's published narrative, lets us read the human consequences alongside the commercial record. A ledger counts people as cargo. A survivor's account insists that they were people. Both documents reveal something, but they do not speak with the same moral vocabulary. [1.2]

In 1619, Africans captured from a Portuguese slave ship were brought to Point Comfort in the English colony of Virginia. Calling this the first arrival of Africans in what is now the United States would be historically inaccurate: Africans were present elsewhere in the Americas, including parts of what became the United States, before 1619. The 1619 arrival was a pivotal, documented event in English Virginia, not the beginning of African history on the continent. The institution later known as American racial chattel slavery developed through subsequent colonial decisions. [1.3]

Those decisions matter because they keep the story from becoming a myth of inevitability. Early colonial labor systems were unequal and brutal, but the status of Africans was not yet regulated by a fully settled body of hereditary racial law. Some Africans gained freedom, established families, and owned land. Colonial lawmakers then imposed distinctions that narrowed those possibilities. The transformation was gradual, contested, and specific enough to be traced through legislative records.

When a child inherited bondage

Virginia's 1662 law, which held that a child's condition followed that of the mother, was a turning point. A legal rule about inheritance made an enslaved mother's children enslaved, regardless of their father's status. A child did not need to be purchased from overseas to become property. Under the developing law, bondage could be reproduced through birth. Other statutes added restrictions on movement, conversion, punishment, and status. [1.4]

This mechanism was more powerful than a mere expression of prejudice. It joined personal identity to an enforceable economic arrangement. A planter's claim to labor could extend into the next generation; a child's future could be classified before the child could speak. The family, which ought to offer continuity and protection, became vulnerable to a system that treated family members as transferable property. It is difficult to imagine a clearer example of a social category being manufactured into a legal and economic reality.

European indentured servants also endured exploitation. They could be whipped, sold for the remainder of their contract term, and subjected to harsh working conditions. Yet it is inaccurate to describe Irish indentured servitude as legally identical to the hereditary, race-based chattel slavery imposed on Africans and their descendants. Servitude commonly ended after a specified term; African slavery increasingly lasted for life and passed to children. We can compare suffering without flattening distinct institutions into one another. [1.4]

Independence and contradiction

By the eighteenth century, the colonies had long relied upon enslaved labor. Revolutionary ideas created an extraordinary challenge: how could a political community denounce arbitrary rule while treating hundreds of thousands of human beings as property? Some Americans confronted the contradiction and worked for emancipation. Others defended slavery through property arguments, economic concerns, and claims of racial hierarchy. Enslaved and free Black petitioners made the contradiction impossible to treat as a matter only for white political leaders.

The 1776 Declaration of Independence was a statement of political separation and universal principle, not a statute ending slavery. Its language helped establish a standard against which later generations would judge the country. A principle can be genuinely important while the society proclaiming it fails to live by it. The Declaration's moral reach would eventually exceed many of its signers' political intentions. [1.1]

The Constitution drafted in 1787 likewise held conflicting priorities in tension. It established institutions meant to distribute authority, check power, and preserve a union of states. It also incorporated accommodations for slavery. The Three-Fifths Clause increased representation for slaveholding states by counting three-fifths of their enslaved population for apportionment; it did not grant those enslaved people three-fifths of a person's rights. The document protected the importation of enslaved people from a federal prohibition until 1808 and included a provision requiring the return of people held to service who escaped across state lines. These clauses show slavery being accommodated within the nation's governing design even though the Constitution avoided a direct use of the word enslaved person. [1.5]

What was called compromise in Philadelphia had consequences beyond the convention room. Political representation affected legislation. Legislation affected enforcement. Enforcement affected family, property, and opportunity. A constitutional arrangement could therefore shape ordinary lives for generations. Institutions did not have to announce that they were teaching racial hierarchy; the outcomes could teach it.

Paper principles and material incentives

The separation between founding ideals and daily practice also concerned how the economy worked. Labor was not only a matter of individual hardship. Plantation owners used enslaved labor to grow export commodities that generated earnings for shipping, credit, insurance, merchants, and households far from the fields. Profits were not shared equally, and not every northern business participated, but interregional commercial relationships made slavery part of a broader national economy. Someone who never owned an enslaved worker might still trade in goods made by enslaved labor.

This made abolition difficult for reasons that went beyond colonists' beliefs about race. Property law protected claims to human beings. Credit arrangements could depend on counting enslaved people as assets. Plantation production shaped port prosperity and the flow of goods. Ending slavery therefore threatened interests invested in the status quo, even among people who did not publicly defend every aspect of the institution. Economic incentives do not explain every decision, but ignoring them would turn a material system into nothing more than a collection of bad opinions.

The founding debate also included the place of Indigenous nations and their lands. The new republic did not emerge in empty territory. Expansion involved negotiations, warfare, removal, shifting treaties, and federal and state struggles over jurisdiction. This book centers the Black-white racial relationship because of its specific focus. Still, the broader question of how liberty coexisted with the denial of others' claims extends beyond that relationship. Recognizing this wider history prevents the mistaken assumption that American freedom was contested along only one boundary.

The Bill of Rights, ratified in 1791, created explicit protections for religion, expression, assembly, due process, and other freedoms. These protections became crucial tools for later reformers. In practice, they did not immediately ensure equal access for all people. This is why historians examine both the constitutional text and the institutions that interpret it. Freedom of speech means one thing in an amendment; it may mean something different to someone intimidated into staying silent in public.

A powerful paradox followed. The same constitutional system that tolerated slavery also provided concepts abolitionists used to challenge its moral legitimacy, and eventually provided legal mechanisms through which emancipation and equal protection could be established. The founding record is therefore neither a simple certificate of national virtue nor proof that democratic ideals were meaningless. It is an inheritance containing both aspiration and organized exclusion.

That complexity should guide the reader's understanding of the word program. What endured was not an unchanging script. It was a set of legal and economic arrangements that proved adaptable precisely because they were embedded in ordinary decisions: whom to hire, whose title to recognize, whose testimony to admit, whose labor to profit from, and whose freedom to defend. When such decisions accumulate, the resulting order can appear settled long after people have challenged its original premises.

The first lesson in trust

A citizen who experienced the government as a protector could reasonably see its documents as promises worth trusting. A person held in bondage by a system that same government accommodated saw things differently. Neither experience was uniform across all people of one race. But the divide between announced rights and accessible rights began shaping the nation's relationship with authority.

The question at the opening of this history is not whether Americans invented inequality. They did not. Nor is it whether the nation contained genuine movements toward liberty. It did. The question is how a nation that gave political language to universal freedom simultaneously built legal pathways for hereditary racial unfreedom. This book calls that pattern the American Program: not one secret design, but arrangements that normalized contradiction and then passed their costs to people born long after the arrangements were made.

The founders left later generations institutions and ideals. They also left the meaning of human equality unresolved. Those boundaries did not form on their own. Colonial courts and legislatures drew them; employers and families lived by them; religious and political speakers defended or challenged them. To understand why race later shaped citizenship, violence, and trust, we must examine how those boundaries became law.

The next chapter follows that process: how race became a governing category.
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The Making of Race
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The contradiction between liberty and bondage did not begin when Americans signed the Declaration of Independence. It developed through older decisions about work, property, family, law, and belonging. By 1776, those decisions had hardened into institutions so familiar to many colonists that they seemed part of the natural order. But what feels natural can result from choices someone once made.

The first chapter examined the promise. This chapter examines the machinery that limited whom the promise reached. Race became a durable governing category not merely because colonists noticed physical difference. Its political power expanded when lawmakers used difference to determine who could work, travel, testify, own property, form a legally secure family, and pass status to children. Once such rules existed, people came to experience race not as a simple description but as an assignment of possibilities. [2.1]

The records refuse a simple origin story

Colonial Virginia does not support a clean story in which all Europeans were initially equal, all Africans initially enslaved for life, and one rebellion suddenly produced racism. Early conditions varied. Some Africans became free. Some European laborers endured harsh servitude. Native people suffered dispossession and enslavement. Religious differences and social rank complicated status, while colonial courts and legislatures gradually redefined those distinctions.

The famous 1662 Virginia statute made children's legal status follow their mothers. The 1705 legislation gathered and reinforced numerous rules concerning servants and enslaved people. These were not merely private opinions. They carried penalties and enforceable consequences. They helped create a world in which a legal rule could dictate a Black child's circumstances made decades earlier. [2.1]

A serious historical account must also preserve what remains contested. Scholars debate how much weight to place on labor scarcity, Atlantic commerce, plantation interests, religion, fear of rebellion, and inherited prejudice. Their relative importance changed across place and time. The record is strongest where statutes, economic practices, court decisions, and personal accounts confirm a particular institutional change. There is no need to invent a single meeting at which the entire racial order was designed.

Rebellion and the language of order

Bacon's Rebellion of 1676 brought armed conflict to Virginia. Discontent over Governor William Berkeley's leadership, frontier policy, access to land, and broader political and economic grievances contributed to the uprising. Its participants came from different positions in colonial society. The rebellion is therefore revealing but does not support the exaggerated claim that race was invented in a single moment. [2.2]

Historian Edmund Morgan's influential American Slavery, American Freedom interpreted colonial Virginia as a place where white political freedom developed alongside an expanding institution of racial slavery. It offers a powerful thesis: liberty for some and bondage for others could become mutually reinforcing. It remains a scholarly interpretation, not a primary document proving every lawmaker's secret intent.

The distinction matters. A state can reward one group with privileges without making its members wealthy or politically powerful. A poor white worker might remain poor, exploited, and excluded from elite decisions. But a racial status denied to enslaved Africans could nonetheless offer that worker protections and social standing unavailable to an enslaved neighbor. Class inequalities persisted; racial categories could divide people who might otherwise recognize common economic interests.

The authority of everyday custom

Laws are only one part of a durable hierarchy. Children also learn from the world around them. Who addresses whom first? Who is believed during a dispute? Whose movement is questioned? Who can enter a building? Who owns the land, and who labors on it? A person might never read the legal code yet still learn its lessons through daily interactions.

This process does not require claiming that all white parents taught identical prejudices or that every Black child learned the same response. Families differed; religious beliefs differed; abolitionist and slaveholding communities fought over the morality of slavery. Some white people violated the expected hierarchy to help enslaved people, while others defended the system. Individual variation does not erase the importance of the institutions that structured the wider society.

The strongest evidence of institutional conditioning is found in repeated consequences. If courts punish the same conduct differently based on legal status, observers may come to treat unequal treatment as ordinary. If the law permits one person's testimony while restricting another's, credibility becomes distributed unequally. If property rights protect an owner's claim to another human being, the law gives dehumanization economic force. These are mechanisms, not merely attitudes.

People who refused the assigned role

Black resistance is essential to this history. Enslaved people resisted through flight, family preservation, religious organization, education pursued despite restrictions
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