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					You’ve got to be taught to hate and fear,

					You’ve got to be taught from year to year,

					It’s got to be drummed in your dear little ear

					You’ve got to be carefully taught.

					You’ve got to be taught to be afraid

					Of people whose eyes are oddly made,

					And people whose skin is a diff’rent shade,

					You’ve got to be carefully taught.

					You’ve got to be taught before it’s too late,

					Before you are six or seven or eight,

					To hate all the people your relatives hate,

					You’ve got to be carefully taught!

					—“You’ve Got to Be Carefully Taught,” from the 1949 musical South Pacific by Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II
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				Introduction

				
					When the teacher fails to meet the intellectual wants of a child, it is the case of asking for bread and receiving a stone; but when he fails to meet its moral wants, it is giving a serpent.

					—Horace Mann, Thoughts, 1872

				

				I learned firsthand the reality of Horace Mann’s warning when I enrolled in a teacher-training program in the 1970s. My college sent me to a high school in central Connecticut for my first classroom experience on the other side of the teacher’s desk. Student teaching was to be the capstone experience of my undergraduate education—as it turned out, far more than I ever imagined. I will never forget the first time I entered the schoolteachers’ lounge, a disheartening space with an awkward array of tired, empty seats placed against the four walls. The worn linoleum floor remained empty except for a few teachers and an old wooden armchair strategically placed in the center of the room. In it sat an orating grandee, likely a department head, whose painfully white skin and frizzy bald skull were accentuated by his thick black-rimmed glasses. As I passed into the small chamber, I could not avoid him, nor could I ignore his gesturing arms or his sermon about the white man’s burden. Then and there, I decided that high school teaching would not be in my future.

				But scholarship would, and I have spent most of my career studying abolitionism and nineteenth-century African American history. Several years ago I began a study of the antislavery movement’s legacy. I focused on the century after 1865 to understand how the “collective” or “popular” memory of the original freedom struggle helped create the modern civil rights movement. As part of this project, I wanted to measure how abolitionism had been presented in our nation’s K–12 school textbooks. I naïvely imagined a quick look at a few volumes and then a speedy return to my primary research. Instead, I found myself overwhelmed by the collection of nearly three thousand U.S. history textbooks, dating from about 1800 to the 1980s, at the Monroe C. Gutman Library at Harvard University’s Graduate School of Education. I stared at the shelves in shock. But it also proved inspiring. I immediately plunged in and resurfaced with a solid sense of what schoolbooks were like before 1865—so I could fully grasp the later history of the history I wished to understand. But in a clear inversion of Robert Frost’s “The Gift Outright,” I was the collection’s before the collection was mine. Within a short time, I found myself immersed in a study of how slavery, race, abolitionism, and the Civil War and Reconstruction have been taught in our nation’s K–12 schoolbooks from about 1832 to the present. Hence, this book.

				One morning as I examined a library cart bursting with about fifty elementary, grammar, and high school history textbooks, a bright red spine reached out to me through time and space. Why is this familiar? I wondered. As I opened the book’s still-crisp white pages, my gasp must have jolted those wonderful librarians working near me. It all came rushing back. Somehow I had never forgotten the book’s image of Eli Whitney, included not for his notorious cotton gin but instead for “inventing” the concept of interchangeable parts—thus laying the groundwork for industrialization. Exploring the New World, by O. Stuart Hamer, Dwight W. Follett, Benjamin F. Ahlschwede, and Herbert H. Gross—published and reprinted between 1953 and 1965—had been assigned in my fifth-grade social studies class in Saratoga, California.

				Just like a legion of the early textbooks I had been reading, Exploring the New World never mentioned the antislavery movement. Slaves, on the other hand, proved necessary to pick cotton—“Who else would do the work?” the authors asked. This textbook, and nearly all the texts I reviewed, was not published by a Southern segregationist press, and certainly not by the Klan or other far-right publishers—although such presses emerged with a vengeance in the 1920s and still operate, especially online. No, the thousands of textbooks that have stained the minds of generations of students, from the elementary grades to college, were produced almost entirely by Northern publishing houses, situated mostly in New York, Boston, and Chicago, and by Northern-trained scholars and education specialists. Indeed, several of the most famous and influential American historians of the first half of the twentieth century, nearly all trained at Northern colleges and universities, produced some of the most racist texts I had the displeasure to read.

				At the same time, however, my fifth-grade textbook also stated that the people of the North did not believe that men and women “should be bought and sold.” Exploring the New World, published during the Cold War, followed the same pattern set at the close of the nineteenth century, seeking sectional reconciliation regarding issues related to slavery and the Civil War. Its authors also wished to avoid cultural strife (and the reality of slavery and racism) and promoted national unity in the early 1960s by asserting that during the Civil War everyone (white) was brave, everyone (white) fought for principle, and Gen. Robert E. Lee represented all that was noble, gallant, and heroic in American society. “His name is now loved and respected in both North and South,” they explained. “We know that he was not only a gallant Southern hero but a great American.” What we have been teaching our children for nearly all American history suddenly became real, and personal.

				

				· · ·

				The depth, breadth, and durability of American white supremacy and racial prejudice is certainly no revelation to modern historians and social analysts, Black and white. To understand why it has proved so dominant, so irresistibly appealing, even essential, we must survey its development and range. No better place exists to trace that development and cultural importance than in the long history of the nation’s textbooks. Embodying the values to be treasured by rising generations of Americans, textbook authors passed on ideas of white American identity from generation to generation. Writers crafted whiteness as a national inheritance, a way to preserve the social construction of American life and, ironically, its democratic institutions and values. Given the extent of the nation’s belief in white supremacy, one would be astonished if it had not been a guiding principle of our textbooks.

				But this is not a book about a collection of bad books; nor is it an exposé of damaging educational theory. Instead, it is an exploration of the origins and development of the idea of white supremacy, how it has shaped our understanding of democratic society, and how generation after generation of Americans have learned to incorporate that vision into their very identity. Belief in white supremacy and Black inferiority existed long before the creation of the American republic and, along with a sincere—but not contradictory—belief in democratic republicanism, always has occupied the center of the American soul. James Baldwin, the celebrated African American writer and critic, recalled in 1965 that “I was taught in American history books that Africa had no history and that neither had I. I was a savage about whom the least said the better, who had been saved by Europe and who had been brought to America.” After school, he returned home and thought, “Of course, that this was an act of God. You belonged where white people put you.” And it always had been so. In the 1920s, for instance, if an African American student had asked a teacher why no Black people appeared in their history textbook, the answer would be that African Americans “had done nothing to merit inclusion.” As the Black scholar Charles H. Wesley reported in 1925, through textbooks and classroom instruction, the Black student quickly realized that “his badge of color in America is a sign of subjugation, inferiority and contempt.” In 1939, the NAACP surveyed popular American history textbooks, and as one Black student concluded from the association’s findings, since textbooks “drilled” white supremacy “into the minds of growing children, I see how hate and disgust is motivated against the American Negro.”

				Surveying American history school textbooks from the early nineteenth century to the present day will provide a more profound insight into the full depth of the national commitment to white supremacy. It also allows us to trace exactly how white supremacy and Black inferiority have been, as that student from the 1930s learned, drilled into student minds generation after generation. In the process, we will gain an understanding of just how much such ideas have permeated American culture and continue to exert their toxic influence.

				If nothing else, this exploration focuses on the responsibility of Northern leaders and educators for the creation and dissemination of white supremacy and construction of the “color line.” For most of modern American history, scholarship and popular thought have blamed the legacy of Southern slavery for the distressing persistence of racial inequality. And of course, slave owners and their descendants do possess a unique and lethal responsibility for racial suppression. But it is also the case that if no slaves ever existed in the South, Northern white theorists, religious leaders, intellectuals, writers, educators, politicians, and lawyers would have invented a lesser race (which is what happened) to build white democratic solidarity, and in that way make democratic culture and political institutions possible. As one of our greatest authors, Toni Morrison, once explained, in the United States the rights of man were “inevitably yoked to Africanism.” In other words, American democracy depended on Black inequality to sustain white equality.

				History textbooks proved a perfect vehicle for the transmission of such ideas, those deemed central to the survival of the nation’s democratic experiment. But their influence would, at first, be slow to develop. While U.S. history textbooks began appearing after 1800, the number began to significantly increase only after the 1820s as New England, New York, and parts of Virginia established publicly supported high schools that mandated the teaching of history. While private elementary and grammar schools and academies existed throughout the country, along with private tutors, publicly supported ones existed mostly in the North, with few in the South, outside portions of Virginia and North Carolina, until after the Civil War. Most Americans, for much of the nation’s history, simply did not attend any high school or its equivalent. As late as 1930, only about 30 percent of teenagers graduated from a high school, and in sixteen Southern and Western states, only 14.2 percent of whites and 4.5 percent of Blacks of high school age attended public schools. The disadvantages heaped on African Americans, in a segregated world, are evident from the fact that in 1900 only ninety-two Black high schools existed in the country, and sixteen years later a total of only sixty-four had been established for Washington, D.C., and the entire South.

				Those numbers would only grow, however, and by 1962 about 70 percent of American teens graduated from high school. But attendance in the lower grades and literacy in general would always be high, catapulting sales of U.S. history textbooks to astounding levels. In 1912 the U.S. Commissioner of Education estimated that annual sales of all textbooks had soared to at least $12 million, about $300 million in modern currency! Just six years later the value had almost doubled. By 1960, fifty U.S. textbook publishers hauled in about $230 million in sales, which leaped to over half a billion dollars by 1967, and by 1975, yearly sales of textbooks surpassed $600 million. This nearly insatiable demand for textbooks blossomed in the 1890s, when several American publishers formed a trust, the American Book Company, that muscled its way into the market using every tactic “short of manslaughter,” as one publisher complained, to dominate sales. Book agents employed bribery, influence peddling, and even free vacations to win adoptions from school superintendents. According to one investigation in the Atlantic Monthly, the entire “school-book business” had become a “portentous evil.” While repulsive and disgraceful, such behavior clearly pointed to the enormous national demand for history textbooks.

				Until recent days, Americans have always emphasized the importance of learning, especially through history. In 1857 Amos Dean, the Vermont-born president of the University of Iowa, explained that history was not philosophy teaching by example but “God teaching by examples.” In history, he maintained, we could see the “record of human progress.” About thirty years later Francis Newton Thorpe, a political scientist from the University of Pennsylvania, advised American schools and colleges that history and economics were the two most important areas of study for American youth, one pertaining to the past, the other to the future. “Together,” he wrote, “they mirror the life of the nation.” Before the end of the century, the influential Johns Hopkins University historian Herbert Baxter Adams exclaimed that “history is the grandest study in the world” and that it should be taught to all American youth. Rather than an aggregation of “dead facts,” history embodied “the self-conscious development of the human race,” a “living fact,” and “self-knowledge.” Clio, he explained, was “a living muse, not a dead cold form.” While history writing was preoccupied with the activities of “great men,” Adams reminded his readers that “good men” and “devoted women” made the past, and, thus, our future.

				Far from mere aggregations of dead facts, history texts served as reservoirs of values, patriotism, and a national ethos. As other studies have shown, from the start history textbooks sought to create unity through storytelling, creating a national identity that could serve as a road map to the future. As the early-twentieth-century education reformer and peace advocate Fannie Fern Andrews remarked, history existed as “training for citizenship in its broadest sense.” Our “boys and girls must be made to feel…that they themselves are in its very current,” a 1902 textbook explained, and history should foster integrity in the private and public lives of “each individual citizen of the republic.” History explained how democracy came about and offered indispensable assurances during times of national crisis. Even in the late twentieth century, history remained honored as a “way of learning,” providing the perspective necessary to act justly in the world. Michael Kammen, the Pulitzer Prize–winning Cornell University historian, reaching back into the eighteenth century, described history as “a moral science” necessary to understand ourselves and test our ideals by our actions.

				In part, we are right to see history textbooks as “prayer-books” of our national civil religion, as “engines of democracy and equality.” But we have been selective in what we cherish in them and blind to what, in time, has proved disconcerting, if not shameful and humiliating. Thomas A. Bailey’s The American Pageant became one of the most popular textbooks of the mid-twentieth century, with at least thirteen editions in his lifetime and many more after his death. As he wrote in his autobiography, Bailey had sought to craft a general survey of the nation’s history that would “reveal it as a beacon-light success in democracy.” And his work is largely recalled as a lively paean to America as a model democracy. But behind the animated pages and colorful images lay equally important subtexts that determined what became enshrined as “history” and “democracy.” Bailey explained that when he wrote his textbook, he focused on “the movers and shakers, not about the stagehands who shifted the scenery or the housewives who cooked the meals of the men who controlled events.” Only because of “public pressure,” he complained, did some textbook authors include “more pictures of prominent black leaders for Negro rights—Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, Martin Luther King, Jr., and others—and to say something favorable about them.” But no such images ever appeared in his book, and he never even mentioned King. “Descendants of slaves,” he said, did not want to be reminded of slavery’s legacy. Astonishingly, such exclusion proved an advancement over what his contemporaries were still writing and what had come before.

				Thomas Maitland Marshall’s American History, published in 1930, embodied the assumptions and biases that characterized nearly all American history textbooks published before the 1960s. The very first page of his book shrieks: “the story of the white man.” Marshall said very little about the establishment and growth of the institution of slavery but dwelled considerably on what he viewed as “slave character.” Regardless of his situation or condition, he wrote,

				
					the negro of plantation days was usually happy. He was fond of the company of others and liked to sing, dance, crack jokes, and laugh; he admired bright colors and was proud to wear a red or orange bandana….He was never in a hurry, and was always ready to let things go until the morrow. Most of the planters learned not the whip, but loyalty, based upon pride, kindness, and rewards, brought the best returns.

				

				A group of influential textbook authors and writers repudiated such fantasies of racism and white supremacy immediately after the Civil War, hoping to fulfill an Emancipationist view of the conflict and especially of Reconstruction. Authors like Thomas Wentworth Higginson, a supporter of John Brown and commander of the 1st South Carolina Volunteers during the war, and Charles Carleton Coffin, an abolitionist and the North’s best-known war correspondent, had crafted immensely popular histories of the nation designed for school-age children. But their works always struggled against simultaneously published Northern and Southern history textbooks that repudiated such egalitarian aims, and they largely—though not entirely—waned by century’s end.

				At the advent of the twentieth century, the overwhelming majority of American textbooks began with Marshall’s assumption that the history of the United States was the history of the white man, his struggles against Native Americans (usually rendered as “red savages”), and his need to control the lives of African Americans. The history of the country was, in part, depicted as their intolerable efforts to challenge, even destroy, “the superior race.” As a 1918 text explained to students, whatever non-English people had done to help create the United States, “the forces that have shaped that life have been English.” The nation had a fixed identity, books asserted, one inherited exclusively from Great Britain. Growing up in 1890s Ohio, the influential historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., had been accustomed to seeing Black and German and Irish immigrant neighbors. Nonetheless, his schoolbooks taught that England was “the one and only mother country.” Additionally, historians who helped shape national character and interpret the past for thousands of students, like the industrialist James Ford Rhodes, who was president of the American Historical Association, relied on the earlier “science” produced by men such as Harvard University’s famed ethnologist Louis Agassiz. For generations, Rhodes and scores of subsequent authors parroted the foul gurgling of Agassiz and others and informed their readers that Blacks were either a separate species or vastly inferior humans, “indolent, playful, sensual, imitative, subservient, good natured, versatile, unsteady in purpose, devoted, and affectionate.” Most textbooks, and certainly those appearing since the beginning of the twentieth century, presented Blacks as a foreign, repellent element, an unwanted presence, a necessary evil, or a threat, and always, as one 1914 textbook asserted, “a problem that it took many years to solve.”

				The real problem to solve, however, has been the persistence of white supremacy and its enduring and destructive cultural assumptions. Freedom and slavery, democratic ideas and white supremacy, existed long before the nation’s founding. The tensions produced by these competing forces were embedded in the essence of the American republic and, as the prolific and influential historian Ira Berlin wrote, in “the meaning of the American experience.” As early as 1765, the Revolutionary leader James Otis understood that all colonists “are by the law of nature freeborn, as indeed all men are, white or black.” But as modern commentators have observed, despite a ghastly war fought over slavery and more than 150 years of concerted efforts by African American and white activists, “the notion of America as white and Christian has stubbornly refused to dissipate.” The soul of the nation remains white. How that happened is the story this book seeks to explain.

				

				· · ·

				Without teachers, we are lost. As Henry Adams reminded us a century ago, a “teacher affects eternity; he can never tell where his influence stops.” An earlier New Englander, Amos Bronson Alcott, had placed equal importance on the role of teachers, insisting that they must possess “Wisdom, Truth, Holiness,” or such virtues “will not appear in his pupils.” The nineteenth century clearly understood how vital teachers are to the moral and intellectual health of the nation. I have tried to make this book have special meaning for them so that they can avoid the catastrophic consequences of Horace Mann’s 1872 warning. The serpent of white supremacy has spewed its venom for far too long—ironically, even from the lips of that icon of teacher education. And so I dedicate this book to them, but especially to the teachers who made the most dramatic impact on my life as a historian. I have no idea what I would have become without the patient guidance of my undergraduate adviser at Southern Connecticut State University, Thomas J. Farnham. What he saw in that immature malcontent so long ago, I’ll never understand, but I was blessed that he did and that we remain close friends. Two other teachers, now sadly gone, proved especially significant to me. Edward W. Sloan III at Trinity College helped me mature as a scholar and with amazing foresight sent me to the Claremont Graduate University. There Leonard W. Levy gave me the opportunity of a lifetime. He made clear his preference for grit, hard work, and determination and offered his wisdom, patience, and support. Because of him—and my fellow graduate students at the Claremont Graduate School (as it was then known)—I had some of the most exciting, challenging, and fulfilling years of my life. Meeting Dr. Levy that first time at his majestic home in the dreamy foothills of Claremont, California, was like ascending to Clio’s divine temple. I always followed his orders, especially to “learn to compose on the typewriter!” (a what?) and to sink my teeth into projects and not let go until I found the answers. His example, and his commands, have been inspirational. For individuals as for nations, I heard him declare, the past matters. The only question is whether we will learn from it.

				Virtue may be its own reward, but it sure helps to have the support and insights of colleagues, friends, and family. I have been so very fortunate to benefit from the incisive analysis, profound learning, generosity, and comradeship of James Brewer Stewart. His influence touched every aspect of this work, and I shudder to think what the result would have been without him. When I imagine the ideal scholar-teacher, he is the model. I owe an enormous and unrepayable debt of thanks to Diane McWhorter for introducing me to her agent Charlotte Sheedy. I am forever indebted to Charlotte for offering her unmatched wisdom and to her “anonymous reader” who reviewed a large portion of the manuscript and provided invaluable suggestions. Most important, she introduced me to the book’s skilled editor, Vicky Wilson, and her talented staff. I cannot be more grateful. All of them embody the good this country possesses.

				Colleagues mean everything in the world of scholarship and writing, and I have been blessed to draw on the talent, wisdom, and advice of Michael Birkner, as well as that of Thomas Balcerski, Alan Berolzheimer, Frank Bremer, Dennis Downey, Eric Foner, Judith Ann Giesberg, Dean Grodzins, Caroline Janney, N. Gregory Mankiw, Mark Schneider, and especially Michael Woods for his generous assistance with that evil genius John H. Van Evrie. I also wish to thank Peter Wirzbicki for alerting me to the work of Caroline Putnam and Sallie Holley and their Virginia school for African Americans. I am extremely grateful for the challenging exchanges with Clifton Berry and Mathew Foggy of the Unpaid Labor Movement. They have helped more than they will ever know. Since 2006 everything I have written has been because of Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and Abby Wolf, executive director of the Hutchins Institute. Thomas Wolejko, the Hutchins media and technology coordinator, always offered dependable advice. C. Douglas and C. Mary Alves, Peter C. Kiefer, and David Gordon embody the phrase “old friends,” and my project has benefited, as always, from their thoughtfulness and love. I can’t thank Peter enough for sending me the five-volume Bryant’s Popular History of the United States, David for his advice and legal skills, and Doug and Mary for everything else. Dian Kahn provided me with essential illumination on contemporary education issues. The New England Regional Fellowship Program, administered by the Massachusetts Historical Society, sent me down this path, although it is entirely blameless for the results. Robert J. Benz of the Frederick Douglass Family Initiatives, David Harris of Harvard Law School’s Charles Hamilton Houston Institute for Race and Justice, June Erlick’s ReVista, Liz G. Mineo of the Harvard Gazette, the Chronicle of Higher Education, Alex Gagné and the staff of Left History, and the Organization of American Historians blogsite Process all published my first forays into the arena of education and white supremacy. I so appreciate their confidence. And what writer doesn’t owe an unrepayable debt to librarians? Those at Harvard, especially at the Monroe C. Gutman Library—Rebecca Martin, Carla Lillvik, Karen Carlson Young, and Ning Zou—made my work a joy and a revelation. Equally important, Widener’s interlibrary loan office heroically endured my relentless requests, and Amy Newark at Lexington’s Cary Memorial Library helped with Muzzey family history. But the most important librarian to me is my wife, Mary E. Yacovone. Her help through the years I spent on this project has been a blessing, and I know just how lucky I am to have found her, even if it was on the MBTA’s Greenline.

			

		

	
		
		
			1

			The Contours of White Supremacy

			
				To the Caucasian race by reason of its physical and mental superiority, has been assigned the task of civilizing and enlightening the world.

				—Samuel Train Dutton, The Morse Speller, 1896

			

			
			Samuel Train Dutton was superintendent of schools in Brookline, Massachusetts, when he wrote the ever-popular Morse Speller, which enjoyed its thirteenth edition in 1903. For about half a century, however, he reigned as the nation’s leading authority on school administration and public education. He also had led New Haven, Connecticut’s schools, served as superintendent of New York City’s famed Horace Mann School, and had been named professor of school administration at Columbia University. At the time of his death in 1919, he was general secretary of the League of Nations’ World’s Court League, the founder and first secretary of New York’s Peace Society, and had been a member of the International Commission on the Balkan Wars. He also helped organize colleges in Turkey and China and chaired the Armenian and Syrian relief efforts. As the country’s leading educator at the beginning of the twentieth century, he also earned worldwide renown as a diplomat and philanthropist. For all his philanthropy and insistence that American schools teach about slavery and the Civil War, Dutton also asserted that schools must explain “how the ancient Egyptians differed from the Negro, and why.” Moreover, as he advised teachers, the failures of American missionaries had proved that Native Americans and Africans were fit only for manual labor training, the kind of education appropriate for the “heathen and the savage” as well as the “vicious and defective.” The white race must take up these responsibilities as its prime mission, Dutton declared in 1896. Such Northern-born leaders who dominated American educational thinking reflected the countless ways, both subtle and blatant, that white supremacy permeated the culture.

			Many historians and commentators today understandably see slavery as the nation’s “original sin.” But slavery alone cannot account for the enduring nature of prejudice against African Americans and others who lacked the “whiteness” so highly valued by educators like Dutton. Groups from Native Americans to the Irish, and some English immigrants, had endured slavery or slavery-like conditions during the era of national development. English indentured servants, especially in colonial Virginia, at times could hardly be distinguished from slaves, as their masters did everything in their power to extend their terms of service and exploit their labor. In the ancient world, people we would now recognize as “white” endured slavery, even in England. And prior to the early nineteenth century, thousands of Europeans had become slaves of North Africans. The difference in North America is the unique combination of African American slavery and the simultaneous gradual development of democratic/republican principles. Determining who should participate in this dramatic and revolutionary process, repudiating the strictly class-based organization of European society, mandated an ideology of white supremacy and acceptance of it as normal and natural. The impact of that ideology is undeniable and defining. As the popular historian and commentator Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., wrote over twenty years ago: “White Americans began as a people so arrogant in convictions of racial superiority that they felt licensed to kill red people, to enslave black people, and to import yellow and brown people for peon labor. We white Americans have been racist in our customs, in our conditioned reflexes, in our souls.” Borrowing from Herman Melville, Schlesinger confessed that in American history, “the world’s fairest hope” had been linked “with man’s foulest crime.”

			Slavery, however, did not require racism to thrive. As a power relationship, it was an ancient institution whose benefits readily justified its means. Even John Locke, the seventeenth-century English theorist who so profoundly influenced the development of American liberty, agreed that slavery was fit punishment for captured enemies. One colonial Massachusetts judge even asserted that lawfully captured members of “Heathen Nations” could be justly enslaved. But in American colonial settlements with embryonic republican (and religious) ideas concerning rights and representation, unassailable qualifications for citizenship appeared necessary to guarantee success and justify those excluded. As Massachusetts judge John Saffin argued in 1701, God had set “different Orders and Degrees of Men in the World,” and any idea of universal equality would “invert the order that God had set.” Some were born to rule, and others were “born to be slaves, and so to remain during their lives.” Thus it proved more than an astonishing coincidence that both slavery and representative government were introduced in Virginia in the very same year. Ideas of ethnic or racial inferiority defined who could be trusted with citizenship—who would be the controlled race and who would be the controlling one, two ends of the same developing social and political contract. Each must be added to the political and social calculus to explain the unique development of American culture. But the ideology of white supremacy, not slavery, proved the more ubiquitous and more enduring institution. It became the standard by which citizenship was defined, and it determined who would prove worthy of power. White supremacy linked the Northern and Southern parts of the nation and distributed equal responsibility for slavery’s prolonged existence and the even longer life of racial repression. And it failed (temporarily) to uphold democratic society only when the nation could no longer agree on its parameters.

			Rather than Southern slavery, however, it was Northern white supremacy that proved the more enduring cultural binding force, planted along with slavery in the colonial era, intensely cultivated in the years before the Civil War, and fully blossoming after Reconstruction. Inculcated relentlessly throughout the culture and in school textbooks, it suffused Northern religion, high culture, literature, education, politics, music, law, and science. It powerfully resurfaced after the Civil War and Reconstruction to reassert control over the emancipated slaves to become the basis for national reconciliation, exploded in intensity with renewed immigration in the 1920s and ’30s, and endured with diminishing force to the present day. It succeeded as the superstructure of democratic society by allowing normal political conflict to proceed with the assurance that the assumed dangerous mudsill class (once controlled by enslavement) could pose no threat to the social order. Hence democratic equality rested on racial inequality and malleable definitions of whiteness. Moreover, it offered something more alluring than wealth, more effective than politics, and far more appealing than education. For even the poorest of its adherents, indeed especially for them, white supremacy imparts a sense of uncontested identity and, as the American philosopher and social critic Susan Neiman wrote, an otherwise unattainable level of “dignity, simply for belonging to a higher race.”

			The Rev. Henry M. Field, brother of the Supreme Court justice Stephen J. Field, who helped decide the landmark 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson case, had been born in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. The so-called “color line,” he explained in 1890, “is not peculiar to one section of the country; that it exists at the North as well as at the South.” It would be a mistake, he warned, to “ascribe what we call race-prejudice to the peculiar perversity of our Southern brethren.” Although Reverend Field and his own children had been raised by the former Massachusetts slave Elizabeth Freeman, also known as Mumbet, he felt powerless to reject racism. Such sentiments, he contended, were “a matter of instinct, which is often wiser than reason. We cannot fight against instinct, nor legislate against it, if we do, we shall find it stronger than our resolutions and our laws.”

			North and South cherished white supremacy with equal fervor, but how each section expressed it differed over time and place. It had a patchwork quality, at times allowing African Americans more freedom in some areas of the slave South than in cities or towns of the nominally free North. Complicating the picture is the fact that there had never been any enduring definition of a race, even the white race. Criteria continually shifted, including and excluding nationalities depending on conditions, levels of immigration, and political need. Whiteness, and the idea of race, should be seen more as a “fluid, variable, and open-ended process.” While it always subjected people of color—and some European nationalities—to inferior positions, the extent, intensity, and ideological motivation or justification varied considerably over time. As described by whites, races were defined by perceptions and appearances. Although assumed to be biological reality, races are in fact socially constructed categories intended to highlight the superiority and permanence of Caucasians, even as those considered to be Caucasian changed. Indeed, the more immigration made the North heterogenous, the more intense became its ideas of white supremacy. Thus in the 1850s New York’s John H. Van Evrie, the father of white supremacy, might define Jews as white, but as immigration exploded in the 1890s, most white Americans excluded them from membership in the Caucasian race.

			African American blood, Howard University professor Kelly Miller wrote in 1918, “flows like a stream through our national history.” But precisely where that blood flowed preoccupied Americans from the outset of their history. Samuel Sewall, remembered primarily for his role in the Salem witchcraft trials, also authored the first antislavery tract in American history. His 1700 The Selling of Joseph, largely neglected during his lifetime, denounced slavery and the slave trade as barbarous and unchristian. In his day, about one-fifth of New England families owned slaves, and by 1750 the region’s slave population had reached about ten thousand, located mostly along the coast and in the region’s lush river valleys. But as Sewall discovered, his antislavery views proved immensely unpopular. Few whites, he learned, “can endure to hear of a Negro’s being made free.” Moreover, Sewall and his fellow white settlers believed that even if freed, they “seldom use their freedom well.” He believed that such a profound difference existed between Europeans and people of African descent, “in their conditions, colour & hair,” that “they can never embody with us, and grow up into orderly Families.” They would always, Sewall concluded, “remain in our Body Politick as a kind of extravasate Blood.” Their blood might flow throughout American history, as Kelly Miller wrote, but whites would always see that blood as flowing outside the regular veins and capillaries of the nation’s body politic. They would always be alien, threatening, disdained. No matter how Blacks might use their freedom, the African presence raised such fearsome concerns for Sewall that it made him wonder if he would retain his cherished whiteness “after the Resurrection.”

			Prior to North American colonization, Europeans had no settled opinion on the nature of African peoples. Many lived freely in England and across Europe. Even in slave-trading Spain, the Black explorer Juan Garrido and the Black poet and university professor Juan Latino lived there or in the country’s colonies in full freedom. Moreover, the European Catholic Church’s commissioning of appealing depictions of the African saint Maurice and his martyrdom amounted to a near obsession. Even the 1600 English translation of Leo Africanus’s Geographical History described the African Kingdom of Timbuktu as a “well-ordered, prosperous, civilized society in which learning flourished as well as trade.”

			But the hundred years of the African slave trade prior to English colonization created, in the minds of the white settlers, an association of Africans with slavery. Englishmen, whether peripatetic Capt. John Smith or Massachusetts Bay’s John Winthrop, were familiar with African slavery in the Caribbean and accepted it as a necessary and proper legal institution. Indeed, the slave trade from Africa and the Cape Verde Islands proved so profitable for New Englanders that it moved Winthrop to thank “the Lord to open to us a trade with Barbados and other Islands in the West Indies.” Even before the first African slaves appeared in Massachusetts Bay, the Puritan settlers had enslaved their Native American enemies, and many contended that the Bible’s “curse of Ham” explained the African’s signifying black skin. Smith thought Africans especially appropriate for enslavement as they originated in the “fryed Regions of blacke brutish Negers.” He also set the pattern that would ripple down throughout American history by warning that Africans were “as idle and as devilish as any in the world.” They might be natural slaves, he thought, but they represented a dangerous element to insert in the new English settlements. Despite Smith’s reservations, white settlers displayed no moral qualms about owning slaves, only about their availability and affordability.

			When we hear the phrase “Jim Crow society,” we think of the South’s infamous culture of segregation and compulsory inferiority of African Americans. But Jim Crow was a Northern creation as much as a Southern one, and it long outlived the institution of slavery. Massachusetts Bay was the first colony to formally legalize slavery in 1641; in 1656 it barred African Americans from serving in the militia; and in 1705 it outlawed interracial marriage, just as the Southern colonies had done in the 1660s. Northern colonists carefully crafted laws to eliminate the possibility of social equality between whites, Native Americans, and people of African descent. Repudiating intermarriage carried powerful legal and symbolic weight, relegating African Americans to the status of “otherness” and alienation, helping to guarantee that Black blood would not flow in white veins. Any Black convicted of raping a white woman would at the very least suffer castration, but a white who raped a Black woman would suffer no penalties whatsoever. Rhode Island even outlawed the right of a Black woman, regardless of legal status, to sue a white man for paternity.

			As would become a mainstay of history textbooks, Americans commonly understood that Northern slavery developed only as a mild “domestic” version of what took place in the South. Such was not the case, however, and while it was never as extensive as Southern slavery, it could be every bit as cruel. Northern owners, in what may seem counterintuitive, did not value slave children, as they brought additional costs, remained unproductive for many years, and became an unwanted distraction in the masters’ homes. When enslaved women gave birth, owners often considered the newborns to be burdens and gave them away “as soon as possible…like puppies.” The practice was so common and devastating to Black families that as late as 1774, Black Bostonians petitioned the colonial legislature to defend their marriages and families. “Our children are also taken from us by force,” and some were sold soon after birth. “Thus,” they decried, “our lives are imbittered to us.” But such justified protests and assertions of rights only increased the intensity of white supremacy. The more people of color accepted white practices, methods, and opinions, the more they adopted white institutions such as Christianity, and the more they lived like those about them, as the University of North Carolina history professor John Wood Sweet wrote, “the more adamant [white] settlers grew about drawing new lines of exclusion.”

			The European “Enlightenment” of the eighteenth century served only to codify and fortify Northern white supremacist assumptions. The famed Scottish philosopher David Hume, for instance, in 1748 expressed all too clearly what white Europeans and Americans would believe for the next two hundred years. African people, he wrote, were “naturally inferior to the whites. There never was a civilized nation of any other complexion than white.” No one “eminent either in action or speculation [existed], no ingenious manufacturers amongst them [Africans], no arts, no sciences.” And any such person who did display a high degree of learning would be “like a parrot, who speaks a few words plainly.” In 1795 the German physiologist, physician, and anthropologist Johann Friedrich Blumenbach popularized the term Caucasian. While he believed that all humans belonged to the same species—an idea that would later be challenged—he asserted that the original humans were white and later diverged into different races. But such diversions, to Blumenbach, constituted regressions from the original form as he believed they appeared in Genesis. As the English author Oliver Goldsmith wrote in 1774, such variations from white “are actual marks of the degeneracy of the human form.”

			As we are well aware, many of the nation’s Founding Fathers North and South owned slaves, and perhaps a few pursued independence to help guarantee preservation of their property. But those who opposed slavery, like Pennsylvania’s famed Benjamin Franklin, also despised African Americans and aimed to reinforce white supremacy. As early as 1751, Franklin condemned slavery because he feared the “darkening” of the American colonies. Why should we, “in the sight of Superior Beings, darken its People? Why increase the Sons of Africa, by planting them in America, where we have so Fair an opportunity, by excluding all Blacks and Tawneys, of increasing the lovely white and red?” As he wrote four years later, “almost every Slave by Nature [is] a thief.” If African Americans obtained protection for “their insolence,” one resident of Albany, New York, wrote in 1762, “twill be time for us to leave this Country.” Whiteness must reign. Franklin opposed slavery not because of any sense of inherent injustice but because the act of slave owning made whites too haughty, cultivated too strong a sense of superiority, and made them feel too good for common labor. “White children,” he worried, would become too proud, disgusted “with Labor, and being educated in Idleness are rendered unfit to get a living by Industry.” Franklin saw the world in colors—red, white, and black—and worried over the fate of “purely white People in the world,” who, he explained, were “proportionally very small” in number.

			The Revolution’s success and the decline of Northern slavery did not increase the kind of humanitarianism we associate with nineteenth-century abolitionists—they only hardened ideas of white supremacy. The new “freedom” enjoyed by African Americans in the North amounted to a kind of totalitarianism that threatened the status, security, and identity of whites. John Adams, a lawyer who in his prepresidential days represented both slaves and slave owners in court, held that humanitarianism played no role in the decline of slavery in his region. Instead, he asserted, slaves had become “lazy, idle, proud, vicious, and at length wholly useless to their masters, to such a degree that the abolition of slavery became a measure of œconomy.” But Northern slavery’s decline (for whatever reason) only increased intolerance for its victims, and freedpeople’s new autonomy—the lack of total control inherent in the institution of slavery—became increasingly threatening and demeaning to whites. Thus the word white began appearing in the nation’s founding documents, in laws governing who could marry, vote, and hold office, and in the Articles of Confederation’s rules over taxation for the raising of militia forces based on “the number of white inhabitants” in each state. Although the Constitution did not employ the term white, it did not need to as whiteness had become intertwined in all aspects of governance, implicitly and explicitly, as in the nation’s 1790 Naturalization Law, which restricted citizenship to immigrants who were “free white person[s].”

			The North’s Christian churches, where one would expect to find sympathy for the oppressed, only reinforced prevailing social attitudes. By the advent of the nineteenth century, what little racial tolerance that previously existed had evaporated. All churches relegated African American members to separate pews and rear lofts, as far from white congregants and the pulpit as possible. During the 1770s, in the wealthy Rhode Island seaport of Newport, the Rev. Samuel Hopkins preached against slavery. Living in a slave-trading center, Hopkins and his congregation displayed admirable courage in opposing the business that had enriched the town and colony. In 1784 the church even refused brotherhood with anyone who participated in the trade. Hopkins, who considered abolitionism essential to a true Christian identity, regretted that his fellow citizens viewed African Americans in “a mean, contemptable light.” Education, he lamented, “has filled us with strong prejudices against them, and led us to consider them, not as our brethren, or in any degree on a level with us, but as quite another species of animals, made only to serve us.” But Reverend Hopkins could not fully accept African Americans as his brethren and backed colonization to remove them to the British colony of Sierra Leone. Whites, he asserted in 1793, were “so habituated, by education and custom, to look upon and treat the black as an inferior class of beings” that they would never achieve equality in America. Nor would Hopkins even try. Thus African colonization became a necessity. When he learned that a Black congregant had married a white woman, his church excommunicated both, exclaiming that interracial marriage was “Contrary to the Distinctions that God made.” In 1818 Newport’s Episcopal Church explained that “white respectability” mandated that “no colored people be allowed to sit down stairs” with whites. That same year a Congregational church in Rutland, Vermont, a state that never legalized slavery but permitted it to endure nonetheless, dismissed its Black clergyman, Lemuel Haynes, whom it had employed since 1788. His race and the fact that he had married a white woman now proved intolerable.

			The nineteenth-century North would see only further hardening of white supremacist attitudes among its clergy, and some like the Congregationalist Rev. Nehemiah Adams (1806–78) even thundered against all critics of slavery. Adams, a graduate of Harvard and the Andover Theological Seminary, received his doctorate from Amherst College in 1847 and served congregations in Boston and Cambridge. He had visited the South in 1854, which gave him all the evidence he needed to denounce abolitionists and defend the institution of slavery. He published furiously, attempting to convince fellow Northerners that slaveholders loved their property and were filled with “pity,” “yearnings of compassion,” and “loving-kindness” for them. His views won him enduring affection in the South, and long after the Civil War, South Carolina clergymen published a collection of his sermons on race as At Eventide.

			But Adams is best remembered for his 1854 volume, A South-Side View of Slavery, which saw its fourth edition in 1860 and made him the punching bag of every abolitionist in the North. Prior to his trip south, Adams had described himself as a “lover and friend of the colored race,” and he had even helped a freed slave redeem his family and reach Liberia, the crown jewel of the American Colonization Society. Expecting to see the very worst as he traveled to Virginia, South Carolina, and Georgia, instead he found the slaves to be a “better-looking, happier, more courteous set of people [than] I had ever seen.” He was mesmerized by the “magnetism of their smiles,” which convinced him that slaves were far more content than the average Northern white laborer. He found them so full of joy and true religious sentiment that he gleefully asserted that slaves did not require literacy to know God. They “had sources of enjoyment and ways of manifesting it which suggested to a spectator no thought of involuntary servitude.” He assured his readers that to think otherwise was simply a distorted Northern fantasy. Moreover, the slaves he saw lived in the lap of luxury with “broadcloth suits,” ironed shirts, polished boots, gloves, umbrellas, and the finest of hats. Others possessed costly blue coats with bright buttons, “white Marseilles vests, white pantaloons, broaches in their shirt bosoms, gold chains, [and] elegant” canes. How could owners treat so pampered a people as “cattle”? he asked.

			Adams, quite likely, had read the early work of George Fitzhugh and Edmund Ruffin, some of slavery’s more enthusiastic defenders, and came away with a benevolent and paternalistic view of the “peculiar institution.” Just as Southerners commonly argued, Adams asserted that slaves lived far better than Northern workers. Additionally, he assured his readers that slavery prevented pauperism. Every slave, he exclaimed, “has an inalienable claim in law upon his owner for support for the whole of his life.” While Northern workers could be left to die on the streets, the slave was well cared for, and all society thus benefited from the institution that could be seen in its true light only as a positive good. Unlike the poor of Boston, slaves enjoyed cradle-to-grave protection and welfare. Accusations that slavery was inimical to the Black family simply were not true, he contended, and slave families suffered no more breakups than Northern families did due to death, divorce, or runaways. The infamous whip almost never touched the back of a slave, he assured his readers, and instead was used only for the slave driver’s protection. As Blacks could not be emancipated “and remain here,” no alternative to enslavement existed. Emancipation, he warned, would be the “most disastrous event to the colored people.” Just as other leading Northern white supremacists asserted, Adams held that white and Black could not live together “except by the entire subordination of one to the other.” There was simply no coexistence “outside of white domination.”

			One might dismiss Adams as a perversely unique manifestation of Protestant orthodoxy, but his views, and far worse, could be found among more liberal Protestants. Hartford, Connecticut’s Yale-educated minister Horace Bushnell (1802–76) was a prodigious author, with his collected works stretching to eleven volumes. But he is best known for his 1847 text Christian Nurture, where he argued against the idea of humanity’s innate depravity. “All souls of all ages and capacities,” he maintained, “have a moral presence of Divine Love in them.” By “all souls,” however, he meant only white ones. On the eve of the Civil War, he fantasized that impartial government census data proved that, like the inferior American Indian, African Americans would gradually disappear. The Black could not compete with the white, he advised his faithful. “I know of no example in human history where an inferior and far less cultivated stock has been able…to hold its ground” against a superior one. In Bushnell’s estimation, Blacks were an inferior race destined for extinction. “Many are too indolent to work, too improvident to prepare comfort for their families. Many fall into ways of crime. Others are a prey to the vices of civilization, under which they die prematurely.” Moreover, in a vein that would later become the mainstay of social Darwinists, he declared that one need not mourn the death of such inferiors, “a stock thousands of years behind, in the scale of culture.” Such an end, he thought, was not only inevitable but desirable.

			

			· · ·

			By the time Bushnell wrote Christian Nurture, ideas of white supremacy had cauterized the consciousness of most Americans North and South. As the historian Forrest Wood wrote over fifty years ago, to “suggest that anyone else had a stake in the country’s future,” other than whites, “was unthinkable.” If God had not fixed this idea in the United States, Northern politicians asserted, then nature implanted such thinking directly into an American’s very being. Hardly wicked, such principles struck the average American as “just and reasonable…wholesome, natural, and right.” As the keen observer of antebellum American society Alexis de Tocqueville remarked, “The law can abolish servitude, but only God can obliterate its traces.” For white Americans, he concluded, the African American would always be “a stranger.” A Concord, New Hampshire, newspaper disposed of the idea of racial equality as “so absurd and preposterous, that we cannot conceive how it can be entertained by any intelligent and rational white man.”

			Nineteenth-century writers and analysts who helped craft American identity thought only of the nation’s English heritage, its presumed “Anglo-Saxonness.” And no region of the nation identified more with Anglo-Saxons than New England. Even the radical Massachusetts abolitionist Theodore Parker regarded New Englanders as “the best of the Caucasians.” And no one spoke with more authority or more intensity about America’s white identity than the philosopher-king of Concord, Ralph Waldo Emerson. He embodied the ideal true American as a descendant only of the Anglo-Saxon. He, like Parker and most other New Englanders, believed in a hierarchy of race that placed himself at the very top. The “Saxon seed,” he asserted, has an “instinct for liberty,” and only the “English race can be trusted with freedom.” The African, he explained, would never “occupy a very high place in the human family. Their present condition is the strongest proof that they cannot.” Not the Irish, nor the Native American, and certainly not the Chinese could ever attain such an illustrious level. All fell, Emerson wrote, before the “energy of the Caucasian race.”

			Emerson hoped to recast America into his idealized image of old England. It was “a garden,” he wrote in his 1856 work English Traits, and under an “ash-colored sky, the fields have been combed and rolled till they appear to have been finished with a pencil instead of a plough….The long habitation of a powerful and ingenious race has turned every rod of land to its best use.” For Emerson, England represented a man-made Garden of Eden embodying “national genius” and clearly was the most “successful country in the universe for the last millennium.” America, in Emerson’s eyes, “is only the continuation of the English genius into new conditions….See what books fill our libraries. Every book we read, every biography, play, romance, in whatever form, is still English history and manners.” Merging physiognomy, morals, and ethics as only Emerson could, the English face “combined decision and nerve with the fair complexion, blue eyes and open florid aspect. Hence the love of truth, hence the sensibility, the fine perception and poetic construction.” For Emerson, race was the “controlling influence,” and “in the Negro,” he declared, it “is of appalling importance.” On a less abstract plane, Emerson bemoaned the common moral failings of a white person more than anything else, certainly far more than the “captivity of a thousand negroes [which] is nothing to me.” Apparently, the brilliant Black abolitionist Frederick Douglass also was nothing to Emerson, as he went out of his way to prevent him from becoming a member of the same private Boston club that he belonged to. Emerson eventually became a sturdy abolitionist, even sanctified John Brown after his execution in 1859, but he hated the slave as much as slavery.

			White supremacy not only marked Concord’s titan of nineteenth-century philosophy and literature, but flashed like lightning through many of the nation’s most treasured and revered authors, especially some who are still avidly read today. Walt Whitman evokes the poetic incarnation of the American democratic spirit. His clarity and boundlessness make words sing with visions of the cosmos. More than Emerson, he embodied the Transcendentalist merging of idea and thing. Yet with equal passion Whitman merged white supremacy with democratic values. As a New York Democratic editor before the Civil War, Whitman espoused Free Soil politics and the nation’s manifest destiny in the West. He opposed slavery’s expansion because he saw it as a conflict between “white freemen” and a Southern “aristocracy…men who work only with other men’s hands.” He possessed no sympathy for the victims of that aristocracy, but instead feared the reduction of “brave, industrious and energetic freemen” to “the equals only of negro slaves.” Slavery mattered to Whitman only so far as it affected white labor. As he wrote in 1847, the slave played no role in the equation of national freedom. Rather, slavery mattered as a vital issue because it constituted a battle “between the grand body of white working men…and the interests of the few thousand rich, ‘polished,’ and aristocratic owners of slaves.” The Civil War failed to change Whitman’s views of African Americans, and on city streets they still appeared to him “like so many wild brutes let loose.” He disdained the very idea of Black men holding public office in the South during Reconstruction. He accepted it only as a “temporary, deserv’d punishment” for the South’s responsibility in causing the devastating Civil War. “Blacks can never be to me what the whites are….The whites are my brothers & I love them,” he crowed. Indeed, Whitman’s attachment to his white brothers included enduring personal bonds with the former Confederate soldier Peter Doyle, who had been in Ford’s Theatre the night John Wilkes Booth murdered President Lincoln. Whitman went to his grave immersed in ideas of white supremacy and Black inferiority, fused to the notion that African Americans would not and likely could not “do anything for himself….No! No! I should not like to see the nigger in the saddle—it seems unnatural.” Like the Rev. Horace Bushnell and other Northerners, Whitman read ethnological studies and believed that “the nigger, like the Injun, will be eliminated. It is the law of races, history, what not.”

			Mark Twain, who made his home in Bushnell’s Hartford, rejected white supremacy, but his Connecticut literary partner, the Massachusetts-born Charles Dudley Warner, embraced it. In 1880 Warner wrote an essay for the influential Atlantic Monthly offering a long historical explanation as to why the word equality did not mean what it said, especially when applied to African Americans. The “dogma of equality” vexed Warner. “Our objection is deeper. Race distinctions ought to be maintained for the sake of the best development of the race…and we doubt that either benevolence or self-interest requires this age to attempt to restore an assumed lost uniformity, and fuse the race traits in a tiresome homogeneity.” For Warner, equality raised the deep-seated white fear of race-mixing and genetic decline. Miscegenation, he asserted, would never be “attractive to the American people.” After proclaiming that he had read all the world’s experts, all its past “sages,” on the history of equality, Warner avowed that “inequality appears to be the divine order; it always has existed; undoubtedly it will continue.” The only equality he envisioned for the nation was one that preserved “property,” recognized the differences in the sexes, and would not “obliterate race traits.”

			Such a definition of equality fit well into the elite world of the Massachusetts-born Henry Adams (1838–1918). An accomplished historian, public intellectual, and author, he was, in the language of his own day, one of our greatest men of letters. The novelist Henry James pronounced him the “philosophic father to us.” His famed The Education of Henry Adams, which saw its centennial in the fall of 2018, remains an essential American text, one that blends autobiography, history, and the novel form to achieve unequaled durability and popularity. Because of its place in American and world literature, The Education of Henry Adams has been a mainstay of a collegiate education. But we have not fully understood the full scope of its impact or its subversive contexts, much less Adams’s role in sustaining white supremacy. Indeed, although the important core of the text traverses the era of the American Civil War and especially Reconstruction, Adams never employed that term. Because of the intensity of his racism and anti-Semitism, he dismissed the era that would decide the nation’s future and the African American role in it simply as one that was overwhelmed with sordid political corruption, which had its origins in alleged Jewish intrigue both in the United States and in Europe. Neither an autobiography nor a history, Adams’s “trickster” novel would devalue African Americans and attack Jewish life, becoming perhaps the most ingenious and dangerous book of the fin de siècle.

			Famously, Adams’s account detailed how the nation had arrived at its “tragic” turning point, from the early days when true leaders like Washington, Jefferson, and Madison (and the Adams family) determined the course of human events, to the cultural descent of the late nineteenth century. At the outset of the twentieth century, with immigration reaching unprecedented levels, Adams believed that the nation had turned away from men like himself, jettisoning a more human-centered and unified civilization for an ugly industrial capitalist one. In repudiating modernism, he looked back longingly to an imagined and presumably more humane—and white—eighteenth-century temperament, but more specifically to the European Middle Ages. In a critical but especially foul turn, the book’s religious-inspired repudiation of modernism entailed a rejection of the twentieth century as an economic suzerainty dominated by what he labeled the “Jew banker.” Despising changes in American life, he blamed the transformation on the “society of Jews and brokers, a world made up of maniacs wild for gold,” in which, he lamented, “I have no place.”

			And in his searing repudiation of the direction of American society, African Americans also had no place. Indeed, his famed text considered the crisis over slavery only to the degree that it affected white Americans. If nothing else, he wrote, the advocates of slavery proved only an “object-lesson of the way in which excess of power worked when held by inadequate hands.” Of slavery’s victims and their integration into American life, he remained silent, and his silence taught generations of students that this central issue, one that drove to the heart of American civilization, did not matter.
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					Henry Adams (1838–1918) wrote sophisticated volumes of academic history on the early American republic. They largely ignored African Americans but judged the Haitian Revolution fairly and dispassionately. In his enormously influential The Education of Henry Adams, however, he belittled African Americans, ignored their quest for freedom, judged the post–Civil War years as a Jewish-inspired era of corruption, and refused to employ the term Reconstruction. Marian Hooper Adams, photograph, 1883.

				
			
			Preoccupied with class decline—although ultimately his class only benefited financially from capitalist growth—Adams ignored the most important change of his times, or of any age. Despite the horrific human cost and the historic national transformation that had resulted from the Civil War, African Americans and African
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