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an independent group of small businessmen proved 
strong enough to survive on its own. Not a few 
belonged to integrated churches, and their children 
were likely to attend mixed race schools, though the 
possibility remains that classrooms were segregated. 

This book also bears on larger historiographical 
debates between scholars of antebellum America. One 
of these, and perhaps the most important, has to do 
with the "Holt Thesis" that local issues-temperance 
and nativism especially-and not slavery destroyed the 
Second Party System, which in turn plunged the re
gions into civil war. Grover's narrative indicates that 
there was no distinction between local and national 
issues when it came to slavery and antislavery. Slavery 
constantly intruded into local politics throughout the 
period and with special force in the early 1850s, simply 
because so many fugitives sought out New Bedford and 
residents found federal policy so threatening. No one 
could easily ignore the local ramifications of national 
policy. Grover's stories also correct the misimpression 
that radical abolitionism hewed rigidly to Garrison's 
apolitical moral suasionism. Black New Bedford iden
tified closely with Garrison but paid no attention to his 
tirades against political engagement. As early as the 
late 1830s, virtually coterminous with the schism in the 
movement between political and antipolitical aboli
tionism, black men worked together as a political force 
against slavery and against "caste" in their city. Their 
activism only grew stronger and more aggressive in 
time. It would have helped to have pursued this 
important point by taking a broader view of the 
political landscape so as to see how African-American 
partisanship changed in time and whether "forcible 
resistance" stirred a racist backlash, revivifying the 
Democratic Party there as it clearly did in other Bay 
State cities. Or perhaps it wasn't that simple in New 
Bedford. One gleans as much from the fact that in 
1853 Rodney French, perhaps the most radical white 
abolitionist in town, was elected mayor-an odd choice 
indeed for a white community in supposed political 
retreat. 

In the end, this book says too much and too little. It 
offers layered detail about obscure figures and myriad 
events too often disconnected from a conceptual frame 
of reference. It rarely pauses to flesh out the implica
tions of its own findings, leaving it up to the reader to 
find historiographical relevance. It will reward the 
persistent reader engaged in its topic, not the gener
alist out for a page turner. 

BRUCE LAURIE 

University of Massachusetts, 
Amherst 

ARIELA J. GROSS. Double Character: Slavery and Mas
tery in the Antebellum Southern Courtroom. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press. 2000. Pp. xi, 263. $39.50. 

Ariela J. Gross has written a valuable book on the 
history of slavery and the antebellum South. Through 
an analysis of slave cases from courts in the Deep 
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South, Gross adds depth and complexity to our under
standing of slavery's social and cultural framework, 
and of the tensions and contradictions siavery created 
in its American setting. 

Two major themes dominate Gross's approach to 
her evidence and to the slave South. One is that 
"double character" of slavery, emphasized by its legal 
complexities, which provides the book's title. As Gross 
demonstrates, both civil and criminal proceedings re
garding slavery required white southerners, almost in 
spite of themselves, to consider slaves not only as 
property but also as human beings. And she delineates 
the contradictions this created both for southern racial 
ideology and for social ideals. The other is the familiar 
theme of honor. Drawing heavily on ideas developed 
by Kenneth Greenberg in Honor and Slavery: Lies, 
Duels, Noses, Masks, Dressing as a Woman, Gifts, 
Strangers, Humanitarianism, Death, Slave Rebellions, 
the Pros lavery Argument, Baseball, Hunting, and Gam
bling in the Old South (1996), and Orlando Patterson in 
Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (1982), 
Gross shows how dramas of honor and dishonor 
dominated discussions of slavery in southern courts. In 
doing so she considerably enriches our understanding 
of the concept of honor itself, and of its role in 
southern social and cultural life. 

In contrast to historical treatments connecting 
honor to an antebellum disrespect for law, Gross 
shows that legal practices and institutions were central 
to slave society. As she makes clear, the criminal and, 
especially, civil proceedings to which slavery gave rise 
produced important narratives that gave practical def
inition to cultural categories related to race, status, 
and ideology. Civil suits growing out of slave sales, 
usually brought by dissatisfied buyers, created situa
tions in which parties were required to confront their 
ideas regarding what it meant to be a master and what 
it meant to be a slave. They required parties to 
consider what it meant for individuals to relate to each 
other in a world dominated by commerce and honor 
simultaneously. And, above all, they required parties 
to confront the meaning of race in the complex world 
slavery created. 

As Gross demonstrates, issues of race were central 
to the law of slavery. A major purpose of the southern 
legal system, she explains, was to reinforce the honor 
of southern whites through the dishonoring of slaves, 
complementing similar efforts maintained through the 
quotidian humiliations of plantation life and the still 
more demeaning humiliations of the auction block. 
The exclusion of slave testimony, a "medicalization" of 
recalcitrant behavior, and an assumption of slave 
deceitfulness all served to affix a badge of dishonor to 
the slave. All combined to confirm, for whites, their 
own racialized capacity for honor. 

At the same time, Gross shows how the demands of 
slave law inevitably created cracks in the facade. Much 
as they tried to objectify and dehumanize their slaves, 
the nature of civil and criminal proceedings obliged 
white southerners to confront the "moral agency" (p. 

JUNE 2002 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ahr/article-abstract/107/3/877/19565 by U

SC
 Law

 user on 31 D
ecem

ber 2019



878 Reviews of Books 

73) of black women and men and to acknowledge 
possibilities for rational choice and human volition 
underlying their behavior. Creating real problems in 
the realm of racial ideas, Gross suggests, these were 
problems of which the slaves themselves were well 
aware. 

This is a rich book, and it is impossible to touch on 
all the issues it raises. Gross effectively puts her legal 
records into a framework created by diaries, letters, 
and even the autobiographical writings of fugitive 
slaves, all of which help to complicate, still further, the 
story she tells. Along the way, she provides valuable 
insight into the uses of paternalism as a perspective for 
understanding slavery and even into the professional
ization of medicine, as it grew out of the requirements 
of southern slave law. 

Certainly, there are questions one can raise about 
the book. Most troubling is its narrowness. Neither the 
text nor the notes do much to place slave-related 
proceedings in a larger context of legal and cultural 
developments either in or outside the South. This 
seems particularly relevant where Gross attempts to 
give significance to professionalization, even medical
ization, as products of slavery's racial and cultural 
demands. It remains unclear that such developments 
were confined to the South. In this and other ways, the 
book seems to take southern distinctiveness too much 
for granted. 

But, again, this is an important book. Anyone inter
ested in the history of slavery and the South will need 
to read it. 

DICKSON D. BRUCE, JR. 
University of California, 
Irvine 

MANISHA SINHA. The Counterrevolution of Slavery: Pol
itics and Ideology in Antebellum South Carolina. Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 2000. Pp. xiii, 
362. Cloth $55.00, paper $19.95. 

In this engaging book, Manisha Sinha places slavery at 
the center of southern political distinctiveness in the 
antebellum era and South Carolina at the forefront of 
southern nationalism. Sinha depicts Carolinian plant
er-politicians as ahead of, rather than distinctive from, 
other states in their commitment to southern sover
eignty. Sinha argues convincingly that planter elites 
directed South Carolina politics and that slavery gov
erned their political behavior. Beginning with the 
nullification crisis, proceeding through the controversy 
of 1850, the debates about reopening the African slave 
trade, and episodes of judicial nullification in the late 
antebellum era, and culminating in secession in 1860, 
Sinha demonstrates that slavery and South Carolina 
led the South toward its challenge to democracy and 
abandonment of the Union. 

As South Carolina assumed the mantle of southern 
leadership once held by Virginia, southern politics 
became increasingly, if intermittently, radicalized
and racialized. Challenging historians who argue that 
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the course the South pursed after the 1820s repre
sented a differing variant of republicanism or of 
liberalism, Sinha shows that protecting slavery and 
overturning the constitutional bases for challenging 
slave holding drove South Carolina's antidemocratic 
counterrevolution. 

Neither South Carolina's rise to sectional promi
nence nor the solidification of proslavery ideology in 
the South proceeded in a linear fashion. In the early 
antebellum era, divisions within the state complicated 
the ambitions of the planter-politicians, and other 
states proved reluctant to follow the Carolinians' lead. 
One of the real strengths of this book, which occasion
ally exaggerates the monocausal rise of southern na
tionalism, is the complexity the author uncovers as she 
traces the southern road toward disunion. Heated 
conflicts over nullification, both within South Carolina 
and the region, indicate the limits of planter-politi
cians' power in the 1820s. While the largest slavehold
ing areas of the state embraced the doctrine of nulli
fication, other southern states balked, and Carolina 
elites adopted a course of political conciliation. How
ever, as Sinha reveals, their commitment to slavery and 
southern nationalism persisted, reappearing in the late 
antebellum era, pushed to the forefront of southern 
consciousness by territorial controversies. Those strug
gles over the future of the nation and of slave holding 
encouraged South Carolina's regional leadership and 
validated its commitment to southern sovereignty in 
the eyes of neighboring states. Still, conflict persisted 
in the South over Texas annexation, the Wilmot pro
viso, and presidential politics. During the crisis of 
1850, South Carolina planter-politicians used reason 
and intimidation to shore up support within their own 
borders and launched an organized effort to foster 
sectional allegiance in other states. Although they lost 
the battle over secession in 1850, they were on the fast 
track to winning the war: slaveholding politicians 
throughout the South emerged from the 1850 debates 
committed to the principles (if not yet the action) of 
secession, state sovereignty, and slavery expansion. 
Southern nationalism ultimately triumphed in 1860, 
and war was inaugurated by, of course, South Carolina. 
While Sinha offers little that is substantially new in her 
chapters on disunion, her ultimate conclusion that 
"slavery rather than vague and undefined republican 
fears or rhetorical insults to southern honor guided 
Carolinian planter politicians" proves persuasive (p. 
220). 

In recent years, nineteenth-century historians, seek
ing inclusiveness, have expanded the definition of 
politics to include topics such as crowd action and 
social networks. Sinha returns to a more traditional 
and refined conception of politics: one that antebellum 
politicians would employ. Politics in South Carolina, 
Sinha emphasizes, centered on elites' political ideology 
and their public debates about civic action. Not sur
prisingly, John C. Calhoun thus drives much of Sinha's 
story. Not only was he the architect of nullification, but 
his ideas provided the basis for secession and pro-
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