
Slavery	  vs.	  Indentured	  Servant	  
For	  this	  assignment	  you	  will	  use	  excerpts	  from	  A	  Peoples	  History	  of	  the	  United	  States	  by	  Howard	  Zinn.	  	  I	  have	  adapted	  the	  
appropriate	  writings	  from	  Chapters	  2	  and	  3	  of	  Zinn’s	  book.	  	  Please	  refer	  to	  the	  reading	  to	  answer	  the	  questions	  and	  
complete	  the	  chart.	  	  The	  assignment	  is	  worth	  200	  points.	  	  Please	  double-‐space	  your	  typed	  responses.	  

Questions	  1-‐6	  are	  taken	  from	  the	  first	  reading	  entitled	  “Drawing	  the	  Color	  Line.”	  

1. Why	  did	  Virginians	  (Jamestown)	  massacre	  Indians	  instead	  of	  enslaving	  them?	  (15	  points)	  
2. How	  does	  the	  answer	  to	  the	  above	  question	  help	  to	  explain	  the	  choice	  to	  import	  black	  slaves?	  	  (in	  other	  words,	  

what	  were	  other	  pressures	  causing	  the	  Jamestown	  settlers	  to	  feel	  they	  needed	  slaves?)	  (10	  Points)	  
3. Why	  were	  Africans	  vulnerable	  to	  enslavement?	  (15	  points)	  
4. **Zinn	  writes	  “…where	  whites	  and	  blacks	  found	  themselves	  with	  common	  problems,	  common	  work,	  common	  

enemy	  in	  their	  master,	  they	  behaved	  toward	  one	  as	  equals.”	  
Did	  they	  work	  together?	  	  What	  evidence	  does	  Zinn	  offer	  to	  suggest	  that	  there	  was	  no	  “natural	  tendency”	  
among	  the	  slaves	  and	  servants	  to	  be	  racist	  towards	  each	  other?	  	  In	  other	  words,	  how	  do	  we	  know	  they	  got	  
along?	  	  To	  what	  degree	  was	  the	  treatment	  of	  slaves	  and	  servants	  by	  the	  masters	  and	  the	  law	  different?	  
Similar?	  (20	  points)	  

5. How	  do	  we	  know	  that	  slaves	  and	  indentured	  servants	  resisted	  their	  situation?	  (15	  points)	  
6. **How	  did	  the	  Virginia	  ruling	  class	  (the	  elite/wealthy)	  begin	  to	  drive	  a	  wedge	  between	  the	  white	  indentured	  

servants	  and	  enslaved	  blacks?	  (15	  points)	  
**	  Questions	  4	  and	  6	  will	  use	  some	  of	  the	  same	  information.	  	  	  

Questions	  	  7-‐9	  	  	  are	  taken	  from	  the	  second	  reading	  entitled	  “Persons	  of	  Mean	  and	  Vile	  Condition.”	  

7. Why	  would	  a	  European	  man	  or	  woman	  sign	  an	  indenture?	  	  In	  other	  words,	  why	  would	  a	  person	  agree	  to	  become	  
an	  indentured	  servant?	  	  How	  free	  was	  the	  “choice”	  to	  become	  an	  indentured	  servant?	  (20	  points)	  

8. What	  happened	  when	  servants	  became	  free?	  (10	  points)	  
9. Create	  and	  fill	  the	  chart	  below.	  	  Expand	  the	  chart	  by	  adding	  one	  category	  to	  the	  given	  criteria.	  (Categories	  1-‐6	  are	  

worth	  10	  points	  –	  your	  created	  category	  is	  worth	  20	  points)	  
	   African	  Slave	   Indentured	  Servant	  

1	  -‐	  Period	  of	  Servitude	   	   	  

2	  -‐	  Conditions/Rights	  during	  Servitude	  

	  

	   	  

3	  -‐	  Conditions	  of	  Voyage	   	   	  

4	  -‐	  Reasons	  for	  a	  Cause	  of	  Servitude	   	   	  

5	  -‐	  Forms	  of	  Resistance	   	   	  

6	  -‐	  Methods	  by	  Which	  They	  were	  
Controlled	  

	   	  

7	  -‐	  YOUR	  CATEGORY	   	   	  

	  



Slavery	  /	  Indentured	  Servants	  Reading 
Mr.	  O’Brien	  
PreAP/CP	  

The	  following	  excerpts	  are	  adapted	  from	  A	  People’s	  History	  of	  the	  United	  States	  by	  Howard	  Zinn.	  
	  
The	  first	  reading	  is	  from	  Chapter	  2,	  entitled	  “Drawing	  the	  Color	  Line,”	  and	  focuses	  on	  the	  institution	  of	  slavery	  

which	  began	  in	  Jamestown	  in	  1619.	  
 
       Everything in the experience of the first white settlers acted as a pressure for the enslavement of blacks.  
       (2) The (Jamestown) Virginians of 1619 were desperate for labor, to grow enough food to stay alive. Among them were survivors 
from the winter of 1609-1610, the "starving time," when, crazed for want of food, they roamed the woods for nuts and berries, dug up 
graves to eat the corpses, and died in batches until five hundred colonists were reduced to sixty.  
       Many of the people lived in cave-like holes dug into the ground, and in the winter of 1609-1610, they were  
 

...driven through insufferable hunger to eat those things which nature most abhorred, the flesh and excrements of man as 
well of our own nation as of an Indian, digged by some out of his grave after he had laid buried there days and wholly 
devoured him; others, envying the better state of body of any whom hunger has not yet so much wasted as their own, lay 
wait and threatened to kill and eat them; one among them slew his wife as she slept in his bosom, cut her in pieces, salted 
her and fed upon her till he had clean devoured all parts saving her head...  

        
       (2) The Virginians needed labor, to grow corn for subsistence, to grow tobacco for export. They had just figured out how to grow 
tobacco, and in 1617 they sent off the first cargo to England. Finding that, like all pleasurable drugs tainted with moral disapproval, it 
brought a high price, the planters, despite their high religious talk, were not going to ask questions about something so profitable.  
       (1) They couldn't force the Indians to work for them, as Columbus had done. They were outnumbered, and while, with superior 
firearms, they could massacre Indians, they would face massacre in return. They could not capture them and keep them enslaved; the 
Indians were tough, resourceful, defiant, and at home in these woods, as the transplanted Englishmen were not.  
      (1)  There may have been a kind of frustrated rage at their own ineptitude, at the Indian superiority at taking care of themselves that 
made the Virginians especially ready to become the masters of slaves. Edmund Morgan imagines their mood as he writes in his book 
American Slavery, American Freedom:  
 

If you were a colonist, you knew that your technology was superior to the Indians'. You knew that you were civilized, and 
they were savages... But your superior technology had proved insufficient to extract anything. The Indians, keeping to 
themselves, laughed at your superior methods and lived from the land more abundantly and with less labor than you did... 
And when your own people started deserting in order to live with them, it was too much... So you killed the Indians, 
tortured them, burned their villages, burned their cornfields. It proved your superiority, in spite of your failures. And you 
gave similar treatment to any of your own people who succumbed to their savage ways of life. But you still did not grow 
much corn... 
 

      (2) Black slaves were the answer. And it was natural to consider imported blacks as slaves, even if the institution of slavery would 
not be regularized and legalized for several decades. Because, by 1619, a million blacks had already been brought from Africa to South 
America and the Caribbean, to the Portuguese and Spanish colonies, to work as slaves. Fifty years before Columbus, the Portuguese took 
ten African blacks to Lisbon—this was the start of a regular trade in slaves. African blacks had been stamped as slave labor for a 
hundred years. So it would have been strange if those twenty blacks, forcibly transported to Jamestown, and sold as objects to settlers 
anxious for a steadfast source of labor, were considered as anything but slaves.  
      (3) Their helplessness made enslavement easier. The Indians were on their own land. The whites were in their own European culture. 
The blacks had been torn from their land and culture, forced into a situation where the heritage of language, dress, custom, family 
relations, was bit by bit obliterated except for remnants that blacks could hold on to by sheer, extraordinary persistence.  
     (9)  The conditions of capture and sale were crushing affirmations to the black African of his helplessness in the face of superior 
force. The marches to the coast, sometimes for 1,000 miles, with people shackled around the neck, under whip and gun, were death 
marches, in which two of every five blacks died. On the coast, they were kept in cages until they were picked and sold. One John Barbot, 
at the end of the seventeenth century, described these cages on the Gold Coast:  
 

As the slaves come down to Fida from the inland country, they are put into a booth or prison... near the beach, and when 
the Europeans are to receive them, they are brought out onto a large plain, where the ship's surgeons examine every part 
of everyone of them, to the smallest member, men and women being stark naked... Such as are allowed good and sound 
are set on one side... marked on the breast with a red- hot iron, imprinting the mark of the French, English or Dutch 
companies... The branded slaves after this are returned to their former booths where they await shipment, sometimes 10-
15 days...  

 
       (9) Then they were packed aboard the slave ships, in spaces not much bigger than coffins, chained together in the dark, wet slime of 
the ship's bottom, choking in the stench of their own excrement. Documents of the time describe the conditions:  
 



The height, sometimes, between decks, was only eighteen inches; so that the unfortunate human beings could not turn 
around, or even on their sides, the elevation being less than the breadth of their shoulders; and here they are usually 
chained to the decks by the neck and legs. In such a place the sense of misery and suffocation is so great, that the 
Negroes... are driven to frenzy.  
 

      (9) Under these conditions, perhaps one of every three blacks transported overseas died, but the huge profits (often double the 
investment on one trip) made it worthwhile for the slave trader, and so the blacks were packed into the holds like fish. 

  
       (3) With all of this—the desperation of the Jamestown settlers for labor, the impossibility of using Indians and the difficulty of using 
whites, the availability of blacks offered in greater and greater numbers by profit-seeking dealers in human flesh, and with such blacks 
possible to control because they had just gone through an ordeal which if it did not kill them must have left them in a state of psychic 
and physical helplessness—is it any wonder that such blacks were ripe for enslavement?  
      (4) And under these conditions, even if some blacks might have been considered servants, would blacks be treated the same as white 
servants?  
       (4,6) The evidence, from the court records of colonial Virginia, shows that in 1630 a white man named Hugh Davis was ordered "to 
be soundly whipt... for abusing himself... by defiling his body in lying with a Negro." Ten years later, six servants and "a negro of Mr. 
Reynolds" started to run away. While the whites received lighter sentences, "Emanuel the Negro to receive thirty stripes and to be burnt 
in the cheek with the letter R, and to work in shackle one year or more as his master shall see cause."  
           (4) There is evidence that where whites and blacks found themselves with common problems, common work, common enemy in 
their master, they behaved toward one another as equals. As one scholar of slavery, Kenneth Stampp, has put it, Negro and white 
servants of the seventeenth century were "remarkably unconcerned about the visible physical differences."  
       (4,6) Black and white worked together, fraternized together. The very fact that laws had to be passed after a while to forbid such 
relations indicates the strength of that tendency. In 1661 a law was passed in Virginia that "in case any English servant shall run away in 
company of any Negroes" he would have to give special service for extra years to the master of the runaway Negro. In 1691, Virginia 
provided for the banishment of any "white man or woman being free who shall intermarry with a negro, mulatoo, or Indian man or 
woman bond or free."  
             (5) Blacks were easier to enslave than whites or Indians. But they were still not easy to enslave. From the beginning, the 
imported black men and women resisted their enslavement. Ultimately their resistance was controlled, and slavery was established for 3 
million blacks in the South. Still, under the most difficult conditions, under pain of mutilation and death, throughout their two hundred 
years of enslavement in North America, these Afro-Americans continued to rebel. Only occasionally was there an organized 
insurrection. More often they showed their refusal to submit by running away. Even more often, they engaged in sabotage, slowdowns, 
and subtle forms of resistance which asserted, if only to themselves and their brothers and sisters, their dignity as human beings.  
             (5) When the very first black slaves were brought into Hispaniola in 1503, the Spanish governor of Hispaniola complained to the 
Spanish court that fugitive Negro slaves were teaching disobedience to the Indians. In the 1520s and 1530s, there were slave revolts in 
Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, Santa Marta, and what is now Panama. Shortly after those rebellions, the Spanish established a special police 
for chasing fugitive slaves.  
       (5) A Virginia statute of 1669 referred to "the obstinacy of many of them," and in 1680 the Assembly took note of slave meetings 
"under the pretense of feasts and brawls" which they considered of "dangerous consequence." In 1687, in the colony's Northern Neck, a 
plot was discovered in which slaves planned to kill all the whites in the area and escape during a mass funeral.  
       (5) Gerald Mullin, who studied slave resistance in eighteenth-century Virginia in his work Flight and Rebellion, reports:  
The available sources on slavery in 18th-century Virginia—plantation and county records, the newspaper advertisements for runaways—
describe rebellious slaves and few others. The slaves described feigned illnesses, destroyed crops, stores, tools, and sometimes attacked 
or killed overseers. They operated blackmarkets in stolen goods. 

      (5)  In Maryland, where slaves were about one-third of the population in 1750, slavery had been written into law since the 
1660s, and statutes for controlling rebellious slaves were passed. There were cases where slave women killed their masters, sometimes 
by poisoning them, sometimes by burning tobacco houses and homes. Punishment ranged from whipping and branding to execution, but 
the trouble continued. In 1742, seven slaves were put to death for murdering their master. 
 (5) It was an intricate and powerful system of control that the slaveowners developed to maintain their labor supply and their 
way of life, a system both subtle and crude, involving every device that social orders employ for keeping power and wealth where it is. 
As Kenneth Stampp puts it:  
 

(5) A wise master did not take seriously the belief that Negroes were natural-born slaves. He knew better. He knew that 
Negroes freshly imported from Africa had to be broken into bondage; that each succeeding generation had to be carefully 
trained. This was no easy task, for the bondsman rarely submitted willingly. Moreover, he rarely submitted completely. In 
most cases there was no end to the need for control—at least not until old age reduced the slave to a condition of 
helplessness.  
 
(4,6) Only one fear was greater than the fear of black rebellion in the new American colonies. That was the fear that discontented 

whites would join black slaves to overthrow the existing order (in other words – they were afraid the poor whites and slaves would join 
forces, and resist the control of the wealthy). In the early years of slavery, especially, before racism as a way of thinking was firmly 
ingrained, while white indentured servants were often treated as badly as black slaves, there was a possibility of cooperation. As 
Edmund Morgan sees it:  
 



(4) There are hints that the two despised groups initially saw each other as sharing the same predicament. It was 
common, for example, for servants and slaves to run away together, steal hogs together, get drunk together. 

  
(4)As Morgan says, masters, "initially at least, perceived slaves in much the same way they had always perceived servants... shiftless, 
irresponsible, unfaithful, ungrateful, dishonest..."  
       (6) And so, measures were taken. About the same time that slave codes, involving discipline and punishment, were passed by the 
Virginia Assembly,  
 

(6) Virginia's ruling class, having proclaimed that all white men were superior to black, went on to offer their social (but 
white) inferiors a number of benefits previously denied them. In 1705 a law was passed requiring masters to provide white 
servants whose indenture time was up with ten bushels of corn, thirty shillings, and a gun, while women servants were to 
get 15 bushels of corn and forty shillings. Also, the newly freed servants were to get 50 acres of land.  
 

       (6) Morgan concludes: "Once the small planter (poor white) felt less exploited by taxation and began to prosper a little, he became 
less turbulent, less dangerous, more respectable. He could begin to see his big neighbor (the wealthy) not as an extortionist but as a 
powerful protector of their common interests."  
       We see now a complex web of historical threads to ensnare blacks for slavery in America: the desperation of starving settlers, the 
special helplessness of the displaced African, the powerful incentive of profit for slave trader and planter, the temptation of superior 
status for poor whites, the elaborate controls against escape and rebellion, the legal and social punishment of black and white 
collaboration.  
	  

SECOND	  EXCERPT	  IS	  ON	  BACK	  OF	  PAGE.



	  
This second excerpt is from Chapter 3, entitled “Persons of Mean and Vile Condition,” and compares the 
conditions faced by slaves, with those of white indentured servants. 
 
 (7) In the 1600s and 1700s, by forced exile, by lures, promises, and lies, by kidnapping, by their urgent need to escape the 
living conditions of the home country, poor people wanting to go to America became commodities of profit for merchants, traders, ship 
captains, and eventually their masters in America. Abbot Smith, in his study of indentured servitude, Colonists in Bondage, writes: 
"From the complex pattern of forces producing emigration to the American colonies one stands out clearly as most powerful in causing 
the movement of servants. This was the pecuniary profit to be made by shipping them."  
       (9) After signing the indenture, in which the immigrants agreed to pay their cost of passage by working for a master for five or 
seven years, they were often imprisoned until the ship sailed, to make sure they did not run away. In the year 1619, the Virginia House 
of Burgesses, provided for the recording and enforcing of contracts between servants and masters. As in any contract between unequal 
powers, the parties appeared on paper as equals, but enforcement was far easier for master than for servant.  
       (9) The voyage to America lasted eight, ten, or twelve weeks, and the servants were packed into ships with the same fanatic concern 
for profits that marked the slave ships. If the weather was bad, and the trip took too long, they ran out of food. The sloop Sea-Flower, 
leaving Belfast in 1741, was at sea sixteen weeks, and when it arrived in Boston, forty-six of its 106 passengers were dead of starvation, 
six of them eaten by the survivors. On another trip, thirty-two children died of hunger and disease and were thrown into the ocean. 
Gottlieb Mittelberger, a musician, traveling from Germany to America around 1750, wrote about his voyage:  
 

(9) During the journey the ship is full of pitiful signs of distress-smells, fumes, horrors, vomiting, various kinds of sea 
sickness, fever, dysentery, headaches, heat, constipation, boils, scurvy, cancer, mouth-rot, and similar afflictions, all of 
them caused by the age and the high salted state of the food, especially of the meat, as well as by the very bad and filthy 
water.. .. Add to all that shortage of food, hunger, thirst, frost, heat, dampness, fear, misery, vexation, and lamentation as 
well as other troubles.... On board our ship, on a day on which we had a great storm, a woman ahout to give birth and 
unable to deliver under the circumstances, was pushed through one of the portholes into the sea....  

 
            (9)  Indentured servants were bought and sold like slaves. An announcement in the Virginia Gazette, March 28, 1771, read:  
 

Just arrived at Leedstown, the Ship Justitia, with about one Hundred Healthy Servants, Men Women & Boys... . The Sale 
will commence on Tuesday the 2nd of April.  
 
(9) Beatings and whippings were common. Servant women were raped. One observer testified: "I have seen an Overseer beat a 

Servant with a cane about the head till the blood has followed, for a fault that is not worth the speaking of...." The Maryland court 
records showed many servant suicides. In 1671, Governor Berkeley of Virginia reported that in previous years four of five servants died 
of disease after their arrival. Many were poor children, gathered up by the hundreds on the streets of English cities and sent to Virginia 
to work. 
 (9) Servants could not marry without permission, could be separated from their families, could be whipped for various offenses. 
Pennsylvania law in the seventeenth century said that marriage of servants "without the consent of the Masters .. . shall be proceeded 
against as for Adultery, or fornication, and Children to be reputed as Bastards." 
 (5) Finding their situation intolerable, and rebellion impractical in an increasingly organized society, servants reacted in 
individual ways. The files of the county courts in New England show that one servant struck at his master with a pitchfork. An 
apprentice servant was accused of "laying violent hands upon his ... master, and throwing him downe twice and feching bloud of him, 
threatening to breake his necke, running at his face with a chayre...." One maidservant was brought into court for being "bad, unruly, 
careless, destructive, and disobedient." 
 (5) Escape was easier than rebellion. "Numerous instances of mass desertions by white servants took place in the Southern 
colonies," reports Richard Morris, on the basis of an inspection of colonial newspapers in the 1700s. "The atmosphere of seventeenth-
century Virginia," he says, "was charged with plots and rumors of combinations of servants to run away." The Maryland court records 
show, in the 1650s, a conspiracy of a dozen servants to seize a boat and to resist with arms if intercepted. They were captured and 
whipped. 
 More than half the colonists who came to the North American shores in the colonial period came as servants. They were mostly 
English in the seventeenth century, Irish and German in the eighteenth century. More and more, slaves replaced them, as they ran away 
to freedom or finished their time, but as late as 1755, white servants made up 10 percent of the population of Maryland.  
       (8) What happened to these servants after they became free? There are cheerful accounts in which they rise to prosperity, becoming 
landowners and important figures. But Abbot Smith, after a careful study, concludes that colonial society "was not democratic and 
certainly not equalitarian; it was dominated by men who had money enough to make others work for them." And: "Few of these men 
were descended from indentured servants, and practically none had themselves been of that class." 
 (8) 	  Smith's conclusion is supported by a more recent study of servants in seventeenth-century Maryland, where it was found 
that the first batches of servants became landowners and politically active in the colony, but by the second half of the century more than 
half the servants, even after ten years of freedom, remained landless. Servants became tenants, providing cheap labor for the large 
planters both during and after their servitude. 
	   	  


