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[ am...of those who believe that the work of the American Anti-Slavery
Saociety will not have been compieted until the black men of the South and the
black men of the North. shall have been admitted. fully and completely, into the
body politic of America.....A mightier work than the abolition of slavery now
looms up before the Abolitionists. This society was organized. if | remember
rightly. for two distinct objects: one was the emancipation of the slave, and the
other the elevation of colored people. When we have taken the chains off the
slave, as [ believe we shall do, we shall find a harder resistance to the second
purpose of this great association than we have found even upon slavery itseif.
Frederick Douglass, 1863

Every artist, every scientist, must decide NOW where he stands. He has no
alternative. There is no standing above the conflict on Olympian heights. There
are no impartial observers. Through the destruction—in certain countries—of the
greatest of man's literary heritages. through the propagation of false ideas of
racial and national superiority, the artist. the scientist, the writer is challenged.
The batilefront is everywhere. There is no sheltered rear.

Paul Robeson. 1937

The mere imparting of information is not education.
Carter G. Woodson. The Mis-Education of the Negro, p. XXX

....Just because you have colleges and universities, doesn’t mean you have
education. The colleges and universities in the American educational system are
skillfully used to0 miseducate.

Malcom X. interview in Young Socialist, March-April. 1965

What we want is the right to be right, and the right to be wrong.
Bob Marley. 1976

My feelings about myself have been terrible. The whole of where [ came from,
the Brazos Valiey in Texas, picking cotton in my early life. being with my mother
and not with my father. living through the 1930's. the lack of a real father. not
having enough food sometimes, going around to those churches and the Dew
Drop Inns. all left an enormous stain and a sense of inferiority that lasted for
many years. [ feit that no matter what I did. what ballet | made, how beautifully |
danced., it was not good enough. Even now | doubt whether the new ballet is
going to be what it really should be—even though I've made 150 ballets. That °s
one of the worst things about racism, whait it does to young people. It tears
dovwm your insides so that no matter what you achieve, no matter what you write
or choreograph. you feel it's not quite enough. You're not quite up to snuff.
Alvin Ailey. 1988

Great musicians are like great fighters. They have a higher sense of theory going
on in their heads. | feel strong creatively now, and [ feel I'm getting even
stronger.

Miles Davis, 1989

viii



THE BLACK CROP: SLAVERY AND SLAVE TRADING IN

NINETEENTH CENTURY TEXAS

Publication No.

Fred Lee McGhee, Ph.D.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2000

Supervisor: Samuel M. Wilson

This dissertation is an interdisciplinary investigation of
the origins, development and effects of nineteenth century
African and African-American slave trading in Texas. The
research is mainly archival in nature and relies theoretically on
material from several humanities disciplines and social
sciences, including ethnohistory, anthropology, geography, and
archaeology.

The project is the first investigation to focus on both

African and African-American slave trading into and/or
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through Texas and is thus significant as a baseline study. The
main history of Texas slavery, Randolph Campbell’s (1989) An
Empire for Slavery, discounts the role of the internal slave
trade, as does a 1972 Master’s Thesis on the subject (Robbins
1972), but Tadman’s (1989) more exhaustive inquiry of
antebellum Negro speculation reveals that fully yp to 70
percent of Blacks in Texas in 1860 had been traded into the
state. This stunning statistic has obvious implications for the
social and economic development of Texas, as contemporary
race relations in the Lone Star State attest. My investigation is
a follow-up to projects such as Du Bois’s 1896 landmark study
on the African slave trade The Suppression of the African Slave
Trade to the United States (Du Bois estimated that 75,000
Africans were smuggled into or through Texas in the
nineteenth century), and situates the role of the trade in its
proper historical perspective as being fundamental to Texas’
economic and social development.

The study also situates the role of the internal and



external slave trade into ongoing discussions concerning the
development of nineteenth century American westward
expansion and imperialism, as well as into the development of
nineteenth century American capitalism. Slave trading was a
basic and underappreciated component of the economic
development of Texas, and also enriched many northern
business elites such as Charles Morgan, who provided the first
regular steamship service into Texas, as well as William Marsh
Rice, for whom Rice University is named.

In addition to discussing some of the economic and
historical effects of the trade, the dissertation uses
ethnohistory—primary source material includes personal
correspondence and the WPA slave narratives—to uncover the
atttudes and passions exhibited by masters and traders in
Texas, and emphasizes how the trade felt from the slaves’ point

of view.

xi



TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION ... i ittt itttresanennrecanenannas 1
CHAPTER 1: ABRIEFWORDON THEORY .........c.c..... 17
Noam Chomsky and Edward W. Said ............... 21

The Du Boisians: Herbert Aptheker, Manning

Marableand Ronald Bailey ....................... 35
Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic ....................... 42
Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s Silencing the Past ......... 45
Michael Tadman'’s Speculators and Slaves .......... 49

CHAPTER 2: ASSESSMENT OF SOME OF THE LITERATURE .. 54

Abigail Curlee Holbrook .........c..iciiiieiinnnn 58
Richard Francaviglia’s From Sail to Steam ......... . 68
Randolph B. Campbell’s An Empire for Slavery ...... 73
Edward T. Cotham Jr.’s Battleon theBay ........... 84
Stephen R. Wise’s Lifeline of the Confederacy ....... 89

CHAPTER 3: THE GEOGRAPHY OF THE TEXAS GULF COAST
AND AN OVERVIEW OF THE TEXAS SLAVE TRADE ... 96

Physiography ..........cciiiiiiiiiiiiiiininenn. 96

xii



European Impressions Of Texas ..................

Rivers In TeXas ......viiiitiinneenannnononnnnns

ASmuggler’'sHaven .........cciiiiininiieennnnas
Characterizing and Estimating the Extent of the
SlaveTrade .........ciiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnn.
CHAPTER 4: PIRATES, PRIVATEERS, AND ANGLO
SETTLERS; THE FIRST SLAVES COME TO TEXAS .....
The Beginning of the African-American Slave Trade:
Anglo Settlement ........cietietenninnnnarannns
Anglo African Slave Trading  ....................
The Role of Slavery and the Slave Trade in the
Texas Revolution .............cciiiiiiiinnnnnns
CHAPTER 5: THE INCREASE OF SLAVERY AND SLAVE

TRADING DURING THE REPUBLIC PERIOD AND THE

xiii



FLOWERING OF MANIFEST DESTINY .............. 179

Other Evidence of African and African-American

Slave Trading .........ccitiiiiiiiieiiinnnnnnnn 190
Texas: A Place to Make One’s Fortune ............ 195
The Slave Trade and the Annexation of Texas ..... 197

CHAPTER 6: THE GOLDEN AGE OF THE TEXAS “SUGAR
BOWL” ANDKINGCOTTON ......cciitiiinannnnnnn. 208
A Brief Snapshot of Antebellum Texas ............ 212

Foxes Minding the Henhouse: The Misadventures of

Being aFreeSailorinTexas ..................... 219
Texas African Slave Trading in the 1850’s ........ 231
The Lone Star Yankee: Two Case Studies ......... 240
The Texas PlanterClass  ...............ceuu.... 266

CHAPTER 7: “SOLD FROM THEIR MAMA'’S BREAST”; THE

FOLKTALES AND ORAL HISTORY OF ENSLAVED

TEXANS ittt et rneneansesesasannnas 283
The WPA Narratives .......ccieiiiiinncennennas 287
Reeves TUCKEL ......civtiitieeeeroerecnnnennnnns 292

Xiv



MaryGaffney .......cciiiiiiiiiiiniiiiiiineann. 293

MariahRobinson ..........ccitiiiiieeiiinnnennn 294
Betty SImmons ..........cciiiieiiieneriinaanns 295
Wililam Hamilton ..............ccieiiiiiiaa.. 296
Walter RImm ......... ...ttt tiiiierinnieanennns 296
Mintie MariaMiller ............c e, 297
James Brown ...........ceeiitiiinteitteiaannns 298
TomHoland ..........c.cciiiititienieneneennnnns 299
Henry Lewis .......ccciiiiiiiiiiiniennanananns 299
WesBrady .....cciiiiiiinneiienncecnencnaannne 300
UncleCintolewis .........ciiiiieiiiiiinineans 300
Annie Hawkins ...........ciiiiiiiiiiiiiinenans 300
lewis Jenkins .........c.ciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiian.s 301
AllenV.Manning .......ccciiiiiiiiiiiiiennnnans 302
PhyllisPetite ........cccitieiiiiiiininnneeennans 303
HarrietRobinson ..........ccevvieiiiiniaiiieens 304
Andrew Simms ........ccciiiiiiiiiiiiiitiieeees 305
LizaSmith ..........ciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiaaaaans 307

Xv



The Peculiar Experiences of Female Enslavement .. 312

RoseWilliams ............cciiiiiiiiinaanan... 317
Betty POWers ..........ciiiiintiinnnnncnnnenns 319
Lizzie Jones . ......coiit ittt ittt eeneannanss 319
Lewis Jones ........cceiitiiiiiinrtinnnnnrnnanns 320
KateDarling .........ccciiiiiiiiiirnnnnennnnnns 320
Mary Gaffney ........ciiiiiiiininnnnnneennenns 321
FannieNorman .............. ... i e 322
[daHenry .......iiiiiiiiiieeeennnnnnnnnennnn 323
HarrietRobinson ........... . iiiiiiiiiiennnn. 324
louSmith ....... ... ittt 325

CHAPTER 8: THE USE AND ABUSE OF TEXAS HISTORY .... 327
“Means Testing” Historical Significance ........... 336
Military Sites and WhatElse? ................... 344

APPENDIX A: A NEW DIRECTION FOR HISTORY AND

xXvi



----------------------------------------------

xvii



INTRODUCTION
Gexas is more than a place. Dt is a frame of mind. A Texan believes that the individual
is powerful. Texas has that uigged individualism. Dt may not, be palished, may not be
smooth. and it may not be silky, but it is there. D believe that D get from the sail and the
that thee are na limits. that yow can just, keep going, just keep soaving. D like that spirit.
—Barbara Dordan (cited in Lankev 1989)

This dissertation constitutes my interpretation of central
aspects of Texas history. More specifically, it is a revisionist
view of African American history in Texas, and places specific
empirical emphasis on the impact of the practice of slave
speculation between about 1816 and 1870. The study also
comments extensively on the legacy of racism and historical
silencing that still exist as a result of the processes of the
“manufacture of consent” in Texas and the United States at
large.

Any scholar attempting a revisionist retelling of Texas
history is inviting criticism and controversy, and [ might as
well begin by stating up front that this dissertation is by no

means the final word on slavery and slave trading in Texas. It

really isn’t the beginning word either; much of the information



I present here is familiar to Texas historians. What is different
is my interpretadon of the information. My hope is that this
study will launch a prolonged and fruitful discussion about
contemporary race relatons in Texas and can serve as an
empowerment tool for activists in the ongoing “culture wars”
being waged not only in educational institutions but in other
public policy arenas as well. Since I am also actively and
explicitly committed to advancing the cause of race, class, and
gender justice and am attempting a historical reformulation
that in many circles would be considered “radical,” or “Marxist,”
I also here provide a brief reflexive discussion and positioning
about my political and personal feelings regarding this topic.

[ first came to Texas in September of 1993 (other than a
brief stay at the Dallas/Ft. Worth airport four years earlier)
while serving onboard a U.S. Navy mine warfare vessel, USS
GLADIATOR (MCM-11). During my two year tour of duty
onboard this ship I had ample opportunity to familiarize

myself with the peculiarities of life and culture along the Texas
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gulf coast. I grew to appreciate the coast’s unique and often
strange geographical features and learned much about the
people inhabiting the coastal bend region, from shrimpers and
fishermen/women to surfers. After leaving active duty in
April of 1995, [ came to the University of Texas to study
Polynesian seafaring but eventually realized that my
experiences as an African-American sailor, an increasing
interface with students and faculty affiliated with UT Austin’s
well regarded and dynamic African Diaspora program (the
jointly sponsored UT Austin/UNESCO African Diaspora
conference that took place in January of 1996 was particularly
influential on my thinking in this regard), and a developing
political commitment to first study “locally” instead of in a far
removed place, led me to focus my scholarly and activist
energies on the Lone Star State.

During the spring of 1996 I began working for the
Housing Authority of the City of Austin (HACA), first as a

“learning center” teacher at a public housing site, and later as
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the agency’s communications specialist. I resigned in protest
from the agency in August of that year and have since worked
as an affordable housing and public housing activist. As I
would eventually find out, there is considerable overlap
between the public housing world and archaeological practice,
particularly the practices of CRM (cultural resource
management). Since April 1997 I have been involved in
community attempts to preserve the well known neighborhood
of Fourth Ward in Houston. In Austin I have worked on an
individual basis as well as with various educational, advocacy,
and social service institutions in addressing Austin’s large
wealth and wage inequalities. In addition to my academic
interests and pursuits, I am also serving as an unpaid housing
policy analyst and consultant/advisor to the Chalmers Courts
Resident Council in Austin, and serve as a “special advisor”
regarding archaeological, historical, and anthropological matters
to the Resident Council of Allen Parkway Village in Houston.

Working with these groups has been a great honor and
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privilege, and have been professionally and personally very
enriching experiences.

As a result of these connections and experiences I grew
to understand some of the unique racisms that exist in Texas
and decided that the situation merited further study. The
more [ learned, the more fascinated I became. I came to
realize that the settlement of the state, particularly by
nineteenth century Anglos, involved interesting and
particularly disturbing variants of American racism and
imperialism. It also seemed to me that the role of African-
Americans in the “making of Texas” (Montejano 1987) was
underappreciated and understudied, at least when compared

with the more numerous studies of Mexican and Mexican-

American life in the Lone Star State.! There is an urgent need

1 My investigation of Black Texas is in many ways an extension of the work of
Black anthropology pioneer (and Native Texan) William S. Willis Jr., whose ethnohistories of the
American Southeast consistenty suessed the need to study the expeniences and roles of African-
Americans in addition to Native Americans (Willis 1970). In much of Texas, particularly in
Austin, the study of Texas history and culture has been explained largely from the standpoint of
Mexican-Americans. While this is certainly understandable, the narrative is in significant need of
modification.



to set the record straight about the African-American
experience in Texas; schoolbooks and studies are still
perpetuating the myth that slavery in Texas was less
oppressive and easier than in other states (Willoughby 1993),
despite overwhelming evidence that this was hardly the case.
As [ hope to show in this dissertation, the central role of
speculation—the buying, shipping, and selling of enslaved
people with the intention of making a profit on these

transactions—could lead one to argue that slavery in Texas was
worse than in other states.”> The nineteenth century

demographic and economic “development” of Texas demand a
focus on the institution of slavery and the most ribald
component of the institution of slavery, slave trading.

I have chosen to begin this introduction with a quote by

Barbara Jordan because the former congressperson and

2 Although one could develop such an argument, I will not do so. The atempt
would be an exercise in moral doublethink. However the seeming need by Curlee (1932) and
others since 1o perpetuate the notion of “easy” slavery in Texas is a peculiar and all too familiar
remnant of the paternalistic and hypocritical justifications put forth by mid-nineteenth century
slavery apologists who believed that the institution was “necessary” and “civilizing” for the slaves.
[ will discuss Curlee’s role in the perpetuation of Texas slavery myth in chapter two.
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educator is a highly regarded, even worshipped, member of the
late twentieth century African-American elite in Texas. I have
also enclosed a photograph of her grave at the Texas state
cemetery (Figure 1) to illustrate some of the race and class
irony that was and remains a significant part of Texas culture,
an irony which Limén (1994) characterizes as “dancing with
the devil.”* [ am not particularly concerned here with whether
the “rugged individualism” Jordan lauds infuses Texans with a
special, perhaps even unique, spirit or toughness. The folklore
and tall tales Texans have spun over the years about such
matters are well known and widespread; it should not come as
a surprise that elites such as Jordan should also engage in such

pompous bantering.* What I find fascinating is that elitist and

unremarkable individuals such as Jordan are celebrated in

3 As figure 1 shows, Barbara Jordan is buried next to a grave marked “Fannin.”
The Fannin in question is Minerva Fannin, daughter of James W. Fannin, “hero” of the battle of
Goliad during the Texas revolution, and a notorious slave trader.

+ That Jordan should now be lauded across a wide spectrum of political opinion in
the Lone Star State despite her rather mediocre legislative record (i.e. very pro-corporate) bespeaks
a recurring trend in Texas culture and sociopolitics to glorify style over substance and 10 emphasize
personalities instead of realities in the contemporary discourse and historical record.
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Texas and nationally as progressive forces in American race
relations, despite the fact that even a cursory examination of
the evidence (e.g. their voting record) indicates that these
individuals are thoroughly mainstream ideologically, and are

held up as examples as much as for what they do not question
as for what they do manage to accomplish.’

In his recent book on late nineteenth and early twenteth
century racial and ethnic relations in Texas, Foley (1997: 2)
captures the dominant sentiment well: “tourists flock to San
Antonio more than any other Texas city because it alone
captures the image that Texans most like to project of
themselves—defenders of the Alamo, victors in the war against
Mexico, pioneers in the western wilderness, manly cowboys
and rich cattle barons.” Regarding slavery, Campbell (1989: 1)

notes that “there is a widespread popular misconception,

5 Another contemporary example of this phenomenon would be Mary Frances
Berry, current controversial chair of the Pacifica Board.
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igure I | Barbara Jordan’s stone next to Mmerva Fannin’s
headstone at the Texas State Cemetery in Austin
Photo by the Author



particularly in Texas, that somehow the institution of Negro
slavery was not very important in the Lone Star State. This is
not really surprising in that many historians, writers, and
creators of popular culture have preferred to see Texas as
essentially western rather than southern.” It is a cornerstone
of my argument that Texas, in the nineteenth century at least,
is best viewed as the western end of the south instead of as
distinctively “southwestern.”

The time has now come to take the next step in the
rewriting of Texas and the west. Not only was slavery a
fundamental and intrinsic aspect of nineteenth century Texas,
but slave trading—or “negro speculation” as it was technically
known—was an integral aspect of the peculiar institution as it
was practiced in the Lone Star State. Recent scholarship (e.g.
Tadman 1996[1989])) is pointing out the degree to which both
African and African-American slave trading were
indispensable components of not only the plantation system,

but also a way for eager entrepreneurs to earn quick and easy
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returns on a relatively small investment. A significant (and the
most speculative) portion of this activity was conducted via the
sea and enriched both northern merchant shippers as well as
southern planters, and is thus a proper topic of investigation
for maritime history.

When George W. Featherstonhaugh who visited Texas
between 1834 and 1835 noted that the “black crop will
produce more money to the proprietors than any other crop
they can cultivate” (Featherstonhaugh 1844: 189) he
recognized, as the Texans themselves did, that the institution of
slavery and the “Texas Dream” advertised by Stephen F.

Austin and his successors were inextricably bound. Slavery
and slave trading were not an aberration in the history of
Texas, and the story of the slaves themselves should not be
considered “bumps in the road” of a Texas storybook otherwise
filled with wisdom, progress, and enlightenment. Furthermore,
the ideology of “free enterprise” and of mid-nineteenth century

“Manifest Destiny” and imperialist expansion were also

11



inseparably intertwined with slavery and slave trading.

This dissertation begins with a discussion of the
theoretical underpinnings underlying the discussion that
follows in the later chapters. Throughout, the approach is an
interdisciplinary, sometimes eclectic one, but the arguments
raised are basically anthropological and sociological ones.
Chapter two contains a brief assessment of some of the
literature on Texas slavery and slave trading and critiques
much of the scholarly and quasi-scholarly literature on the

subject as being little more than racist, sexist, and classist
Texas propaganda.® Chapter three is a brief description of the
geography of the Texas gulf coast, and briefly discusses the
environmental adaptions of the aboriginal inhabitants of the
area based on a study by Ricklis (1996). These environmental

adaptions remain a fundamental part of the geography of the

6 [ will also make some brief observations about how the “history” of slavery and
slave trading is presented (or not presented) in Texas schools. As might be imagined, this history
is woefully misrepresentful, blissfully ignorant, and in spots outright racist.

12



Texas gulf coast.” 1also provide a summation of the character

and degree of the nineteenth century slave trade; figures and
charts are produced to provide a rough outline of how the slave
trade grew in the fifty or so years between 1815 and 1865.
Chapter four begins with a general description of the early
nineteenth century Texas slave trade (1815-1836) as it was
conducted by pirates and privateers, and ends with a brief
discussion of some of the politics underlying the Texas
revolution and the justifications put forth by Texans for
secession.

Chapter five assesses the role of slave trading during the
republic period and attempts to situate the role of slavery and
slave trading in the agitation for statehood by Texanized

northerners and southerners.

7 [ do not wish to be perceived as an environmental determinist, however. My
position on prehistoric adaption is similar to Clive Gamble’s: instead of arguing that “human
colonization {was] driven by chance, hunger, population pressure, the wind or that lucky
technological breakthrough” as is often the case in archacology, | prefer a more agentive
interpretation that emphasizes “....a human prehistory where choice and contingency played a
dominant part in exploration and colonization although tempered by the forces of the environment”™
(1997: 144-145).
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Chapter six examines the period between 1845 and 1865,
a period when slave trading was flourishing along the gulf
coast and when many Texas elites were propagandizing for the
decriminalization of the African slave trade into Texas. This
period also saw the introduction of a remarkable number of
slaves into Texas and can be utilized to make some general
observations about the prospects for continued expansion of
the institution had the civil war not resulted in gradual
abolition of the traffic. Emphasis is based on the maritime
component of the trade, particularly the trading of the Morgan
steamship line and the activities of smugglers and bootleggers
active on the Texas frontier.

Chapter seven is based almost exclusively on the Texas
slave narratives and attempts to “ethnographize” slavery and
slave trading. By letting the oral history speak for itself, I hope
to show that the narratives have the potential for extensive use
by scholars interested in emphasizing historical agency in

addition to or in place of facts and figures. The slave
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narratives are an essential component of any attempt to
produce an ethnohistory of the institution and in my view have
been unfairly maligned as being inaccurate or as being source
material of questionable value. [ hope to show that the
narratives are as good a source of information as any source,
and are for the slave trade scholar one of the best sources
available. In addidon to citing a representative sample of the
WPA narratives, [ also briefly examine African-American
folktales from Texas and make some comments on the light
they shed on the slavery and slave trading experience in the
Lone Star State.

Chapter eight assesses the evidence introduced in the
previous chapters and argues that contemporary Texas
sociopolitics have been profoundly influenced by what Michel-
Rolph Trouillot (1995) terms the attempts by elites to “silence
the past” of the historically disenfranchised and exploited. I
briefly describe a contemporary example of political misuse of

history in Houston, compare the justifications given by elites

15



for marginalizing and manipulating African-Americans and
other minority groups, and draw correlations between these
contemporary attitudes and their antecedents.

I show that deliberate and unconscious propaganda is
utilized by various actors in the Texas history and historic
preservation community to keep the public misled and
misinformed about the true nature and legacy of slavery and
slave trading in Texas; I also show that much of the factual
information regarding the institution is readily available if one
chooses to look; many of the studies, however, are in obscure or
old regional journals, are out of print, or are studiously ignored
by scholars and public/private officials. The lessons to be

learned from this are instructive and not surprising.
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CHAPTER 1: A BRIEF WORD ON THEORY
The Alrican American experience holds a diffenent lens up to an ald tale. The wide
angles wueal heraes standing in the shadows. Dts close-ups eithev challenge ov add new
dimensions to ancient myths, and ask scholars and citizens to soudinige afresh treasured events
—William Laren Katz (1996: xuii)

The primary theoretical perspective utilized in this study
is “postcolonialism,” a sometimes messy but by now reasonably
well understood term. Within disciplines such as anthropology
and literary criticism, postcolonial theory has been influenced
by, among other things, Marxist-influenced critical theory,
poststructuralism, and hermeneutics, as well as by native
intellectuals writing “against” colonialism and imperialist
domination. Within history and historiography the perspective
which most closely approximates this approach is the “new

historicist” school, embodied by historians such as Eric Foner,
Ronald Bailey, Maggie Montesinos Sale and others.® The “new”

historians have been more prone to write about domestic

8 Foner is best known for his monumental “new™ historical treatment of
reconstruction (Foner 1988). Sale's recent work The Slumbering Volcano is an excellent analysis
of nincteenth century slave ship revolts and the manner in which these were portrayed in the press.
[ cover Bailey’s work later in this chapter.
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subject matter such as the Civil War or Reconstruction, whereas
postcolonial anthropologists have largely confined themselves
to the study of culture and politics outside of the U.S. One of
my theoretical goals in this study is to utilize anthropological
insights usually applied in the study of “exotic” cultures in an
examination of “empire” and nation-building within the
mainland United States. One of the more powerful and
insightful criticisms made by some of the writers discussed in
this chapter is the idea that loci of power (and in the
contemporary world, this means the United States and its
satellites) should be vigorously scrutinized, denormalized, and
situated within a socioeconomic context that never loses sight
of the imbalanced and historically constituted power relations
that drive modern domestic and international relations. The
nineteenth-century subjugation of much of North America by
the United States is not only a fascinating and very important
historical phenomenon, but is also far too infrequently studied

by anthropologists. The primary reason why this is so is not
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that difficult to ascertain: anthropology facilitated the process
of conquest, colonization, genocide, and enslavement. In his
important study of “European Mythmaking in the Pacific”, for
instance, (1997: xiii) Gananath Obeyesekere makes clear the
degree to which “science” and empire colluded to justify
imperial rule, and also skillfully fleshes out some of the
“serious methodological and ethical problems pertaining to the

writing and construction of ethnography and the ways in which
the native has been represented” within anthropology.” There

is considerable and exciting room to expand upon the
arguments Obeyesekere makes. The rationale (and methods)

utilized by the United States in the annexation of Hawai’i were

9 The problems are well understood by the Natives themselves. Native Hawaiian
intellectual Haunani-Kay Trask observes: “At some time in their professional lives,
anthropologists live with Natives who are in struggle, dispossessed, and in some cases endangered.
But in the interests of knowledge or science or some other abstraction, the anthropologist has no
obligation to aid the people he or she studies, to withhold information that threatens the people or
is considered sacred or privileged to them, or 10 be a pant of their struggles, whatever they may be.
In other words, the anthropologist is a taker and a user. And if people who are taken sufTer from
the anthropologist’s work, 0o bad. No moral or ethical responsibility attaches to the
anthropologist or the archaeologist™ (Trask 1999: 127).

19



well rehearsed and applied in Texas about fifty years before.!°

10 Interestingly, political deliberation in Congress and southern propaganda in the
press regarding the annexation of Texas was already envisioning the eventual colonization and
annexation of Hawai'i and other territories in the Pacific. For further illuminaling discussion
regarding the impenal ambitions of Presidents Tyler and Polk (who mentioned “the need to protect
U.S. shipping interests in Hawai'i™ in the carly 1840’s while the Texas and Oregon questions were
being debated), sec Hietala (198S), Manifest Design.
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Noam Chomsky and Edward W. Said
I have chosen to discuss these theorists together because
they are the most direct influence on this study and because

their work (as well as their activism) overlaps to a considerable

degree.!!

Chomsky is well known as a linguist and critic of U.S.
foreign policy; what often gets overlooked is the fact that he is
also a first rate social theorist and a tenacious sociologist and
historian, although Chomsky would eschew the label of “theory”

for his historical approach.}? In his introduction to The

Chomsky Reader, James Peck writes that “Chomsky’s

achievement lies in the extraordinary and illuminating

11 Said, for instance, thanks Chomsky in his introduction to Orientalism, and
wrote the introduction for the latest edition of Fareful Triangle, Chomsky's well known study of
the Midcast.

12 For Chomsky “theoretical understanding”™ refers to mathematically specific and
verifiable methods of comprebension, and thus he has never claimed the status of “theory™ for any
of his historical writings; in fact, he has often claimed that very littde theoretical understanding
exists at all outside of the natyral sciences. It is for this reason that Chomsky has strongly
negative feelings about postmodemism and its practitioners whom he considers to be taking
truistic observations, couching them in vague lerminology, and clevating this arcane rhetoric to
the status of “theory” (Barsky 1997: 197).
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consistency with which he uses his rational intensity on any
problem he analyzes” and that “his use of science and reason is
essentially the same everywhere” (1987: ix). Indeed Chomsky
has consistently maintained that he considers himself to be a
“child of the enlightenment” and that his approach to the study
of language is deeply grounded in (his interpretation of)
Cartesian rationalism. In linguistics, Chomsky’s method of
“methodological naturalism” (Chomsky 1993: 42) seeks to
develop a scientific understanding of the manner in which
universal grammar— “the basic design underlying the
grammars of all human language” (Pinker 1994:
483)—operates. Curiously, when leaving the realm of what he
considers “science,” which would include his historical studies,
Chomsky becomes surprisingly modest:
Plainly such an approach [methodological naturalism]
does not exclude other ways of trying to comprehend the
world. Someone committed to it (as I am) can
consistently believe (as I do) that we learn much more of

human interest about how people think and feel and act
by reading novels or studying history than from all of



naturalistic psychology, and perhaps always will;
similarly, the arts may offer appreciation of the heavens
to which astrophysics cannot aspire. We are speaking
here of theoretical understanding, a particular mode of
comprehension. In this domain, any departure from a
naturalistic approach carries a burden of justification.
(emphasis added, Chomksy 1993: 42).

Peck goes on to note:
Chomsky’s persistent application of reason exposes the
inconsistency of others—and their often active
propagation of ideology under the guise of rational
analysis and science. His laserlike rationality is so
radical, as others’ thinking is not, because of its intense
anti-ideological ethos. Ideology and science are veritable
opposites in Chomsky’s thought (Peck: x).
While it may be true that Chomsky’s “laserlike” use of reason
and science is remarkably consistent, it is not accurate to state
that he is “a spokesman for no ideology” or that “no intellectual
tradition quite captures his voice” as Peck does on the opening
page of his generally flattering introduction to The Chomsky
Reader. As Barsky (1997) and others have noted—indeed
Chomsky has repeatedly stressed the point himself—Chomsky’s

philosophy and methodology are firmly rooted in left-Marxist



and anarchist traditions and are in many ways a continuation
of that late nineteenth and early twentieth century legacy.!3

A detailed description of the work of left-libertarians
such as Pannekoek, Rocker, Luxemburg, Bakunin, Kropotkin,
and others is beyond the scope of this study although over the
yvears Chomsky has become somewhat of a pop culture hero for

popularizing the works of these and other thinkers, and
introductions to his work and thought are readily available.'*

Without going into too much detail I now list what for me are
some of the more salient advantages and insights (in no
particular order) of a “Chomskyan” social science and
humanities approach:

1. A commitment to humanistic rationality and reason. What

13 There is also considerable overlap between Chomsky’s politics and the work of
Frankfurt School critical theory (Barsky 1997), although Frankfurt School theorists have been
relatively silent on questions of empire. Chomsky and Michel Foucault debated one another on
Dutch television in the early 1970°s and the two see eye-to-cye on many issues (Achbar 1994: 31-
33) as well.

14 Choinsky for Beginners is available from Writers and Readers Publishing, [nc.
And the award winning documentary film Manufacturing Consent is available from Necessary
[llusions in Montreal.
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this translates to in practice is this: a dedication to fixing the
nature of historical truth to the greatest extent possible, given
the limitations. Chomsky is aware of the arguments put forth
by postmodernists and others about the subjective nature of
“truth” and my discussion later in this chapter (in the Trouillot
section) of the role of power in historical production delves
more deeply into how the process works and why. The point is
that the fact that power and history are inseparably
intertwined and that the distinction between “what happened
and what is said to have happened” (Trouillot 1995: 106) don’t
invalidate the honest attempt tn search for what actually
occurred —and to act accordingly based upon what is found.

The point is perhaps best illustrated by a quote.
Another take on the search for “truth” in history is provided by
noted Annales historian Fernand Braudel. In his classic history
of the Mediterranean, he (1972[1966]: 18) writes:

Perhaps the day will come when we shall no longer be

working on the great sites of history with the methods of

small craftsmen. Perhaps on that day it will become
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possible to write general history from original documents
and not from more or less secondary works. Need I
confess that I have not been able to examine all the
documents available to me in the archives, no matter how
hard I tried. This book is the result of a necessarily
incomplete study. I know in advance that its conclusions
will be examined, discussed, and replaced by others and I
am glad of it. That is how history progresses and must
progress. (emphasis mine).
Clearly Braudel views history as a discipline engaged in a
continuous and shifting process of neo-positivistic
“falsification.” Understanding is advanced by the consistent
search and reinterpretation of what came before. While such
an approach is not without problems, especially if questions of
power are left unaddressed, its basic assumptions and goals
form the basis for the furtherance of knowledge, and are a
fundamental aspect of Chomsky’s approach and method.
2. Two aspects central to Chomksy’s historical analytical
technique are the following: a. concrete, easy to understand

examples that span both time and place, and b. brilliant

comparisons between these examples. In Year 501: The
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Conquest Continues, for instance, Chomsky begins chapter 10
(“Murdering History”) by examining contemporary rhetoric
surrounding the 500th anniversary of Columbus’s arrival in the
New World and compares this rhetoric with another
anniversary that shortly pre-dated the event: the fiftieth
anniversary of the bombing of Pearl Harbor by Japanese forces.
Chomsky sees a connection between celebrations of the

Columbus landing and the pressures generated by the
American political class!> on the government of Japan to

“properly atone” for its mortal sin of having sneak attacked the
American colony of Hawai’i on December 7, 1941. His
masterful scrutiny and interrogation of The New York Times
and other newspapers, as well as his incredibly extensive
command of the professional policy and planning literature,

demystifies the inflated rhetoric used by politicians and their

15 “The political class, which is roughly the 20 percent of the population that is
educated, articulate, and is expected to play some role in decision making. Essentially they
function as social managers, so this group must be deeply indoctrinated. Their consent is
important™ (Cogswell 1996: 78)
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associates to keep the people they supposedly represent at a
comfortable distance, and suggests that “proliferating numbers
of experts and specialists do not breed greater insight into the
innermost workings of our society, but obfuscate it, making
people feel passive and less able to effectively participate”
(Peck 1987: xiii).

Chomsky also interrogates the logic of “Manifest Destiny”
and makes a skillful comparison between U.S. arguments
behind the annexation of Texas and the arguments put forth by
Iraq in its annexation of Kuwait:

The logic of annexation of Texas was essentially that
attributed to Saddam Hussein by US propaganda after his
conquest of Kuwait. But the comparisons should not be
pressed too far. Unlike his 19th century American
precursors, Saddam Hussein is not known to have feared
that slavery in Iraq would be threatened by independent
states nearby, or to have publicly called for their
“imbecile” inhabitants to “become extinct” so that the
“great mission of peopling the Middle East with a noble
race” of Iraqis might be carried forward, placing the
“destinies of the human race in the hands” of the
conquerors. And even the wildest fantasies did not
accord Saddam potential control over oil of the kind the
American expansionists of the 1840’s sought over the



major resources of the day. There are many interesting

lessons to learn from the history so extolled by

enraptured intellectuals (Chomsky 1993: 27).
3. Chomsky’s historical inquiries operate within a fairly long
and established tradition of socially responsible and activist
oriented scholarship. Accordingly, Chomsky does not target his
writing toward academics or intellectuals but at “those
considered to be ‘riff-raff"—the kind of people that I like and
take seriously” (Barsky 1997: 215). The conscious choice on
Chomsky’s part to avoid addressing the intellectual
establishment flows from his belief (based on his interpretation

of Gramsci and others) that this group for the most part acts as

a “secular priesthood” whose job is to generate (historical and

contemporary) justifications for wealth and power.!® Chomsky

16 “The professional guild structure in the social sciences, [ think, has often served
as a marvelous device for protecting them from insight and understanding, for filtering out people
who raise unacceptable questions, for limiting research—not by force, but by ali sorts of more
subtle mcans—to questions that are not threatening. Take a look at any society, I'm convinced,
and vou’lf find that where there is a more or less professionalized guild of people who inquire into
the social process, there will be certain topics that they will be very reluctant to investigate, There
will be striking taboos on what they will study. In particular, one of the things that they are very
unlikely to study is the way power is actually exercised in their own society, or their own
relationship to thal power. These are topics that won't be undersiood, won’t be studied™ (emphasis
added, Chomsky 1987: 30).
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thus sees much of his work as a “primer in intellectual self-
defense” (Achbar 1994) and as part of a larger effort to help
ordinary citizens see the contemporary world in an
unromanticized fashion and as an attempt to assist people to
penetrate the increasingly intricate layers of propagandized
distortion perpetuated by the mass media (Chomsky and
Herman 1988). “The responsibility of the writer as a moral
agent “ according to Chomsky, “is to try to bring the truth about
matters of human significance to an audience that can do
something about them” (emphasis in original, Chomsky 1996:
56). His historical studies are meant to show that contrary to
popular opinion, much of foreign and domestic policy is neither
complicated nor unknowable; it is in fact the case that the
moral and political principles behind elite decision making
under scrutiny reveal themselves to be quite simple and
understandable.

Furthermore, Chomsky’s scholarship is meant to stir

readers into action. Like much of the left wing literature that
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has influenced him, Chomsky’s writing style is ironic—at times
even dramatic— and always powerful. In keeping with his

anarchistic principles (which emphasize concrete revolutionary
action!’, not Marxist “iron laws” of history), Chomsky does not

tell people how to act; he consistently emphasizes, however,
that if people want to see a change in their circumstances that
they have 10 act to implement that change.

Like his friend Howard Zinn, Chomsky usually writes
from a “people’s” perspective (Zinn 1980), and in his political
activities has “usually been on the side of the losers” (Cogswell
1996: 13) whether it was the anarchists in Spain or other
oppressed groups such as the East Timorese. But his honesty,
conviction, moral courage, and commitment not only do a great
job of advancing historical and sociological insight and
understanding, but serve as an outstanding example of scholar

activism.

17 Which theory is meant to serve, not the other way around.
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Unlike Chomsky, who sees himself as being a scientist
(concerning linguistics, at any rate), Edward Said considers
himself to be a professional humanist. Professionally, he is
known as a literary and cultural critic. His two most famous
books, Orientalism and Culture and Imperialism have been
very influential, and because Said over the years has had more
interacton with anthropologists, his work has been accorded
more consideration within the field than Chomsky’s work.

Like Chomsky, Said sees the influence of imperialism
almost everywhere within the cultural products of the west.
Unlike Chomsky who tends to focus on macro-processes and
power within political institutions, Said does a better job of
describing and discussing micro-processes of power,
particularly within artistic production.

Said has been explicit in remarking that two of his
biggest influences have been the works of Michel Foucault and
of Raymond Williams. From Foucault, Said developed the

understanding that colonialism and imperialism, particularly at
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micro to middle levels of complexity, need to be analyzed as a
discourse. In his introduction to Orientalism, he notes:

My contention is that without examining Orientalism as a
discourse one cannot possibly understand the enormously
systematic discipline by which European culture was able
to manage—and even produce—the Orient politically,
sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and
imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period (Said
1978: 3).

Like Chomsky, however, Said recognizes that colonialism and
empire were more than simply cultural or intellectual

enterprises:

....any wisdom of ideas that can remain unchanged as
teachable wisdom (in academies, books, congresses,
universities, foreign-service institutions) from the period
of Ernest Renan in the 1840’s until the present in the
United States must be something more formidable than a
mere collection of lies. Orientalism, therefore, is not an
airy European fantasy about the Orient, but a created
body of theory and practice in which, for many
generations, there has been a considerable material
investment (p. 6).

From the work of Raymond Williams'8 and Foucault Said has

also adapted the idea that orientalist discourse has not been

18 Particularly Williams' The Long Revolution.
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“unilaterally inhibiting” but that its “internal constraints upon
writers and thinkers [has been] productive” as well (Said 1978:
14). By focusing on the productivity of power, Said is able to
unlock the passions and motivations behind much of
nineteenth century European and Euro-American literature and

artistic production in general. Said mostly focuses on overseas
empire in his work,!? but his technical and cultural analysis

applies domestically and especially in Texas. In this
dissertadon I intend to focus on the shifting ways in which
power intersect with interest (something in which Chomsky
excels) as well as demonstrate how the power to name,
identify, and vilify were used by nineteenth century Anglo-
Texans to dehumanize and enslave Africans and African-

Americans.

19 The last chapter of Culture and Imperialism, however, contains a devastating
critique of U.S. imperialism and the 1991 Persian Gulf War, as well as a sober assessment of
leading intellectual justifications for the war and for U.S. exceptionalism generally. Regarding
more recent (late twentieth century) forms of impenialism, Said observes: “Earlier rationales—the
Monroe Doctrine, Manifest Destiny, and so forth—lead to ‘word responsibility,’ which exactly
corresponds (0 the growth in the United States’ global interests after World War Two and to the
conception of its enormous power as formulated by the foreign policy and intellectual elite” (Said
1993: 285).



The Du Boisians: Herbert Aptheker, Manning Marable
and Ronald Bailey
O’s impossible for a white person to believe in capitalism and not believe in vacism. Uow
can't have capitalism without wacism. HAnd if yow find ane and yow happen Lo get that pexsan
inlo a conversation and they have a philosophy that makes youw sww they don't have this
wacism in theiv autlook, usually they 1o sacialists an theiv palitical philasophy is sacialism.
-Malbcolm X (cited in Breitman 1990: 69)

It is difficult to not be in awe of the sheer range and
extent of Du Bois’s scholarship and activist example. I have
made extensive use of Du Bois’s first book (which is based on
his dissertation), The Suppression of the African Slave Trade to
the United States, which in many ways remains the best book
on the topic, as writers such as Mannix (1962: 295), Hugh

Thomas (1997: 819) and Du Bois’s most recent biographer
(Lewis 1995) have noted.?® As in many areas, Du Bois was in

many ways ahead of his time and was not only an early critic

20 In his outstanding biography of Du Bois, David Levering Lewis observes that
the main argument put [orth in Suppression (the fact that “vast profits [were] coming not from
the maritimc slave trade but from the total slave-economy universe™) was “pathfinding” although
he also notes that Du Bois® estimate of 250,000 illegal African slave importations has since been
lowered considerably. Lewis cites Philip Curtin’s figure of 54,000 illegal African slave
importations as the “now prevailing” estimate. In Suppression Du Bois estimaled that
approximately 75,000 Africans had been smuggled into or through Texas. This is certainly a
rather high figure but as [ show in this dissertation it is not as unreasonable an estimate as might
be thought al first glance.
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of what he termed “the propaganda of history,”?! but was also

in the unique position of being able to observe the construction
of the propaganda as it was taking place during the worst years
of early twentieth century Jim Crow. In Black Reconstruction,
for instance, Du Bois makes some cutting observations
regarding the deliberate sanitizing and rewriting of the
historical record by late nineteenth and early twentieth
century historians:

We have spoiled and misconceived the position of the

historian. If we are going in the future, not simply with
regard to this one question [Le. slavery], but with regard

21 The following quote from Aptheker (1971: 287) describes how the process
works:

As fate would have it, at the very period of the appearance of Du Bois® Black
Reconstruction, the American Historical Review (XL [April 1935], 438-449) published
Theodore Clark Smith’s “The Writing of American History, 1884-1934," which was an
attack upon any departure {rom orthodoxy (Smith had in mind some recent heresies
announced by Charles Beard). Smith offered as prize exhibits of “rigidly accurate,
impeccably documented™ history writing that was “absolutely without prejudice™—"the
genecral onslaught on the Reconstruction period which took place at Columbia under the
guidance of our former honored associate, Professor Dunning.” Another of Smith’s prize
exhibits of unprejudiced history writing was that by U.B. Phillips, whose
“works.....substituted direct observation and analysis for propaganda or emotional
treatment.”

Phillips was also a major influence on Abigail Curlee’s 1932 UT Austin dissertation on

Texas plantations. When discussing the “easier” life of Texas slaves prior to the civil war,
Willoughby (1993) cites this theoretically outdated study as evidence.

36



to all social problems, to be able to use human experience
for the guidance of mankind, we have got clearly to
distinguish between fact and desire (Du Bois 1935:

1039).

Du Bois later writes (p. 1043): “armed and warned by all this,
and fortified by long study of the facts, I stand at the end of

this writing, literally aghast at what American historians have

done to this field.”%?

Du Bois disciple and historian Herbert Aptheker skilifully
carried forward the tradition established by the old man.
Much like Du Bois’s work, Aptheker’s “radical” histories of the
United States and of slavery were iconoclastic anti-
establishment narratives that stressed overt activism and
openly embraced Marxist analysis:

Marxism makes is possible to get at the heart of Southern
Negro history, at the deepest reality of the institutions of
slavery, of peonage, of jim crow. It is possible only in
this way to see the organic connection between the
appearance of capitalism and the enslavement of
Africans; between the development of capitalism and

22 Chomsky docs not cite Du Bois often although both, of course, share similar

intellectual roots. Chomsky’s work on the Vietnam War, particularly as the war was raging
during the 1960’s, bears a striking resemblance to much of Du Bois.
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Afro-American slavery; between the birth of imperialism
and the intensification of jim-crow oppression of Black
people....Marxism does not ignore the great force of
racism in Southern life; it does not deny or minimize the
power of the irratonal, of the emotional, of inherited and
socially induced prejudices. Rather, this view explains
racism in terms of its material origins and ruling-class
functions. In doing this, it points the way to principled
struggle against racism and to a practical means for its
complete elimination (Aptheker 1971: 23).
Manning Marable is perhaps the most vocal and well
known contemporary torch-bearer of the Du Boisian scholar-

activist tradition. Marable’s How Capitalism Underdeveloped
Black America 3 is relevant for my purposes not only because

it focuses on the role of slavery and slave trading in the
historical underdevelopment of the American Black
community, but is also helpful in its discussion of the
relationship between racism, sexism and capitalism, and how
these structures of modern dominance are a continuation of

nineteenth century policies and socioeconomics, not a radical

23 The book is dedicated to Walter Rodney, whose How Europe Underdeveloped
Africa served as the inspiration for Marable's study.
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break from them. Particularly noteworthy is Marable’s
feminism, which Joy James sees as more genuine than the
feminism of Du Bois or Paul Gilroy:

Contrary to Gilroy, other black male writers draw
attention to the masculinist (historical) erasure of black
women. Manning Marable’s commentary offers on
example. Given the pervasiveness of male elites, it is
unusual for African-American male intellectuals to
discuss black paternalism or sexual opportunism vis-a-
vis black females. Counter to the norm, Marable’s essay
“Grounding with my Sisters” denounces the erasure of
African-American women from political texts and
memory. Although increasingly we find similar writings
by black male profeminists, Marable’s 1983 text was one
of the earliest statements of such politics (James 1997:
57-58).

I produce a cursory examination of female master/slave
relations in chapter seven by using the recollections of former
slaves recorded by the Federal Writers Project in the 1930’s.
Marable also does a good job of historicizing the distinctions
between the Black working class and of the Black bourgeoisie,
and is particularly Du Bois-like in his ability to simultaneously

maintain a pan-Africanist/African Diaspora perspective



alongside a socialist analytical approach and vision for the
future.

Ronald Bailey is another Black activist scholar whose
influence can be felt in what follows. In his article “Out of
Sight, Out of Mind: The struggle of African American
intellectuals against the invisibility of the slave[ry] trade in
world economic history,” he advances Du Bois’s 1896 study
(mentioned earlier) by demonstrating more clearly how the
transatlantic slave trade contributed to the development of
modern capitalism; the trade influenced everything from
shipbuilding and mercantilism to the development of modern
finance and entrepreneurialism. Bailey also demonstrates the
effects of the trade on New England’s economic development
and demonstrates, among other things, that the fortunes of the
Brown family of Rhode Island (of Brown University fame) were
extensively based on the slave trade. Bailey’s analysis applies
to the Texas case as well. Many prominent emigrés to Texas

were New York and New England “Yankees” who established
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businesses and similar operations in nineteenth century Texas.
The slave trade played a significant role in these capitalist

“success stories” as well.
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Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic

The single most important insight of Gilroy’s that I have
found useful is his rethinking of the cultural geography of race.
Particularly attractive is Gilroy’s argument that “cultural
historians take the Atlantic as one single, complex unit of
analysis in their discussions of the modern world and use it to
produce an explicitly transnational and intercultural
perspective” (Gilroy 1993: 15). By extension, the same applies
to the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean. Like Gilroy, I have
found that the fixed borders of the nation-state are incapable
of fully capturing the diversity and dynamics of the black

experience of this region, especially the dynamics of slave
trading.?* While my narrative is of necessity fixed on “the

Texas slave trade” I too try to make an earnest effort to expand

24 “Getting beyond this national and nationalistic perspective is essential for two
principal reasons: one is to do with the postmodermn eclipse of the modemn nation-state as a
political, economic, and cultural unit Neither political nor economic structures of domination arc
still co-cxtensive with borders of nation-states.....the second concerns the integrity of cultures and
in particular the relationship betwceen nationality and ethnicity”™ (Gilroy 1992: 188). There is
considerable value in what Gilroy says here. But ['m not quite ready to totally ditch the nation-
statc yet.



my narrative to go beyond the geographically assigned borders
of Texas. I do so not only because I believe it to be a wise
theoretical move, but because the geographic position of Texas
(especially in relation to Latin America) as well as the
demographic and economic development of its gulf coast
involved significant maritime contact and commerce with
(ultimately) ships from all over the world. The time period
under investigation actually makes the effort at
transnationalization relatively uncomplicated: the borders
defining Texas were constantly being shifted and renegotiated
for most of the early to mid nineteenth century.

Additionally, like Gilroy I intend to lend a decisively
maritime tenor to my narrative. The intent is to focus on the
“roots and routes” of the constantly shifting Black
Gulf/Caribbean world and to build on Gilroy’s penetrating
insight that “the image of the ship—a living, micro~cultural,
micro-political system in motion—is especially important for

historical and theoretical reasons” (Gilroy 1993: 4). The
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“image” Gllroy abstracts is more than just a theoretical
construct: the port of Houston today ranks first in the nation in
total tanker cargo and annually handles over $20 billion in
export trade. The port ranks first in the United States in both
categories (Houston Chronicle 1999: 22A). Ships and shipping
are not just the economic motor of modern world commerce;
they played a major role in the development of Texas and are
also the locus of considerable angst and ambivalence in

African-American history.



Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s Silencing the Past

Trouillot’s anthropological inquiry into the politics of
historical production makes essentially the same points that
the other writers discussed here make, but differs from them
somewhat in style and presentation. Trouillot’s book skillfully
incorporates recent developments in anthropological theory
(particularly the ideas of Michel Foucault) into its exploration
of power in historical production and is, along with the
Obeyesekere book mentioned earlier, more of a “how to”—or

rather, “how not to”—of how to produce historical narratives

that are more sensitive and aware of power imbalances.?®

In the introduction Trouillot (1995: xix) is clear about
what his book attempts to accomplish:

This book is about history and power. It deals with the
many ways in which the production of historical
narratives involves the uneven contribution of competing

25 Chomsky gives many lively concrete examples, makes correlations, and
performs historical interpretations, but his focus is not usually on the processes of historical
production, processes which he usually takes for granted (everyone knows that it's a function of
power). Trouillot’s narrative is useful in that it specifically focuses on the acts of historical
production and the “silences™ produced by unequal power relations.
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groups and individuals who have unequal access to the

means for such production. The forces I will expose are

less visible than gunfire, class property, or political

crusades. I want to argue that they are no less powerful.
Trouillot’s book is also useful for my purposes because it
contains (indeed, the book begins with) a brief analysis of the
most sacred of Texas myths, the Alamo myth. Texas is perhaps
a good whipping-person for postcolonial scholarship, but not
undeservedly so. Troulllot seems to recognize that the
silencing processes he describes have had a particularly
dumbing and numbing effect in the Lone Star State. His skillful
dissection of the varying discourses surrounding Texas’ largest
tourist attraction points out that each side of the debate needs
“to impose a test of credibility on certain events and narratives
because it matters to them whether these events are true or
false” (p. 11). The search for historical “truth” is thus in many
ways as much about “what happened” as it is about “what is
said to have happened.” Given the fact that “pastness is a

position,” (p. 15) Trouillot argues that a “concrete focus on the


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































