PART 2: THE PRINT INDUSTRIES

Ch. 3: Books: The Durable Medium

CLOSE UP ON HISTORY

Books and Slavery


Prior to the Civil War, American slaves were deprived of both books and education.  Slaves who attempted to learn how to read were subjected to severe punishment.  One former slave recalled, "The first time you was caught trying to read or write you was whipped with a cow-hide, the next time with a cat-o-nine tails and the third time they cut the first joint off your forefinger."
  Punishment was even more severe for slaves who tried to teach others to read.  It was common for plantation owners to hang them.


Several freed and escaped slaves wrote books that were important contributions to the literature of their time.  In fact, the first American "bestseller" in England, published in the 1790s, was a book of poems written by a freed black woman named Phylis Wheatley.  Later, the books of Frederick Douglass were important in the abolition movement, especially his 1845 autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, which both told of the horrors of slavery and demonstrated the intellectual possibilities of African Americans.  Douglass was born a slave, but his owner’s wife had taught him the alphabet.  His ability to read helped him to plot his escape from slavery using forged seaman's papers.  Once he became a free man, Douglass went on to become one of the best known abolitionists and black leaders of his day.


Another important book in the fight against slavery was Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin.  Published in 1851, this novel was America's first national best seller.  It brought the realities of slavery to the consciousness and imagination of the American people, although it was not appreciated everywhere.  At the University of Virginia, students held a public book burning, and peddlers were run out of Southern towns if they tried to sell it.  Nevertheless, books were influential in bringing the harsh realities of slavery to public attention.

�.	Alberto Manguel, A History of Reading (Viking, 1996), p. 280.  See especially the chapter, "Forbidden Reading."





