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SLAVERY, EMANCIPATION, AND
CLASS FORMATION IN COLONIAL

AND EARLY NATIONAL NEW YORK CITY

LESLIE M. HARRIS
Emory University

This article explores the centrality of slave labor and race to the development of class relations in colonial
and early national New York City. Slave labor was central to New York’s colonial economy and to the sur-
vival of Europeans on the island—no part of the colonial North relied more heavily on slavery than
Manhattan. This article will also discuss the lengthy process of emancipation in the city and state. From the
time of the Revolutionary War, New Yorkers debated ending slavery, but it took almost fifty years for them to
eradicate the institution completely. The legacy of slavery limited the political and economic equality of
blacks long after slavery ended in New York.
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In 1626, the first African slaves arrived on Manhattan Island. As in the South,
black slave labor was central to the day-to-day survival and the economic life
of Europeans in the colonial North, and no part of the colonial North relied
more heavily on slavery than Manhattan. Slave labor enabled the survival of
the first European settlers in Dutch-governed New Amsterdam in the seven-
teenth century. In the eighteenth century, the British sought to heighten white
New Yorkers’ reliance on slave labor and the slave trade to make Manhattan
the chief North American slave port and economic center. Under both the
Dutch and the British, slaves performed vital agricultural tasks in the rural
areas surrounding New York City. As New York became known as a center of
slave labor, few European laborers, free or indentured, chose to emigrate there.
By the end of the seventeenth century, New York City had a larger black popu-
lation than any other North American city. The ratio of slaves to whites in the
total population was comparable to that in Maryland and Virginia at the time.
In the eighteenth century, New York City was second only to Charleston and
New Orleans in the number of slaves it held. Until 1827, when New York State
emancipated its remaining slaves, New York City contained the largest urban
slave population outside of the South. New York State was second only to New
Jersey in holding the greatest number of slaves in the northern states.1
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In colonial New York, Europeans created a predominantly black and
enslaved working class. Racial slavery became the foundation of New York-
ers’definitions of race, class, and freedom far into the nineteenth century. This
essay, rooted in the growing secondary literatures on blacks in New York City,
North American colonial slavery, and pre–Civil War labor history, demon-
strates the centrality of slavery, emancipation, and race to class formation in
colonial and early national New York City. Labor historians studying the roots
of the American working class in the antebellum period have only begun to
explore the role that racial identity plays in defining class identity for blacks,
whites, and other racial and ethnic groups in America.2 The latest works in
pre–Civil War labor history build on the model of class formation and identity
in the United States formulated by historian Herbert Gutman, who drew on the
work of British labor historian E. P. Thompson to examine the existence of
class identity and ideology not only on the job but in the social and cultural
expressions of U.S. workers and in their lived experiences.3 But these works
neglect the unique role that slavery and racism played for both whites and
blacks in the development of definitions of the American working class in the
North as well as in the South.4 Sean Wilentz’s Chants Democratic: New York
City and Rise of the American Working Class, 1789-1850 and Christine
Stansell’s City of Women: Sex and Class in New York, 1789-1860 are,
deservedly, among the most acclaimed studies on the roots of the American
working class, and on New York City in particular. But slavery and emancipa-
tion in New York have no bearing on the class developments they describe.
Black New Yorkers barely exist in these books. Both authors create a white
hegemony more powerful than that which actually existed in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries.5

African slavery and emancipation were central to the creation of New
York’s (and the nation’s) working class. As Ira Berlin, Barbara Fields, and oth-
ers have argued, the initial purpose of slavery in the Americas was to secure a
labor force—to make class. But as they created class with African slavery,
white New Yorkers and others also developed the racial justifications for the
enslavement of Africans above all other groups of workers. Haltingly under
the Dutch, and more consistently under the British, Europeans in colonial New
York defined blacks as the only group fit to be slaves, amid a society with
numerous racial and religious groups. The use of racial ideologies that defined
blacks as inferior to other racial groups and thus enslaveable condemned
blacks to unequal status into the nineteenth century. Europeans did not always
define the terms of racial inferiority consistently, but their creation of race
meant that when blacks celebrated freedom in 1827, their struggle for equality
in New York City had just begun.6

In 1626, the Dutch West India Company imported the first eleven African
slaves to New Amsterdam at the southern tip of Manhattan Island, the major
settlement in New Netherland. Throughout the Dutch period, the colony
attracted few European indentured servants, especially relative to other North

340 JOURNAL OF URBAN HISTORY / March 2004

 © 2004 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 by SJO TEMP 2008 on July 10, 2008 http://juh.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://juh.sagepub.com


American colonies. African slaves became the most stable element of the New
Netherland working class. The Dutch West India Company’s importation and
employment of most of the colony’s slave labor enabled the survival of the
Europeans at Manhattan and what limited economic success the colony expe-
rienced. Company slaves provided labor for the building and upkeep of the
colony. The company also employed its slaves in agricultural labor. In 1625,
the company, in an attempt to diversify the colony’s economy, established six
“bouwerys,” or farms, along the eastern and western shores of Manhattan
Island, just north of the settlement. By 1626, company slaves worked these
farms, and the produce grown fed the colony’s inhabitants.7

Throughout the North American colonies, the status of slaves fluctuated
during the seventeenth century, and the Dutch colony of New Netherland was
no exception to this. No European governments passed laws regulating slavery
before the 1660s in the North American colonies; Virginia established the first
comprehensive slave codes between 1660 and 1682. In addition, the Dutch did
not establish separate slave or black codes rooted in racial difference—slavery
was not explicitly limited to Africans, and indeed, the colony contained Native
American slaves. In New Netherland, African slaves could testify in court and
bring suit against whites; had the same trial rights as whites; could own prop-
erty, excepting real estate or other slaves; and could work for wages. In 1644,
the establishment of half-freedom gave landownership and some autonomy to
the first eleven slaves as a reward for their role in defending the colony during
Kieft’s War. Although this status originally could not be passed down to the
children of the half-free, many of these black landowners managed to negoti-
ate similar conditions of autonomy for their wives, children, and other rela-
tives. Slaves, white and black indentured servants, and free black and white
workers held more rights and experiences in common in New Amsterdam (and
indeed in North America) than would be true in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.8

But during the seventeenth century, African ancestry became increasingly
important in defining the bound segment of the working class. Practically from
the arrival of the first slaves, European indentured servants and free laborers
sought to distinguish themselves from African slaves because of competition
with them in a tight labor market; one slave could be purchased for the same
amount as a free laborer’s annual wages. In 1628, white workers requested that
the Dutch West India Company not train slaves for skilled labor as it did in
other American colonies. In appeasing white laborers by agreeing to exclude
slaves from skilled occupations such as bricklayer and carpenter, the Dutch
West India Company unwittingly encouraged settlers to use racial differences
to determine who was suitable for certain occupations. By the 1650s, Euro-
pean settlers had begun to declare publicly that Africans were not as compe-
tent skilled laborers as Europeans. When the officers of the Dutch West India
Company tried to encourage the New Netherland settlers to train slaves as
skilled workers, Director General Stuyvesant replied that there were “no able
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negroes fit to learn a trade.”9 The Dutch were only the first group of Europeans
to racialize jobs and skills in Manhattan, leading to the exclusion of blacks,
slave and free, from lucrative occupations. Despite these attempts at exclusion,
by 1660 New Amsterdam, through increasingly regular shipments of slaves
from the Dutch West India Company, was the most important slave port in
North America, and enslaved blacks were at work in many parts of the col-
ony’s economy.10

By the end of Dutch rule in New Netherland in 1664, Europeans in the col-
ony had established beliefs and practices that reinforced concepts of racial
inferiority and thus justified the enslavement of Africans. The British takeover
of New Netherland in 1664 led to the legal codification of African slavery in
the colony. The British government awarded the colony to the Duke of York,
who renamed both New Netherland and New Amsterdam as New York. With
British rule, slavery in New York gained a new stringency. Partly this was due
to the Duke of York’s interest in making Manhattan a major North American
slave port, and the New York colony a major market for slaves. The colony
continued to rely on African slave labor as the foundation of its working class.
The British colonial administration expended little effort in attracting Euro-
pean free workers or indentured servants to the colony. As a result, few Euro-
peans entered the New York labor market; rather, many attempted to establish
independent farms or businesses. More Europeans went to Pennsylvania,
which they perceived as having a better market for indentured servants and
free laborers and better opportunities to own land. Between 1698 and 1738, the
slave population increased at a faster rate than did the white population in the
colony of New York.11

New York’s creation of its slave code, beginning in 1665, was part of a trend
in all North American colonies, led by Virginia, to solidify the right of Europe-
ans to own slaves. These laws linked slavery to Africans alone, completely
separating slavery from its previous religious foundation in which, at least the-
oretically, only non-Christians could be enslaved. New York’s first laws stated
that no Christians could be enslaved unless they had willingly sold themselves
into slavery or been captured in war. Initially, Christian Native Americans and
Africans were treated equally under this law. But increasingly the British
placed Africans, Christian and non-Christian, in a class by themselves. By
1679, the provincial assembly, fearing retribution from the Native American
tribes that lived in the colony, stated that no “native inhabitants” of the colony
could be enslaved. And in 1706, a British law stated explicitly that “Negroes
only shall be slaves” and that “baptism shall not alter the condition of servitude
of the Negro slave.” This legally sundered the already tenuous connection
between Christianity and freedom for African slaves. In the same law, the Brit-
ish ensured the hereditary nature of slavery by having children inherit the
mother’s condition of slavery or freedom.12

Thus, by the first decade of the eighteenth century, the British had affirmed
hereditary African slavery in the New York colony in law. But the economic
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role of slaves in the colony before midcentury was less clear. New York’s econ-
omy grew slowly at the beginning of the eighteenth century, and settlers had no
need for large numbers of unskilled laborers, slave or otherwise. Those colo-
nists who did purchase slaves preferred small numbers of acculturated or
skilled slaves, whom they could train for various businesses such as tailoring,
carpentry, and sail making. Estate owners in rural areas of the colony who also
might have bought unskilled slaves did not improve their acreage for agricul-
ture on a large scale until later in the century. Adolph Philipse, one of the larg-
est slave owners in the colony, had eleven hundred European tenants on his
ninety thousand acres of Hudson Valley land but only 23 slaves. The Royal
African Company’s attempts to sell large cargoes of slaves at fixed prices, as it
did in plantation areas, initially failed. By 1720, the New York colony con-
tained only 5,740 slaves, compared to 12,499 in Maryland and 26,550 in
Virginia. Still, New York held the largest number of slaves in the North—its
closest northern rival was New Jersey, with 2,385 slaves in 1720.13

After 1737, the Manhattan port experienced a large increase in trade, gener-
ating a need for unskilled labor. At the same time, wars in Europe hampered
the flow of European immigrants. The importation of slaves escalated to meet
the city’s demand for unskilled labor. In the thirty-four-year period between
1737 and 1771, the Royal African Company imported 4,394 slaves into
Manhattan—more than double the number of slaves imported during the pre-
vious seventy-three years. The number of slaves in the colony—just more than
19,000—still lagged far behind the more than 250,000 slaves in the Chesa-
peake region. But New York had far and away the most slaves of the northern
colonies—New Jersey’s population was only 8,220, while Pennsylvania and
Connecticut had 5,561 and 5,698, respectively. And the New York colony held
more slaves at this time than either Georgia or Louisiana. By the
mideighteenth century, New York held the largest number of slaves of any col-
ony north of Maryland, and Manhattan held the third largest concentration of
slaves in a North American city, after Charleston and New Orleans.14

Ownership of slaves in British New York spread widely among the white
population. From the merchant elite to small businessmen, owning slaves was
seen as a profitable enterprise. Overall in Manhattan, 40 percent of European
households contained slaves, averaging 2.4 slaves per household. Because of
the wide distribution of slaves in Manhattan, slaves performed every type of
labor that free whites did. Particularly before midcentury, Europeans
employed slave men in skilled occupations such as carpentry, tailoring, black-
smithing, shoemaking, baking, and butchering. As the need for laborers to ser-
vice ships and warehouses increased after midcentury, larger numbers of male
slaves were employed on the docks. Slave women, usually no more than one
per household, aided free and indentured white women in cooking, cleaning,
and child care. In artisan households, slave women, like the white women of
artisan families, also assisted the men in their skilled tasks as necessary. In the
rural hinterlands of the city, slave men and women performed agricultural
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labor on farms. But slaves on farms also learned skilled jobs. As self-contained
units, farms depended on their male laborers to be able to construct or repair
buildings, shoe horses, and perform other kinds of skilled labor necessary to
operating an agricultural enterprise. Women might make clothing and even
weave fabric. Thus, both rural and urban slaves had exposure to a variety of
skilled and unskilled occupations.15

As had been true under Dutch rule, white workers continued to worry about
the effects of competition with slave labor. In 1686, the licensed porters of
New York City complained that the employment of slaves in the markets cut
into their laboring opportunities. Although New York City’s local governing
body, the Common Council, banned the use of slaves as porters for imported or
exported goods, apparently few slave owners paid attention to the law. In 1691,
the porters again complained that they were “so impoverished . . . they could
not by their labours get a competency for the maintenance of themselves and
families.” Skilled workers too feared competition from slaves. In 1737 and
again in 1743, New York’s coopers complained to the colonial government
that “the pernicious custom of breeding slaves to trade” reduced “the honest
and industrious tradesmen . . . to poverty for want of employ.” They com-
plained that New York City merchants used their slaves to build barrels for
themselves, and sometimes even competed with the coopers by selling the bar-
rels to others. Although the lieutenant governor agreed with the skilled work-
ers, they were unable to convince New York’s Colonial Assembly to pass pro-
tective legislation favoring white workers over slave owners. Only cart men
successfully excluded blacks, slave and free, from their trade.16

The increased use of slave labor in the New York colony benefited slave
owners at the expense of free white workers. The widespread use of slave labor
was part of the reason that relatively few indentured servants chose Manhattan
as a destination. Although exact numbers are unavailable for much of the colo-
nial period, passenger lists of Europeans traveling from Europe and the Carib-
bean to the Americas reveal that few indentured servants listed Manhattan as
their destination. Even the convict trade in servants appears to have favored the
Chesapeake over the colony. New Yorkers at the time believed that the low
numbers of indentured servants relative to other colonies were due to the pres-
ence of large numbers of slaves. New York’s colonial governor William Cosby
said in 1734, “I see with concern that whilst the neighboring Provinces are
filled with honest, useful and labourious white people, the truest riches and
surest strength of a country, this Province seems regardless of . . . the disadvan-
tages that attend the too great importation of negroes and convicts.” The class-
ing of blacks with convicts despite the fact that the colony held few, if any, con-
vict laborers reveals the low repute in which Europeans held slaves morally
and as laborers. In 1757, Lieutenant-Governor James De Lancey urged the
colonial legislature to place a poll tax on slaves to discourage their purchase.
Declining numbers of slaves would “naturally tend to introduce white ser-

344 JOURNAL OF URBAN HISTORY / March 2004

 © 2004 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 by SJO TEMP 2008 on July 10, 2008 http://juh.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://juh.sagepub.com


vants, which will augment the strength of the country.”17 However, the colony
never enacted restrictions on the importation of slaves.

The fact that only small numbers of European indentured servants traveled
to eighteenth-century New York exaggerated the distinction between enslaved
blacks and white laborers. Unlike Pennsylvania or Massachusetts, where large
numbers of indentured servants composed a vital part of the working class, few
European immigrants to New York experienced bondage, and thus were less
likely to identify with slaves. In this way, the labor system in New York City
was similar to that of the southern colonies, which also experienced the arrival
of a large number of slaves at the expense of European immigration.18

In addition, distinctions between the few bonded Europeans in New York
and slaves increased in the eighteenth century. As Europeans survived their
indentures in larger numbers, the similarities between their temporary status
as white indentured servants and that of permanently enslaved blacks dimin-
ished. Colonial laws passed following the 1712 slave revolt exacerbated these
distinctions by discouraging masters from freeing slaves and prohibiting
blacks freed after 1712 from acquiring land. Such distinctions rooted the pri-
mary difference between black and white workers even more strongly in terms
of slave or free status and then distinguished among free people according to
racial difference, ultimately limiting free blacks to landless poverty. For
blacks, the New York colony legally could not be a place of opportunity or
upward mobility. Slave masters saw these racial and status distinctions rooted
in free and slave labor as a means to keep control over their slaves and, thus
encouraged the growing division between white and black workers. White
workers saw such differences as preserving their own access to wage work and
to land, at the expense of slaves and free blacks.19

In New York City, however, distinctions between enslaved black and free
white workers sometimes blurred. Slaves worked alongside and spent their lei-
sure time with white workers. Together, slaves, indentured servants, and sail-
ors frequented black- and white-run taverns as well as “tippling houses,” pri-
vate homes where individuals sold alcohol without licenses. As Thomas J.
Davis has stated, though, the mixture of whites and blacks did not involve only
entertainment. Rather, “sailors and other ‘disorderly elements’ exchanged
views of the world with slaves. They brought news of wars, insurrections, pro-
tests, and defeats. They showed slaves a different philosophy and conception
of life.” Enslaved people, too, exchanged worldviews with white workers, pro-
viding local knowledge to sailors from distant ports, discussing the political
economy of the city, and participating in the fencing operations that provided
extra income to both blacks and whites. Many urban slave owners tolerated the
relationships that evolved between blacks and whites of similar status as part
of a parcel of privileges through which they hoped to keep the enslaved
content.20

In small and large ways, enslaved black and free white workers joined
together to protest their conditions and class-based grievances. The most dra-
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matic instance of the interaction between these two groups within New York
City’s colonial working class was the so-called Negro Plot, a conspiracy
among a group of blacks and whites to burn New York and seize the city for
themselves. The 1741 conspiracy demonstrated that enslaved, free black, and
white workers shared political and economic interests. Although the extent of
the conspiracy remains unclear, a series of fires set between March 18 and
April 6, 1741, led to a four-month investigation that revealed an extensive net-
work of interracial relationships and crime among the lower classes.21

The ensuing trials revealed smoldering resentments among slaves and
lower class whites toward the colony’s elites. A difficult winter on top of a five-
year economic depression had created resentment among suffering lower class
whites against wealthier whites. Some lower class whites had moved to New
York from rural areas, attracted by the excitement of the city and hoping to
make their fortunes. Instead, they found themselves forced to resort to fencing
stolen goods to survive. Irish soldiers and descendants of the original Dutch
settlers who joined the plot felt like outsiders in New York’s increasingly
Anglicized society. For the majority of slave rebels, the specific grievance was
enslavement: the conspirators hoped to become free by their actions. Slaves
also resented masters who took away privileges from them, such as visiting
family members or friends.22

Some white elites saw the 1741 plot as a way to prove to New Yorkers the
need to rid the colony of blacks, enslaved and free. As one person stated, New
York needed to be “replenished with white people,” particularly laborers. But
in general, New York’s slave owners relied too heavily on slave labor to begin
to end the system. Some tradesmen may have preferred to own slaves rather
than to hold indentured servants or apprentices who would become rivals for
them in business. Although white workers may have feared competition with
slave labor, it was easier for them to travel to another colony for work than try
to overthrow the slave system in New York. Those who remained in New York
to seek their fortunes may have seen ownership of slaves as a sign of prestige to
which they aspired.23

By the time of the Revolutionary War, black bondage was firmly entrenched
in the city. Between 1703 and 1771, the slave population had doubled in New
York. Masters had freed few slaves, and whites had driven free black people
from the city. However, the influence of the Great Awakening also led New
York City slaves, and a few whites, to believe more strongly in blacks’rights to
freedom. The American Revolution would provide the next great opportunity
for large numbers of slaves to pursue liberty.

In the decades between 1741 and the Revolutionary War, some whites
slowly and haltingly began to question the role of slavery in society. Partially
in response to the Great Awakening, Quakers and Methodists began to reex-
amine the religious basis for the enslavement of Africans. By the early 1770s,
New York’s Methodists and Quakers had begun to fight against slavery by
excluding slaveholders from their congregations. Such actions encouraged
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enslaved blacks to continue to agitate for their freedom. But the attempts by
religious congregations and by blacks to call attention to the wrongs of slavery
had little impact in New York before the Revolutionary War.24

The ideology of the Revolution, with its emphasis on the unfairness of slav-
ery, provided a secular, political language with which to critique the holding of
blacks as slaves, one that New Yorkers embraced across differing religious
affiliations. In addition, the practical effects of the war gave large numbers of
blacks themselves an opportunity to seize their freedom. Both the British and
American armies made limited offers of freedom to those who would fight for
them. And the disorder of the war itself gave blacks the opportunity to flee
their masters.25

Ultimately, however, the Revolution did not provoke the end of slavery in
New York. There were strong economic reasons for retaining slaves in New
York City and the Hudson Valley immediately after the Revolutionary War.
Slaves continued to be an important labor source for urban and rural New York
until European immigration increased in the 1790s. There were also ideologi-
cal and political reasons for continuing to enslave blacks. The ideology of
republicanism that emerged from the Revolutionary War depicted a society
whose success depended on a virtuous, self-sufficient, independent citizenry.
This citizenry should not be beholden to any social group or individual. Slaves,
as the property of masters, were symbolically and literally the inverse of the
ideal republican citizen. Furthermore, although whites resisting “slavery” to
England had been transformed into revolutionaries, whites interpreted black
resistance to their enslavement negatively. This was particularly true in New
York City, where many blacks had sided with the occupying British during the
war in return for their freedom. Patriot whites saw such blacks as traitors. But
whites viewed even those slaves and free blacks who had assisted the colonists
during the Revolutionary War as unable to throw off the degradation of their
own enslavement. White New Yorkers only reluctantly granted freedom to
those enslaved blacks who had fought on behalf of the new nation.26

With the failure of the Revolutionary War to provide freedom for all blacks,
a group of men who became New York City’s first antislavery activists, as well
as slaves themselves, began a new struggle to end slavery. The founding of the
New York Manumission Society in 1785 by a group of influential white New
York City residents was an important milestone in the process of convincing
white New Yorkers that blacks were worthy of freedom. Soon after the found-
ing of the society, a prolonged state legislative debate on black freedom failed
to produce an emancipation law. In response, the society established itself as
the guardian of the rights of New York State’s slaves and free blacks. In 1787 in
New York City, it founded the first of several “African free schools” for free
and enslaved black children. The society also provided legal assistance to
those slaves sold South illegally and to those blacks illegally held in bondage.
In addition, the society’s members began producing literature that they hoped
would convince New Yorkers and others in the new nation of the evils of slav-
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ery, and of the importance of freeing their slaves. Through these activities, the
society hoped to create, locally and nationally, an atmosphere increasingly
unfriendly to slavery.27

But not until two decades after the Revolutionary War did the New York
State legislature pass a law ending slavery. New York’s first emancipation law,
passed in 1799, freed no slaves and granted only partial freedom to the chil-
dren of slaves: those born to slave mothers served lengthy indentures to their
mothers’ masters, until age twenty-three if female and twenty-eight if male.
Finally, in 1817, Governor Daniel Tompkins convinced the New York State
legislature to end slavery completely, and even then, the legislature took the
longest time suggested by Tompkins—a decade.28

The gradual end of slavery and an influx of European immigrants into New
York City in the 1790s led to a devaluation of black men and women as labor-
ers. Increasingly, white employers hired European immigrants in positions in
which they might have previously used slave labor. Partly, the new wage labor-
ers were cheaper than owning and housing slaves. But whites were also
increasingly uncomfortable with free black labor. This discomfort grew out of
the ways in which republican ideology implicitly and explicitly defined blacks
as unequal. Republican ideology defined the best citizens as men whose pub-
lic, political virtue was based on their economic independence from others.
Such independence would allow these virtuous men to exercise the duties of
citizenship for the public good. The initial formulations of republicanism
rooted economic independence in ownership of land. In the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century, white urban workers began redefining the ideal
republican citizens as craftsmen who performed “honest” work with their
hands. These workers partially defined their virtue in opposition to elite men
whom they termed nonproducers, such as bankers and Federalists. These men,
white workers claimed, gained their wealth by exploiting others.29

Republicanism also influenced ideologies about women. Middle-class and
elite white women were able to carve out a space for themselves as “republican
mothers” and wives, who prepared their children in the ways of virtuous citi-
zenship and kept a moral domestic space for their husbands. Working-class
white women, on the other hand, found it more difficult to achieve the moral
status and political influence implied by republican motherhood, if indeed
they desired this status. The fact that most needed to work for wages to help
support their families, and that many rejected evolving middle-class norms of
behavior for women, excluded them from virtuousness as defined by the mid-
dle class; their working-class fathers and husbands often did not respect them
much more. Theoretically, though, working-class white women could remake
themselves as virtuous, if limited, republicans, and middle-class reformers
offered to show working-class white women the way to achieve such a trans-
formation.30

In contrast, blacks’ historical and continuing association with enslavement
devalued them in the eyes of whites. There were no virtuous roles possible for
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“slaves” in republican ideology. Slaves were the main symbol of dependency
and lack of virtue in the new nation, particularly after the Revolutionary War’s
emphasis on freedom from “slavery” to England. In addition, the unskilled,
low-status, low-wage jobs at which most free blacks worked devalued them as
much in the eyes of whites as did the legacy of slavery. Whites believed that
blacks who had been enslaved and in freedom held jobs as servants were the
most degraded of workers, and farthest removed from the ideal republican
citizen. In addition, whites often conflated the status of free blacks and
slaves, conferring the alleged negative attributes of slavery—dependency,
immorality—onto free blacks as well. In New York City, of those black
domestics who lived in, one-third were employed by households that also
owned slaves. Thus, in the minds of their employers and many other whites,
the lines between slavery and freedom for these blacks during the emancipa-
tion period blurred. The intimate role that domestic servants played in the
households of their employers supposedly rendered servants dependent on
their employers not only for jobs but for political guidance. In a sense, domes-
tic servants, male or female, were like wives and children, dependent on the
master of the house for political protection and unable to vote. Domestic ser-
vants were not candidates for full republican citizenship.31

The employment of black domestics by Federalists and other elites
impugned the political virtue of all blacks in the eyes of whites. But black
men’s and women’s roles as domestics affected whites’views of blacks differ-
ently. Whites excluded black women from the best of women’s roles in the new
republic, as republican wives and mothers, because of their history of slavery
and their continued servitude to others, rather than to their own families. In
addition, for women working in the households of others, away from the
watchful eyes of their families, such servitude could also imply a lack of sexual
virtue. But even if freed from association with domestic servitude, black
women would not attain the status of full citizens or represent the virtue of all
blacks because they were women.

The position of black male domestic servants affected the definition of the
black community more directly. The responsibility for control of women and
for political representation in the early republic fell most fully on men. But
whites believed that black male domestic servants’ labor made them depend-
ent and feminized, and thus incapable of being true republican citizens. Black
men’s roles as domestics devalued claims of independent black political activ-
ism, particularly when those men were domestics in the homes of Federalists.
Newspaper editor Manuel Mordecai Noah caricatured a group of black ser-
vants discussing their participation in a recent election in 1821. “Harry,” asks
one male servant, “who did you vote for at de election?” Harry replies, “De
federalists to be sure; I never wotes for de mob.” According to Harry, “Our gen-
tlemen”—meaning his employers—“brought home tickets, and after dinner,
ve all vent and voted.” In the eyes of whites, the black population as a whole
was feminized, politically dependent, and thus unfit for citizenship, first
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because of the fact that there were more women than men in New York City
and, second, because black men held a disproportionate number of jobs as
domestics.32

White workers also saw blacks as symbolic of changes in their own status
that they feared in the newly industrializing nation. Increasingly in the early
1800s, new work processes limited white workers to unskilled, low-paying
jobs. Master mechanics began to abandon the apprentice and journeyman sys-
tems and hired unskilled laborers to perform piecework to produce goods.
Unskilled men but especially women and children put together shoes, cloth-
ing, and other articles in large supervised workshops (soon known as sweat-
shops) or at home. Employers paid these workers cheaply for their labor so that
they could compete nationally and internationally and gain greater profits.
These practices led to deskilling among white men formerly trained to become
masters themselves. Masters increasingly used as cheap, unskilled labor the
young white male apprentices and journeymen they had previously trained to
own independent shops. These young men increasingly worked under masters
long past the age at which they would have opened their own shops, for their
wages no longer enabled them to save enough money to do so. The embargo of
1807 further clouded their chances for advancement and independence. When
merchants were forbidden from trading with Britain, the major market for
American goods, workers lost jobs. In New York by 1809, more than a thou-
sand men were imprisoned for debt; half of these owed only a week’s wages.33

Although free blacks were not heavily involved in the new putting-out sys-
tem, their history of enslavement and their occupation in freedom of low-sta-
tus jobs such as domestic work, chimney sweeping, sailing, and waitering rep-
resented symbolically and literally the worst fates that could befall white
workers. Blacks themselves symbolized enslavement. Chimney sweeps’sooty
appearance and resulting depiction as “black” in British and American
accounts no doubt kept whites away from the occupation. Sailing, another
occupation that employed large numbers of blacks, was seen as resembling
slavery. Sailors since the eighteenth century had been referred to as children
and as slaves, and they carried reputations of dependency and immorality. The
discipline aboard ship could be interpreted by those on land as depriving sail-
ors of independent political thought.34

In menial jobs that both blacks and whites held, workers occasionally orga-
nized across racial lines. In 1802, black and white New York sailors struck for
a raise from ten dollars to fourteen dollars a month. And in 1853, black and
white waiters together formed a waiters’ union and struck for higher wages.
But in general, New York City’s white workers excluded blacks from most
jobs in which unions formed and excluded both skilled and unskilled
blacks from their organizing activities. Thus, whites excluded blacks from the
evolving definition of working-class republicanism and white working-class
organizing.35
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Black workers did not simply acquiesce to whites’ understanding of their
occupational roles. Rather, they claimed varying levels of autonomy in the
jobs to which they were limited, negotiating with their employers for their own
or their families’needs. The struggle for autonomy was most difficult for live-
in domestic workers, the vast majority of whom were women. Everyday ten-
sions between domestics and employers sometimes erupted dramatically into
arson during the emancipation years. But most domestics mediated in less dra-
matic ways between their desire for autonomy and stability for themselves and
their families and the labor needs of the households they served. Some live-in
domestics managed to convince their employers to help them pay to board
their young children with neighbors. Others convinced employers to hire addi-
tional family members. More commonly, domestic laborers were able to take
home cast-off clothing and extra food as well as their wages to their families.36

Black men and women also actively sought jobs that provided greater
autonomy than domestic service. Washerwomen collected laundry at various
households but washed the clothes in their own homes. Some washerwomen
supplemented their income by taking in the children of domestic workers and
other parents who worked outside the home. Male and female fruit peddlers,
ragpickers, cart men, and day laborers also retained a relatively independent
existence. The price of such independence, however, could be unreliable
income that threatened economic stability.37 Other occupations, such as
bootblacking, chimney sweeping, and sailing, although viewed negatively in
the eyes of whites, could provide the basis for community and economic sta-
bility for blacks. Although sailors’ lives could result in long separations from
families, black male sailors attained a greater degree of equality and freedom
at sea than on land. This sense of equality combined with relatively high and
stable earnings to enable black sailors to provide well for their families when
in port. Seneca Village, the area of the city with the highest degree of black
landownership in the antebellum era, was founded by a black bootblack,
Andrew Williams, and the majority of black landowners there worked in ser-
vice trades or were unskilled laborers.38

Manumission Society members also tried to elevate black labor in the eyes
of white New Yorkers. Beginning in the 1790s, the society encouraged appren-
ticeship programs with skilled master craftsmen for black boys. In 1793, the
society placed an article in the New York newspaper The Argus, encouraging
whites and the small group of free black skilled workers to take in free black
children as apprentices. In doing so, skilled workers would “raise the African
character more” by “rescuing blacks from the state of servitude, to which they
are now universally condemned.”39 Manumission Society members also
encouraged equal value to the different types of work blacks and whites did. In
1808 and again in 1814, Samuel Wood published a picture book for children
titled The Cries of New-York, which depicted a variety of jobs performed by
blacks and whites throughout the city. At the heart of the book was an attempt
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to prevent both the poor and the wealthy, black and white, from disparaging
honest labor. Wood stated that “we are formed for labour; and it is not only an
injunction laid upon, but an honour to us, to be found earning our bread by the
sweat of our brows.”40

But the Manumission Society’s support of blacks further distanced black
workers from heavily Democratic-Republican white workers. Although New
York’s white artisans had supported the Federalists and George Washington in
the 1780s, by the early 1800s many had begun to turn away from the Federal-
ists to ally with the Jeffersonian Democratic-Republicans. The elitism of Fed-
eralist Party leaders, who wished to control the lower classes more than give
them a free voice in politics, was a major factor in the defection of white work-
ers from the party. Alexander Hamilton’s belief that “Mechanics and Manu-
facturers will always be inclined with a few exceptions to give their voices to
merchants in preference to persons of their own professions” encapsulated the
hopes of the majority of Federalists for elite rule. In addition, the Federalists
reneged on promises to control international trade through a tariff that would
have favored New York’s manufacturers. By 1794, a group of New York arti-
sans had formed a Democratic Society, which criticized nonproducers such as
bankers, merchants, and speculators as antirepublican and elevated small inde-
pendent producers as the basic building blocks of a virtuous society.41

Although a number of blacks were artisans before the War of 1812, white
Democratic-Republicans made no attempt to appeal to them politically.
Because of the role of the Federalist Party in securing emancipation for New
York’s slaves, and Democratic-Republican ties to the slave South, New York’s
blacks largely supported the Federalists. The Republican Party in New York
City exacerbated this antagonism by focusing on blacks as a key voting bloc
that could prevent a Republican ascendancy in local and state politics. Repub-
lican inspectors at polling booths attempted to dissuade blacks from voting by
harassing them for proof of their freedom. In 1811, the Republican-dominated
New York State legislature made such harassment legal by passing “an Act to
prevent frauds at election and slaves from voting.” Blacks who wished to vote
first had to obtain proof of their freedom from the mayor, recorder, or register;
pay that person to draw up the necessary certificate; and then bring this proof
of their freedom to the polls to vote. When a close assembly election in 1813,
in the midst of war, was declared in favor of the Federalists, Republicans
blamed the victory on the three hundred black New York City voters.42

Economic difficulties in the wake of the War of 1812 led to greater poverty
for both blacks and whites, and white workers feared competition with blacks
even more. After the War of 1812, white criticism of black public life grew
sharper and more explicitly linked to issues of equal citizenship for blacks.
The decision by the state legislature to free all slaves as of July 4, 1827, raised
fears among whites that New York City’s black population would continue to
grow and potentially influence politics there.43 Some white critics of black
public life disparaged blacks’ activities as weak attempts to behave as equal
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citizens. The rise of the colonization movement, which claimed that free
blacks could not survive in the United States and should be “returned” to
Africa, heralded a period of increased racism. Crime pamphlets more point-
edly depicted the alleged dangers to the city of grog shops, dance halls, and
oyster bars that catered to working-class blacks. Middle- and working-class
whites excluded blacks from mainstream civic celebrations and threatened
blacks’ parades with jeers, mockery, and violence. Central to this time of dis-
appointment for blacks was the disfranchisement of the majority of the state’s
black men in the new 1821 constitution, even as white men gained universal
suffrage. State legislators focused on the alleged immoral and dependent
behavior of New York City blacks to demonstrate that blacks should have to
prove their political equality before gaining the right to vote.

Some legislators compared New York City to London, which was known
for its “rotten boroughs,” electoral districts in which aristocrats bought the
votes of the poor. On this basis, New York legislators opposed universal suf-
frage for working-class whites as well as blacks, claiming that all poor people
might have their votes bought by the wealthy.44 But others argued that blacks in
particular were more likely to sell their votes.45 General Erastus Root of Dela-
ware County stated that if blacks were given the vote, “this species of popula-
tion” would follow “the train of those . . . whose shoes and boots they had so
often blacked,” rather than vote independently.46 Such remarks characterized
blacks as dependents who would become subject to the “aristocracy” that had
freed them and now employed them. This characterization placed free black
workers on a lower level than white workers, one of dependence, degradation,
and mistrust. Black men were not comparable to women, another large class of
dependents, for women were “the better part of creation.” Legislators’ praise
of women was directed at white women; they did not discuss black women
during this debate at all. Several conventioneers put blacks on the mental and
political level of children, who “are deemed incapable of exercising [the suf-
frage] discreetly, and therefore not safely, for the good of the whole commu-
nity.”47

Those in favor of black suffrage tried to refute such arguments. Peter Jay of
Westchester County, and son of John Jay, stated that blacks were not “naturally
inferior.” Furthermore, blacks’ degradation due to slavery was “fast passing
away” through the advent of schools and other programs enacted by reformers
for their uplift.48 Robert Clarke of Delaware County stated that blacks had
proven themselves worthy of citizenship through service in the Revolutionary
War and the War of 1812. Furthermore, blacks were not the only group poten-
tially subject to becoming followers of the aristocracy. Clarke claimed that
there were “many thousands of white ambitious fawning, cringing sycophants,
who look up to their more wealthy and more ambitious neighbours for direc-
tion at the polls, as they look to them for bread.”49 Thus, Clarke equated blacks’
and whites’ potential for civic virtue.
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Such arguments were not strong enough to prove blacks equal to whites in
the eyes of the legislature, which voted to raise the property requirement for
black men to $250. White men who served in the militia or paid taxes could
vote without a property requirement. By 1826, the legislature removed both
the militia and tax requirements for white men, who could now vote based on
age, citizenship, and residence.50 While preventing blacks’ complete disfran-
chisement, the property requirement raised to the level of law the idea that
blacks needed to erase the degradation of slavery and earn their place in soci-
ety. Chancellor Kent of Albany said that the law “would not cut [blacks] off
from all hope” of full citizenship. Rather, it would improve them by making
them “industrious and frugal, with the prospect of participating in the right of
suffrage.” The law’s tendency to encourage moral reform among blacks also
“might in some degree alleviate the wrongs we had done them”—the wrongs
of slavery and thus moral degradation.51

Thus, according to whites, the law would provide additional impetus for
blacks to improve themselves. The law essentially required blacks to serve an
apprenticeship to political equality. Blacks, to prove their worth as citizens,
could not simply be born in New York, or simply be industrious workers.
Rather, through acquisition of property, blacks had to achieve middle-class
status to vote. Those blacks who did achieve this status allegedly proved
beyond a shadow of doubt their independence. At the same time, however,
such proof reinforced the idea that “unimproved” blacks were inferior to any
whites. Through this law, the legislature drew an indelible line between blacks
and whites of all classes. The law devalued blacks in comparison to whites, for
white men gained the vote despite their occupations and wealth or lack of it.
The law also continued the belief that black workers, like slaves in republican
ideology, could not think for themselves but were under the influence of
whites.

By 1826, only sixteen blacks in New York County were eligible to vote; by
the Civil War, that number had grown only to an estimated three hundred, out
of a population of more than fifteen thousand.52 Some of those blacks eligible
to vote in the antebellum period were residents of Seneca Village. Although
depicted at the time and remembered later as a community of dissolute per-
sons, Seneca Village gave a group of black workers the opportunity to achieve
some of the goals of citizenship required by the 1821 suffrage law, and
esteemed by the wider community: property ownership and residential stabil-
ity, which allegedly gave blacks political independence.53 The existence of
Seneca Village, however, could not erase the negative stereotypes of blacks in
the minds of New Yorkers.

By July 4 and 5, 1827, the days on which New York State’s blacks cele-
brated the end of slavery, whites had defined free blacks as unequal citizens in
multiple ways. For New York’s whites, the “badge of servitude” of depend-
ency and immorality that marked blacks under slavery did not completely dis-
appear on freedom. Thus, full freedom for New York’s blacks did not result in
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equality. Hampered by the continuation of indentures and job discrimination
and its resultant poverty, blacks lived on the margins of the growing New York
City economy. But despite these hardships, New York City, with large num-
bers of blacks in close proximity, provided unparalleled opportunities for
community, freedom, and political activism for blacks. Throughout the ante-
bellum period, New York City’s blacks would be leaders in efforts to end
southern slavery and attain racial equality throughout the nation.
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