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“[W]ith the use of the word nigger, it is important for us to remember the mutable nature
of human language. What today constitutes a gross insult did not have the same connotations a
century ago.”1 So conclude Douglas Wilson and Steve Wilkins in Southern Slavery, As It Was, a
short “monograph” that defends racial slavery and claims its abolition is the primary cause of
“abortion, feminism, and sodomy” in today’s society. According to Wilson and Wilkins, “the
remedy which has been applied” – that is, emancipation – “has been far worse than the disease
ever was.”2
Wilson and Wilkins present a simple argument. In their eyes, slavery is morally justifiable because they can identify biblical references that sanction Christian servitude. As they see
it, the problem with racial slavery in the South was that it “did not follow the biblical pattern at
every point,” and those few “sad realities” leave the whole institution “open to criticism.” For
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the most part, they claim, slavery was a harmonious institution, one characterized by racial affection and patriarchal benevolence.3 Because these so-called “facts” are not known beyond neoConfederate circles, Wilson and Wilkins lament that criticisms of southern slavery can still be
“put into adept use by those in rebellion against God.” “Sodomites,” “feminists,” and “‘civil
rights’ propaganda” can use “the plain teaching of the Bible” to undermine fundamentalist moral
authority and thereby use scripture “as a battering ram against the godly principles that are currently under attack.”4
Why should the academic and legal community waste a moment thinking about this argument? It is not that Wilson and Wilkins are original or eloquent writers. At best, their work
simply repeats many of the racist arguments advanced by proslavery activists in the 1840s and
1850s.5 Yet they have retooled those arguments and deployed them in the service of modern
neo-Confederate and Christian Reconstructionist causes. Wilkins is co-founder of the League of
the South, identified as a white supremacist hate group by the Southern Poverty Law Center.
The group possesses over 15,000 members in sixteen states and has been a decisive factor in at
least three gubernatorial elections in the deep South. Wilson, meanwhile, pioneered the “Classical School” movement and currently services 165 elementary schools and thousands of homeschool families nationwide with his self-published curricular materials.6
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As such, their peculiar version of American history is rapidly gaining influence not only
among far right extremist groups but even among some mainstream conservatives and members
of Congress. Their views on southern slavery in particular have helped to launch a new and increasingly sophisticated wave of white supremacy that civil rights activists and attorneys will be
dealing with for years to come. The determination of the League of the South and its allies, for
instance, to restrict the franchise, dismantle affirmative action, destroy multiculturalism, impose
biblical law, and re-impose racial segregation has already precipitated numerous local clashes
that have played themselves out in the state and federal court systems.7
In opposing these threats to our modern freedoms, civil rights advocates have generally
failed to perceive that all of them are grounded in and inspired by a grassroots insurgency against
the consensus academic view of historical truth. Wilson and Wilkins are representative of such
efforts. In Southern Slavery, As It Was, they dismiss the last fifty years of academic scholarship
on slavery as “abolitionist propaganda” and “civil rights propaganda.” Professional historians
have been reluctant to engage this amateur revisionism, in part, because it is often too transparent
and outrageous to seem worthy of attention, and partly because there are few professional rewards for public engagement. This homespun history, however, is becoming a significant social
force among conservative, white, evangelical Christians in the South and Mid-West. As a consequence, frontline advocates of civil rights and civil liberties need to come to grips with the his______________________________
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torical fallacies that motivate their opponents in the years to come. The weight of historical evidence as established in those local disputes will undoubtedly influence the growing debate over
reparations for slavery.8 If professional historians do not assist civil rights advocates in rebutting
the myths of neo-Confederate writers, moreover, we will likely see those ideas forming the basis
of actions by state and national legislatures. In the spirit of interdisciplinary cooperation, this
review essay seeks to provide a road map to the key historical fallacies prevalent among neoConfederate revisionists and to explore the ideologies that encourage these twisted versions of
American history.
I.
As is typical of most neo-Confederate historians, Wilson and Wilkins claim to be setting
the record straight after years of “abolitionist” slander, but have they really used any new methods or historical sources in their effort to unearth at long last the “true nature” of southern slavery? In reality, they present almost no historical evidence and the few documents they do use are
highly selective. For the most part, they base their judgment that the majority of slaves were in
fact happy to be enslaved on the testimony of former slaves who were interviewed by the Works
Progress Administration (WPA) during the 1930s. Their distorted reading of these interviews
leads the authors to conclude that “slave life was to them a life of plenty, of simple pleasures.”
The many negative depictions of slavery interspersed among the interviews, they suggest, merely
lend “authenticity” to the overall impression of profound contentment. According to Wilson and
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Wilkins, those negative depictions demonstrate that former slaves “weren’t afraid of what
‘whitey’ might think” and thus lend additional credence to the happy memories.9
Wilson and Wilkins are clearly unaware, however, that in many cases the WPA interviews that depict slavery negatively and those that speak positively about slavery are the products of separate interview sessions with the same individual. When speaking to a white interviewer, Susan Hamlin of Charleston, South Carolina, remembered her former master as a good,
Christian man who always treated her kindly. “He sure was a good man,” she emphasized. Yet
when speaking to a black interviewer, Susan described the horrors of fatal whippings that “all de
other slaves was made to watch.” The same woman who told a white interviewer that her former owner “just git his slaves so he could be good to dem,” nevertheless told a black interviewer
that her fellow slaves “hated and detest both of them [master and his wife] and all de fambly.”
“People was always dyin,” she explained, “from a broken heart.” The existence of such contradictory testimony is common knowledge to most introductory history majors. In fact, Susan
Hamlin’s interviews are frequently published in freshman historical methods textbooks.10
The reasons behind this discrepancy are complicated, stemming from a lifetime of white
intimidation, the ever-present reality of Jim Crow segregation in the South in the 1930s when the
interviews were conducted, and the fact that many of the interview subjects were elderly and still
living on the lands of the planters who once owned them. The WPA records cannot be taken at
face value, and every reputable historian who has made use of them has been careful to take
these many distortions into consideration. For Wilson and Wilkins to suggest that the narratives
______________________________
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are a prima facie case for widespread slave happiness is more than mere incompetence. It is a
fresh act of violence against the memory of these wronged individuals.
The gross mishandling and manipulation of the WPA narratives that is so evident
throughout the pamphlet extends to other sources and even to the choice of sources used by Wilson and Wilkins. No historian worthy of the name, for example, would dare take the word of a
white southern planter as definitive evidence that slavery was a good thing. Yet the authors of
Southern Slavery, As It Was repeatedly cite such sources without flinching. As evidence that
southern slavery rested on the paternal kindness of white planters and the “real affection” between slaves and masters, for instance, they refer to a “report” made by Confederate veteran
George Christian to the “Reunion of Confederate Veterans” in Virginia in 1907. Most professional historians would suspect, when reading such a report, that a Confederate veteran speaking
about the legacy of slavery to other Confederate veterans might be tempted to express a version
of Confederate history biased in favor of the Confederacy. Not Doug Wilson and Steve Wilkins.11
They fail, however, to provide even the wounded testimony of Confederate veterans to
support their proposition that “the black family has never been stronger than it was under slavery.” Wilson and Wilkins rely on the simple business logic that “happy, contented workers are
good workers” and upon a twenty-five year old study of slavery entitled Time On the Cross that
was largely discredited within two years of its publication.12 For respectable evidence that slave
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families were not disrupted by the sale of family members, Wilson and Wilkins might again have
turned to their favorite document series: the WPA narratives. When speaking to a white interviewer, Susan Hamlin of Charleston recalled that her master, Edward Fuller, “didn’t sell none of
us, we stay wid our ma’s till we grown.” When speaking to a black interviewer, she confirmed
again that Fuller “aint nebber want to sell his slaves.” One of his slaves, however, a mixed race
woman named Clory, who had long “beautiful hair she could sit on,” apparently wanted very
much for Fuller to sell her away. In fact, Clory “begged to be sold.” Fuller refused and angrily
proceeded to “whip ‘er until dere wasn’t a white spot left on her body.” Seventy years later,
Susan stilled remembered Clory’s ordeal as “de worst I ebber see a human bein’ got such a beatin’.” Fuller never sold her.13
Perhaps Susan’s recollections of life outside the happy, stable Fuller household could
lend additional support for the Wilson/Wilkins thesis. When speaking to a white interviewer, she
recalled that
sometimes chillen was sold away from dey parents. De Mausa would come and say
“where Jennie,” tell um to put clothes on dat baby, I want um. He sell de baby and de ma
scream and holler, you know how dey carry on. Generally, dey sold it when de ma
wasn’t dere.14
No, that doesn’t really seem to help them out much. Maybe Susan’s conversation with a black
interviewer could be of use. She recalled that when slaves got married “no minister nebber say
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in reading de matrimony ‘let no man put assounder’ cause a couple would be married tonight an’
tomorrow one would be taken away an’ be sold.” No, that doesn’t seem to help much either.
Maybe Wilson and Wilkins could have done something with the tearful mother of the bride who
stood inconsolably in the middle of Charleston’s main street screaming over and over “dat damn
white, pale-faced bastard sell my daughter who jus’ married las night.”15 Then again, maybe not.
II.
The number of factual and interpretative errors achieved by their methods is truly impressive. The authors of Southern Slavery, As It Was manage to conclude, falsely, that New World
slavery was far more humane than slavery as practiced in the Greco-Roman period. They claim
that Southerners opposed the slave trade “fervently and zealously” and “repeatedly and consistently tried to stop slave traders” after the federal abolition of slave trading in 1808 – totally ignoring the persistence of the internal slave trade in the U. S. South.16 They disingenuously note
that African slavery originated first in Africa, totally overlooking how slavery in West African
and Islamic communities was a malleable and temporary condition. They claim, contrary to all
empirical evidence, that abolitionism wasn’t a major social force in the U. S., and they astonishingly overlook how abolitionism was primarily a puritan, evangelical movement.17 They even
have the temerity to suggest that African-Americans sympathized with the Confederate war effort, overemphasizing black participation in the southern cause and entirely dismissing the enormous groundswell of African-American support for the North.
According to Wilson and Wilkins, southern slaves were economically better off than
freed blacks. Yet they fail to acknowledge the many ways in which white culture deliberately
______________________________
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marginalized free blacks (why on earth would whites want to advertise the benefits of freedom to
the slave population?). They deny the raw fact of sexual exploitation in planter society and even
congratulate white owners for inculcating “high standards of morality among their slaves.”18
Their preposterous insinuation that the word “nigger” was originally a term of endearment does
not bear serious comment.19
The southern slave’s “life of plenty” and “simple pleasures,” according to Wilson and
Wilkins, included ample supplies of “food, clothes, and good medical care.”20 But let us keep in
mind the grim statistics. Infant and child mortality were extraordinarily high for African American slaves in the South, as much as three times the mortality rate for white southerners, and life
expectancy for slaves was much lower than for the average white.21 Wilson and Wilkins flippantly assure themselves, however, that “[n]early every slave in the South enjoyed a higher standard of living than the poor whites of the South – and had a much easier existence.” This type of
“reverse discrimination” fantasy, it should be noted, is recurrent rhetoric in current-day hate literature.
Throughout their booklet, Wilson and Wilkins play repeatedly upon the pervasive racist
image of the so-called happy darkie, that obedient Sambo type who happily bore his subjugation
precisely because he was racially predisposed to it. Accordingly, slavery was far better for African-Americans than emancipation. Wilson and Wilkins go on to speculate that “if slavery had
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not been so pleasant an experience for the majority,” then the obedient Sambo “mentality would
not likely have such a strong hold upon the minds of some of their descendants today.”22
To reinforce the racist Sambo stereotype, Wilson and Wilkins offer the stunning proposition that “there were very few slave uprisings in the South.”23 Even if their knowledge of southern history (and motives) could be trusted, their assumption that the lack of successful resistance
was a sign of voluntary, happy compliance defies both common sense and human pity. They
might as well argue that the absence of recorded rebellions in Stalinist Russia shows that the majority of the population enjoyed rule by Communist terror, or that the paucity of recorded concentration camp revolts shows that Jews preferred being gassed to enjoying life and liberty.
Flawed logic, however, pales in comparison to the depth of their historical ignorance on
this point. Antebellum white southerners spent much of their lives in hysterical fear of slave rebellions, and many such rebellions reinforced their fear: the Stono Rebellion, Gabriel’s Revolt,
Denmark Vesey, Nat Turner, and a hundred smaller instances of attempted insurrection that
never outran the overseers’ bullets.24 During the American Revolution, more than twenty thousand African-Americans in South Carolina alone escaped from slavery to fight for their freedom
alongside British forces.25 After the War of 1812, several hundred escaped slaves in northern
Florida occupied an abandoned British fort on the Apalachicola River and defied U. S. military
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authority for years, killing and scalping a detachment of fifty soldiers at one point.26 White refugees and sensational newspaper headlines, moreover, terrified southern planters in the wake of
the Haitian Revolution in 1792. Equally important, black resistance in the South took many
other forms that Wilson and Wilkins spurn as insignificant, such as poisoning, escape (a lot of
escaping), sabotage, arson, maronage, and work slow-downs to name only a few. In response to
this multifaceted resistance, southerners used every legal and military advantage they could muster to insure obedience through intimidation. That they succeeded in most cases in snuffing out
the flames of hope and freedom should not be read as consent and approval on the part of those
who suffered under their hand.
Should this catalogue of incompetence strain the reader’s credulity, then let’s have Wilson and Wilkins speak for themselves:
why were there not thousands of rabid abolitionists demanding an end to the evil? Or,
even more to the point, why were there not hundreds of slave rebellions? These questions have not been asked often or loudly enough. The answer would shock and dismay
the vast majority of our nation who have been carefully schooled in abolitionist propaganda.27
Slavery as it existed in the South was not an adversarial relationship with pervasive racial
animosity. Because of its dominantly patriarchal character, it was a relationship based
upon mutual affection and confidence. There has never been a multi-racial society which
has existed with such mutual intimacy and harmony in the history of the world. The
credit for this must go to the predominance of Christianity. The gospel enabled men who
were distinct in nearly every way, to live and work together, to be friends and often intimates. This happened to such an extent that moderns indoctrinated on “civil rights”
propaganda would be thunderstruck to know the half of it.28
Slavery produced in the South a genuine affection between the races that we believe we
can say has never existed in any nation before the War or since. Whatever its failures,
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slavery produced in the South a degree of mutual affection between the races which will
never be achieved through any federally-mandated efforts.29
For the sake of fairness, objective readers should be aware that other groups do support
Wilson’s and Wilkins’ arguments. Those interested in these alternative perspectives may want to
consult, for instance, the history of southern slavery offered by the Ku Klux Klan. Virtually any
Klan website will offer confirmation of Wilson’s thesis that slavery was not all that bad. “Blacks
in America lived better during the slavery years,” the Mystic Knights of the Ku Klux Klan report, “than they did in Africa.”30 The only significant difference we have been able to find between typical Klan histories of slavery and Southern Slavery, As It Was involves the issue of the
transatlantic slave trade. Wilson and Wilkins argue that the South should not be held morally
responsible for the transatlantic slave trade because it was conducted by “New Englanders and
Northeasterners.”31 KKK historians disagree. “The facts are,” they assert, “that the Jews were
the ones who brought slaves to America.”32
III.
Let us not mince words. Wilson and Wilkins want us to believe that racial slavery was okay, and
they even want us to believe that slaves themselves supported that evil system. They are wrong.
They are horribly wrong. The evidence does not support their contentions. As scholars, we have
little else to offer. But as a way of conclusion, we’d like to ask: Why have these two men made
such an incorrect, abhorrent argument? Why do they deny historical reality? What is their theological and political agenda?

______________________________
29

Wilkins and Wilson, Southern Slavery, 38.
“Guilt,” Mystic Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, www.mysticknights.org/whiteguilt.html (accessed October

30

15, 2003).

31

32

Wilkins and Wilson, Southern Slavery, 21.
“Guilt,” Mystic Knights of the KKK.

12

As we see it, Wilson and Wilkins hope to whitewash the legacy of southern history.
They do this, it seems, because they fantasize about a new southern cause – an evangelical redemption, the creation of a New Jerusalem. They believe that the South is historically the locus
of Christian regeneration. The South is God’s promised land for the chosen white race, a race
that will redeem all others through blood and fire. But in order to memorialize the South – past,
present, and future – they must expunge the historical realities of racial slavery, violence, oppression, and civil war. These are huge memories to overcome. As a result, Wilson and Wilkins
need to create a new myth – a myth of an evangelical, righteous, and moral South. They want to
believe that southerners were exemplary Christians even when they were slaveholders. And so,
the South was just in its war for slavery because slavery was condoned by the Bible. In some
ways, the war to defend slavery was in itself a war to defend biblical authority.33 Wilson and
Wilkins even argue that the South underwent an evangelical revival at the beginning of the Civil
War, making the unbelievable claim that “the Confederate army was the largest body of evangelicals under arms in the history of the world.” Here, drawing upon the racist ideologue R. L.
Dabney – that “godly man who fought for the South” – Wilson and Wilkins argue that the South
ultimately lost the war because God used a truly iniquitous people (northern abolitionists) to punish a nation of simple sinners.34
We should pause here for a moment. It is this emphasis on the South as a place of moral
regeneration that allows us to place Wilson and Wilkins in their historical context. Their little
booklet, in our view, chillingly distills much of the ideological and political agenda of the radical
evangelical right. This extremist movement calls itself variably “Christian Reconstructionism,”
______________________________
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“Dominion Theology,” or “Theonomy,” and over the past decade many of these activists have
dovetailed with the neo-Confederate movement, a group dedicated to southern secession, the imposition of Biblical Law, and racial separatism.35 The typical Reconstructionist agenda is to
overthrow the U. S. constitutional system and institute a Christian theocracy, enforcing draconian religious and racial segregation and denying all their religious and political opponents citizenship in their new city of god.36 Its followers draw their core beliefs from the writings of
Francis Shaeffer, Gary DeMar, Gary North, George Grant, David Chilton, and especially Rousas
John Rushdoony, among others. Some of these individuals are openly anti-Semitic in their writings (Chilton),37 or insinuate that the gay community should be put to death (Grant),38 or are
Holocaust deniers and suggest black racial inferiority (Rushdoony).39
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For Reconstructionists and neo-Confederates, the primary enemy is something they confusingly call “modernity.” They never quite define this word, but we can infer that it means in
part the global process of state-building, world trade, industrialization, urbanization, migration,
bureaucratization, mass politics, secularization, and scientific and technological change that has
unfolded over the past millennium. In this regard, based upon our reading of these sources, Wilson and Wilkins belong to a long line of anti-modernist thinkers, a very diverse club of communitarians that includes groups ranging from the KKK to WTO protesters. What distinguishes
fringe right radicals like Wilson and Wilkins, however, is that they view the cultural manifestations of modernity – perceived changes in religious belief, sexual hierarchy, and racial relations –
with utter fear and loathing. In their eyes, these transformations have originated from underlying
intellectual causes, and they blame philosophical skepticism and modern science for social and
cultural change.
One controversial cultural critic has argued that the difference between neo-conservatism
and fascism “consists merely in the fact that the latter says openly what the former thinks without
daring to say.”40 In this sense, Wilson and Wilkins are walking a fine line indeed. We are fascinated to observe how they formally deny any racist sympathies but then seem totally oblivious to
the actual content of their work. This, we conclude, is sheer calculation. In the case of Southern
Slavery, As It Was, it seems to us that Wilson and Wilkins insert passages to please the Klansman or neo-Confederate thinking of joining their cause, while at the same time including passages to deflect the charge of racism just in case their educational accreditation or faith-based
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funding is jeopardized.41 To our ears, they speak with a tongue that is both forked and false, and
they do violence to historical fact in order to serve their own hateful agenda. In their public declarations, Wilson and Wilkins may deny their racism and disavow violent intentions. But elsewhere they claim that racial slavery, misogyny, and violence against gays are condoned by the
Bible.42 They then go on to claim that we need to reconstruct society along their lines of scriptural interpretation. What, we ask, do they logically expect their followers to conclude as a prescribed course of moral action?

______________________________
41

This is most likely the point of Douglas Jones’s The Biblical Offense of Racism (Moscow, Id.: Canon
Press, 1996). Jones teaches at the New St. Andrews facility and is an Elder at Wilson’s congregation in Moscow,
Idaho, called Christ Church.
42
Wilkins and Wilson, Southern Slavery, passim. For one example of this rhetoric, consider the following:
“Sodomites parade in the streets, claiming that if we do not appropriate more money to study why people with foul
sexual habits get sick, we are somehow violating their constitutional rights. Feminists, in rebellion against God,
invert the order of the home established by God. They do so in a way that seeks to rob women of their beauty in
submission and their security in being loved” (15). For Wilson’s opinion that the Bible mandates death or exile for
homosexuality, see his interview in the Moscow-Pullman Daily News, Oct. 11–12, 2003.
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