George Fitzhugh, "The Blessings of Slavery" (1857)
The negro slaves of the South are the happiest, and in some sense, the freest people in the world.
The children and the aged and infirm work not at all, and yet have all the comforts and necessaries of
life provided for them. They enjoy liberty, because they are oppressed neither by care or labor. The
women do little hard work, and are protected from the despotism of their husbands by their masters.
The negro men and stout boys work, on the average, in good weather, no more than nine hours a
day. The balance of their time is spent in perfect abandon. Besides, they have their Sabbaths and
holidays. White men, with so much of license and abandon, would die of ennui; but negroes luxuriate
in corporeal and mental repose. With their faces upturned to the sun, they can sleep at any hour; and
quiet sleep is the greatest of human enjoyments. "Blessed be the man who invented sleep." 'Tis
happiness in itself-and results from contentment in the present, and confident assurance of the future.
We do not know whether free laborers ever sleep. They are fools to do so; for, whilst they sleep, the
wily and watchful capitalist is devising means to ensnare and exploit them. The free laborer must
work or starve. He is more of a slave than the negro, because he works longer and harder for less
allowance than the slave, and has no holiday, because the cares of life with him begin when its labors
end. He has no liberty and not a single right. . . .
To insist that a status of society, which has been almost universal, and which is expressly and
continually justified by Holy Writ, is its natural, normal, and necessary status, under the ordinary
circumstances, is on its face a plausible and probable proposition. To insist on less, is to yield our
cause, and to give up our religion; for if white slavery be morally wrong, be a violation of natural
rights, the Bible cannot be true. Human and divine authorities do seem in the general to concur, in
establishing the expediency of having masters and slaves of different races. In very many nations of
antiquity, and in some of modern times, the law has permitted the native citizens to become slaves to
each other. But few take advantage of such laws; and the infrequency of the practice establishes the
general truth that master and slave should be of different national descent. In some respects the
wider the difference the better, as the slave will feel less mortified by his position. In other respects, it
may be that too wide a difference hardens the hearts and brutalizes the feeling of both master and
slave. The civilized man hates the savage, and the savage returns the hatred with interest. Hence
West India slavery of newly caught negroes is not a very humane, affectionate, or civilizing institution.
Virginia negroes have become moral and intelligent. They love their master and his family, and the
attachment is reciprocated. Still, we like the idle, but intelligent house-servants, better than the hardused, but stupid outhands; and we like the mulatto better than the negro; yet the negro is generally
more affectionate, contented, and faithful.
The world at large looks on negro slavery as much the worst form of slavery; because it is only
acquainted with West India slavery. But our Southern slavery has become a benign and protective
institution, and our negroes are confessedly better off than any free laboring population in the world.
How can we contend that white slavery is wrong, whilst all the great body of free laborers are
starving; and slaves, white or black, throughout the world, are enjoying comfort? . . .
The aversion to negroes, the antipathy of race, is much greater at the North than at the South; and it
is very probable that this antipathy to the person of the negro, is confounded with or generates hatred
of the institution with which he is usually connected. Hatred to slavery is very generally little more
than hatred of negroes…
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LITERACY SKILLS – UNDERSTANDING THE PASSAGE
Answer the following questions. For each question, use textual evidence to support your answer.
1. How does Fitzhugh describe the life of a slave? How does he compare the life of a slave to that of a
free laborer?

2. In paragraphs 2 & 3, what arguments does Fitzhugh make to defend the institution of slavery in general
and the institution of slavery in the American south specifically?

3. Why does Fitzhugh believe that Northerners hate slaver? Do you agree with his conclusion? Is it
logical? Why or why not?

