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I. Introduction  

   This study critically examines representation of African descendants in United 

States history textbooks in order to locate, analyze and replace erroneous images that 

engender stereotypical, racist, dehumanizing, and contextually misplaced depictions. In 

addition, many of these textbooks tend to leave out significant images and pieces of U.S. 

history pertaining to descendants of Africans in the “New World.”  These images will be 

brought forth for further inquiry.  

 
“Despite the centrality of Africa and Africans in the economic development of 

Europe from the sixteenth century forward, and the significance of the Africanist 
presence in the formation of New World cultures, rarely are people of African descent 
represented in Western art and literature.” (Harris, 2003, 40) 

 

However, where these images do exist one would not know without individual research.  

Contrast between the objectification of blacks found in these texts with alternative images 

where blacks are the subjects will be compared.  Although all of the texts in this study 

include aspects of African American history to a certain degree, each text leaves out 

significant events including or about African descendants, or discusses them in ways that 

minimize or neglect the roles they played.  This study will give a forensic analysis of the 

objectification of blacks found in select images used in U.S. history texts.  It will also 

include alternative perspectives that will reflect black realities as well as select portions 

of history that have been marginalized or underrepresented.  

“Race is a pandemic in the history, structure, institutions, assumptions, values, 

politics, language, and thinking of the United States.  It is so deeply embedded in the 

American consciousness that much of our language and imagery operates from racial 

assumptions that seem natural and therefore resist critical inquiry.” (Harris, 2003, 1)  The 
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reasoning behind this research stems from a need to recognize these assumptions by 

exposing their abnormality and bringing them to the surface for exposure, analysis and 

solutions; a means for change.  Another reason for this study emerges from the fact that 

“the history of African-Americans on the North American continent encompasses the 

entire history of the United States” (McElroy, 1990, xi).  How can a past so crucial to the 

development of the United States consistently be undermined and marginalized in 

contemporary classrooms?  Unfortunately, people can learn more about black history in 

the United States by watching Cartoon Network (on cable television) during “Black 

History” month or by reading the special edition calendars put out by various liquor 

companies pertaining to African and African American history, than they normally do 

from U.S. history textbooks.  People of African descent are a people who have been 

marginalized throughout their existence in America.  Instead of properly acknowledging 

their struggles, achievements, and contributions, even under horrendous circumstances, 

history textbooks often contribute to the marginalization they so often face, even in 

contemporary society.  Many approaches to the inclusion of African descendants in U.S. 

history textbooks result in portraying them as victims in limited, demeaning and 

denigrating roles.  “Much of black history recorded in Western art is summarized visually 

by three roles: enslaved, in servitude, or impoverished” (Kaphar, 2004).  Although these 

forced roles did exist, other aspects of their lives and history are oftentimes left out.  

“Beyond this limited social order lies a people of dignity and strength, whose survival is 

nothing less than miraculous” (Kaphar, 2004). 

Images included in U.S. history textbooks portraying racist, stereotypical 

depictions of African descendants will be studied to expose problems within these images 
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as well as with their placement and inclusion within the textbook.  Alternatives will then 

be suggested to incorporate a more holistic account of history including a truth based 

presence and perspective of African descendants in the United States.  

I chose to focus on images because images are more powerful than text and can 

leave indelible marks in our minds influencing the way we think, feel and perceive 

ourselves and others.  “Redemption” a movie based on the true story of Stan “Tookie” 

Williams (the founder of the Crips gang in Los Angeles) explains that black on black 

gang violence emerged out of “an imbedded system of self-hate; anytime you spoon feed 

an individual derogatory images of himself and his race, after a period of time you start to 

believe those images-stereotypes” (Redemption, 2004).  The journalist interviewing 

“Tookie” in the movie responds to his comments explaining that “there isn’t an African 

American in this country [U.S.] who hasn’t been force fed negative stereotypical images. 

(Ibid.)” Although this hypothesis does not justify the criminal behavior of gangs and 

other forms of internalized oppression, it does create a platform for schools and textbooks 

to counter the harmful notions of racial inferiority purported by images throughout the 

media.  As a prisoner on death row scheduled for execution as I write this, Stan “Tookie” 

Williams has assumed the responsibility to reverse the destructive gang lifestyle he 

helped to create through writing children’s books deterring youth from gangs.  By 

changing himself and working to stop gang wars, not only in L.A. but across the globe, 

he has been nominated for several Nobel Peace Prizes and visited by Winnie Mandela.  

Who will take the responsibility of changing the images that create self-fulfilling 

prophecies and internalized oppression throughout communities of color in this country?  

It is the responsibility of the school system to combat institutionalized racism by teaching 
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all subjects, particularly history, from a non-biased perspective that includes the history 

of African descendants and the African American experience in the United States of 

America on the forefront rather than the margin. 

Choosing images as the focus of this study was a decision made from the 

understanding that images are extremely powerful.  Images enter and remain in our 

memories more easily than words or text.   As the saying goes, “actions speak louder than 

words” and so it is with images versus verbal or printed information.  “A picture is worth 

a thousand words,” another common adage, also infers the power of images.  A scientific 

theory developed by Allan Paivio in 1975 explains why images are more powerful than 

language or text.  Paivio’s Dual Code Theory reveals   

 
the distinctions learners make between nonverbal (sensory) and verbal 

information.  Paivio postulated that people have two independent subsystems for 
handling the two types of information, and that these subsystems can be employed 
separately or in tandem to process information. The sensory subsystem accounts for 
nonverbal information, usually visual images. But more broadly, the nonverbal store can 
include visual, auditory, olfactory, and tactile information, and Paivio states that this 
subsystem is more saturated, concrete and memorable than the verbal subsystem. Images 
are more powerful than words. (Clark, J. M., and Paivio, A., 1991) 

 

Michael D. Harris, author of Colored Pictures: Race & Visual Representation (2003) 

clearly points out the power of images and the structure in which they are controlled.  He 

states that 

 
Images can affect people in realms just beyond language and below rational 

consciousness–harmful images imposed from power are more difficult to subvert than 
language.  Language, . . . is available to common folk and often is enlivened with new 
twists, spins, and value-added meanings in vernacular culture, but images are produced 
by the few to be consumed and seldom manipulated by the masses. (Harris, 2003, 15) 

 
 

The textbook publishing company Houghton Mifflin also acknowledges the 

power of images on their website in the chapter “Author Guidelines” under the 



 8

subheading “Preparation of Art and Captions.”   In referring to artwork displayed within 

their textbooks it is stated that art serves 

three purposes: instructional, psychological, and aesthetic.  Of course, the 
artwork must teach something.  At the same time, by providing visual interest and 
variety, it sparks or rekindles attention.  And when it is relevant, substantive, and well 
designed, it adds immeasurably to the pleasing appearance of your book.  Do not ignore 
the visual sophistication–or needs–of contemporary audiences, for whom pictures are 
often more effective than words. (http://www.houghtonmifflin.com) 

 
 
Textbook publishers are aware of the power of visual stimulation through images, 

possibly even more so now in the context of contemporary society.  Therefore, in 

knowing this, images should not be randomly selected or repeatedly used without critical 

review.  Whoever prepares the selections of art and their placement within the context of 

the book should be extremely conscious of the importance and power of images and their 

relevance and appropriateness for the textbook.   

 
[Na’im] Akbar states that ‘what comes through the perceptual medium, in fact, 

[has] the most direct impact on our thinking.  So what you see has much more meaning to 
what you come to ‘understand.’ The label that gets attached to what you see is a second 
step.’  With words, ‘you either create, or associate with it, an image and the image then 
becomes the mechanism by which you internalize the idea.’ With the image, ‘you only 
have a one-step process of where the image impacts on your psychology directly, and 
that, then becomes what you internalize.’ When it comes to visual representation, clearly 
a lot is at stake. (Harris, 2003, 15) 

 

Taking these well known adages, Allan Paivio’s Dual Code Theory, a referral 

from one of the prominent textbook publishers and statements from Na’im Akbar and 

Michael D. Harris into consideration, images are not something that should be included 

randomly or without intensive investigation, thought and research.  In addition, images 

students do not see can be just as important as the ones they are exposed to.  This is why 

truthful alternatives are imperative. “Race is a complicated, fluid, and unreliable subject, 

and its definitions have shifted over time.  Racial discourses, though they are discourses 
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of power, ultimately rely on the visual in the sense that the visible body must be used by 

those in power to represent non-visual realities that differentiate insiders from outsiders” 

(Harris, 2003, 2).  Schools and the textbooks they utilize are forums where combating 

these types of separations should be occurring.  Instead, in reference to stereotypical 

representations of blacks in the United States, “schools, the news media, and government 

agencies constitute important sites for reproducing these controlling images” (Collins, 

2000, 85).  According to Lerome Bennett Jr. “he who controls images controls minds and 

he who controls minds has no fear of bodies.”  Bennett’s idea has a significant meaning 

within the context of this study because images are the main focus of the analysis and 

many stereotypes (formulated into and through images) of black people (males in 

particular) have pushed the idea that they are more body than mind; thus mentally 

inferior. (hooks, 2004, 33)  This is why it is important to deconstruct and eliminate these 

images.  Otherwise, concepts of inferiority associated with African descendants 

throughout the diaspora will continue.   

Images used in media, and in this case textbook’s, are chosen by someone.  As 

bell hooks has noted: 

 
There is a direct and abiding connection between the maintenance of white 

supremacist patriarchy in this society and the institutionalization via mass media of 
specific images, representations of race, and of blackness that support and maintain the 
oppression, exploitation, and overall domination of all black people.  Long before white 
supremacists ever reached the shores of what we now call the United States, they 
constructed images of blackness and black people to uphold and affirm their notions of 
racial superiority, their political imperialism, their will to dominate and enslave.  From 
slavery on, white supremacists have recognized that control over images is central to the 
maintenance of any system of racial domination. (Hooks, 1992, 2)   

 

Unfortunately, education is part of this system and educational materials are not 

exempt.  The images found in the textbooks under analysis in this study consist of 
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paintings, drawings, newspaper clippings, photos, engravings and daguerrotypes.  

“Images are selected by the editorial team, tech people and graphics people and are 

interchanged between texts, especially within companies if the copyright is already in 

place” (Joyce Stevos, interview, Feb 2005).  Richard Martin, a high school teacher in 

East Providence, R.I. is currently using The American Pageant 9th ed (1991).  He says 

that “some of the images are good, and many of them are poor” (June, 2005).  Since it is 

a business, “free images are sought from the public domain” (Stevos, 2005).  If an image 

is owned or if there is a copyright, it can be and usually is used repeatedly, rather than 

spending extra time and money to research and include something different.  This 

becomes a problem when unfavorably stereotypical or distorted depictions gain entry into 

the canon thus becoming pervasive.  How do these images gain entry?  When textbook 

publishers produce a new edition they usually add a new chapter to the end of the text 

with more current information.  This may be done without looking back over the previous 

chapters to revise and edit outdated material.  Some of the images have been used for 

years and as time changes and people become more progressive images change as well.  

Unfortunately, many of the images that need to be changed still remain because textbook 

staff have not taken the time to assess and question their placement.  Another explanation 

stems from the hegemonic structures that created our society and still continue to weave 

through it.  These structures cause positions of superiority and inferiority to appear 

normal, especially when the people making the decisions are from “superior” sides of the 

spectrum.   

 Originally, there were twelve textbooks under analysis in this research.  One 

subsequent text was found after all the other texts had been reviewed and will be included 
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periodically throughout this discourse.  The textbooks under analysis were chosen in 

order to observe, compare and contrast problems concerning black representation within 

U.S. history textbooks used in schools across the country, particularly in Rhode Island.  

Using a variety of texts by different publishers reveals patterns, similarities and 

differences that exist among these texts.  Most of them are currently being used in Rhode 

Island schools, while others have been used in the past.  As of 2004, all of the textbooks 

being analyzed in this research were being used somewhere in Rhode Island with the 

exception of the following three: the subsequent text Rise of the American Nation (Todd, 

Curti, 1982), an outdated textbook entitled We The People: A History of the United States 

(Bidna, Greenberg, Spitz, 1977), and one of the more progressive texts (in some areas), A 

People & A Nation (Norton, Katzman, Blight, Chudacoff, Paterson, Tuttle, 2001).   

  We the People: A History of the United States (Bidna, David B. Morris S. 

Greenberg, Jerold H. Spitz, 1977), Rise of the American Nation (Todd, Curti, 1982) The 

American Nation (Davidson & Batchelor, 1991), Exploring American History 

(O’Connor, 1994), The American Journey (Appleby, Brinkley, McPherson, National 

Geographic Society,1998), American History the Early Years to 1877 (Ritchie & 

Broussard, 2001), and Creating America: A History of the United States Beginnings 

through WWI (Consultants: Garcia, Ogle, Risinger, Stevos, Jordan, 2001) are middle 

school or junior high textbooks.  The remainder of the textbooks were produced for high 

school level.  These texts include: A History of the United States (Boorstin, Kelly, 1981), 

America: The People and the Dream (Divine, Breen, Fredrickson, Williams, 1991), The 

American Pageant 11th Ed. (Bailey, Kennedy, Cohen, 1998), America: Pathways to the 

Present (Cayton, Perry, Winkler, 1998), The Americans: Reconstruction through the 20th 
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Century.  (Danzer, Alva, Krieger, Wilson, Woloch, 1999) and A People and a Nation 

(2001). 

  A majority of teachers are given textbooks to use without much, if any choice.  In 

an interview with Richard Martin it was revealed that when it comes to textbooks, 

teachers are usually given books and told “this is what you’re using” (June, 2005).  

According to the American Textbook Council, “the premier problem in history and social 

studies textbooks is the lack of real choice that teachers have” (2005).  When it is 

required for a particular textbook to be taught, the teacher may not have time to get 

through the whole text or go into detail about the problems found within it; if the teacher 

is even aware problems exist.  With that in mind, the incorporation of alternative 

resources may seem impossible.  This reinforces why changes must be made within the 

textbooks themselves.  “The American Textbook Council has identified the nation's most 

widely adopted United States . . . history textbooks used in . . . secondary schools” 

(American Textbook Council, 2005).  Five of the texts analyzed in this research are 

included in their findings.  Most of the texts that were not included on the list however 

have publishers who are.  This implies that the texts and publishers used in this study are 

popular and commonly used across the country.  In their study, each text is given a rating.  

“The history textbooks . . . [which] have been adjudged in content and design satisfactory 

or superior to their competition in previous council bulletins and studies are marked with 

a plus (+). Textbooks that have been adjudged grossly deficient or inaccurate in reviews 

are marked with a minus (-).  Unmarked textbooks are of mixed quality”(American 

Textbook Council, 2005).  These ratings however are general, they are not based on 

representation of African Americans.  American Journey (Appleby, et al, 1998) was 
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included on the list as having mixed quality.  The American Nation (Davidson, et al, 

1991) received a minus.  A History of the United States (Boorstin, et al, 2001) received a 

plus.  America: Pathways to the Present (Cayton, Perry & Winkler, 1998) also received a 

plus and The Americans: Reconstruction Through the 20th Century (Danzer, Alva 

Krieger, Wilson, Woloch, 1999) was of mixed quality.  These texts, among others on the 

list, “hold an estimated 80 percent of the national market in Unites States...history, grade 

eight to twelve” (American Textbook Council, 2005).  Millions of students are being 

exposed to these textbooks every year.  Not only are they being exposed, they are being 

taught through these texts that this is how history happened.   

  In an interview with Joyce Stevos, a former school principal and senior consultant 

of Creating America (2001), she states that “textbook publishing is a business.  They 

[publishers] respond to the market” (Feb, 2005).  According to Lies My Teacher Told Me 

“Rich capitalists control…all the textbook-publishing companies…” (Loewen, 1995, 

275).  Some companies are subdivisions of others.  Houghton Mifflin owns McDougal 

Littell and both are publishers of several textbooks in this study.  Although there is a 

diverse range of publishers amongst the texts in this analysis, there are also some texts 

having the same publisher.  This opens up some interesting comparisons between texts.  

In addition, “textbook publishers rarely do anything they imagine might risk state 

disapproval.  Therefore they never stray far from the traditional textbooks in form, tone, 

and content” (Loewen, 1995, 281).  Textbooks have to meet various standards and 

requirements in order to be approved for dispersal into schools.  Who makes these 

requirements?  Are they concerned about a holistic inclusion of black history in their 

decision making process?  “Almost half the states have textbook adoption boards, . . . 
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California and Texas . . . directly affect publishers and textbooks because they are large 

markets with statewide adoption and active lobbying group’s” (Loewen, 1995, 278).  Are 

the members of these boards aware of and sensitive to the inclusion of black 

representation within the textbooks they are approving?  Reverting back to the publishers 

themselves, are the corporate interests of a business concerned about teaching an accurate 

account of black history in their books? The answer is, not if it will arouse negative 

feedback from its audience.  Unfortunately, publishers receive more protest to inclusion 

than exclusion.  “One editor characterized a prospective book, perhaps unfairly, as too 

focused on ‘the mistreatment of blacks’ in American history”  (Loewen, 1995, 281).  It 

was never published.   

The textbooks analyzed in this study were chosen for several reasons.  The main 

one is that these texts have been or are currently being used in history classes in the state 

of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations.  Another reason is their differing copyright 

dates allowing for a comparison of the ways in which representation may or may not 

have changed through time.  Some differences also exist between these texts in relation to 

their approaches towards the portrayals of African descendants in the United States.  

However, there are many similarities and patterns that are problematic.  These will be 

assessed accordingly.   

 A variety of publishers are included in this study.  Publishers, consultants, and 

authors are just some of the people responsible for the writing and production of these 

texts.  In regards to the authors,  

 
it’s not always clear who the real authors are...the names on the cover of a textbook are 

rarely those of the people who really wrote it...The people listed as authors on some other 
textbooks have even less to do with them.  Some teachers and historians merely rent their names 
to publishers, supplying occasional advice in return for a fraction of the usual royalties, while 
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minions in the bowels of the publishing houses do the work of organizing and writing the 
textbooks. (Loewen, 1995, 282-83). 

 
 
In the beginning of each textbook is a list of the authors and/or academic consultants.  

Two out of the twelve texts display photographs of them, one with two white authors, one 

male and one female and the other with a diverse staff of academic consultants.  Every 

text except A People & A Nation (2001) gives descriptions of them.  Most of the texts 

display consultants as well as different boards and panels involved in approving the 

textbook including teacher and student review boards.  In reference to design, A People & 

A Nation (2001) sites a Senior Production/Design Coordinator: Carol Merrigan and a 

Senior Designer: Henry Rachlin, as well as “picture research by Pembroke Herbert and 

Sandi Rygiel, Picture Research Consultants & Archives.”  Under the copyright credits for 

The American Journey (1998) is a reference to Design and Production: Decode Inc.  In 

the credits to America: Pathways to the Present (1998) is a list of The Pathways Team 

clumping together the names of the editors, designers, marketers, managers, electronic 

publishing specialist, copy editor, production and manufacturing buyers, page production 

manager, and advertising and production manager.  The American Pageant (1998) lists a 

Senior Designer: Henry Rachlin (the same as A People & A Nation (2001)) and a Senior 

Production/Design Coordinator: Jill Haber.  The American Nation (1991) credits Design 

to Sue Walrath, and AnnMarie Roselli, and A History of the United States (1981) lists 

Design: Richard Bartlett and Photo research: Judy Poe.  Aside from the two references to 

photo research, these positions probably deal with page spreads, laying out each page and 

placing images and text in a readable, visually relevant manner.  However, the images 

used may be given to them beforehand from previous texts or archives that have already 

been copyrighted by the textbook company.  It is hard to find specific information about 
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this process or the people involved with it because there is no contact information 

concerning inquiries or questions about these staff members and their selections.  

References do not give any explanation of how the images were selected and approved 

for inclusion or by whom.  Addresses listed on these pages refer to copyrighting 

permissions only.   However, citations for images used such as the Library of Congress 

give reference to sources that do include realistic images of African descendants in the 

United States.   This reveals that archives are being accessed but not used to their fullest 

potential.   

This thesis intends to investigate these texts by offering a forensic analysis of 

specific images in sections pertaining to selected aspects of African descendants; their 

history, societies and cultures.  The general goal is to assess their representation in U.S. 

history texts by critiquing, comparing and contrasting images, as well as text, portraying 

negative or inaccurate representations.  In addition to analyzing and critiquing this 

representation, alternative ideas and images will be presented, compared and suggested 

for inclusion in future texts as well as alternative materials.  This objective will be 

corrective–literally offering a retelling of history by inserting images and text relevant to 

the history of African descendants in the United States previously excluded or 

misrepresented in U.S. history textbooks.  The focus of analysis will rely predominately 

on images of, or including, African descendants in the United States; however, relevant 

text and context will also be reviewed and critiqued.  

  In the preface to the middle school textbook Exploring American History (1994), 

it is stated that “Historians select from the past the people, events, and ideas that are–or 

appear to each particular historian to be–the most significant . . . the task of the historian 
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is to interpret the past for us” (1994, xx).  Since historians have predominately been 

males from privileged white families, it is through their eyes that history has been 

projected.  “The historian can never deal with actual past events, but must deal with 

statements about events written by biased individuals with divergent points of 

view...influenced by his [or her] personal bias, cultural environment and reasons for 

writing” (Gambs & Carr, 1972, 36).  Since technology has not always been where it is 

today, historians must study a variety of written accounts and mythical depictions 

concerning past events occurring before photography and video was invented (forms of 

media that can also be manipulated and dispersed as propaganda).  In addition, “the 

historian makes very human decisions when determining what leads to pursue and what 

evidence to examine, select, ignore, and emphasize” (Foner, 1996, 4).  As a result, U.S. 

history textbooks have been primarily constructed from a Eurocentric perspective 

because these historians, textbook authors and publishers have predominantly come from 

uncritical white backgrounds that are not sensitive to, or critically conscious of, race.  

When Richard Martin was asked whether the textbooks and images are coming from a 

Eurocentric perspective, he replied “absolutely!” (June, 2005)   

 
For the historian, and the intending or practicing teacher, such a study illustrates 

the dangers of succumbing to excessively nationalistic needs in the school curriculum.  
While the image of the outsider might support a positive view of the British Empire [or in 
this case the Unites States of America (as a “superpower”)] and of character traits 
associated with an Anglo-Saxon heredity, the unquestioned acceptance of Euro- and 
ethnocentric history does little to encourage the spirit of enquiry essential to historical 
debate. (Castle, 1991) 

 

This is precisely why these versions of history need to be questioned and ultimately 

changed.  Unfortunately, even though black history has always been an integral part of 

U.S. history, authors might not be inclined to include it.   
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Could these omissions be a question of professional judgment? Authors cannot 
include every event.  The past is immense.  No book claims to be complete. Decisions 
must be made.  What is important? What is appropriate for a given age level?...But when 
we look at what textbooks do include–when we contemplate the minute details, some of 
them false, that they foist upon us…we have to think again.  Constraints of time and 
space cannot be causing textbooks to leave out…[or minimize African American 
existence in U.S. history]. (Loewen, 1995, 274) 

 

Ray Raphael poses some important questions pertaining to textbook myths.  He asks 

“Why are textbook authors telling stories that they know to be false? . . . Why do they 

give these tales their stamp of approval and call them ‘history’?” (Raphael, 2004-05, 30) 

What is the role of teaching history in school?  Bolster believes it is “to help students 

‘...create their own accounts of the past and to put their conclusions against those of other 

writers of history’ ” (Gambs & Carr, 1972, 38).  It is important to make connections 

between the past and the present to understand how and why events happened and where 

we are today as a society.  Diverse viewpoints and perspectives are a necessary aspect of 

history, oftentimes left out of important events within these texts. “Students should also 

be exposed to different versions of history because thinking occurs when students are 

forced to consider conflicting interpretations and points of view.  To ban any version of 

history from the public school is to deny the student academic freedom” (Gambs & Carr, 

1972, 38).  How many times is an important event in history told through the eyes of a 

Native American or an African descendant, slave or free?   

  A quote from Richard Wright’s Black Boy in bell hooks’ book entitled We Real 

Cool (2004) discusses how he felt being the product of a white educational system. “‘No 

one actually told me ‘you should hate yourself.’  However, the images, symbols, 

products, creations, promotions, and authorities of white America all very subtly and 

often quite openly taught me white supremacy, taught me to hate myself’” (hooks, 36). 
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  In Lies My Teacher Told Me, a caption under a Peace Corps volunteer in 

Botswana states: “Textbook authors select images to reinforce the idea that our country’s 

main role in the world is to bring about good.” (Loewen, 1995, 218) This statement begs 

the question, what is the purpose of teaching U.S. history and who does this teaching 

serve? Are the goals of teaching this history patriotism–loyalty to one’s country?  

According to Loewen, “…publishers use patriotism, rather than scholarship, to sell their 

books” (1995, 284).  “Writers of white schoolbook history write to glorify the United 

States and to develop patriotism in white children” (Gambs & Carr, 1972, 37).  This 

notion can be found most prominently in the names and covers of many U.S. history 

textbooks such as The American Journey (1998) or American History the Early Years to 

1877 (2001).   

                   

Many images within the texts also reinforce these ideals.  One purpose of the United 

States public school system is to teach about democracy, a policy promoted and often 

pushed on other nations, but not always practiced within the borders of the United States 

of America.  The Pledge of Allegiance, in which the last line states “with liberty and 
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justice for all” is said aloud in schools across the country every morning while students 

are conditioned to stand and salute the American flag.  However, if a holistic version of 

history was being taught, students could decipher for themselves that liberty and justice 

for all consists many contradictions.  Watkins writes in The White Architects of Black 

Education about teaching for social justice rather than “a democracy of form and symbol 

over substance” (2001, ix).  The ideals of democracy, freedom, justice, equality and 

liberty, along with their creators are all stated in the National Standards for History and 

are glorified by U.S. history texts.  However, the fact that these ideals have not been a 

reality for everyone, especially people of color, including Native Americans, Chicanos, 

Cape Verdeans, Asians and African Americans, has been underrepresented.  Stories of 

blacks in the U.S. up until the Civil Rights movement have been primarily restricted to 

their life on the plantation as helpless victims, inferior objects, or invisible helpers; the 

mere property of whites. 

 The National Standards for History, created by UCLA, gives a breakdown of the 

standards for each grade level.  Standard 4, which includes grades K-4, focuses on “how 

democratic values came to be, and how they have been exemplified by people, events, 

and symbols” (National Center for History in the Schools, 1996). The standards claim 

that the most important aspect of a democratic society is that “knowledge of history is the 

precondition of political intelligence.  Without history, a society shares no common 

memory of where it has been, or what decisions of the past account for present 

circumstances.  Without history, we cannot undertake any sensible inquiry into the 

political, social, or moral issues in society” (National Center for History in the Schools, 

1996). The Standards also explain the importance of history for the individual by stating:  
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Historical memory is the key to self-identity, to seeing one’s place in the stream 
of time, and one’s connectedness with all of humankind.  We are part of an ancient chain, 
and the long hand of the past is upon us-for good and for ill-just as our hands will rest on 
our descendants for years to come.  Denied knowledge of one’s roots and of one’s place 
in the great stream of human history, the individual is deprived of the fullest sense of self 
and of that sense of shared community of which one’s fullest personal development as 
well as responsible citizenship depends.  For these purposes, history and the humanities 
must occupy an indispensable role in the schools curriculum. 

  

The Standards’ explanation for the importance of history is excellent.  However, is it 

being implemented within curriculums and textbooks used in public schools across the 

country?  The answer is no, not for all people, especially African American students and 

other so called minorities.  However, the importance of history so eloquently expressed 

by the National Standards is exactly why textbooks need to be revamped.  The African 

American Experience (Globe 1992) (currently being used in East Providence) is the only 

textbook on the 2004 Rhode Island textbook list specifically pertaining to African 

Americans.  When other texts fail to equally incorporate a true picture of African 

descendants in American history, alternative sources are necessary; unfortunately, they 

are not implemented very often.  These problems hinder all students; especially African 

Americans who are deprived of a full sense of self and personal development. 

  Continuing with the importance of education and how African Americans view 

themselves through history; slave masters (many of whom evolved into the American 

ruling classes) knew of the power of knowledge.  This is why “during the antebellum era 

virtually every Southern state passed laws prohibiting slaves from learning to read and 

write” (Watkins, 2001, xii).  Education was an important tool for slaves.  Being able to 

read and write proved that they were thinking human beings, not inferior animals.  It also 

aided and abetted in escaping and improving ones condition.   
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“‘Although much has been written about slavery, too few scholars have 

emphasized slavery’s contribution to the emergence of America’s rise to world power.  

We all know of the cruelty, displacement, family break up, and cultural genocide 

accompanying the ‘peculiar institution’ (Stamp, 1956), but we don’t always explore its 

political economy [or the lingering effects it has on present economics and society as a 

whole]” (Watkins, 2001, 12).  When one side of a story is taught, connections are lost.  

When slavery is discussed, the power relations between slave and master, as well as 

between blacks and whites in general, are not usually mentioned or discussed in any great 

detail.  The benefits of the economic exploitation of slavery are present but are glossed 

over causing the student to lose the connection between what the slaves were forced to 

endure and what types of benefits this produced for their white masters and the society as 

a whole.  In addition, black history is not limited to slavery and should not be taught as 

such.   

In retrospect, slavery has legally (in writing) been over since the passage of the 

13th amendment in 1865, however, the black population and Americans in general are 

currently being denied a plethora of knowledge about African descendants throughout 

this rich history.  This occurs through the manipulation of media.  In order to learn about 

black history prior to slavery, and the black experience in America during and after it in 

any great depth, one must research the subject independently.  Meanwhile, students are 

required to learn European history repeatedly throughout their public school education. 
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II. Colonial America 

 “The images that have come down to us from the colonial era, particularly 

the colonial South, almost uniformly reflect a slave-owning perspective . . . Even when 

black figures appear in a painting or drawing, . . . we feel as though some important part 

of their person is missing . . . what is absent is any sense of their individuality” 

(Bontemps, 2001).  The images chosen for analysis in this section depict various scenes 

in Colonial America where this can be seen.  A common characteristic of these images 

are the placement of black figures in white social gatherings.   

 
During the nineteenth century, art and popular culture imagery served to both 

reflect and establish racist ideas and to reiterate the social order even when the intentions 
behind the images were not sinister.  Blacks were not imagined visually as full 
participants in society so even in sympathetic renderings they were relegated to marginal 
social roles consistent with racial readings of social order. Images of blacks in artworks 
most often iterated limited or derogatory perceptions held by most whites and helped 
create a visual iconography for black representation. Usually they naturalized a social 
order with black subjects on the periphery doing menial tasks or exhibiting stereotypical 
behavior so as to emphasize their social and political inferiority. (Harris, 2003, 40)   

 

In colonial art, African descendants are often times juxtaposed with whites as decorative 

objects, accentuating the main focus on a white male or his family.  These dehumanizing 

images are not merely a thing of the past, they are still being included in U.S. history 

textbooks, sometimes out of context and with no explanation or critique.  According to 

Alex Bontemps, “The subjective presence of blacks is so uniformly missing from the 

visual record created by the slave-owning community that its absence could not have 

been unintended” (Bontemps, 2001).  Did the creators of these textbooks consciously (or 

subconsciously) follow in the footsteps of the slave-owning community by (intentionally) 

including images of blacks in objective roles?  Whether the decisions were conscious or 
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not, why are images that objectify blacks being used to teach history in contemporary 

society, especially without any description or explanation.  

“In America the status of black servant was the key to what has been termed 

‘hierarchical integration’.”(Pieterse, 1996, 130)  This close relationship between blacks 

and whites in a segregated world was permitted as long as it was clearly one of 

superiority-inferiority. (Pieterse, 1996, 130)  The following images found within the 

twelve texts in this study exemplify this relational structure.   

1.  

 This image, found in A People and A Nation (2001), comes from the Collection of 

the New-York Historical Society (1876).  It is a copy of a “poster advertising the Uncle 

Sam stove manufactured in N.Y.” (2001, 611).  This advertisement is overflowing with 

patriotism.  It is placed within the context of chapter 22 “The Quest for Empire 1865-

1894” under the section entitled: “Imperial Promoters: the Foreign Policy Elite and 

Economic Expansion.”  It was used in this section “as one expression of the theme of 
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economic expansion” (2001, 611).  The text in this section discusses trade with foreign 

countries.  According to the caption, the image “announces that food links the United 

States with the rest of the world . . . [and] the message is that the United States itself is 

feeding the world” (Ibid).  However, if the U.S. is feeding the world, who is feeding and 

serving the U.S.?  Slaves were doing much of the work that was fueling the economy and 

creating profits for slaveholders.  They were also cooking and serving whites in their 

homes during and after slavery.  The caption beneath the image mentions the turkey 

being removed from the oven as the only American food offered in the image.  However, 

it fails to acknowledge that the turkey is being removed by a miniaturized black servant.   

Seated at the table is Uncle Sam, an eagle, three (white) children and the world, a 

globe with white hands; all being served by a white woman, possibly Lady Liberty.  Over 

in the corner of the picture is a miniaturized black servant. Even though he appears to be 

a grown man, he is noticeably smaller than everyone else in the image, including the 

children.  He is so small that he cannot be seen over the stove, rendering him invisible to 

the white family at the table, as well as the world.  This view serves as a metaphor for the 

black population in general who are out of the purview of mainstream white America.  

Placed off to the side in the shadows, his features look somewhat evil, almost inhuman; 

especially compared to those of the white characters.  His skin color is darker than the 

black iron stove and the pots resting on top of it.  

On the wall is a framed image of the Declaration of Independence.  The 

placement of this document is rather ironic, considering that the most well known line of 

the document states that all men are created equal, while in this image we see the 

dehumanization of blacks and their exclusion from the American dream.  A depiction that 
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reinforces their inequality to whites, not only in America but across the globe as well.  

This major contradiction in American history is something that has been glossed over by 

most United States history textbooks.   

2.  

 The image above, depicting a test of McCormick’s Miraculous Reaper was found 

in American Pageant 11th Edition (1998) under the heading “Western Farmers Reap a 

Revolution in the Fields.”  The caption next to the picture explains “the reaper was best 

suited…to the horizonless fields of wheat on the rolling prairies of the Midwest” (1998, 

318).  It also states that the “illustration shows an early test of Cyrus McCormick’s 

mechanical reaper near his home in Virginia in 1831” (Ibid.).  Although the caption 

mentions Midwestern farmers as the prime consumers of this product, some of these men 

are surely slave holders.  They are standing around a large plantation in Virginia 

discussing what looks like some sort of trade or deal.  To the left against the fence are 

three more white men congregating with each other.  Close by is a single white man 

holding a hook/reaper in his hand.  All of these men look distinguished in their attire 



 27

which includes various hats and suits; separating them from the black characters 

dispersed throughout the scene.   

There are black people scattered throughout the scenery in various positions and 

roles.  Most of them are barefoot.  In the bottom left hand corner are two young black 

men wearing tattered clothing. They are devouring a whole watermelon together.  

Minstrels had popularized the derogatory stereotype that associated blacks with 

watermelon.  This association is reinforced here. 

 

In the center of the scene is a “mammy” figure and an old black man singing and 

dancing or hootin’ and hollerin’.  Ironically, there is no music being played. This serves 

to reinforce the happy slave stereotype, shucking and jiving away with no brain or care in 

the world around them.  

 



 28

In A People and a Nation (2001) is a different ad for McCormick’s reaper.  This 

alternative to the latter demonstrates the product without showing a plantation scene with 

racial stereotypes. 

 

 3.  

The next painting, found in The American Nation (1991), lies under the section 

“Life on a Plantation.”  The caption reads: “In the Great House on a plantation, 

Southerners lived in simple elegance.  Here, family members enjoy music and dancing.  

At an early age, children of wealthy planters learned to play musical instruments and 
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practiced graceful dancing steps” (1991, 132).  The image represents the text well in this 

section because it is written from a Euro-American perspective.  Even though it mentions 

slaves and the work they do, the text gives the reader a picture of life on the plantation for 

the wealthy planters and their families, not of slaves.  The “simple elegance” mentioned 

in the caption is somewhat of an oxymoron, another way of downplaying the benefits 

white slaveholders reaped from slavery. 

This painting is particularly interesting because the black character in this image 

is rendered almost invisible; similar to the way slaves are mentioned in the surrounding 

text. 

 

 Not only is she in the background, she is faded out to look almost like a ghost or a spirit.  

Who is this woman?  Why has she been faded out?  When black characters are painted 

next to or behind whites it is usually to reinforce them as the focal point.  In this case it 

seems the artist made the choice to fade the black women into the background because 

she might have drawn too much attention away from the white characters if she had been 

painted on the same level as them. 

As the saying goes, “out of sight, out of mind.”  After reading the text in this 

section and looking at the image, the reader has a sense of how white 

planters/slaveholders and their families live on their plantations.  Black people, who are 
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the property of these white families, are rendered invisible by the information and 

painting displayed here. 

4.  
 

Many stereotypes of black people rose out of minstrelsy, a form of entertainment 

that “developed and flourished in the first two decades of the nineteenth century. . . 

performed by white men imitating and mimicking how they imagined black people to be.   

Minstrelsy relegated black people to sharply defined dehumanizing roles.” (McElroy, 

1990, xiii)  The stereotypes that emerged out of minstrelsy, such as the “comic darkey,” 

the “jovial entertainer” and the “entertaining clown” became prevalent in art.   One 

painting where these stereotypes are quite visible is “Quilting Frolic” by John Lewis 

Krimmel, painted in 1813.  This image was used in the textbook The American Nation 

(1991) in a chapter entitled “Staying Neutral.”  The chapter was about the French 



 31

Revolution and America’s reaction to it.  It also discussed “War on the Frontier” between 

Native Americans and white settlers.  It closed with Washington’s farewell address.  

Krimmel’s image, along with the caption underneath, were placed right in the middle of 

this chapter, neither one have anything to do with the surrounding context.  Not only was 

this image used for no apparent reason, it includes racist stereotypes without discussing 

any explanation of why blacks were incorporated this way into paintings of white life.  

Guy McElroy, author of Facing History: The Black Image in American Art 1710-

1940 (1990), describes “Quilting Frolic” as an “enthusiastic embodiment of the comic 

darkey stereotype…[which] established a precedent that future artists, seeking to label 

their scenes as distinctly American, would either wholeheartedly or unthinkingly 

emulate” (1990, xiii).   

Krimmel’s painting depicts a party of white people, formally dressed and 

socializing together.  According to the caption they are most likely preparing for a 

wedding.  There are two black characters in this image.   

 



 32

One is a small black female slave.  She is holding a huge tray full of teacups that is 

almost as big as her.  The old man sitting directly behind her is wearing a black coat in 

which her face and hair begin to blend because she is so dark.  The artist has made her 

lips rather large and pink to stand out against her dark skin.  Her feet are in the shadows 

so it is hard to see but she is probably barefoot. 

This diminutive portrayal represents a pattern in the representation of black 

people in colonial artwork.  The shrinking and miniaturization of black characters can be 

seen clearly in John Greenwood’s  “Sea Captains Carousing in Surinam” (1757-1758) 

painting found in American Pageant 11th Edition (1998) on page 90. Nothing in the 

caption mentions anything about the servants or slaves scattered throughout the image.  

Not only are they extremely small, they are almost naked which stands out as being 

uncivilized in contrast to the fully clothed sea captains. 

   

 Getting back to Krimmel’s “Quilting Frolic,” the other black character is a man 

who is standing towards the right margin of the painting.  He is playing the fiddle and 

wearing tattered clothes.   
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Some common features of the comic musician include a “grinning face, dark skin, and [a] 

wide-eyed visage” but in this particular painting, the musician’s face does not even look 

human.  He has no pupils in his eyes and his skin is so dark it matches the shadow of 

blackness in the doorway behind him.  His lips and nostrils have been lightened, causing 

them to stand out against his dark skin.  His jaw is prognathic and his face as a whole 

looks unrealistic, especially juxtaposed to the white people standing next to him.  It 

almost looks as if he is wearing a mask.      

Another copy of this picture found in an alternative source suggests that the 

reproduction found in the textbook was altered.  Not only was it cropped, it appears much 

darker than the other version causing the black man on the right hand side to fade into the 

doorway.  As McElroy notes: 

 
Aside from the overt mannerisms of Krimmel’s characterizations, the forceful repetition 

of black people as absurdly comic entertainers–musically adept but otherwise unskilled–reinforced 
in the fine arts a harshly restrictive stereotype that would in turn be further promulgated by Currier 
and Ives and other producers of popular images…African American subjects would be regularly 
associated with humorous activities and musical merriment but otherwise depicted as persons who 
existed outside the social order.  The emergence of such a single-minded notion of black identity 
was not coincidental…black men and women were characterized by physical appearance or 
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stereotypical behavior that emphasized their ‘otherness’ rather than by a full spectrum of 
emotional and intellectual activities.  (1990, xiii)   

 

Stereotypes of black people throughout U.S. history have tended to emphasize body, 

movement (dancing, singing, playing instruments) and appearance; implying moral and 

intellectual inferiority.  Paintings and other images that include these stereotypes should 

not be included in modern day textbooks, at least not without explanation or analysis of 

the negative connotations associated with them.   

6.  

 This picture was used in American Pageant 11th Edition  (1998) in a section 

entitled “Women and the Economy” discussing the changing role of women as a result of 

the industrial revolution.  During this time period women started coming out of their 

traditional roles in the home with the children.  It seems that this image defeats the 
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purpose of the topic by displaying the women in the home with the children while her 

husband is sort of looming over her.  The caption even states that this is an “idealized 

picture of the home as the woman’s sphere,” the opposite of what the context in this 

section is trying to explain.  There is also a black slave or servant in the background.  

Instead of portraying this scenario, the creators of the book could have selected an image 

showing the strength of women emerging out of the home and into the working world.  

Then there would not be yet another image in the reader’s mind of a black person serving 

whites; and white women, who have also been marginalized throughout history, would 

also be empowered.  

7.  

The next image was used in Exploring American History (1994) in the chapter 

“Religion and Education in the Colonies.”  The picture is placed on the page with the 

subheading “Other Ways of Learning.” The first paragraph links with the picture because 

they both discuss dame schools.  The next paragraph explains how African American 
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slaves were prohibited from learning for fear of revolt.  However, there is no discussion 

of the many slaves who risked their lives and broke the law in order to learn how to read 

and write.   

 In this depiction, an elderly white woman is shown teaching young white girls out 

of her home.  This practice was referred to as “dame schools.”  In the back of the room 

by the door is a young black child crying, most likely because she has been left out and is 

not allowed to learn.   

There is no mention or depiction here of schools created by the Freedmen’s 

bureau to educate African Americans.  However, several of the other texts in this study 

do give examples of black children being educated.   

 

8.  

The caption underneath this image, found in American Pageant 11th Edition 

(1998) reads “The Emergence of an African American Culture–In this scene from the 

mid-nineteenth century, African Americans play musical instruments of European 

derivation, like the fiddle, as well as instruments of African origin, like the bones & 

banjo–a vivid illustration of the blending of the two cultures in the crucible of the New 

World.”  Although Africans and their descendants in America do have incredible musical 
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traditions, this image is another reinforcement of blacks as dancing, musical beings with 

no moral or intellectual capacity.  

Judging by the facial expressions of these cartoonish unrealistic depictions of 

African Americans and their culture, it can be seen that it is still okay to show them as 

“dumb” and inhuman. The image below zooms in on the prognathic jaw and animal like 

teeth of one character, and the cross eyed dumbfounded look of another.   

  

 

III. African Americans & the American Revolution 

The Revolutionary War is a significant part of American history and is usually a 

major topic in U.S. history textbooks.  The problem with many of the stories being told in 

relation to battles of the American Revolution is that white European and American war 

participants are depicted as heroes, while their Afro-American counterparts are 

underrepresented or left out completely.  Western art often reinforces these unequal roles 

with fictitious accounts of history the artists reconstruct from their imaginations. When 

they are included, they are depicted as servants to whites and their patriotism is usually 

emphasized.  However, “the myth of the patriotic slave is not far removed from that of 

the happy slave” (Raphael, 2004-05, 29).   
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  Another factor hardly discussed are the slaves who fought on the British side.  

“Most texts do mention African-American participation in the war, but they focus 

primarily on those who sided with the Americans.  In fact, those who sided with the 

British were far more numerous, but you’d never guess it from reading the texts” 

(Raphael, 2004-05, 29).  “Some twenty thousand served with the British.  When the 

British forces withdrew at war’s end, between five and six thousand black people 

accompanied them” (Painter, 2006, 65).  Even some of George Washington’s slaves “fled 

to British lines” (Virginia Historical Society, 2005) and “in 1780 twenty slaves of the 

eloquent Founding Father Thomas Jefferson joined Lord Cornwallis’s invading army” 

(Painter, 2006, 65).    

  Below is a proclamation from Lord Dunmore, Governor General of Virginia, 

promising freedom to all slaves and indentured servants who enlisted with the British 

army. This proclamation was not included in any of the textbooks. 

  (Canada’s Digital Collections)   
 
Because of his offer, Virginians were shocked and transformed their opinions into hatred 

of their previous hero (John Murray, fourth Earl of Dunmore).  Unfortunately, many 
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slaves did not actually obtain the freedom promised to them after serving in the war 

(from either side). 

The Revolutionary War was essentially a battle between white men; American 

whites (with the help of the French and other Europeans), and the British (white 

Europeans).  Blacks were only included if there was no other option and bodies were 

desperately needed.  Otherwise they were used for the harshest dirty work possible.  

“Colored men are always forgotten in war when our arms meet with success, but are 

speedily remembered when defeat perches above our door.” John Mitchell, Jr., 1898 

(Gatewood, 1971, 39) African American soldiers literally had to fight for their right to 

fight for a country that did not consider them to be equal.  “For 300 years the black 

soldier has found himself in an ambiguous position.  In contrast to his white counterpart, 

a black soldier could never be sure who his real enemy was or where his real battlefield 

was…at home or abroad...next door or overseas?” (Mullen, 1973, 9)  Despite this 

paradox, hundreds of thousands of African descendants, slaves as well as free blacks, 

risked their lives as soldiers.  Their brave and heroic contributions begin with a fight that 

became known as the Boston Massacre, the clash that led to the American Revolution. 

These acts continue throughout the Revolutionary War; as well as in wars to come.  In 

fact, “when revolutionary conflict broke out in the 1770’s, black men had already fought 

and died in Great Britain’s wars in the Americas. . .” (Painter, 2006, 64). 

 

a. Crispus Attucks and the Boston Massacre 

  Crispus Attucks, a runaway slave believed to be of African and Natick (Indian) 

descent, became a dockworker in Boston and spent a lot of time working aboard whaling 
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ships.  An advertisement in the Boston Gazette from 1750 reveals his status.  “Reward for 

the return of the runaway slave Crispus Attucks” (Mullen, 1973, 10).  This document was 

not included in any of the textbooks in this study. 

 

  Twenty years after his escape he became a key player in the Boston Massacre, a 

fight that led to the start of the American Revolution.  Although his status as to whether 

he was a patriot or a rabble-rouser has been argued, there is a significant amount of 

documentation surrounding Attucks’ involvement in this important event and he has been 

underrepresented in many history textbooks.  Almost every book analyzed in this study 

reveals the famous engraving of the Boston Massacre by Paul Revere, a piece of 

propaganda that ignited hatred of the British among many colonists.  But only a few of 

the books display pictures of Attucks himself.   

  Crispus Attucks is considered the first casualty of the American Revolution, a 

major catalyst of this important war.  Although created into somewhat of a token in some 

history texts, many images and documents associated with Attucks have been left out.   

  Starting with the images of Paul Reveres engraving, one reproduction was found 

in America: The People and the Dream (1991) with a black man slain in the bottom left 

hand corner (left).  In every other copy of this engraving analyzed in the textbooks, this 

same individual has a washed out yellowish or white face (right).   



 41

 

  These reproductions are made from engravings.  According to the Encarta World 

English Dictionary, an engraving is a print of an image that was made using an engraved 

plate or block.  In order to make the prints above, the color would be traced or rubbed 

onto paper placed on top of the engraving.  Therefore, whoever has possession of the 

engraved surface could choose their own colors.  

  Paul Reveres engraving was actually copied from Henry Pelham’s “The Fruits of 

Arbitrary Power” or “The Bloody Massacre” (1770) seen below.             
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  Somewhere along the line the prints from this engraving became altered.  

Although Paul Revere’s copy has been reproduced repeatedly and is included in most 

U.S. history textbooks analyzed in this research, the reproduction found in America: The 

People & the Dream (1991) is the only reproduction that has been located with the slain 

individual in the bottom left hand corner painted with a brown skin tone.  This particular 

reproduction resides in The Metropolitan Museum of Art.  It is cited as a gift of Mrs. 

Russel Sage, 1909.  This same image is found in The Americans: Reconstruction 

Through the 20th Century (1999).  However, the image is cropped just enough so that the 

character with the brown skin tone is not included.   

Two of the books gave an in depth description of Attucks and the important role 

he played, even though he might have become a martyr “by an accident of history” 

(Grambs & Carr, 22).  These texts showed small head shot portraits of Attucks. The 

remainder of the books gave a brief sentence or two mentioning Attucks but did not 

include any pictures.   

  None of the original twelve books analyzed in this research display the image 

(next page) by Bufford which places Crispus Attucks as the focal point being attacked by 

British soldiers.  However, the subsequent text Rise of the American Nation (1982) did 

include this painting.  Considering the year it was published it is probably no longer in 

use.  An interesting point is not only the use of this image, but its caption as well, stating 

it is a “rather inaccurate drawing.”  Many paintings from the past create inaccurate 

depictions of history, usually glorifying white heroes, and are displayed as fact.  George 

Washington Crossing the Delaware is a prime example.  In this rare depiction, Crispus 

Attucks is displayed as a hero, an idea that is then discredited by the caption.   
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   Attucks is considered by many sources to be the first to die in the American 

Revolution.  He was defended by John Hancock who asked “who taught the British 

soldier that he might be defeated? Who dared look into his eyes? I place, therefore, this 

Crispus Attucks in the foremost rank of the men that dared” (Army Heritage Center 

Foundation, 2004). “The irony of his heroism was that as a black man, Crispus Attucks 

would not have enjoyed the benefits of American Independence had he lived” (Lanning, 

2004, 3). 

  Whether Crispus Attucks’ actions were from a patriotic perspective or a rebellious 

one, he has been praised as a hero throughout history.  “In 1888, a Crispus Attucks 

monument was erected on the Boston Common.  At the unveiling, John Fiske said that 

the Boston Massacre, ‘was one of the most significant and impressive events in the noble 

struggle in which our forefathers succeeded in vindicating, for themselves and their 

posterity, the sacred right of self-government’” (Abbott, 2002).  None of the textbooks 

show or even mention this commemorative monument. A close look towards the top 
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reveals Crispus Attucks’ name, along with the other men who died in the “Boston 

Massacre.” 

 

 

b. The Battle of Bunker Hill 

The Battle of Bunker Hill actually took place on Breed’s Hill and was the first 

major battle of the American Revolution.  This section will compare the representation of 

blackness in two paintings:  one representing the Battle of Jersey in Europe and the other 

representing the Battle of Bunker Hill in America.  The first painting is entitled “The 

Death of Major Peirson” by John Singleton Copley.  Although this painting was created 

by an American artist, the scene takes place in Europe and was not used in any of the 

textbooks studied in this research.  The reason it is being used in this comparison is to 

show the difference between the way in which blacks were shown in different settings; as 

opposed to the marginalized views that have been created and accepted in the United 
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States.  Both pieces were created by Americans in London.  However, “The Death of 

Major Peirson” was created for a British audience and “The Death of General Warren at 

the Battle of Bunker Hill” was created as the first in a series for an American audience.  

This comparison will demonstrate the stark difference in black representation between 

the two paintings. 

  

“The Death of Major Peirson” (above) represented a war sparked by the American 

Revolution, a battle that took place in Europe between the British and the French who 

had invaded Jersey in 1781.  In this depiction, Major Peirson (who was fighting off the 

French invasion) was slain and the prominent black figure (who is a main focus in this 

image) immediately avenges his death by shooting Peirson’s assailant.  It is thought by 

some critics that this black soldier was a servant of Major Peirson.  However, it is unclear 

whether the writers (who are American) critiquing this painting are automatically 

associating the soldier’s blackness with servitude to a white master because of the state 

(slavery) of so many blacks in the United States during this time period.  Judging by his 
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attire and prominence in the image, it seems possible that he was a soldier just like any 

white soldier, and therefore not a servant.  “In the course of the 1800s the black servant in 

oriental costume made a come-back,”  (Pieterse, 1996, 128) and it may have been the 

reason why Copley included him in this manner (or at all).  However, this painting was 

created in 1783, almost twenty years before this style became popular again.  The 

noticeable difference between the black soldier and the whites is in his dress.  His 

decorative hat, possibly added to create an exotic feel often associated with blackness 

was the only one of its kind in the painting.  His uniform is different in color.  It is blue 

opposed to the red worn by the other British soldiers.  

 

It is not clear exactly who this black figure is.  His name is Pompey and most sources 

state that he is the servant of Major Pierson, however, there is some disagreement about 

this.   He has also been attributed as being “. . . a free black man in the service of Major 
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Pierson . . .,” (Washington & Caesar) possibly a sergeant, judging from his uniform, in 

the Isle of Jersey Militia (Callaham, 2003).  One Lieutenant commented that it was 

common at the time for an officer to dress his black servant in fancy clothes (Schnitzer, 

2003).  Whoever this prominent black soldier is, he definitely gets more recognition than 

the black figure in the next painting (below).   

 

 

John Trumbull’s painting entitled “The Death of General Warren at the Battle of 

Bunker Hill” has a similar feel but is very different in its inclusion of a black figure.  This 

painting was used in three of the textbooks in this research.  Even though the stories 

behind these two paintings are similar, the focus is very different.  The main focus of the 

this painting is two wounded and dying British soldiers in the battle, General Warren 

(below left) and Major Pitcairn (below right).   
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Another focus is the tension between the British soldiers and the bottom right 

hand corner where Lt. Grosvenor and a black man, often thought to be Peter Salem, are 

standing.  The lieutenant seems to be protecting him, even though his weapon is merely a 

sword and almost everyone else in the image is equipped with a gun (including the black 

figure).  Apparently the gun held by the black figure belongs to Lt. Grosvenor and he is 

holding it for him, possibly so he can look more heroic by wielding a sword.  Since the 

black character in this painting is placed so close to the margin, one of the textbooks 

displaying this scene (American Nation, 1991) was able to completely crop him out.  The 
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caption reads “The colonist showed that they would fight for their freedom at Bunker 

Hill” (1991, 173).   

 Most whites were afraid that blacks might become their masters if given arms in 

battle, therefore, they were usually given positions excluding combat.  However, this 

does not mean there were no black soldiers who fought side by side with whites.  A 

report by George Quintal after three years of research reveals a presence of 103 black 

soldiers in the Battle of Bunker Hill alone.  One of the most important patriots in the 

battle is Peter Salem, a black member of the Massachusetts Minutemen.  Salem was a 

slave who ended up fighting in many famous battles of the revolution over a seven year 

time span.  At the end of his service he was freed from slavery as a result of the time he 

served in the war.  Most sources claim the black soldier in Trumbull’s famous painting to 

be Peter Salem, although there has been some disagreement about this.  

 Peter Salem is recognized by the United States Army Heritage Center and the 

Wall Builder Report as a hero of the Battle of Bunker Hill.  “With the Americans near 

defeat, British commander Major John Pitcairn mounted the hill and shouted, ‘the day is 

ours!’ whereupon Salem promptly shot him, sending the British troops into confusion and 

allowing the Americans to escape safely” (www.blackpatriots.org, 7).  Since Salem is 

attributed with shooting Major Pitcairn, one of the fallen British soldiers in Trumbull’s 

painting, one could make the assumption that the black soldier in the corner is Peter 

Salem.  However, if this is true, Salem has not received the heroic recognition he 

deserves.  Even though he was honored by George Washington, and a stone monument 

was constructed in his honor in Framingham, Massachusetts, he is portrayed as a servant 
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to Grosvenor in Trumbull’s famous painting.  None of the honors were included in any of 

the textbooks in this study. 

 Major Pitcairn, the wounded man directly in the center of the painting (under the 

flag) and General Warren, the other visibly wounded participant are the main focus of 

this piece visually.  While viewing this image, there is no way of knowing that Salem was 

the one who killed Major Pitcairn.  This is because artists tended to create images from a 

“patriotic” perspective in which whites are always portrayed as heroes, even when they 

are dying or on the “wrong” side; while their black counterparts, no matter how 

significant, are portrayed as the mere helpers of whites (if they are included at all). This is 

a theme that is utilized repeatedly in contemporary media as well.  Many movies give 

African American characters major roles but they are never the main character, instead 

they play a sidekick to the white hero. 
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 Another painting of the Battle of Bunker Hill including a depiction of Peter Salem  

was used in the textbook The American Journey (1998).  

 

This piece portrays Salem with a gun but he seems to be laying low, away from the 

action.  Salem is not mentioned in the caption or the surrounding text discussing the 

battle in this textbook. 
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c. The Battle of Cowpens 

 

William T. Ranney’s 1845 painting depicting the Battle of Cowpens in 1775 was 

used in two of the textbooks in this research. This particular battle “was an important link 

in the chain of events that crippled British operations in the South and led to the surrender 

of Cornwallis” (www.nps.gov/cowp, 5).  Here are the captions that accompanied this 

painting.  American Journey (1998): “What Was It Like? Both sides fought furiously, 

as shown in William T. Ranney’s Tarleton’s Cavalrymen in a Skirmish After the Battle of 

Cowpens. Describe the Patriots’ clothing and weapons.”  America Pathways to the 

Present (1998): As the war moved into the southern states, it became increasingly hard 

fought. The commander of the British troops in this cavalry skirmish, Colonel Banastre 

Tarleton, was known as “the Butcher” for killing his prisoners.”  Neither one of these 

captions mention the Black character wielding a gun. 

It has been documented by the National Park Service that fifteen African 

American males fought with the Americans in the Battle of Cowpens. 

(www.nps.gov/cowp/Unit7.htm p.2)   One of them is portrayed in Ranney’s painting.  

This individual was a servant of Col. William Washington (one of George Washington’s 



 53

relatives).  His name is thought to be William Ball, the young black man holding the 

handgun in the painting. It is also believed that William Ball saved William 

Washington’s life in the Battle of Cowpens.  However, this piece of history is not 

recognized or even mentioned in the history texts that use this image.  The black 

character in the painting is not acknowledged anywhere in the textbook. 

 

d. James Armistead and the Battle of Yorktown 

The untold story of James Armistead is a significant piece of history affecting the 

Revolutionary War and its victory at Yorktown.  James Armistead, also known as a “Spy 

for the Cause” was a key player in ending the American Revolution.  His role as a double 

spy was a dangerously heroic task.  However, statistics from this research reveal that he 

has been highly underrepresented.   

Armistead was a slave who became involved in the Revolutionary War on both 

sides.  It has been said that he was allowed by his master, volunteered, or was chosen by 

General Lafayette, a French general serving under George Washington, to spy on the 

British.  In order to do this, Armistead had to become employed by the British.  He 

worked his way up and become a spy for the British commander Lord Cornwallis.  

However, he was only pretending to be an agent for the British in order to leak inside 

information to Lafayette.  

  Lord Cornwallis was defeated in the Battle of Yorktown, one that is considered 

the last battle of the American Revolution.  There is no way to prove the exact 

information Armistead retrieved leading to the defeat.  “What is clear is that Lafayette 
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and the other commanders had a very good grasp of force strength and conditions inside 

the British position” (Army Heritage Center Foundation, 2004). 

Of the thirteen textbooks analyzed in this research, only three have pictures of 

Armistead and one other text mentions him.  Out of the three images, two display images 

of Armistead in a negative way and one includes a distinguished looking portrait of him.  

A fourth text mentions his name in one sentence.  The other nine texts all discuss the 

Battle of Yorktown without any mention of Armistead.  Lafayette however is mentioned 

in every text and given visual representation in at least half. 

 

This remake of John-Baptiste Paon’s portrait of General Lafayette accompanied 

by his orderly James Armistead is located in Creating America (2001). This painting is 

placed underneath a section entitled “Europeans Help Washington” (2001, 201). This 

section of the book praises the Marquis de Lafayette who is the focal point of this 

painting.  Armistead is only mentioned in the caption which reads: “Lafayette stands with 
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the slave James Armistead, whose owner allowed him to spy for Lafayette.  After the 

war, the state of Virginia set Armistead free.  Armistead then took Lafayette’s last name 

as his own” (Ibid.).  This painting, along with the caption in this text, not only 

dehumanizes Armistead, it does not explain the significance of his mission as a spy and 

fails to acknowledge the racism that prevented Armistead from actually becoming free 

and being recognized as a veteran until about six years after the war.  

Several pages later where Cornwallis’s defeat in the Battle of Yorktown is 

described, this image is displayed. 

 

This picture was also included in American History: The Early Years to 1877 

(2001).  Here is a classic case where whites take the credit for a job that may not have 

been accomplished without the help of blacks. 

American Journey (1998) displays the original painting by John Baptiste Paon.  

(Next page) 
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In this book, the painting is placed with the information discussing the Battle of 

Yorktown and Cornwallis’s defeat.  However, none of the surrounding text mentions 

Armistead.  The caption reads “The Marquis de Lafayette relied on James Armistead, an 

enslaved African American, to gather military information about the British.  Armistead 

was later freed and took the name James Armistead Lafayette.  How did the French help 

the Patriots win the war?” (1998, 183) It seems the question should have been, how did 

the French, with the help of the slaves, help to win the war?  This caption states that 

James was “relied on” which is significantly different than the caption from Creating 

America that said James’ owner “allowed” him to spy for Lafayette.  However, this 

caption also fails to mention the duration of time that went by before Armistead was 

actually freed. 

Armistead becomes dehumanized through this painting because “the portrait of 

General Lafayette typifies the pictorial record of slavery in which black subjects are used 
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as decorative objects to accentuate each painting’s main focus, an elite white male or 

members of his family” (Bontemps, 3).  Even though they were both heroes in the 

American Revolution, in this painting, Lafayette is portrayed in the limelight while 

Armistead is left to the side as “the help.”  Lafayette is standing proudly with a conceited 

look on his face.  He has one hand on his sword while the other hand is pointing down 

over the “Siege of Yorktown.”  Armistead on the other hand is waiting eagerly for 

Lafayette’s next command.  The fact that Armistead risked his life to spy for Lafayette 

and America’s independence is not seen anywhere in this painting.   “ ‘According to 

[Ralph] Ellison, [Paon] intensified the hierarchical, master-servant symbolism of his 

composition by rendering the black orderly’s features so abstract, stylized, and shadowy 

that the viewer’s attention is drawn not to the individuality of Armistead’s features but to 

the theatrical splendor of his costume…his overall appearance was rendered 

flamboyantly exotic.’” (Bontemps, 4)  Exotification of blacks became a pattern 

emphasizing their otherness.   

Exploring American History (1994) is the only textbook that gives Armistead his 

own paragraph of information.  A brief history is established along with a description of 

how he got involved with Lafayette and what Lafayette had Armistead do in terms of 

spying.  It concludes with stating that he was honored for his service and given his 

freedom after the war along with taking the name Lafayette as his own. Granted, it did 

not go into detail about the dangers or the significance of his spying in relation to the 

Battle of Yorktown, and the length of time it took for him to gain his freedom after his 

duty, but this brief summary of James Armistead is a more in-depth description than 
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those offered in any of the other book’s.  It also included the distinguished oil portrait 

painted in 1824 by John Blennerhassett Martin. 

 

This portrait gives the viewer a sense of Armistead as a human being, a 

distinguished person with character and feeling.  Here he has a sense of pride, whereas in 

Paon’s depiction his pride was lost to serving Lafayette.  Future textbooks should include 

this image.   

The other text that mentions Armistead is American History: The Early Years to 

1877 (2001).  Armistead is not mentioned in the section entitled “Victory at Yorktown” 

where the final battle of the American Revolution is discussed.  Instead, his one line of 

inclusion is mentioned under the heading African Americans and the War: Both sides 

encourage enlistment.  “James Armistead served valiantly as an American spy, working 

out of the headquarters of General Lafayette” (2001, 236). 
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Armistead played a significant role in the strategic maneuvers used to defeat 

Cornwallis in the Battle of Yorktown.  Why should he be separated from a story that is so 

central to American independence? Having a special section to emphasize the 

involvement of African Americans in the war is not a bad idea, but when you erase these 

individuals out of the reality in which they existed, it amounts to exclusion at a serious 

level.   

None of the other texts mention James Armistead but several of them show 

pictures of Lafayette and George Washington in relation to the Battle of Yorktown.   

 

This picture is found in a section entitled “Victory at Yorktown” in The American 

Nation (1991).  The text in this section reveals that Lafayette did not have enough troops 

to defeat Cornwallis in a battle so they forced him back by attacking him with raids, 

pushing him and his troops back to Yorktown. (1991, 191)  The painting and the caption 

project a close relationship between Washington and Lafayette, implying that this helped 

to end the war.  This may be true; however, James Armistead is no where to be found and 
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without the information he retrieved as a spy, the co-operation between Washington and 

Lafayette’s might not have been sufficient for victory.   

The American Pageant 11th Edition (1998) includes a distinguished portrait of the 

Marquis de Lafayette painted by Joseph Boze in 1790.  This image reinforces the strong 

representation given to Lafayette who came from France to help America gain its 

independence.   

 

This is another example from America: The People and a Dream (1991) where 

Europeans are prominently represented for helping Americans, while Blacks are 

excluded.  Lafayette is included here in a rather distinguished pose. 
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This document was not included in the twelve original texts but was used in the 

subsequent text Rise of the American Nation (1982). The caption reads “James 

Armistead, a slave, worked for Lafayette as a spy and received this certificate for his 

work.  The government of Virginia later granted Armistead his freedom” (1982, 128). 

The Virginia Historical Society owns the image rights to this document.  The information 

they distribute states that “James Armistead Lafayette was manumitted by the 

Commonwealth of Virginia for his services as a double agent during the Yorktown 

campaign. This engraving couples his portrait by John Blennerhassett Martin with a 

facsimile testimonial by the Marquis de Lafayette” (www.vahistorical.org). 

A book entitled Liberty! The American Revolution (1997) by Thomas Flemming 

states that Jim (James Armistead’s original slave name) was lent to Lafayette by his 

owner to be a valet and groom.  It goes on to say that “Jim volunteered to infiltrate the 

British army’s camp at Yorktown, pretending to be a runaway, and brought back valuable 
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information” (Flemming, 1997,1).  Whether or not it was Armistead’s idea or Lafayette’s, 

his sacrifice and courage qualify him as a hero, a fact that is not properly acknowledged 

in any of the textbooks. 

 

IV. Haiti, Napoleon and the Louisiana Purchase  

Every American history textbook devotes a section, or at least a paragraph, to the 

Louisiana Purchase.  This transaction was a significant event in U.S. history because it 

doubled the size of the United States.  The problem with many historical accounts of the 

Louisiana Purchase is the deletion of major events occurring prior to the deal making the 

purchase possible.  

Napoleon Bonaparte, the powerful French leader who envisioned an empire in the 

New World, ie. the Caribbean and North America, had ownership of the land in question.  

The “problem” Napoleon encountered, simultaneously causing him to abandon his idea 

of empire and sell Louisiana was a black slave revolt on the French controlled section of 

Hispaniola led by Francois Dominique Toussaint Louverture.  The revolt successfully 

overthrew the French causing Napoleon to lose the land, food supplies and 

workers/slaves he needed for his dream of empire.  This part of the island became Haiti, 

the first black republic in the New World (and the second independent republic after the 

United States of America).  After his defeat in the Caribbean, Napoleon saw holding onto 

Louisiana as a liability.  Because of this he sold it for a very low price and returned to 

France. “The defeat of Napoleons New World ambitions had opened the way for the 

Louisiana Purchase, which along with the new cotton gin, ensure that American slavery 

could expand westward without foreign interference into the Lower Mississippi Valley” 
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Davis in Geggus, 2001, 5).  The success of the Haitian revolution against the French 

slave system, the primary reason for the sale, is hardly discussed or mentioned in any of 

the textbooks.  When it is mentioned, it is stated from a Eurocentric perspective, which 

creates ambiguity within the text.   

Three of the textbooks in this research, Exploring American History (1994), The 

Americans: Reconstruction Through the 20th Century (1999), and America: Pathways to 

the Present (1998) fail to mention Hispaniola, the island presently known as Haiti, or 

Toussaint Louverture in the text in connection with the Louisiana Purchase.   

We the People: A History of the United States (1977) provides two sentences that 

mention slaves in Haiti revolting and becoming an independent republic, but places them 

on a separate page in a separate section without making any connection to the Louisiana 

Purchase.   

A History of the United States (2001) is the only textbook that provides an in 

depth account of the relevant events. This historical account is broken down into sections 

entitled “Napoleon’s Dream.”, “Haiti Upsets Napoleon’s Plans.”, “Napoleon Decided to 

sell Louisiana.”, “Jefferson Makes a Hard Decision.” and “A New World”(2001, 145-

148).  Although this book does not display any images of Toussaint Louverture, it does 

not include any images of Napoleon Bonaparte either.   

  America: The People and the Dream (1991) presents a description of events on 

page 290 as a combination of causes resulting in the Louisiana Purchase. “A slave revolt 

had thrown off French control in Santo Domingo, which the rebels renamed Haiti.  

French troops sent to reclaim the island had fallen by the thousands to yellow fever and 

other diseases.  In addition, Napoleon decided he needed money to help finance his plans 
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for further wars in Europe.  He, therefore, offered to sell the entire Louisiana Territory to 

the United States for $15 million.”  There is no emphasis here on one particular event.  

The language brushes everything together, taking away from the significance of the 

Haitian revolution as a major reason for the sale. 

 A People and a Nation (2001) mentions Haiti’s independence briefly in relation to 

Napoleon and the Louisiana Purchase.  It states: “Napoleon had lost interest in the New 

World. Once he failed to recapture independent Haiti, the idea of a New World empire 

dissolved and Louisiana became superfluous” (2001, 222). This book acknowledges the 

connection between Napoleon’s dream “deferred” in relation to Haitian independence.  

However, Napoleon’s failing to recapture Haiti is out of context because the reader is not 

informed about Toussaint Louverture and the successful slave revolt previously led by 

him.  Therefore, the root of the connection is lost.   

 Four of the textbooks analyzed in this research include images of Toussaint 

Louverture and one textbook includes a picture of Napoleon Bonaparte.   

 American Journey (1998) displays a black and white engraving of Toussaint 

Louverture.  This image is well known and was first published in A Historical Account of 

the Black Empire of Hayti (1805) by Marcus Rainsford.   
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 The image rests in the middle of the page surrounded by text.  One of the headings 

reads “Revolt in Santo Domingo” and gives an in depth description of who Toussaint 

was, what happened to him, and how he lead a revolt forcing Napoleon to abandon his 

“plans for an American empire.”   

 Creating America (2001) and The American Nation (1991) utilize the same image 

of Toussaint Louverture.  (Next Page) 
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 The text from Creating America (2001) consists of a “Connections to World 

History” section about Toussaint Louverture placed in the margin with his picture.  This 

portion gives a description of where he came from, who he was and what he did in 

Hispaniola.  One of the sentences in this section states:  “A natural leader, L’Ouverture 

won admiration when he preached harmony between former slaves and planters” (2001   

319).  I have not found evidence of this statement and it seems ironic that the leader of a 

violent revolt would be preaching about harmony.  Considering the severity of the 

situation it does not seem likely that he would be praised from either side for such 

utopian ideas.  This seems like another example of a myth, created by a history textbook, 

to soften the harsh realities of history through non-threatening language. 

 “Napoleon and New Orleans” and “The Louisiana Purchase” are the two sections 

pertaining to the Louisiana Purchase in this text.  The wording surrounding the 
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explanation for the purchase here de-emphasizes the importance of the slave revolt and 

the impact it had.  It lists “a number of factors” that may have contributed to Napoleon’s 

“surprising offer” (2001, 319).  The first reason given was that Napoleon “was probably 

alarmed by America’s fierce determination to keep the port of New Orleans open.  Also, 

his enthusiasm for a colony in America may have been lessened by events in a French 

colony in the West Indies.  There, a revolt led by Toussaint L’Ouverture had resulted in 

disastrous losses for the French.  Another factor was France’s costly war against Britain.  

America’s money may have been more valuable to Napoleon than its land” (Ibid).  The 

last sentence here is only true after Napoleon abandons his idea for empire in the New 

World because he has lost Haiti.  As strong and ambitious as Napoleon was, it seems 

ironic that he would be “alarmed by America’s fierce determination to keep the port of 

New Orleans open.”  Americans relied on the port of New Orleans for trading, making it 

a problem to deny them access.  However, the only action taken to keep the port open 

was an offer to purchase New Orleans.  This was not an act of “fierce determination.”  

Even though Toussaint’s revolt is mentioned as having disastrous losses for the French, it 

merely states that it may have lessened Napoleon’s “enthusiasm for a colony in 

America.”  The statements here are misleading.  The language becomes subtle, tending to 

gloss over the reality by de-emphasizing the slaves passion, struggle and action towards 

resistance (especially if it is successful because then it becomes threatening).   

 In The American Nation (1991), the caption under Toussaint Louverture’s picture 

reads “In 1791, Toussaint L’Ouverture led slaves in Haiti in a revolt against French rule.  

After 13 years of fighting, L’Ouverture was captured.  Although he died in a French 

prison, his followers won independence for Haiti in 1804” (1991, 245).   
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 The section headings in this text are “Revolt in Haiti” and “The Louisiana 

Purchase” (1991, 245).  A good explanation is given under the “Revolt in Haiti” section.  

“The Louisiana Purchase” section opens with the statement “Napoleon’s troubles in Haiti 

benefited the United States.”  The next paragraph states “French defeats in Haiti ruined 

Napoleon’s dreams of empire in America.”  These sentences are written from a 

Eurocentric perspective.  They both discuss gains and losses for white America and 

Napoleon’s dreams without a mention of black slaves or Haitians and their victory over 

the oppressive French slave system. 

 The fourth book to include an image of Toussaint Louverture is American Pageant 

(1998).  

 

 The image chosen for this text is a great depiction of Toussaint because it portrays him 
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as gallant, distinguished and heroic.  He is riding a horse with his sword drawn above his 

head and a serious look on his face.  The problem with the copy used by this text is that 

Toussaint’s hands and face have been altered.  Compared to the original (below), his skin 

tone has been changed drastically from dark to light.   

 

With a French sounding name and a very light skin tone, how will the reader know that 

this is a black man?  The caption under the picture in American Pageant (1998) reads: “A 

self-educated ex-slave and military genius, L’Overture was finally betrayed by the 

French, who imprisoned him in a chilly dungeon in France, where he coughed his life 

away.  Indirectly, he did much to set up the sale of Louisiana to the United States” (1998, 

219).  The wording here is written in a way that gives credit to Toussaint L’Overture but 

with as little recognition as possible.  Directly, he helped to free his people and establish 
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a free republic at a time when black people throughout the Caribbean and the Americas 

were enslaved by Europeans and white Americans.  Toussaint and his troops were an 

inspiration to slaves in America whose ideas of rebellion were sparked by their victory.   

The caption states that Toussaint is an ex-slave, but the book does not give any context 

for slavery in the Caribbean.  How would the reader know the master slave relationship 

was between Europeans (or the French in this case) and Africans?  In the text next to this 

image, two “developments” are given for Napoleon’s sudden decision to sell Louisiana 

and abandon his dream of empire.  It states: “first, he had failed in his efforts to re-

conquer the sugar-rich island of Santo Domingo, for which Louisiana was to serve as a 

source of foodstuffs.  Infuriated ex-slaves, ably led by the gifted Toussaint L’Ouverture, 

had put up a stubborn resistance that was ultimately broken.  Then the . . . mosquitoes 

carrying yellow fever-had swept away thousands of crack French troops. [Therefore,] 

there was no need for Louisiana’s food supplies” (Ibid.).  The wording in the sentence 

about Toussaint’s resistance is somewhat misleading.  Assuming the reader has no 

knowledge of the Caribbean (because they have not been taught about it), who was the 

resistance directed towards and how was it “ultimately broken” when the revolt was 

successful? 

 American History: The Early Years to 1877 (2001) chose to include an image of 

Napoleon Bonaparte rather than Toussaint Louverture, even though he is mentioned in 

the text.  Under the title “A Revolution in the Caribbean” in the Louisiana Purchase 

section, there is a good description of Toussaint and the revolt in “Saint Domingue” 

which flows into the next section “The Louisiana Purchase” indicating how Napoleon’s 

interest in empire ended.  The participants in the revolt are described as “enslaved 
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Africans” who revolted against “French plantation owners.” (2001, 362)   A sequence of 

events was discussed and the section ended with the sentence: “In 1804 the rebels 

regained their freedom and set up the republic of Haiti” (Ibid.).   

Exploring American History (1994) is one of the textbooks that had no pictures 

concerning this subject.  Not only were the images non-existent, it did not mention 

anything about Toussaint Louverture, Santo Domingo/Haiti or a slave revolt in the 

Caribbean.   

Under the section “The Louisiana Purchase” was a question: “How did Jefferson 

obtain the vast Louisiana Territory from France?”  This was the answer: “5. Napoleon 

Bonaparte, the ruler of France, stunned Jefferson by offering to sell all the Louisiana 

Territory to the United States.  Napoleon wanted to control all of Europe and he had been 

seeking a way to raise money to pay his army.  When Jefferson offered $15 million for 

the Louisiana Territory, Napoleon accepted.  In 1803, the Western lands between the 

Mississippi and the Rocky Mountains became part of the United States.  This event is 

known as the Louisiana Purchase” (1994, 281).  This explanation of the Louisiana 

Purchase completely excludes Napoleon’s dream of an empire in the New World and his 

defeat in Haiti by a black slave revolt. 

If the revolt in Haiti had not occurred and Napoleon succeeded with his empire, 

the language and culture of the United States would most likely have become French.  

According to Frederick Douglass who was appointed minister resident and consul general 

to the Republic of Haiti in 1889, “Haiti was the ‘original pioneer emancipator of the 19th 

century” (Davis in Geggus, 2001, 3).  Douglass goes on to comment, 

 
We should not forget that the freedom you and I enjoy to-day; that the freedom 

that eight hundred thousand colored people enjoy in the British West Indies; the freedom 
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that has come to the colored race the world over, is largely due to the brave stand taken 
by the black sons of Haiti ninety years ago.  When they struck for freedom...they struck 
for the freedom of every black man in the world. (Davis in Geggus, 2001, 3) 

 

W.E.B. DuBois also comments on the history of Haiti in relation to the world. 

 
The Haitian Revolution was a symbol for millions of slaves and people fighting for their 

liberty throughout the world...The United States was in a dilemma.  They had only recently fought 
for their own independence, but they had a huge slave population in the south and they did not 
want slave revolts there…When the Revolution began, John Adams persuaded the United States to 
support it because its aims were independence and freedom, and because of the embarrassment it 
was causing France, Britain and Spain.  However, when it proved successful the United States 
thought again, and saw the dangers of a similar revolution in its Southern States.  Therefore they 
placed an embargo on trade and withheld recognition from the newly independent Haiti. 
(Greenwood & Hamber, 1980, 27) 
 

This praise and recognition of the significance of the Haitian Revolution should be 

included in U.S. history texts.  U.S. foreign policy, revealed here by DuBois is also 

neglected.   Most of the textbooks focus more on the dilemma facing James Monroe and 

Robert Livingston as to whether they had the authority to purchase all of Louisiana, along 

with Thomas Jefferson’s concerns about whether it was constitutional and legal for him 

to approve the purchase.  However, whether the textbooks neglect it, praise it or glorify 

it, “after the former slaves of Saint-Domingue had defeated fifty thousand of Napoleon’s 

veteran troops and had established their own independent nation, the white world would 

never be the same” (Davis in Geggus, 2001, 3).   

 

V. The Middle Passage 
 

 In the introduction to Jubilee: The Emergence of African-American Culture 

(2002) by Howard Dodson lies an explanation of why many black people have avoided 

the study of slavery.  He states that the reason for this avoidance is the fear of being 

demeaned and embarrassed.  “Much of this fear and avoidance stems from the images of 
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slavery and the slave trade that most Americans have come to believe are the essence of 

slavery and the slave trade’s history and legacy” (Dodson, 2002, 14).   

 
 

“This is a watercolor made by a young English naval officer, Lieutenant Francis 

Meynell . . . in 1846” (Wood, 2000, 24).  This painting was included in eight out of the 

twelve textbooks analyzed in this research.  Each book using this image incorporated a 

different caption with the piece.  Many of the captions made references to being packed 

in tight spaces or crammed below deck, statements that contradict the open space 

portrayed in this particular painting.  Here are the quotes with an opinion in relation to 

their relevance to the watercolor: 

 
American Journey (1998) “Between 1600 & 1850, millions of enslaved Africans were brought to 

the Americas on ships.” (1998, 69) Acceptable 
American Nation (1991) “This painting was done by an Englishman who served as an officer on a 

slave ship.  Captains crammed their human cargo into the holds below deck.  Many slaves died of diseases 
that spread quickly in the overcrowded and filthy holds.” (1991, 131)  Contradictory 

America: Pathways to the Present (1998) “‘No eye pities; no hand helps,’ said a slaver describing 
the condition of his human cargo.  An eyewitness painted this scene aboard a slave ship in 1846.” (1998, 
85) Questionable 
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America: The People & The Dream (1991) “An eyewitness painted this watercolor showing slaves 
after being taken captive in West Africa, packed in the hold of a ship along with the cargo.” (1991, 118-
119) Contradictory 

The Americans: Reconstruction Through the 20th Century (1999) A British naval officer painted 
the above scene of the deck of the slave ship Albanez in 1846. It portrays conditions that were found on 
many slave ships.” (1999, 34) Questionable and contradictory 

American History: The Early Years to 1877 (2001) Slaves Below Deck of Albarez by Francis 
Maynell, 1846. From 1600 to 1850, nearly 15 million enslaved Africans were brought to the Americas on 
ships.  What laws denied Africans most of their rights?” (2001, 165)  Negligent of millions who died in 
travel.  Irrelevant question.  

A History of the United States (2001) “Godfrey Meynall, an eyewitness, painted this watercolor of 
the hold of the slave ship Albatross in 1846.  Similar conditions were the rule throughout the existence of 
the slave trade.” (2001, 51) Inadequate representation of conditions 

Creating America (2001) “A British naval officer painted the picture on the right, which also 
shows the crowded conditions on slave ships.” (2001, 78) Contradictory  

 

There have been many images created showing the horrible conditions aboard 

slave ships traveling the Middle Passage.  Unfortunately, this watercolor, said to have 

been painted by an eyewitness, has been disproportionately included within U.S. history 

textbooks.  The problem with this depiction is that it does not capture the harsh 

conditions that actually took place aboard these ships, thus softening its reality.  The 

horrifying situations that took place aboard slave ships are not something to be 

minimized or erased.  Many millions of West Africans were captured, stolen, bought,  

raped and forced to endure the inhumane atrocities of the Middle Passage journey.  

Although it is a painful subject to explore, it must not be forgotten.  By exposing students 

to the Middle Passage with inaccurate and unrealistic images, history is misrepresented 

and in turn misinterpreted. This image has become pervasive in U.S. history textbooks. 

According to Marcus Wood’s (2000) interpretation, the slaves “appear left to fend 

for themselves in the misery and the gloom, fitting in around bales of cloth and barrels, 

their status as cargo self-evident, their powerlessness emphasized by the fact that there is 

not a chain in sight.  Fatigue, enuui, discomfort and sheer depression are the primary 

impressions”(Wood, 2000, 24).  Wood’s observation of slaves as cargo is an important 
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connection.  However, his description of their mood seems somewhat erroneous in lieu of 

the slaves in the focal point of the image who appear to be positioned in relaxed social 

postures.  Although there are no chains in this depiction, images portraying slaves laying 

down side by side with no room to move or sit up, whether chained or not, invoke a 

stronger sense of powerlessness than this watercolor.   

The people portrayed in this image have a strange cartoon-like appearance.  Their 

color is extremely dark with a bluish tint.  Their bodies are awkwardly depicted and their 

heads and faces are distorted.  The characters look more like aliens than humans.  The 

positioning and spatial proximity are also misleading. The space in this image is open, as 

opposed to the tight spaces displayed in alternative images of the Middle Passage.  It 

shows room for sitting up with plenty of empty space for movement.  Some of the 

postures which are most prominent in the image look social, even relaxed.  Contrary to 

the relaxing postures of the watercolor painting, slave revolts or mutinies did occur, along 

with individual resistance including jumping overboard and refusing to eat.  Africans 

suffered the Middle Passage in ships described as “tight” pack or “loose” pack.  In tight 

pack the conditions were worse and the mortality rates were higher.  Many captured 

Africans jumped off the deck preferring death by drowning to the intolerable conditions 

on board.  Disease, lack of food, and unsanitary conditions wiped out masses of human 

cargo.  There are alternatives to this painting that actually display the tight packaging of 

human beings along with some of the resistance and torture that occurred.   
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This image depicts some of these atrocities but was not included in any of the textbooks 

analyzed in this research.  A caption attached to this powerful image in an old Look 

magazine held by the Rhode Island Black Heritage Society reads:  

 
Captives on the main deck are exercised under the lash to keep them in good physical 

condition while those below in the three-foot high ‘tween deck wait their turn.  Care was taken to 
prevent the slaves from killing themselves but some, like the man at far left, did leap through holes 
in the netting into the sea, others (right) tried to starve themselves, but it was found that this could 
be forestalled by the application of hot coals to the lips and the use of chisel-like, ‘mouth openers’ 
which prepared the way for a funnel-fed meal of mashed horse beans.  

 
 
Why are these harsh realities absent from U.S. history textbooks? 
 

The text in America: Pathways to the Present (1998) describes the slaves as being 

“sick with fear about where they were being taken, they were forced to endure chains, 

heat, disease, and the overpowering odor caused by the lack of sanitation and their 

cramped, stuffy quarters” (1998, 85).  The watercolor image under analysis in this section 

is placed directly above these two statements.  The next paragraph discusses mutinies and 

the constant fear slavers felt.  It mentions that “rebellion occurred every two years on the 

average. Many of these were successful” (1998, 85).  It goes on to discuss the arrival of 
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slave cargoes where families were torn apart on auction blocks.  None of these facts are 

depicted through the image on the page.  Another smaller picture on the same page shows 

a handle with the letters CM formed with metal.  The caption reads: “Treating humans as 

property led to unspeakable cruelties.  This branding iron was used to mark an owner’s 

initials on enslaved Africans” (Ibid.). It is interesting to see what parts of the text are 

given visual representation and what visuals are used; even if they are not discussed 

within the text.  On this particular page there could have been a picture of a mutiny, an 

auction block, a family being broken up, or Oloudah Equiano buying his freedom after 

twenty years of his capture, also mentioned on this page.   Instead, the editors chose to 

incorporate a visual form of white power and control, a branding iron for slaves, created 

for and predominately used on cattle. 

American Nation (1991) was one of the texts that included the watercolor and 

described the conditions on the ship as crammed and over crowded.  Under the heading 

“The Middle Passage” on the same page, the text mentions the small spaces slaves were 

forced and packed into “with hardly enough room to sit up.”  It also states that they are 

usually chained together in pairs of twos.   Here is another contradiction between the text 

and the image chosen to represent the Middle Passage.  None of the slaves aboard this 

ship were chained together.  A similar contradiction is made in American History: The 

Early Years to 1877 (2001).  Underneath the watercolor image, under the heading “The 

Slave Trade,” it states “People were chained and packed together in dark, filthy, cramped 

compartments.  Sometimes there was not enough room to stand up or even sit up” (2001, 

165). But in this image there is plenty of space and light.  Whoever chose this image to 

represent the context was not doing their job.  The caption tells the reader that “From 
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1600 to 1850, nearly 15 million enslaved Africans were brought to the Americas on 

ships” (Ibid.).   Note that the wording in the caption does not read at least 15 million, it 

states “nearly 15 million.”  This statement uses semantics to soften the number of 

Africans stolen from West Africa.  Statistics in history textbooks tend to give rather low 

estimates for importation of Africans during the slave trade.  Although the actual 

numbers are not known, most sources range from 20 million to 40 million.  “Only the 

ocean knows how many children and adults perished during the Middle Passage . . .” 

(Bolden, 2001, 11) In Toni Morrison’s Beloved, she suggests the figure to be more than 

60 million.  However many millions died, the ocean is one of history’s largest 

graveyards.  Instead of stating that the actual numbers are unknown and explaining why, 

textbooks include a variety of typically low numbers.   

The watercolor is somewhat out of place in A History of the United States (2001).  

It is incorporated within a section called “How the ocean tied some to England.”  The 

only sentence within the two page text that mentions the Middle Passage reads: “From 

the ocean came ships carrying slaves from Africa and the West Indies, and carrying 

muskets, hoes, clothing, furniture, and books from London” (2001, 50).  The rest of the 

information pertains to planters in Virginia trading goods with England and ordering 

products from London.  One paragraph states that “Virginia planters thought of 

themselves not so much as Americans, but as English country gentlemen who happened 

to live in America.  They still relied on England for almost everything” (2001, 51).  The 

text in this section revolves around the white male planter, ignoring the role of the slave 

and the harsh conditions they faced as they were being brought to America.   Contrary to 

the information, the watercolor is included here as a visual representation.  The caption 
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with the image states, “Similar conditions were the rule throughout the existence of the 

slave trade” (Ibid.).  Nowhere does it state anything about what the conditions were.  

Judging by the watercolor and the previous criticism in this analysis, the conditions 

purported in this painting are misleading and inaccurate.   

A similar scene that could be utilized as a more realistic alternative is the drawing  

below.  Although the space is still very open, it is more crowded and the captured 

Africans are in chains.  The most important difference is that they are depicted like 

human beings rather than alien sub-humans.    

 

In American Journey (1998) on page 68 and 69 under “America’s Literature” is a 

special section on Olaudah Equiano, “The Kidnapped Prince.”  On page 68 is a small 

portrait of Equiano. 
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On page 69 is the watercolor with a caption that reads: “Between 1600 and 1850, millions 

of enslaved Africans were brought to the Americas on ships.”  It was not necessary to 

include this image in this particular section of the text.  Later in the text on page 105 

there is a section on the Middle Passage with two images juxtaposed representing this 

history: one, of a section of the Description of a Slave Ship (not cited here) and the other 

of slaves on land working while white slave owners watch over them.   

              

Instead of juxtaposing these two images, the packed slave ship could have been 

combined with the image from Look magazine displaying slave’s conditions above and 

below deck.  The watercolor, not shown alongside these images, was inserted  
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out of context with Equiano’s experience of the Middle Passage. 

 

Description of a Slave Ship (1789) (The Slave Ship Brookes) 

“...the middle passage was a battle ground for pro and anti-slavery propagandists” 

(Wood, 2000, 14).  Many of the images of the Middle Passage, as well as those of slavery 

and slaves themselves come from abolitionists.   

Although “abolition writing attempted to evoke the experience of slaves on the 

Middle Passage...James Stanfield in his Observations on a Guinea Voyage,...states that 

the task is impossible; experience, as victim or witness, is untranslatable: ‘But no pen, no 

abilities, can give more than a very faint resemblance of the horrid situation” (Wood, 

2000, 15).   
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The architectural design of Description of a Slave Ship (1789) is an extraordinary 

blueprint depicting a naval vessel of the late 18th century. (Wood, 2000, 26)  “The 

conjunction of technical engraving with the depiction of a mass of black human flesh is a 

superb semiotic shock tactic” (Wood, 2000, 27).  “This print was the most famous, 

widely reproduced and widely adapted image representing slave conditions of the middle 

passage ever made” (Wood, 2000, 17).  The first appearance of this engraving was found 

in London (1789) by the SEAST (Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade).  

It was marketed in France shortly after and then adapted for America, all in the same 

year. (Wood, 2000, 19)  It is still used today in many U.S. history textbooks as well as 

other sources discussing slavery. 

In Wood’s view, “the Description is perhaps best understood as a memorial to a 

disaster, not as a representation of what ever happened” (2000, 32).  What is an 

appropriate image representative of the Middle Passage? Who decides this?  Wood 

extracts from the Description an unemotional approach.  He says the “danger...is that its 

extreme reductivism may transform the slaves from people to things” (2000, 25).  It 

seems that this is what the Description’s intentions were.  (Which is also what the Middle 

Passage essentially did.)  As soon as Africans were brought aboard slave ships they were 

considered property similar to any other product transported in the trans-Atlantic trade.   

Even though captured Africans were human beings, the Middle Passage journey as well 

as the institution of slavery tried to transform these human beings into cargo; to break 

them just enough so they could be exploited and treated as animals without much 

resistance.   
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According to Wood, “this image supports an abolitionist cultural agenda which 

dictated that slaves were to be visualized in a manner which emphasized their total 

passivity and prioritized their status as helpless victims” (Wood, 2000, 19).  Although 

popular images of the Middle Passage were created by anti-slavery activist “the images 

they produced obey a series of symbolic and narrative codes which deny the slave 

cultural representation” (Wood, 2000, 21-22).  This is an important perspective to 

consider when viewing images of slavery.  Abolitionists were not exempt from creating 

stereotypical representations of African descendants.  Although their intentions were to 

liberate the slaves, much of their iconography portrays submission.   They believed the 

slaves were human beings and should be treated equally but their knowledge of African 

history and African American culture was inadequate.  

This original image of Description of a Slave Ship was not used in its complete 

version in any of the history textbooks analyzed in this research.  However, part of this 

diagram was used in three out of the eight texts displaying the watercolor depiction and 

two other textbooks used part of this image as their only representation of a slave ship.   

The bottom right hand diagram of what looks like hundreds of bodies packed side 

by side is an iconic image.  This powerful abstraction begins to reveal the inhumanity 

inflicted on its human cargo.  It also marks the horrific reality taking place during the 

middle passage.  This abstract interpretation of slaves on the ship, Brookes, reveals the 

way humans were treated as objects; worse than animals. 

It may perhaps be conceived, from the crowded state in which the slaves appear 
in the plate, that an unusual and exaggerated instance has been produced; this, however, 
is so far from being the case, that no ship, if her intended cargo can be procured, ever 
carries a less number than one to a ton, and the usual practice has been to carry nearly 
double that number.  . . . The Brooks, of Liverpool, a capital ship, . . . did, in one voyage, 
actually carry six hundred and nine slaves, which is more than double the number that 
appear in the plate.  The mode of stowing them was as follows: platforms, or wide 
shelves, were erected between the decks, extending so far from the sides towards the 
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middle of the vessel, as to be capable of containing four additional rows of slaves, by 
which means the perpendicular height between each tier, after allowing for the beams and 
platforms, was reduced to two feet six inches, so that they could not even sit in an erect 
posture; besides which, in the men’s apartment, instead of four rows, fiver were stowed, 
by placing the heads of one between the legs of another.  All the horrors of this situation 
are still multiplied in the smaller vessels. (Parry, 1974, 47-48) 

 

 American Pageant (1998) was one of the texts that used the prominent portion of 

the packed slave ship Brookes.  The caption gives a good explanation of what the Middle 

Passage was but the text below it, under the heading “Colonial Slavery,” is somewhat 

misleading. It begins with “perhaps 10 million Africans were carried in chains to the New 

World in the three centuries or so following Columbus’s landing” (1998, 67).  Figures 

neglect to acknowledge the millions of Africans who did not survive the Middle Passage 

because of the inhuman conditions they were forced to live/die under.  Also, words such 

as “nearly” and “perhaps” suggest less than and possibly, not probably.  Although 

debating the numbers takes away from the real issues, some of the semantic references to 

the numbers minimize its horrific extent. 

The Americans: Reconstruction through the 20th Century (1999) is one of the 

texts that included the main piece of the packed slave ship diagram and the watercolor 

painting.  In the margin above these two different portrayals of slave ships is a quote 

from “Black Cargoes” stating “Every man was allowed a space six feet long by sixteen 

inches wide” (1999, 34).  This tight space is revealed in the diagram but contradicted in 

the watercolor.  As described in several of the other texts, the caption attributes the 

watercolor with conditions found on many ships but are displayed inaccurately by this 

image.  

An alternative image entitled “Middle Passage” created by John Biggers in 1947 

could be included in future texts.  
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This interpretation gives a strong sense of the feelings of despair, hopelessness, fear, and 

overcrowded conditions so often missing from textbook representations.  

Observing representations of the Middle Passage included in U.S. history texts 

reveals the acceptance, more often than not, to depict Africans and their descendants with 

pieces of art that are unrealistic and dehumanizing; while images of whites, usually 
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portraits of individuals or families, are aesthetically pleasing realistic portrayals.  It could 

be argued that the reason for this is that there are few, if any realistic pieces of artwork 

during these time periods that depict Africans and their descendants.  However, when 

these pieces of art do exist, they are hardly used. 

 

VI. Slavery 

     a. Rhode Island, the Slave Trade and a Black Regiment 

Rhode Island’s representation in U.S. history textbooks has left out its central 

involvement in the slave trade, its ownership of slaves and its creation of a black 

regiment.  None of the textbooks in this study mention any of these subjects.  The full 

name for the smallest state in the United States is the State of Rhode Island and 

Providence Plantations.  Although Rhode Island is in New England, an area thought of as 

opposing slavery, it did have plantations as well as slaves.  When the state is mentioned 

in U.S. history texts it is usually in relation to Roger Williams and freedom of religion or 

the first textile mill in Pawtucket, Rhode Island with no connection to slavery or mention 

of slave cotton.  When one thinks of slavery it is usually associated with the South, in 

fact, “A majority of teachers in the south don’t even know that slavery existed in New 

England” (Fox, 2005, notes); after all, it is not included in the textbooks they are given to 

use.  The north is usually thought of as having abolitionists and fighting against slavery; 

however, slavery did exist here and “Rhode Island had more slaves than any other state in 

New England.  Newport was a major slaving port before the war [the American 

Revolution], and many slaves worked on plantations in the southern part of the state” 

(Brennan, 2004, 3).  Rhode Island was responsible for about half of the slave voyages 
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entering the new world, taking a special interest even after other northern colonies began 

to lose interest.  “Many merchants chose to ignore state and federal antislavery legislation 

in what might well be regarded as an analogous spirit of autonomy” (Nadalin, 1996, 36).  

John Brown of Providence was one of them.  “Despite the inherent brutality of slavery, 

those with interests in the trade considered it only as a business, subject only to 

judgments from an economic standpoint” (Nadalin, 1996, 36).  In a letter from John 

Brown to his brother Moses (a former slave trader who had since become an abolitionist) 

he compares slave trading to any other lucrative product.  As a justification for his 

participation he writes “from the best information I can cite and that has been from Grait 

Numbers the slaves are positively better off, that is brought, from the coast then those 

who are left behind or then those would be was they not brought away” (November 27, 

1766).   

 “In 1787 the Assembly enacted a law prohibiting all citizens and residents of 

Rhode Island from participating in the slave trade” (Nadalin, 1996, 38).  Although 

Providence participated in the slave trade, even after the law was enacted, it did cease 

participation before Newport and Bristol whose economy relied much more heavily on it.   

 
Through the political influence of James DeWolf, Bristol and Warren, RI 

became an independent customs district in 1801, by order of President Thomas Jefferson, 
Charles Collins was appointed collector of customs in 1804. Collins, a relative of 
DeWolf's, and captain of a slave ship, ignored the fact slaving voyages, which had been 
outlawed under RI law in 1787, were continuing to set sail from the shores of Bristol. 
(Fetterhoff, Baxter, Ryan, 2003-05)   

 

During this time the trade flourished.  “The state of Rhode Island supported 

approximately 80% of the original 13 colonies slaving voyages and Bristol merchants 

were involved in a majority of these voyages of whom the DeWolf family was most 

locally prominent” (Fetterhoff, Baxter, Ryan, 2003-05).  
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Although slavery in Rhode Island and the North has generally been ignored in 

U.S. history textbooks, alternative resources are being produced.  Some of the materials 

being created include an educational story path activity for elementary school children 

(grades 3, 4, and 5) entitled From Slavery to Freedom in Rhode Island (Rhode Island 

Slavery and its Legacies, 2004). 

 

A workbook was recently created by The Choices Program of Brown University 

entitled A Forgotten History: The Slave Trade and Slavery in New England (2005).  This 

workbook “helps students to understand how history, and the telling of history, affects us 

today” (The Choices Program, 2005).   

The Rhode Island Black Heritage Society has introduced three historical plaques 

concerning the slave trade in RI.  One plaque rests on the wall in front of the John Brown 

Museum house.  “Initially the four brothers of Providence’s prominent Brown family all 
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dabbled in the trade, but following the disastrous voyage of the Sally, Moses, Nicholas, 

and Joseph Brown never invested in a slaving voyage again, and Moses went on to 

become one of the most outspoken abolitionists in the Northeast” (Nadalin, 1996, 37).  

John Brown, on the other hand, considered the most prominent merchant in Providence, 

continued buying and selling slaves as part of his business.   

Until recently, John Brown’s involvement with the slave kept quiet in the historic 

John Brown house tour.  “What the brochures and tour guide scripts neglected to mention 

was how John Brown came to amass the wealth that enabled construction of the historic 

house that today bears his name” (Davis, 2002).  The Rhode Island Black Heritage 

Society with efforts by Richard Lobban, Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban, Joyce Stevos, Richard 

Martin, Chris Sousa, Faith Fogle, Joaquina Bela Teixeira and others pushed for the 

inclusion of this previously denied information.  It was a struggle for references to 

slavery and the slave trade to be included in the brochure as well as the tour, and even 

after much work it is still glossed over by many tour guides.  The original brochure 

mentioned nothing in relation to slavery and has not been revised.  However, an 

alternative brochure was developed, focusing on the slave trade in relation to Rhode 

Island and John Brown.  This brochure is available at the tour but is not dispersed or 

mentioned by tour guides. 

Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban states in the Providence Journal 2002 that “she believes 

placement of the plaques should have been embraced and supported by state government 

and historians eager to make known the complete and true history of Rhode Island—

including its active involvement in the slave trade” (Davis, 2002, B-6).  Unfortunately, 

this was not the case and the plaques took several years to be approved.  The first plaque 
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was developed to include “Slave Trader” as one aspect of John Brown’s lucrative 

business.  This plaque rests on the wall just outside the front door of the John Brown 

House museum.  It was unveiled in a ceremony on Emancipation Day 2002.  Notice how 

the logo (upper left hand corner) depicting the RI Black Regiment, the word Slave 

Trader, as well as the citation “A Project of the Rhode Island Black Heritage Society” 

have all been defaced with spray paint.   

 

A similar plaque, located on South Water St. in downtown Providence encountered the 

same vandalism. This plaque was created to acknowledge the history of merchants who 

participated in the “African Slave Trade” along with the Cape Verdeans who utilized the 

port years later. The words African Slave Trade, the logo reading Rhode Island Afro-

American Heritage Trail and A Project of the Rhode Island Black Heritage Society have 

all been defaced with dark spray paint.  If the perpetrator of this vandalism knew that 

Cape Verdeans were of African descent they may have painted over them also.  
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Another new resource (created in Rhode Island) is a children’s book entitled The 

Black Regiment of the American Revolution (2004) by Linda Crotta Brennan.  This book 

is devoted to the story of the Black Regiment of Rhode Island.  During the American 

Revolution, George Washington decided to prohibit “Negroes” and “vagabonds” from 

enlisting in the service.  However, he changed his mind out of necessity and allowed free 

blacks to enlist as of 1776.   “RI, unable to supply its quota of white troops for the 

Continental Line, raised a troop of black soldiers known as the Black Regiment of RI. 

1778” (Seagram’s, 1975, February 1). The regiment was called the 1st Rhode Island 

Regiment of the Continental Line.  It was ordered “that every able-bodied negro, mulatto, 

or Indian man-slave in this State may enlist into either of the said two battalions, to serve 

during the continuance of the present war with Great Britain” (American Revolution.org, 

2005).  A promise of freedom at the point of discharge was made for any slave who 

enlisted.  Not only were slaves encouraged to enlist and offered their freedom in return; 

they were also offered equal wages to that of any soldier.  “Slaves had fought alongside 

White men in America before, but they never had the same pay or privileges.  The new 

Rhode Island law said that slaves who enlisted would be given the same ‘bounty and 

wages’ as White soldiers” (Brennan, 2004, 4).  This was a progressive offer for the time. 
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  “Although some free Blacks served as soldiers in largely White regiments, Black 

slaves usually were used as servants in the Continental Army.  They worked as cooks or 

waiters or were sent out to forage for food.  But the men of the 1st Rhode Island Regiment 

were soldiers” (Brennan, 2004, 7).  The presence of these soldiers was very important. 

This painting from the Anne S.K. Brown Military Collection, Brown University, displays 

the uniforms worn by the Black Regiment.  

 

“The First RI Regiment, consisting of 95 slaves and 35 freeman, was cited for efficiency 

and gallantry and was one of the few American units that enlisted for the entire war” 

(Seagram’s, April). They were admired for their discipline, skill and dress and fought 

well despite their short training. 

Designed by Frank Quagan  (RI Black Heritage Society) 
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The soldiers in the Black Regiment were fighting for freedom on two fronts, that 

of the country and also for their own freedom.  Later on during WWI and WWII, this 

strategy was known as the “Double V” (Double Victory).   

 
Had they been unfaithful or even given away before the enemy, all would have 

been lost.  Three times in succession they were attacked with most valor and fury by well 
disciplined and veteran troops, three times did they successfully repel the assault and thus 
preserve our army from capture. (Stewart, 12)   

 

Such significant pieces of history should be recognized in U.S. history textbooks.  

Without the participation of the Black Regiment, the outcome of the war may have turned 

out differently.    

 Some historians believe that if things had gone according to plan, and the 
Americans had won the Battle of Rhode Island, they might have won the Revolutionary 
War two years sooner.  As it was, the Battle of Rhode Island was more of a draw. The 
Americans didn’t succeed in driving the British out of Newport in 1778, but the British 
didn’t capture the American troops and equipment.   More than that, the Americans held 
their line against a head-on British attack.  If the Black regiment had given way, the 
British might have broken through the Americans line and gone on to capture General 
Sullivan’s army.  The loss of so many soldiers would have been a terrible blow to the 
American cause. The Black Regiment was key to the American’s safe retreat.  The 
soldiers they saved would go on to fight future battles against the British. (Brennan, 
2004, 21) 

 
 
At the end of the war the soldiers who had been slaves were now freed.  However, most 

of their families were still living in slavery. 

 This stone monument was erected in Portsmouth, R.I. in 1976 

by the Newport branch of the N.A.A.C.P. to commemorate the R.I. Black Regiment.  
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However, the stone is inaccessible because it rests between two highways (Route 114 and 

24).  An accessible alternative, a plaque resting on the Civil War monument in Kennedy 

Plaza, downtown Providence, R.I. reaches an enormous and diverse population every 

day. The plaque below has recently been moved from the center of Kennedy Plaza to the 

Civil War monument across from City Hall.  This particular plaque has not been 

vandalized, most likely because it is constantly frequented by diverse populations.  The 

plaque commemorates the 1st Rhode Island Regiment as well as the 14th Rhode Island 

Regiment for risking their lives to fight in the American Revolution.  These important 

troops are not mentioned in U.S. history textbooks.   

 

Another black army at the time was the “Bucks of America” from Boston, 

Massachusetts.  This group “also gained recognition for outstanding courage and 

devotion to duty.  A third unit, the Black Brigade of Saint Dominique, made the long 

voyage from Haiti to participate in America’s fight for freedom” (Seagram’s, 1975 

April).  Henri Christophe who was the first king of Haiti “served with the Patriots during 

the American Revolution 1767” (Seagram’s, 1975, October 6).  None of these important 

participants are mentioned in any of the U.S. history textbooks in this research.  

However, when white allies from Europe arrive to help, they are recognized, praised and 

often times given visual representation.   
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“Black Americans—in and out of uniform, on land and at sea, and on both sides 

of the conflict—played a significant part during the struggles that would separate the 

colonies from England” (Swan, 2000).  Without the participation of African American 

soldiers, many of America’s victories would likely have resulted in losses.  Not only were 

black soldier’s struggles, patriotism, perseverance, heroism, and accomplishments not 

appreciated for the most part during or after the wars they participated in, they are still 

not properly acknowledged today when students learn about conflict and war.  Constantly 

fighting a double battle, one of war and one for human rights, black soldiers deserve 

recognition and praise for their perseverance against heavy odds. 

 

b. The Old Plantation 

 

The painting above, known in many sources as “The Old Plantation” (a 

subsequent title) was found in South Carolina with no title or signature.  It is held in the 

Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Collection in Williamsburg, Virginia.  Considering 
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the ambiguity of this painting, it is peculiar that it was included in five of the textbooks 

studied in this research.  The inclusion of this painting in U.S. history textbooks serves no 

educational purpose.  Only one of the texts used this image in a section on African 

American society. The rest of the texts used it within the context of slavery, with the 

exception of The Americans: Reconstruction Through the 20th Century (1999), who 

incorporated it into a special section on “Colonial Courtship.”  This two page spread 

briefly discusses, through images and captions, the marriage ceremonies of different 

groups during colonial times.  Although African slaves are included in the spread, they 

are left out of the data table in the margin which gave statistics and information about 

other groups and people who married during colonial times. 

It is unclear whether this painting actually depicts a wedding ceremony.  The 

caption beneath it does acknowledge the discrepancy as to whether or not this image is 

actually a slave wedding after giving a description of the ceremony practiced by slaves 

known as jumping the broom.  However, it fails to mention the reason why slaves may 

have had a different ritual than the traditional practice of marriage between whites.  Even 

though this section recognizes that marriage varies from one group to another, it ignores 

the fact that it was illegal for blacks to marry or for whites to acknowledge their 

marriage.  

America: The People and the Dream (1991) is one textbook that incorporates this 

painting into a section on “African American Society.”   This section contains four short 

paragraphs that discuss slave life on plantations and the culture that emerged out of this 

situation.  The third paragraph brings up slave codes that were created because of white 

fear.  These codes regulated the lives of slaves so that they did not have any freedom of 
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movement, gathering or education.  The last paragraph consists of a few sentences 

regarding slave resistance.  The caption states that this painting shows how “some 

African identity and customs survived plantation life” (1991, 120).  However, the image 

and its caption contradict the slave codes that prevent movement and gathering.    

 American Journey (1998) incorporates the painting with a section on slavery that 

includes “African Tradition” and “Criticism of Slavery.”  The caption below the painting 

refers to the scene as a “traditional African celebration.”  The instruments being used 

might be African in origin, but there is no proof of a traditional African celebration in this 

painting.   

America: Pathways to the Present (1998) incorporates the painting within section 

headings such as “Africans in South Carolina and Georgia” and “Africans in Virginia and 

Maryland.”  This caption also makes reference to Africa through the assumption that this 

painting is an authentic rendition of a dance form linked to the Yoruba people of West 

Africa.  Although there is no known research to prove this connection, the textbook 

purports it as “authentic.” 

The most disturbing use of this image was found in A History of the United States 

(2001) on page 227.  The caption explains the scene as “slaves dancing on a festive 

occasion.”  The problem is the context it is placed in.  The four headings on pages 226 

and 227 are as follows: “The ‘Peculiar Institution’,” “The ‘Middle Passage’,”  “Life as a 

‘Chattel’,” and “The Effect of Slavery on the South.”  Of all the hardships and realities of 

African slave life in America, the visual image chosen to represent this “peculiar 

institution” is an unknown painting that does not display any of the topics discussed in 

this section.  Instead, it portrays slaves dancing and playing music freely without the 
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presence of the master.  Although it is rare to see slaves depicted in art without a slave 

master or overseer watching over them, this painting contradicts the text which refers to 

the state of slaves as property to be worked, bought and sold without any sort of 

compassion for them as humans.    

 Several sources assume that “The Old Plantation” depicts a slave wedding where 

couples would jump over broomsticks.  However, the stick in the hand of the man in the 

focal point of the painting looks more like a cane.  The facial features and expressions of 

the characters in this painting are somewhat strange.  Although the people are dressed 

formally (not in rags as slaves usually were), they are all barefoot, a sign of lower class, 

uncivilized people. 

Since there is no artist, title or description attached to the original artwork, other 

possibilities could be advised.  The cakewalk developed on plantations in the South 

where this painting is said to have been found and taken place, therefore, it is possible 

that the dancing figure in the center of the painting is doing the cakewalk, mocking the 

way he views his master or other whites style of dance.  

 
The Cakewalk was the sole organized and even condoned forum for servants to 

mock their masters. A send-up of the rich folks in the "Big House," the cakewalk mocked 
the aristocratic and grandiose mannerisms of southern high-society. Much bowing and 
bending were characteristic of the dance, which was more a performance than anything 
else. Couples lined up to form an aisle, down which each pair would take a turn at a high-
stepping promenade through the others. In many instances the Cakewalk was 
performance, and even competition. The dance would be held at the master’s house on 
the plantation and he would serve as judge. The dance’s name comes from the cake that 
would be awarded to the winning couple.  (Lucas, 2002)  
 
 

 The exaggerated posture of the main character in the painting embodies “bowing 

and bending,” a major characteristic of the cakewalk.  If this analysis is correct, all of the 

texts are giving misinformation by describing this scene as the survival of African culture 
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in America.  Aside from that, and whether or not this particular image actually represents 

a cakewalk, there is no information given in any of the textbooks about the cakewalk and 

the complex relationships between master and slave that this dance form represents.   

 

c. George Washington and his Slaves  

An article in the Providence Journal (Tuesday, February 19, 2002) entitled “New 

Side to George Washington: Slave Profiteer, Distiller” reveals “archaeologists digging at 

Mount Vernon have found evidence of our first president’s slave-operated business.”  

Apparently, Washington owned one of the biggest whiskey distilleries, making him one 

of the wealthiest men in the nation.  Not only did Washington own slaves, he did not free 

any of them, even after realizing their capacity and humanity from participation in the 

Continental Army (allowed in only out of necessity).  “Washington’s family controlled 

316 slaves on five plantations and at the distillery, making the original first family one of 

the biggest slaveholders during Washington’s day” (Providence Journal 2002). 

The painting on the next page, found in Exploring American History (1994, 125) 

is a Currier and Ives print from the 19th century.  This image is currently held by the 

Library of Congress.  Its caption reads “George Washington (second from right) is shown 

with his slaves at his Virginia home.”  Notice how the textbook caption softens the facts 

and tries to justify them by stating “Although George Washington as a farmer and 

plantation owner had slaves, he freed all of them in his will” (1991, 125).  Implying that 

his ownership of slaves was not very serious and there were no repercussions or 

consequences to being involved with slavery. 
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The scene in the image itself is created in a way that “appear[s] to be [a] natural, 

normal, and inevitable part of everyday life” (Collins, 2000, 69).  The slaves in this 

depiction appear realistic for a change.  However, the painting exudes no harshness or 

tension.  The harsh realities of slavery are non-existent in this image and all of the 

characters seem equal rather than the usual representations of white superiority and black 

inferiority.  Although the power relationships are subtly present they are not highlighted 

the way they are in most depictions of slave plantations.   

 This image was placed in a section about “Points of View,” in relation to the 

topics “What is an American?” and “America’s Weaknesses,” under the heading “The 

American Colonies and Their Future” (2000, 124-125).  Under the heading “America’s 

Weaknesses,” Andrew Burnaby, an Englishman who toured America and then wrote a 

book about his experiences recounts what he found to be an “insurmountable cause of 

weakness” for the country: slavery. (2000, 125)   However weakness does not seem to 

speak through this particular image, a relaxed, fictitious view of plantation life.   
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d. An Overseer Doing his Duty 

 

 This image was included in two textbooks in this study.  One reproduction comes 

from Creating America (2001, 122), and the other is found in Exploring American 

History (1994, 367).  It is a watercolor sketch by Benjamin Henry Latrobe. The image 

represents white superiority and domination in plantation society, an issue that is not 

addressed in either caption.  Instead, both captions focus on the overseer and artist   

perspective without any inquiry into the slave’s disposition.  The female slave’s facial 

features are clearly inhuman.  Their faces are distorted, while the overseer has a content, 

relaxed expression and posture. 

 The context surrounding this painting in Creating America (2001) focuses on two 

topics.  The first topic is “Life Under Slavery” that is covered in three short paragraphs.  

The first paragraph defines “overseer” and explains how hard slaves worked.  It also 

states that overseers often whipped their slaves if they were not doing enough work.  The 
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second paragraph talks about “enslaved people” and their living conditions.  The third 

paragraph describes Africans perseverance in keeping their customs despite the hardships 

of slavery.  The next section, “Resistance to Slavery,” starts on the same page and 

continues to the next.  This section discusses the different ways in which slaves resisted.  

It also mentions the Stono Rebellion (one of the most famous of the slave revolts).  It 

proceeds with how slave codes became stricter causing harsher conditions as a result of 

revolts.  What is interesting here is that there are no visual representations of slave 

resistance.  The caption reads “Benjamin Henry Latrobe’s watercolor sketch, An 

Overseer Doing His Duty, shows enslaved African women on a Virginia plantation.  An 

overseer looks on as the two women work to remove tree stumps.  What opinion do you 

think Latrobe had of the conditions on plantations?” (2001, 122)  Slaves were being 

dehumanized throughout the institution of slavery, and they should not be depicted as 

inhuman in our educational texts.  These dehumanizing images only help to reinforce 

inaccurate perceptions.  Latrobe’s opinion here is irrelevant, especially when considering 

his image distorts the humanity of the slaves.   

 In Exploring American History (1994), the context surrounding Latrobe’s image 

focuses on African American culture and how their traditions were kept alive.  It 

emphasizes the importance of the family, the struggles of slaves under the harshness of 

their masters, and how they yearned for freedom.  Why was this particular picture used to 

represent African American culture?  The caption attached to it reads, “An overseer 

supervises African field slaves.  Do you think that the artist who did this painting thought 

that the overseer had a hard job?” (1994, 367)  This question is even more irrelevant than 

the former one, it is somewhat patronizing as well.  There are many alternative images 
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that could have been used to represent this section.  Not only was the picture insufficient, 

the caption detracts from the slaves and focuses on the job of the overseer rather than the 

hard work slaves were forced to endure with no pay.  

 

e. Liberty Displaying the Arts and Sciences (by Samuel Jennings) 

 

  A People and a Nation (2001) is the only book to include Samuel Jennings 

painting entitled “Liberty Displaying the Arts and Sciences.”  Throughout this textbook 

are various sections entitled “How do historians know . . . ”  Jennings’ painting is 

included in one of these sections. The topic of the text above the painting is slavery and 

racism in the United States during the “crucial turning point” of the 1780s and 1790s. 

(2001, 176)  One of the important factors found in this text is the acknowledgement of 

the stereotypes within the image.  It gives its own analysis of the image for the reader–

something the other texts failed to do.  This particular image was inspired by 
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emancipation and was intended to represent abolition.  Although the black figures in this 

scene look realistic, especially compared to other artwork during this time period, they 

are portrayed in “passive roles and diminutive sizes.”  It is as if this white symbol of 

liberty, the “blonde goddess” who symbolizes knowledge and freedom for her black 

counterparts, is looking down on them as if they are children.  Seeing grown black people 

as childlike is another stereotype that developed during slavery.   

The Image of the Black in Western Art Vol 1 (1989) by Hugh Honor explains the 

history behind the making of this painting.  He says that the artist “was asked to ‘depict 

Liberty surrounded by symbols of the arts, with a broken chain at her feet and in the 

distant background a group of Negroes sitting on the Earth, or in some attitude expressive 

of Ease & Joy’” (1989, 48).  He may have decided to add a few blacks in the foreground 

to pay “homage to Liberty, for the boundless blessing they receive through her’.” (Ibid.)  

Although this image was created to represent freedom, it reinforces white domination and 

superiority over blacks, a theme that was often projected in abolitionist art.  
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d. Contraband 

Cumberland Landing, Va. Group of “contrabands” at Foller’s house May 14, 1862.  Photo taken by: James 
F. Gibson, b 1828, photographer. “Forms part of Brady Civil War Photograph Collection (Library of 
Congress) 

 

This image of “contrabands” at Cumberland Landing, Virginia, was included in 

two of the textbooks under analysis.  The original photo, found in the Brady Civil War 

Photograph Collection in the Library of Congress was taken by James F. Gibson on May 

14, 1862.  The people in the photograph are “contrabands.”  “Only a few weeks after the 

Civil War broke out in April 1861, many slaves escaped across the Union line and 

declared their freedom” (Dodson, 2002, 199).  Although their status was legally 

ambiguous at this time (before the Emancipation Proclamation), escaped slaves who 
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crossed Union lines or those found by Union soldiers were described by the term 

“contraband,” coined by General Benjamin Butler.  He said they were “riches the slave-

owners lost their rights to when the Confederacy rebelled” (Friedheim, Jackson, 1996, 

69).  The word contraband translates as property seized during war.  Since slaves were 

considered property under the law, they could become “contrabands” when crossing 

Union lines, whether by way of escape or being taken by Union soldiers.  “In August 

1861 the U.S. Congress passed the first Confiscation Act, which allowed Union forces 

not to return fugitive slaves to their owners.  In July 1862 the second Confiscation Act 

declared contrabands forever free” (Painter, 2006, 109). 

Two textbooks in this research included this particular “contraband” photograph.  

However, their approaches were very different.  In A People and a Nation (2001) it was 

included in a section concerning the controversies of the Emancipation Proclamation 

where contraband camps were briefly discussed.  Information included in the caption was 

taken from the original photo.  Other relevant statements were also added.  The caption 

reads “A group of ‘contrabands’ (liberated slaves), photographed at Cumberland 

Landing, Virginia May 14, 1862, at a sensitive point in the war when their legal status 

was still not fully determined.  The faces and generations of the women, men and 

children represent the human drama of emancipation (Library of Congress)” (2001, 405).  

This textbook included and described the image correctly by using facts and important 

information.   

American History: The Early Years to 1877 (2001) also used this photo.  It was 

placed within the section “The Life of an Enslaved Person.” (2001, 530)  Subheadings 

under this section included “The Treatment of Slaves,” “Slave Codes,” “The Auction 
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Block,” “Families, Religion, and Resistance,” and “Armed Resistance.”  The editors of 

this text chose to rewrite their own caption without any documentation from the original.  

It reads:  “Enslaved African-American Family members provided strength and security 

for one another: Why did Southern Law not recognize slave marriages as permanent?” 

(Ibid.)  The semantics written here referring to “enslaved African Americans” is 

misleading and incorrect.  Although it humanizes the slave for a contemporary audience, 

it does so falsely because slaves were not Americans, they were property.  Also, enslaved 

is not the right term because it only refers to the taking away of someone’s freedom by 

making them a slave whereas a slave is actually the legal property of someone else.  

Since the people in the photo are not an “enslaved African American” family anymore, 

the title is also incorrect in its content which ignores the phenomenon of the  

 
contraband slave [who] was in effect an emancipated slave.  The ‘contraband’ 

policy was a first timid but important step toward full-scale emancipation.  Lincoln 
maintained that this was not a policy of abolition but merely a tactic of war.  Yet it 
opened the door, if ever so slightly, toward freedom. (Friedheim, 1996, 69)   

 

The false information given in this caption is unrelated to the photo and the context 

surrounding it.  It is not known whether or not these people were actually a family, but 

because of the nature of the slave system and their African cultural heritage, slaves 

tended to consider each other family, even if they were not blood-related.  However, the 

question attached to the caption regarding slave marriage is unrelated to the image, as 

well as the context surrounding it.   

Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863.  As 

a result, “enslaved Africans in the Confederate states became instant fugitives–

contrabands of war, according to the U.S. government” (Dodson, 2002, 196).  Even 
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though the photo was taken in 1862 when the legal status of slaves and contraband was 

not always clear, the people in the picture were not “Enslaved African-Americans” they 

were contrabands.  Under a section entitled “The Emancipation Proclamation,” (2001, 

577) the fact that all slaves in states that seceded were declared “forever free” but never 

actually were freed is addressed.  Other important realities were also included such as the 

fact that 800,000 slaves in the border states were untouched by this doctrine.  However, 

nowhere in the surrounding text or anywhere else in the book American History: The 

Early Years to 1877 (2001) are contrabands addressed or mentioned.   
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e. J.J. Smith’s Plantation 

 

Photo taken by Timothy O. Sullivan. Photographer 1840-1882. 

 This photograph was taken in 1862 at a time when the legal status of some slaves 

was ambiguous as a result of the Civil War, the drafting of the Emancipation 

Proclamation and contraband status.  This particular photo was used in five of the 

textbooks analyzed in this research.  One of the textbooks utilized it two times in separate 
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sections.  

 This photo depicts three women, two men, three children and possibly two other 

characters on the steps in the shadow of the doorway who are cropped out in most 

reproductions.  This pervasive image has been cropped, flipped and duplicated in many 

U.S. history textbooks and other sources discussing slavery.  It has become an iconic 

image of a slave family.  The faces of the people in the picture seem to be asking a 

question of the photographer as to what is going to be done about their situation, 

whatever that may be.   

 The quote on the negative sleeve of the original image (in the Brady Civil war 

Photograph Collection in the Library of Congress) reads “Beaufort, South Carolina.  

Negro family representing several generations.  All born on the plantation of J.J. Smith.” 

The wording “Negro family” as opposed to “slave family” suggests that they are not 

slaves; but since they were all born on J.J. Smiths plantation, they must have been slaves 

prior to the current situation of ambiguity.  They may have just recently been freed.  The 

photo was taken in 1862, the year that Lincoln was drafting the Emancipation 

Proclamation, a document that did not get passed until 1863.  However, the slaves on J.J. 

Smith’s plantation were the first to be freed by Union soldiers who had been present there 

since the end of 1861.  Also, the second Confiscation Act freed all contrabands in July of 

1862.  If this picture was taken after July it would constitute freedom for these former 

slaves since they were under Union soldier presence. 

 None of the textbooks that incorporated this image quoted its original caption.  

Three of the textbooks that chose to use this image placed it in the context of slave 

resistance, despite the fact that no one in the photo is resisting slavery.   
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 America: Pathways to the Present (1998) uses this photo on page 223 under 

Section 3 “The Southern Section.”  Here is the caption that describes it: “Using 

Historical Evidence Five generations of an African American family–all enslaved–posed 

for this photograph outside their plantation home in 1862.  Describe their living 

conditions during the 1840s. Explain your thinking.”  In an attempt to humanize the lives 

of the people in this photograph, the possibility that they are free is not explored.  The 

context surrounding this image consists of “The Slavery System,” with the subheadings 

“Life on Small and Large Farms” and “Slavery as an Economic Relationship.”  The 

language used to describe slavery and the statistics and conditions of the slave system are 

downplayed and worded in ways that lessen the reality of plantation life.  On the next 

page is a story of a man who watched his wife being sold away.  Following that is a 

section entitled “Enslaved African Americans Resist.”  No visual representations of these 

topics were included. 

 The American Nation (1991) places the photo under the heading “The Life of 

Slaves” which consists of the following subsections: “Slave Families,” “Resisting 

Slavery,” and “Slave Codes.”(1991, 346)  The caption above the photo reads:  “Family 

life was a source of strength for those slave families lucky enough to remain together.  

This early photograph shows a slave family outside their quarters on a plantation in South 

Carolina.”  Again, there is no possibility for seeing these people as free, even though the 

original image describes them as a Negro family, not a slave family.  Directly to the right 

of the photo is a paragraph under “Resisting Slavery” mentioning small acts of daily 

resistance and the act of running away which was “seldom successful.” (1991, 346)  

Another statement on this page, contradicting the presence of the photo is about tearing 
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families apart.  “Because slaves were property, owners could buy and sell them at 

will”(Ibid.).  The tragedy of families being separated under the slave system and sold on 

auction blocks is not properly portrayed through this seemingly intact family.    

 A People & A Nation (2001) incorporates this photo with a short subheading on 

“The Black Family in Slavery” but places the image on the next page along side the 

heading “Slave Resistance and Rebellion” (2001, 352).  The caption reads: “This 

photograph of five generations of a slave family, taken in Beaufort, South Carolina, in 

1862, is a silent but powerful testimony to the importance that enslaved African-

Americans placed on their ever-threatened family ties” (Library of Congress).  This 

caption incorrectly quotes and cites the Library of Congress.  According to the text in this 

section about black family life “separation did not mean that slave families could not 

endure” (2001, 351).  Assuming the photo portrayed a slave family, it seems to have been 

used in this text as proof that slave families could exist, despite the obstacles they faced 

as slaves.  One paragraph in this section addressed sexual abuse and rape perpetrated by 

white male masters upon their female slaves.  A prevalent topic at the time, seldom 

discussed or even mentioned in U.S. history textbooks.  This issue was introduced as a 

threat that could hinder the slave family.  However, by placing the depiction of an intact 

“slave” family next to information about these atrocities, they may seem less harsh. 

 America: The People & the Dream (1991) created a separate section in their text 

with a focus on images of slavery.  The third part to this four-part piece focuses on 

“Slavery: A Life of Poverty” (1991, 368-9).  On the second page of this two page spread 

is a cropped copy of the photo with the caption: “Three generations of a slave family pose 

for a family picture.”  This caption was obviously created by the author because it labels 
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the family as three generations when the original caption does not specify any number; in 

fact, there are clearly more than three generations in the photo.   

 The Americans: Reconstruction through the 20th Century (1999) takes the subject 

of the photo to another level by claiming in the caption that “Former slaves, like the four-

generation family shown here, celebrated the passage of the 13th Amendment, which 

abolished slavery” (1999, 190).  Although this text assumes that this is a family of former 

slaves, the 13th amendment was not ratified until the end of 1865 (according to the text 

directly next to the photo in this textbook).  This picture was taken in 1862.  Therefore, 

these people could not have been celebrating the 13th Amendment, an event which did not 

happen until three years after this photograph was taken.  This same photo was also 

reproduced on page 206 under the heading “Civil Rights” with the caption: “This former 

slave family welcomed the passage of the 13th Amendment, which abolished slavery.” 

Who wrote these captions and why did they create fallacious statements?  Were these 

inaccuracies careless mistakes, ignorance of the subject, or some other reason?  Whatever 

the case may be, there is no need to put out false information in U.S. History textbooks; if 

a fact is unknown or information is incomplete, it should be stated as such.   

Several of the authors took it upon themselves to rank how many generations of 

slaves were present in this photo.  Instead of not mentioning it at all or stating that it is 

unknown, they came up with several different numbers.  Also, aside from The 

Americans: Reconstruction through the 20th Century (1999), a text that falsely places the 

reaction of the people in the photo in the wrong place in time, none of the other texts 

entertain the idea that this is a family of free “negroes,” rather than slaves.  Jubilee: The 

Emergence of African-American Culture (Dodson, 2002) gives a different perspective in 
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its caption of “Five Generations of Slaves, 1862, the J.J. Smith Plantation, Beaufort, 

South Carolina” (117).  It states that although this photo is “notable for its depiction of a 

seemingly intact slave family of several generations, the photo leaves the viewer 

wondering about unseen family members, who may have been missing or sold”(Ibid).  

This is an interesting and important idea, particularly because several U.S. history 

textbooks include this photo in sections where the break up of slave families and auction 

blocks are being mentioned but not displayed.   

The pattern of incorrect use of this image is problematic, especially in relation to 

the representation of auction blocks.  Images of auction blocks were included in three of 

the textbooks in this study.  Two of the books used the same image (simply reversed) and 

none of the auction block representations truly demonstrated the inhumanity and horror 

that accompanied the auctioning off of human beings.  Although the text surrounding the 

photo of the iconic “slave family” often glosses the tearing apart of family members, no 

images of auction blocks were displayed in these areas of the textbooks.  

Multiple uses of this iconic image concurrently misplaced in history textbooks 

give false ideas about the harsh realities of the slave system.  The viewer most likely 

loses sight of these situations because they are not being presented or represented 

properly.  The people in this photo look more like an intact family than a disrupted one.  

The placement of this photo also ignores “incidents of rape and forced liaisons between 

enslaved men and women . . . for the express purpose of breeding slaves for the domestic 

slave trade,” (Dodson, 2002, 113) a phenomenon that was not discussed in any of the 

textbooks.  The complex relationships between white masters (usually male) and black 
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slaves (usually female) are another aspect of slave life that is not depicted and hardly 

mentioned in U.S. history textbooks.   

 
Enslaved African women were also frequently the objects of white male 

lasciviousness.  Slaveholders and their male children, white drivers and overseers, as well 
as white men in urban settings sought the sexual favors of enslaved African women, and 
when they were not freely given, resorted to rape to quell their sexual passions. Marital 
relations between enslaved African men and women were constantly threatened by their 
lack of legal standing and the unequal power relationships that existed between whites 
and blacks.  The social and political realities of slavery made it virtually impossible for 
slave husbands and fathers to defend and protect their wives and children without facing 
severe and often deadly repercussions.  Slavery disrupted family life among enslaved 
Africans and subverted their attempts to normalize their relationships with one another in 
their new political and cultural settings.  (Dodson, 2002, 113) 

 

During slavery, the separation of families was a constant threat.  “Threats to sell mothers, 

fathers, sisters, brothers, sons, and daughters or other family members and friends made 

enslaved women prone to untowards sexual pressures to influence or stop the sale of a 

family member” (Dodson, 2002, 119).  “Bad behavior and even good behavior threatened 

the slave family, as model or ‘excellent’ slave boys and girls were commonly given as 

gifts to friends and family of slaveholders”(Ibid).  The persistent display of the iconic 

family in the photo denies students the history of complex race relationships in U.S. 

history during slavery.  By including this photograph as the main image within these 

complex contexts that evoke topics other than the slave family, the authors, editors and 

publishers of these textbooks manage to mask or minimize the atrocities of slavery.  

Another important aspect of this history is that textbooks portray freedom as if slavery is 

over and everything is okay when in reality, the institutions of sharecropping and convict 

lease systems that served as a replacement for slavery caused conditions worse than the 

institution of slavery itself.   
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VII. Maroons & Slave Resistance  

 “Among the largest group of enslaved Africans who triumphed over slavery were 

those who stole themselves–those who ran away” (Jubilee, 2002, 67).  In Louisiana, for 

example, slavery was “regulated by French law, (Code Noir) [and]...conditions were 

extremely harsh, . . . many . . . [slaves] chose to escape into the swamps and bayous” 

(Ebony Society of Philatelic Events and Reflections, 2002).  These escaped slaves were 

called Maroons, runaway slaves who formed their own societies in hiding. This rebellious 

group was depicted in one out of the twelve books in this study. The image was found in 

Creating America (2001) and it is the only text in this research that even mentions 

Maroons.   

 

Rather than presenting Maroon life and the immense power of the Maroons discussed in 

the surrounding context, it depicted colonial troops searching for Maroons to capture and 

destroy.  Even though the surrounding text tells of the strength and power of Diego de 

Campo who is said to be the most powerful leader of “seven thousand Maroons” (who 
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fought against one thousand Europeans) on the island, the image reinforces white power 

and control by showing the capture and defeat of de Campo.  The image gives no 

indication of the facts revealed in the text concerning the defeat of the Spanish (white) 

planters who lived in fear of de Campo and his Maroon followers for years prior to his 

capture.   

  Although rare, there are alternative images of Maroons that could have been used 

instead.  Even though this textbook mentions Maroons and also shows a picture of one, 

(something that none of the other books attempt to do) it does the history of the Maroons 

a disservice by portraying them through a Eurocentric perspective.  The image also 

reinforces the notion that whites are civilized and blacks are not because the “Maroons” 

in the image are not clothed while the Spanish planters are fully clothed even though they 

are hunting in water. 

Africans who were taken to the new world as a result of the trans-Atlantic slave trade 

faced many transformations.  From being free humans, they became captives who were 

then enslaved and sold into slavery.  Runaways and fugitives who survived became 

Maroons.  Imbalanced representation of these complex labels are found in the simple 

portrayal of plantation slaves under the domination of their white masters.  Richard 

Ansdell’s painting entitled “Hunted Slaves” displays an alternative reality to this.   
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This powerful scene of two runaway slaves fighting off the dogs was painted in the 

same year the Civil War broke out.  Slaves who succeeded at escaping and forging free 

communities in the wilderness (often joining with Native Americans) were given the 

name Maroons.  Information about runaway slaves in U.S. history, if incorporated, 

mainly focus on punishments such as whippings, breaking of bones/extracting limbs, and 

hangings/lynchings.   None of the texts incorporated Ansdell’s powerful depiction of 

runaway slaves, most likely because it is much more threatening than the images that 

were included.   

Maroons developed guerilla tactics that defeated numerous Europeans and ignited 

revolts throughout the Americas.   
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  Diagram of Maroon Guerrilla Warfare Tactics  

“England sent some of their best soldiers and sailors to fight them and suffered 

humiliating defeats” (Birhan, 2003).  The textbooks also fail to mention that “the British 

spent millions of pounds to suppress them and passed 44 acts against them . . . 

[Meanwhile] the United States government spent over $40 million dollars to suppress 

them!”(Ibid.)  Considering the time and money spent to suppress the Maroons, they must 

have been extremely threatening and powerful.  While the history of the Maroons is 

almost non-existent in U.S. history textbooks, the history of white terrorism of blacks 

under the sheets of the Ku Klux Klan is not.  KKK representation is disproportionately 

found in twelve images throughout the twelve textbooks under analysis. Analyzing 

images of Ku Klux Klan representation versus visual representations of slave revolts, 

(both seen as terrorism from the receiving side) reveals an imbalance that leans towards 

the representation of white terrorism of African descendants.  Nat Turner, a literate slave 

preacher who believed God wanted him to free the slaves was one among many who 

sparked a planned rebellion against the “peculiar institution” of slavery.  However, he is 
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the only leader of a slave revolt in the United States who is depicted in any of the 

textbooks analyzed in this project.  Out of the twelve texts under analysis in this research 

he is given visual representation in three of them, but none of the representations include 

the violent acts carried out by his revolt (seen below).   

 

Instead they include these two images.  One of five ambiguous looking people planning 

in the woods and another of his capture.  
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VIII. African American Inventors  

 Many stereotypes exist in the media and in U.S. history textbooks of black people 

as entertainers, uncivilized savages and objects/scenery. However, there is little 

indication of blacks displaying mental capacities or civilization.  In a story called “A 

World Without Black People,” a hypothetical reality is created to show how things would 

be today if black people did not exist.  The story takes the reader through daily scenarios 

where everyday conveniences are missing because they were invented or created by 

African Americans such as the traffic light, refrigerator and iron.    

  Many African descendants in United States who became inventors are unknown 

or have been discounted because slaves were not allowed to patent inventions; therefore, 

if they developed something new they received no recognition or profit for their idea.  

Sometimes their masters would patent their ideas and take the credit for it.   

The quotes given below come from the textbooks analyzed in this research.   

American Journey (1998), “African American Inventors: A number of African 

Americans contributed to the era of invention.  Lewis Howard Latimer, an engineer, 

developed an improved filament for the light bulb and joined Thomas Edison’s company.  

Granville Woods, an electrical and mechanical engineer from Ohio, patented 35 

inventions.  Among them were an electric incubator and railroad improvements such as 

an electromagnetic brake and an automatic circuit breaker.  Elijah McCoy invented a 

mechanism for oiling machinery” (1998, 558-559).  
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America Pathways to the Present (1998) briefly mentions Latimer on page 387 in 

a paragraph connected to Thomas Edison’s inventions.  “Edison’s ideas were altered 

adapted and improved upon by others.  Lewis Latimer, the son of an escaped slave, 

patented an improved method for producing the filament in bulbs.  He worked in 

Edison’s laboratories, where his ingenuity helped create additional improvements in 

electricity.  He later wrote a landmark book about electric lighting.”  The name of the 

book was not given. 

A People & A Nation (2001) gives a short paragraph to the accomplishments of 

African American inventor “Granville T. Woods, an engineer called by some the ‘black 

Edison’, [who] patented thirty-five devices vital to electronics and communications.  

Among his inventions, most of which he sold to companies such as General Electric, 

were an automatic circuit breaker, an electromagnetic brake, and various instruments to 

aid communications between railroad trains” (2001, 491). 

American Nation (1991) devotes a section to “Black Inventors” on pages 471 

and 472. “Black Americans contributed to the flow of inventions.  In 1872, Elijah McCoy 

created a special cup that oiled engines automatically.  The device was widely used on 
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railroad engines and in factories.  The saying ‘the real McCoy’ probably comes from 

customers who would buy only McCoy’s invention, not a copy. 

 Granville Woods, another black inventor, found a way to send telegraph messages 

between moving railroad trains.  Because of racial prejudice, many black inventors had 

trouble getting patents.  Some never got credit for their inventions” (1991, 471-472).   

The Americans: Reconstruction through the 20th Century (1999) gives a two page 

discussion to the power of electricity & new products and lifestyles under the title 

“Inventions Promote Change”.  Images include a large photo of the first light bulb 

without mention of Lewis Latimer or Granville T. Woods.  

America: The People and the Dream (1991) devotes a short biography along with 

a picture of Elijah McCoy in a section devoted to the development of railroads.    

 

To their credit, two of the books (American Journey (1998) and American Nation 

(1991)) analyzed in this research had special sections for black and African American 

inventors.  Aside from these, one other book mentions Lewis Latimer and one book 

mentions Granville T. Woods.   Two textbooks display visual depictions of black 
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inventors.  None of the other books acknowledge or mention any African American 

inventors. 

Thomas Edison is mentioned and usually given an in depth description in every 

history textbook.  His picture is included in five out of the twelve texts and two of the 

texts display images that represent Edison’s electric company.  The one book that 

includes a small portrait of Lewis Latimer has a much larger picture of Thomas Edison 

on the same page. 

Despite many obstacles, numerous African American inventors have created 

hundreds of inventions throughout U.S. history.  Their skills and accomplishments should 

be recognized and taught.  Without them, our daily lives would be tremendously 

inconvenienced to say the least.  Through the inclusion of these assets, students would 

have positive black role models to look towards as evidence of mental equality, 

especially since blacks are so often purported as inferior throughout much of U.S. history.    

 

a. Benjamin Bannaker 

Thomas Jefferson wrote a book entitled Notes on the State of Virginia (1781).  In 

this book he makes references to “controversial assertions that black people were 

biologically and morally inferior to whites.” (Africans in America, 214)  A quote by 

Jefferson, in A People and a Nation (2001), states that “blacks were inferior to whites in 

the endowments both of body and mind” (2001, 175). 

Benjamin Bannaker, a self-taught descendant of slaves who was born free and 

later became an astronomer, scientist, mathematician, writer, inventor and anti-slavery 
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activist, challenged Jefferson on these views in an eloquently written letter he included 

with a copy of an Almanac he created.   

 

Jefferson was the secretary of state at the time.  Bannaker’s letter expressed concerns for 

the state of his race because of the way blacks have been viewed and treated by the white 

population.  Bannaker effectively asserts that the races are equal and descend from the 

“same family.”   

In Jefferson’s response he tells Bannaker he has sent his Almanac to the Secretary 

of the Academy of Sciences in Paris because he considers it to “be proof” (for the whole 

black race) against the “doubts” whites have held about them. (www.infoplease.com)  

However, Jefferson’s response seemed short and somewhat dismissive.  After reading the 

section in Jefferson’s “Notes on the State of Virginia” pertaining to his views on the 

black population, it seems rather ironic that he would consider Bannaker to be proof 

against the doubts he and many whites held against them.   
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Aside from the quote in A People and a Nation (2001), none of this was discussed 

in any of the textbooks.  Five of the texts did not mention Bannaker at all.  Three of the 

textbooks included pictures of Bannaker and the rest of the texts mention him but not in 

any depth, nor in relation to Thomas Jefferson, who was given at least 25 visual 

representations within the twelve textbooks analyzed in this research.     

Besides his Almanac, Benjamin Bannaker was known for his involvement in 

surveying Washington, D.C. (just D.C. at the time) and creating the boundaries for the 

new capital.  Creating America: A History of the U.S. Beginnings through WWI. (2001) is 

the only book that incorporated a side section for Bannaker including a picture of his 

almanac and an image of the blueprint/final design for the capitol city.  Although 

Bannaker is represented well in this special section, he is not mentioned in the actual text 

relating to it.  Actually, the page where he is included is unrelated to the two topics 

discussed there.  One topic is about John Adams taking office and the other is about 

problems with France.   

American Nation (1991) displayed an image of Bannaker but also included him in 

a side panel unrelated to the text.  Underneath his picture is a brief summary of who he 

was, as well as some of his accomplishments.   

The other text that included an image of Bannaker is American History: The Early 

Years to 1877 (2001).  Under a section entitled “A New Capital,” Benjamin Bannaker is 

mentioned in one sentence in relation to the creation of the District of Colombia.  The 

sentence reads “Although denied the right of citizenship, Benjamin Bennaker, a highly 

skilled African American scientist and mathematician, was chosen as a member” (2001, 

349).  The picture of Bannaker is not shown in this area.  Instead, it is used on a special 
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“Building Skills” page about “Writing a Paragraph.”  This one-page study and writing 

skill builder explains what a paragraph is and how to write one.  In a box called 

“Practicing the Skill” are five sentences about Benjamin Bannaker the reader is expected 

to put together to create a paragraph.  

American Journey (1998) briefly mentions Benjamin Bannaker in “Footnotes to 

History” which consists of three sentences at the bottom of a page discussing the 

economy of the United States.  The two sentences about Bannaker read: “Helping 

L’Enfant lay out the boundaries of the new capital was Benjamin Bannaker, the son of 

free African Americans.  Recommended by Thomas Jefferson, Bannaker was a 

mathematician and inventor and also published an almanac”(1998, 260).  Another text 

that mentions Bannaker says that it was George Washington who appointed Bannaker to 

the commission in charge of surveying the new capital (at the recommendation of 

Thomas Jefferson).  This text is America: Pathways to the Present (1998). Here, under 

the heading “Planning a Capital City,” Bannaker is mentioned in one sentence that also 

mentions his skills as a mathematician and inventor.  Then, on page 193 Bannaker is 

briefly mentioned again on a special page called “The Spirit of Improvement.”  It restates 

that he “helped survey the nation’s capital, was also a mathematician and printer.  Among 

other things, he published a popular almanac.” 

A History of the United States (2001) included a picture of the plan of the city 

with a section about the new capital.  The caption above the plan excludes Bannaker but 

in the paragraph explaining the city being surveyed he is mentioned as “one of those who 

did this important job” (2001, 139).  It also states that he was a “free black mathematician 
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and scientist…probably the first black civilian to work for the federal government 

(Ibid.).” 

Looking back to Jefferson’s quote found in A People and a Nation (2001) about 

the inferiority of blacks, this text goes on to say that “African Americans did not allow 

these developing racist notions to go unchallenged.” (2001, 175) Here is where Bannaker 

enters the text.  He is revealed as a “free black surveyor, astronomer and mathematical 

genius, [who] directly disputed Thomas Jefferson’s belief in Africans’ intellectual 

inferiority” (Ibid.).  It goes on to talk about Bannaker’s almanac which he sent in 1791 

“as an example of blacks’ mental powers” (Ibid.).  The section closes by exposing 

Jefferson’s response to Bannaker’s assertions of black equality.  “Jefferson’s response 

admitted Bannaker’s capability but indicated that he regarded Bannaker as exceptional; 

Jefferson insisted that he needed more evidence before he would change his mind” (2001, 

175). 

 Benjamin Bannaker is an important figure who made major contributions to U.S. 

history.  He is a positive role model who embodies black intellectual competence and 

should be recognized in U.S. history textbooks. 

 

IX. National Negro Convention (1830) 

As early as 1830, blacks were organizing.  A sixteen year old free black named 

Hezekiel Grice was troubled by “the hopelessness of contending against oppression in the 

United States.”  He decided to get some people together to do something about it and so a 

convention was formulated in Philadelphia in 1830.  It became The American Society of 

Free Persons of Colour.  The first convention was held to figure out how they could 
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strategize ways in which to abolish slavery, segregation and disenfranchisement to 

improve the status of their people.  I bring this up because when you look in the 

textbooks to find references to blacks concerning their positions around 1830 there is no 

mention of the National Negro Convention which sparked a trend in Negro conventions 

and formed the organization “American Society of Free Persons of Labor.”  Instead the 

textbooks mention Nat Turners unsuccessful (emphasized by the texts) slave revolt 

circumscribing atrocious Slave Codes, as well as Frederick Douglass and William Lloyd 

Garrison who receives much recognition as a white abolitionist.   

 

X. Conclusion  

Students across the country are taught a history of the United States of America 

throughout their mandatory education as well as in college.  For the most part they do not 

choose what books, chapters or topics they will be learning.  For many students, school is 

the only place where they will acquire information about the past.  If this past is 

presented by the textbook, and in turn by the teacher, from a Eurocentric perspective, all 

students will learn an unbalanced and inaccurate view of history.  As professor Richard 

Lobban of Rhode Island College has stated, “history is most compelling when told in its 

entirety” (Davis, August 1, 2002).  Also, most paintings of the past included in these texts 

are fictitious accounts of history; created by artists who imagined or interpreted the 

scenes with a perspective that was often times controlled by the buyers ordering the 

painting (predominately white male landowners).  Not only are these images used to 

explain history, the fact that these depictions are often times fantasies is not mentioned to 

the impressionable mind of the students forced to digest them as historical accounts.  
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 “Hegemony,” according to Post Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts, is  

 
the power of the ruling class to convince all other classes that their interests are 

the interests of all.  Domination is thus exerted not by force, nor even necessarily by 
active persuasion, but by a more subtle and inclusive power over the economy, and over 
state apparatuses such as education and the media, by which the ruling classes interest is 
presented as the common interest and thus comes to be taken for granted. (Ashcroft, 
Griffiths, Tiffin, 2000, 116)   

 

This definition reveals how and why images, as well as information, are controlled by 

ruling class interests and then dispersed throughout the media as well as the educational 

system.  Explaining why most people do not complain or object to such domination.  Few 

teachers, students or parents speak out against one sided views of history and racist 

inaccuracies because they are embedded so deeply into our culture that many people do 

not realize they exist or do not believe anything can be done to change them.  These 

views stem from hegemonic structures that penetrate every aspect of our society 

including our educational facilities.  “As the ‘Others’ of society who can never really 

belong, strangers threaten the moral and social order.  But they are simultaneously 

essential for its survival because those individuals who stand at the margins of society 

clarify its boundaries” (Collins, 2000, 70).  This concept clearly translates into artwork.  

The presence of black bodies in art and other forms of media often emphasize the 

significance of whiteness as was seen in many colonial paintings in this study.  This 

dichotomy allows whiteness to exist and presents it as superior by nature.  

In an interview with bell hooks, famous rapper/actor Ice Cube says: “It’s hard to 

be black in America.  Look at all the images that run across us, from television, school, 

just everything in general” (hooks, 1994, 127).  Institutionalized racism combined with 

limited and censored freedom of speech and expression allows for the type of images Ice 

Cube is referring to.  I say “limited” and “censored” because it is often times acceptable 



 131

when black representation is negative.  It is okay to vilify, demonize and stereotype black 

males (and females) in mainstream media.  Portraying “black on black” violence and 

crime is also accepted and used frequently, however, when truth be told by black artists 

or intellectuals who are speaking up for their people about current situations and the 

strength of their history or the importance of education, it is more often than not, edited 

out, or ignored by major media.  This is why it is imperative to the well being of all 

students, particularly African Americans, for the school environment to counteract the 

subordination of African American representation.  One reason being, it is mandatory to 

go to school while it is optional to expose oneself to media, at least to some extent. 

Art is very effective in shaping peoples views, especially if it is their only means 

of relating to the subject. “Despite the real-world impact of the construction of a black 

racial identity and its derogatory imagery, it is important to recognize it as what it is: a 

construction, an invention.  All identities are constructed” (Harris, 2003, 15).  The 

problem is, the construction of “race” itself and the identities and stereotypes that go 

along with them are not recognized, explained or discussed in most school settings.  This 

poses a rather large problem because the residue of the insanity of scientific racism and 

eugenics of the 1900s are still with us today, even though they are not taught or 

mentioned in History or Science textbooks.  Without understanding and deconstructing 

these racist notions imbedded in our culture they will continue to exist and instill unequal 

divisions.   

In the past, most artwork (predominately created by whites) of or including blacks 

created them as objects.  Hierarchies and power relationships are continuously 

represented and maintained in our culture through media; educational materials have not 
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been exempt.  Throughout the twelve texts discussed in this analysis are examples of 

hierarchies where whites are presented as superior, civilized and important.  When these 

whites are juxtaposed with inferior stereotypical depictions of blacks it becomes what 

Pieterse refers to as “hierarchical integration.”  This hierarchy makes it okay to have 

blacks and whites in close physical proximity as long as there is a clear relationship of 

superiority and inferiority in place.  A prime example is the ad for the “Uncle Sam Stove” 

in Section I, “Colonial America.”  In this image the hierarchy clearly puts the black race 

at the bottom, not only in the U.S. but around the world as well.  What message is the 

textbook sending to students in contemporary society by including this advertisement 

from 1876 in a textbook from 2001?   

Domination always involves attempts to objectify the subordinate group.  ‘As 
subjects, people have the right to define their own reality, establish their own identities, 
name their history,’ asserts bell hooks (1989, 42).  ‘As objects, one’s reality is defined by 
others, one’s identity created by others, one’s history named only in ways that define 
one’s relationship to those who are subject.  (Collins, 2000, 42) 

 
 

  This is what has been happening and it desperately needs to be changed.  Parts of 

history need to be taught through the eyes of African American people who were a part of 

that history, instead of constantly being objectified and denied a voice.  Major pieces 

missing from textbooks are the voices of blacks during and after slavery.  Where are the 

stories and perspectives of the slaves themselves?  They do exist and there are records of 

them, but they are hardly incorporated into U.S. history texts.  Interviews conducted with 

ex-slaves in the early 1900s can be used to teach history from a different perspective.  

These are first hand accounts from eyewitnesses.  Many U.S. history textbooks explain 

slave society from the perspective of the planters and slave owners.  What about the 

slaves and free blacks living at the time?  Who is speaking for them, if anyone? “This 

photograph of former slave Lucindy Lawerence Juron accompanied the transcript of an 
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oral history interview conducted with her during the 1930s as part of the 

ex-slave narrative program of the Work Projects Administration's 

Federal Writers Project”(United States Work Projects Administration, 

Federal Writers Project Records).   This is a prime example of actual history that could 

be a great asset to any U.S. history textbook.  Another source revealing the perspective of 

slaves is a book edited by John W. Blassingame entitled Slave Testimony: Two Centuries 

of Letters, Speeches, Interviews, and Autobiographies (1977). 

  In the introduction to Na’im Akbar’s Breaking the Chains of Psychological 

Slavery (1996) it is suggested with reference to slavery that “...these inhumane conditions 

persist as a kind of post-traumatic stress syndrome on the collective mind of Africans in 

America” (Akbar, 1996, i).  This notion is reinforced by the absence of realistic images 

about black life, contributions, and achievements, in contrast to the inclusion of images 

and information associating blacks with inferiority.  Carter G. Woodson, the originator of 

the idea behind Black History Month, (Negro History Week) explains in his book The 

Mis-Education of the Negro (1933) that “so-called modern education…has been worked 

out in conformity to the needs of those who have enslaved and oppressed weaker people” 

(Woodson, 1933, x-xi).  He also states “…the philosophy and ethics resulting from our 

educational system have justified slavery, peonage, segregation, and lynching.  The 

oppressor has the right to exploit, to handicap, and to ill the oppressed” (Ibid.).  He is 

referring here to what has become institutionalized racism in today’s society, a problem 

that attempts to mask contemporary systematic oppression.  With this in place, teachers 

may go through their schooling without learning what it takes to break down racist 
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stereotypes and include an accurate account of African American history, concurrently 

passing their ignorance along to their students.  

  In addition to a lack of knowledge about the subject, “teachers do not have a 

tremendous amount of choice in curriculum” (Fox, 2005, notes).  Although there are 

many alternative sources carrying a plethora of information about African American 

history, teachers may not have the time or the desire to access them.  Either way, the 

students suffer.  Even if teachers do not or cannot access alternative sources, they should 

make it clear to students that “no text should ever be accepted as the single ‘authority’ on 

anything.  Whoever controls the narrative controls history . . . ” (Raphael, 2004-05, 32).  

Teachers can remind students that this is one historian or author’s take and there are 

always other perspectives and sides.  Although teachers may be forced to teach from 

incompetent texts, they should be aware of inaccuracies and should make all efforts to 

inform their students of other viewpoints and pieces of history; or at least make it clear 

that they exist.  

Since teachers may not be aware of these missing pieces, especially if they were 

not educated about them, it is important for textbook publishers to make changes in their 

images and content to ensure inclusion.  Without proper revisions, the weight falls on the 

teacher to identify and deconstruct racist depictions–a task they may not have the time or 

the experience to enact.  Unless teachers are conscious about how they present the 

textbook and its contents, students are subjected to limited (mis)information within the 

textbooks along with racist, stereotypical, distorted, inaccurate and imbalanced 

representations of African American people imbedded within the images as well as the 

written text.   
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Teaching practices as well as textbook information should include alternatives to 

everyday media students are exposed to outside of the school environment.  And they do, 

however, many representations found in textbooks mirror other forms of media who have 

merely adapted stereotypes that have been in place for centuries.  There is a need for 

alternatives to be created to disperse true facts through a variety of viewpoints revealing 

periods in history from diverse perspectives.  “The limited number of powerful and 

dignified images of African-Americans in the media...reduces our sense of self-respect” 

(Akbar, 1996. 15).  Can school be a place where this is reversed?  Why hasn’t it been?  

Can textbooks be reconstructed to include a holistic account of African American history 

that will increase self-respect and give a sense of belonging to African American students 

who live in a country that has always pushed black people to the margins?  A correlation 

can be made here to James Armistead and his absence in U.S. history textbooks.  If 

Armistead was presented as a hero amongst George Washington and General Lafayette, 

his impact on African American students would be more likely to increase self-esteem 

while showing all students that blacks are not inferior.   

The main concern of this study is recognizing and eradicating racist or inaccurate 

portrayals of African descendants in contemporary U.S. history textbooks.  The main 

question is not why these images were created but why are they still being educational 

settings?  And why are the limited amounts of dignified images that exist 

underrepresented, as was seen with James Armistead? When I first started this project I 

set out to find: Who selected these images, why they were chosen and why they are still 

being used.  I have not found concrete information on exactly who chooses the images  

included in textbooks.  However, only two of the textbooks analyzed listed photo 
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researchers in their credits.  Also, once an image gets into the canon, it usually remains, 

and many of these images have been in the textbooks for years; especially if no one 

speaks up to say there is a problem.  In terms of availability, images are sought from the 

public domain to avoid copyrighting fees and problems.  The main obstacles are the 

regulations all textbooks have to adhere to.  These are created by Teks, the Texas 

Essential Knowledge and Skills for Social Studies.  After passing the Teks requirements 

the books have to be approved by textbook adoption boards, school districts, and 

curriculums.  Since textbook authors and graphics consultants are not likely to be critical 

race theorists who are constantly taking notice of and analyzing race and its 

representation, action is needed to 

A. Contact textbook publishers and push for change. 

B. Protest the use of these books in schools in exchange for alternative materials 

such as Freedom’s Unfinished Revolution: An Inquiry Into the Civil War and 

Reconstruction (1996) by The American Social History Project.  

Inclusion of an in depth accurate account of African American history without offensive 

images will make history more compelling and beneficial for all students.   

Because of the insidious nature of these images, a microanalysis was necessary.  

Each image needed to be dissected and deconstructed within itself as well as its 

surrounding context. It is somewhat interesting but more disturbing to see what is 

included and what is excluded.  Some of what we have are outdated, inaccurate, 

dehumanizing, stereotypical and grotesque characterizations of African descendants. 
What we need are truthful, human, subjects (not objects), realistic images and inclusive 

representations of black participation in historical events.  In some instances, instead of 
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completely removing the stereotypical images they could be juxtaposed with objective 

portrayals to contrast how and why blacks were represented in stereotypical ways and 

how they actually lived, survived and participated in various events throughout history.  

This would be much more effective than to only be exposed to one or the other, both of 

which can leave out dramatic realities and interpretations of the time. 

 In a song entitled “Dirty South” by Goodie Mob and Outkast on the “Soul Food” 

album, a rap artist mentions (with reference to slaves) how black history is taught.  He 

says: “now in the third grade this is what you taught, you was bought, and you was sold.”  

If you were, or are, an African American student, and this is the only information you 

were being given about the presence of your people in history, how would you feel about 

yourself and your worth in society?  This question reverts back to the National Standards 

of History and their view on the importance of history for the individual which states: 

Historical memory is the key to self-identity, to seeing one’s place in the stream 
of time, and one’s connectedness with all of humankind…Denied knowledge of one’s 
roots and of one’s place in the great stream of human history, the individual is deprived 
of the fullest sense of self and of that sense of shared community of which one’s fullest 
personal development as well as responsible citizenship depends. 
 

Unfortunately, this beautifully written account of the importance of history on the self is 

not effectively used in creating U.S. history textbooks.  Especially when it comes to 

African Americans, Native Americans, Asian Americans, Cape Verdeans and Spanish 

speaking people of color.  Over the last couple decades textbooks have begun to include 

more information about black history than the buying and selling of slaves.  However, 

after researching the problems found in this thesis, there is still much work that needs to 

be done to change these insufficient patterns.   

Paradigms containing demeaning stereotypic depictions of African descendants 

are located throughout U.S. history textbooks. After a thorough analysis to assess 
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historical accuracy, these images seek removal and replacement by implication.  These 

paradigms include: miniaturizing, invisibility, dehumanizing stereotypical depictions and 

inferiority implied through hierarchical integration, helpless victims, fictitious depictions, 

arbitrary inclusion, and the inaccurate rewriting of captions as well as inept accounts of 

historical content. 

A misleading pattern found between images and their surrounding context, 

especially throughout chapters on slavery, is the contradictions between subtle, inaccurate 

pictorials of slavery placed in contexts concerning resistance through revolutionary acts.  

Images focused on non-threatening portrayals; the opposite of what the text was 

purporting.  Other images did not necessarily contradict the surrounding context but had 

no relation to it what so ever.  

Another major pattern, especially in colonial art, is the incorporation of blacks in 

the background as slaves, servants, decorative objects, musicians, and miniatures.  These 

representations reinforce the subordinate status of blacks.  “In America, after 

emancipation, . . . entertainment and music were among the few fields open to them” 

(Pieterse, 1996, 137).  From serving the master as a slave to serving the master as an 

entertainer, Blacks were not permitted to gain power through education, work or 

government (with the exception of Reconstruction 1864–1877).  Bell hooks explains that 

“at the core of all stereotypes of blackness lies the idea that black people are naturally 

more body than mind, intellectually inferior” (hooks, 1994, 127–140). This is an idea 

seen repeatedly throughout this thesis, mainly within images where blacks were 

providing music for white families or singing and dancing with each other.  As long as 

they are not portrayed as threatening in any way, African Americans can be included, 
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especially to bolster the unstated notion that Euro-Americans are superior.  Na’im Akbar 

breaks down the roles blacks are allowed to personify, explaining how their intellect 

remains invisible. 

Entertainers and athletes are the popular heroes of the African American 
community.  Physical prowess or comic exploit are the only characteristics Black heroes 
are permitted to express.  Intellectual activity, prophetic vision, moral integrity, 
technological know-how, and managerial efficiency are characteristics seldom, if ever 
portrayed.  African-American children, as a consequence, strive to throw balls or croon 
on microphones, rather than seeking to explore the universe, discover cures for infectious 
diseases or discover ways to feed the starving masses in Africa or India.  Such a 
preoccupation with impotent images was a device to keep the slaves aspirations in check.  
These ball players and singers are still rewarded with airtime and salaries unimaginable 
while Black scientists and scholars are seldom shown and poorly paid. (Akbar, 1996, 13) 

 
 

Some of the captions representing images were also found to be false or altered 

from the original. This results in inaccurate information being attributed to the image 

described.  One purpose of education is to teach facts.  If the facts are unknown or 

incomplete, it should be stated as such, not created by the author and presented as factual 

information.  Sometimes original artwork is found without any caption and authors create 

their own.  This creates misinformation.  A prime example of this is “The Old 

Plantation.”  In addition to this, many images were placed out of context, diverting 

attention from the information on the page.  Aside from false captions, there were 

original images including blacks near the margins who cropped completely out of the 

picture when placed into the textbook.  These include Paul Reveres engraving of the 

Boston Massacre in The Americans: Reconstruction Through the 20th Century (1999), 

“The Death of General Warren at the Battle of Bunker Hill” in The American Nation 

(1991), and “Quilting Frolic” in The American Nation (1991) which was not cropped but 

darkened enough for the black character to fade into the background.  As a graphic 
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designer who has worked with hundreds of images, I am almost positive this was no 

accident. 

 These patterns have been evolving ever since the trans-Atlantic slave trade and 

continue to promote negative stereotypes of African American people and their culture.  

W.T. Lhamon describes stereotypes as deep structures, metaphorical icebergs, because 

“most of what they carry floats dangerously beneath the surface” (1998, 216).  Critical 

analysis of these representations is essential to refute stereotypes and problematic 

misconceptions that will continue to prevail without proper deconstruction, analysis, and 

critique.   

 
 
Hazel Carby suggests that the objective of stereotypes is ‘not to reflect or 

represent a reality but to function as a disguise, or mystification, of objective social 
relations’ (1987, 22).  These controlling images are designed to make racism, sexism, 
poverty, and other forms of social injustice appear to be natural, normal, and inevitable 
parts of everyday life.  (Collins, 2000, 69)   

 
 

This is the main reason why they are allowed to exist and continue to be used without 

refute.  

  U.S. history textbooks tend to take a parochial view of history.  However, in order 

to relate the past, connect to the present, and give a more accurate holistic account of 

history, textbooks should offer multiple perspectives.  According to “Facing History,” a 

project created to include the teaching of social justice throughout history believes, 

“students need an opportunity to learn about both the triumphs and the failures of history” 

(Facing History and Ourselves, 2005).  Textbooks tend to lean towards one side of the 

story, the winning side, focusing on triumph opposed to failure, oftentimes neglecting the 

role of other sides, the oppressed, and in this case African Americans.  When focus is 
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placed on the oppressed, too often it plays on the role of the helpless victim, without the 

needed study of the bystanders and perpetrators who allowed or created situations of 

inequality to exist in the first place.  In addition, although oppressed people are victims, 

they are not helpless, they are survivors who have resisted their situations on many levels, 

and have succeeded at breaking out and overcoming them in many cases. 

  The purpose of identifying problems regarding images in U.S. history textbooks is 

not only to address and critique them, but to find ways to fix them by suggesting 

alternatives.  While researching for this thesis, I was able to access many images that 

were not in any of the textbooks.  If I can locate these alternative images, textbook staff 

should have no problem doing so.  However, they may not have any incentive to change 

what is already in place.   

In terms of the artists who created these images: “Prosperous collectors created a 

demand for depictions that fulfilled their own ideas of blacks as grotesque baffoons, 

servile menials, comic entertainers, or threatening sub-humans; these depictions were, for 

the most part, willingly supplied by American artists.  This vicious cycle of supply and 

demand sustained images that denied the inherent humanity of black people by 

reinforcing their limited role in American society” (Parker).  The creation of these types 

of depictions does not justify their random inclusion in contemporary textbooks. Henry 

Louis Gates Jr. explains it metaphorically.  

 
 
When white America confronted their brethren in any meaningful way, they did 

so through the filter of a web of racist images that they placed over the black face of 
humanity like a mask over an actor.  The black person was rarely dignified with 
individuality in works of art, because depictions of individuals would attest to the full 
range and variety of their human characteristics and abilities. 
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This quote speaks directly to many of the images utilized in these textbooks, however, 

these types of images are not the only ones that exist. 

How can U.S. history textbooks embody the National Standards ideal and push 

African American students to their potential, surpassing popular stereotypes and inherent 

roles?  All of the textbooks in this research included images of blacks in subordinate 

positions being dominated by whites.  These power relationships did exist and still do 

under various circumstances.  “The very category of the Negro is at root a European 

product; for the ‘whites’ invented the Negroes in order to dominate them...to make real 

the imaginary identities to which Europe has subjected us” (Appiah, 1991, 62 in Singh & 

Schmidt, 2000, 23).  In European as well as American art, “if slaves were depicted it was 

often incidentally and as a part of some other subject represented.  Invisibility was one 

way in which slavery was kept psychologically at bay” (Pieterse, 1996, 126).  Through 

these representations in art it became normal to envision blacks as slaves or inferior 

beings, especially since they were never shown in their own “autonomous, self-defined 

space” (Harris, 2003, 43).  As early as the 17th century, blacks were being integrated in 

art as a decorative element. “Black servants often occupied the same level on the picture 

plane in portraits as the subject’s pets” (Harris, 2003, 40-41).  Since they were treated 

like animals, or worse, they were sometimes included in art as domestic animals or 

placed with a dog as to admire their master together. (Pieterse, 1996, 126)  “Much of 

what emerged from white artists as a sympathetic statement about the black race in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries came largely from the imagination of the artists. . . 

often willfully stereotyping black subjects by carrying out the wishes of clients who 

wanted a portrait of their favorite black servant recorded along with themselves” 
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(Driskell in Smith, 1988, 1).  “…the black servant recurred as a status symbol 

…suggest[ing] wealth and luxury…” (Pieterse, 1996, 125).  These economic power 

relationships, although shown through art as normal living situations, are not discussed 

anywhere within the U.S. history textbooks.   

The implications of viewing these types of images, especially without any critique 

or discussion, can result in various consequences, depending on the audience.  For 

African American students, the ramifications could result in a self-fulfilling prophecy of 

low expectations and low achievement.  On the other hand, white students could develop 

a superiority complex and not realize how poorly educated they are or how poorly their 

education prepares them for a global multicultural world.  Consumption of these images, 

combined with critical omissions and misinformation, has the potential to cause all 

students to internalize fallacious roles and positions.  Euro-American students may 

interpret these representations as valid, especially if they have had little or no contact 

with African Americans.   

      Images as well as text viewed throughout this thesis express the need for 

alternative sources that can be used in the classroom.  Na’im Akbar has said that he does 

not want to enter a school where they are not teaching any Ivan Van Sertima, (author of 

Blacks in Science: ancient and modern, They Came Before Columbus: The African 

Presence in Ancient America and many others) or John Henry Clark (author of Who 

Betrayed the African World Revolution) or John G. Jackson (author of Christianity 

Before Christ).   A readily available alternative to U.S. History textbooks is entitled 

Freedom’s Unfinished Revolution: An Inquiry into the Civil War and Reconstruction by 

William Friedheim with Ronald Jackson, a history book representing different viewpoints 
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excluded from most U.S. history texts.  Other sources focusing on African American 

history include Tell All the Children Our Story by Tonya Bolden, Atlas of African-

American History by James Ciment, Jubilee: The Emergence of African-American 

Culture by Howard Dodson, and Creating Black Americans: African-American History 

and its Meanings, 1619 to the Present by Nell Irvin Painter.   Multi-media sources are 

also available including a CD-Rom entitled “Defending the Long Road to Freedom: The 

story of Black Soldiers in the American Army (1770-1953)” by the Army Heritage 

Center Foundation, The New York Public Library: Schomburg Center for Research in 

Black Culture which has a gorgeous website overflowing with images, artifacts and 

information including African descendants in the United States, as well as many 

PBS/WGBH films such as the “Africans in America” series.  Sources focusing on 

African American history in Rhode Island include A Heritage Discovered: Blacks in RI 

by Rowena Stewart, The Black Regiment of the American Revolution by Linda C. 

Brennan, Creative Survival: The Providence Black Community in the 19th Century put out 

by The Rhode Island Black Heritage Society which is also a museum exhibit and A 

Forgotten History: The Slave Trade and Slavery in New England by the Choices program 

at Brown University.  The New York Historical Society released a new exhibit beginning 

October 7, 2005 and continuing through March 5, 2006 entitled “Slavery in New York: A 

Landmark Exhibition.”  This exhibit includes an on-line gallery tour as well as lectures, 

debates, films, performances, and walking tours of the city. 

A principle should be established for textbook publishers (as well as teachers) in 

order to evaluate whether images representing African Americans are appropriate.  If 

textbooks choose to include racist images of African Americans, it should be mandatory 
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that the caption and/or surrounding text explain why this image was created in such a 

dehumanizing way and how blacks were viewed and treated at the time. However, it is 

more important for these images to be changed and replaced with those of African 

Americans shown in lifelike depictions, portraits, and photographs.  A good strategy for 

showing realistic conditions without dehumanizing blacks even more than they already 

were is to juxtapose images of how they were living and being treated by whites during 

the time period with who they actually were as people.  Sources such as the Library of 

Congress, the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture and the Smithsonian 

Museum have a plethora of images on African American history accessible by internet.  

These sites include realistic and distinguished images of blacks in many roles including 

positions in government, school and the military.  

Where do we go from here?  There are many steps that need to be taken.  

Textbook companies need to be contacted and asked why they are using these images and 

if they aware of their problems.  Suggestions should be made to push for removal and 

replacement or juxtaposition with truthful realistic alternatives.  Textbook Adoption 

Boards also need to be contacted to bring awareness of these issues in order to influence 

them in their decision making processes.  Those within the school system who are in 

charge of purchasing textbooks also need to be contacted.  Are the buyers aware of the 

image content within the textbooks they are selecting to educate their students? Are they 

willing to try alternative resources as well as refusing to reorder texts including racist 

iconography? 

Concurrent with contacting these important groups, alternative curriculums need 

to be developed as readily available packages for teachers.  School Presentations are also 
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important to present problems and alternatives to students and their teachers in the 

classroom.  Workshops and trainings will provide teachers with new information while 

raising awareness of problems and solutions in relation to their current textbooks.  Urging 

teachers to spark discussions and critiques of these types of images when they appear in 

textbooks they have no choice in using is also an important factor.   

  Overall, peoples of African descent in the U.S. have a long, rich, and deep 

history.  It is a history that has in large part constructed, developed and made the United 

States what it is today.  It was not a history lived in isolation but is oftentimes told as 

such, if it is told at all.  African American history needs to be integrated equally into the 

curriculum of history classes across the United States of America for all students of all 

backgrounds to understand the complexities of race and the tremendous struggles and 

accomplishments achieved by African descendants in this country.  Although it has 

already been a long and difficult struggle for those dedicated to the incorporation of 

African American history into the curriculum, hopefully the continuing process of change 

and inclusion of African American history in U.S. history textbooks will not meet with 

too many road blocks in the future.  The Amistad Commission, first passed in New Jersey 

in 2002, then in Illinois and recently in New York (2005) is a giant step towards this 

process.  These commissions were passed into legislature to incorporate African and 

African American history into core curriculum in schools.  Through the research and 

analysis in this thesis, I hope to create an Amistad Commission in Rhode Island. 

“Confronting the controlling images forwarded by institutions external to African-

American communities remains essential” (Collins, 2000, 86).  Dr. Na’im Akbar says “if 
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we are going to be educators, our responsibility is to develop control of images, images in 

the schools,” (Akbar, 2002) and that is the intention of this project.   
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