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Structural Change to the Curriculum

To Begin with Cultural Artifacts

     When it comes to the discussion of the African American culture I will begin with a reading of African American arts, especially those created in the earlier period of Colonial and American history.  Instead of tracing a political rhetoric of the slavery system and then the civil rights movement, the curriculum will go directly to the effects of arts in the communication of the group: what is expressed, presented, and symbolized in the works. It is important to see the affirmation of one’s esteem and dignity, especially during slavery, expressed in their artistic creation. Even in the deepest suffering of their enslaved life, African slaves and African American slaves resisted against the owners’ cultural domination (Berlin, p. 173) and claimed their own cultural roots and thus cultural identity.  Their arts and artifacts were survival expressions and evidence of their endurance and vision for a better life.  A starting review of the political history, a black and white dichotomy of the oppressing and the suffering, can easily create more tension and distance among people.  An art approach, instead of a political history approach, will allow students to look at people as people.

To Continue with the Organization and Conduct of Daily Life

     After the review of arts and artifacts, the curriculum will continue with a look at the organization and the conduct of the daily life.  Who are the creators of those art works?   What did they do to earn their living?  In what context and under what condition did they create? At this point students will look at some detailed pictures of the organization of labor, the public and the private life of the people.  For example, the differences between urban African-Americans and the plantation slaves can come into focus at this point.  Dr. Erskine Clarke’s book Dwelling Place: A Plantation Epic is a good reading for this purpose.  Dr. John Michael Vlach’s book African- American Folklife in the Georgian Lowcountry will also serve this purpose. The thematic message for this stage is that we are looking at people, not some abstract historical drama in which both villains and victims are blurred into just a general mass or background.  Some individual lives may not be historically significant; but they are after all the lives that constitute the history. 

To Finish with the Political and Social Rhetoric

     For the third stage, after the review of the people and their art works, the question “Why should we know about them” will be asked.  At this stage the discussion questions will lead students to see that an evil political and social system is damaging and destroying to humanity, regardless of one’s racial and ethnic identity.  And thus, in order to better human life and promote humanity, what we all should do to fight enslavement, bigotry, and discrimination.  The study of colonial slavery and American slavery goes beyond the references of racial and ethnic history and relationship.  It is about freedom and justice for all.

     In addition, each individual needs to claim his or her moral obligation and responsibility.  To attribute individual conduct solely to the dark force or defects or dysfunction of a political and social system is, to the best, a lame excuse.  It should be clear that to be benevolent and kind to the oppressed, to offer help and sustenance to the powerless (even the random and occasional) was a positive moral choice, even when such choice did not change the system itself.  All levels of “executors” of the colonial and American slavery system, including its slaveholders, overseers, and drivers should also be examined in terms of each person’s moral integrity and choice.  Common citizens who directly and indirectly benefited from the system should also be read in such a light.  Again this is not about whom to blame; it is about common strife for our humanity and higher moral ground.  

Helpful Notions to My Research on Chinese Peasant Workers

     This landmark workshop has offered some helpful notions for my study of peasant workers (or called migrant workers) in China.

A Feasible and Operational Middle Platform

     One notion is that in the face of major changes of major political and social systems, a grand theory or a grand mission cannot be directly translated into concrete practices of changes without going through a middle platform between the grand and the actuality of life for the transitional period.  Such changes do not happen overnight.  A middle platform can be found in differentiating an organization of labor and life from an evil system that used it and utilizing the system for the building of a new system.  It is understandable that such a differentiation would never be a clean and neat process, but the middle platform should at least be functioning for the transitional period between the death of one system and the construction of the new. 

     Even in the case of much wanted and needed changes, to change from one way of conducting life to another way of conducting life is not an easy case.  The lack of a feasible operational platform can easily result in a troubled presentation of the grand theory or mission under which changes occur.  As Morgan described, 

In terms of their attitude toward labor, the freedmen firmly resisted the overtures of northern reformers and proclaimed a resounding attachment to what may be resonantly characterized as a task-orientation.  Employers and Freedmen’s Bureau officials alike constantly bemoaned the impossibility of persuading the freedman to “perform more than their allotted tasks.”  1n 1867 Frances Butler Leigh observed freedmen who begged “to be allowed to go back to the old task system” when the agent of the Freedmen’s Bureau attempted to have them work by the day.  “One man,” she reported, “indignantly asked Major D------ what the use of being free was, if the had to work harder than when he was a slave.”  Few freedmen would work a full day, a full week, “and very seldom a full month steady,” complained one employer.” (p. 594) 

Here the problem is not the change from slavery to freedom, but the lack of an operational platform for the newfound freedom.  

     In examination of the task system in the colonial and American slavery, Morgan observed how the task system allowed the slaves some time and space to organize their own life. “[T]ask system – a sharp division between the master’s ‘time’ and the slave’s time” (Morgan 565 – 566) is “a measure of control over their lives.” (Morgan p. 567)  Some time and space to organize their own life was crucially important to slaves to live some kind of life.  No wonder that at the time people with abolitionist ideas and high moral grounds, after they visited plantations ruled with “firmness, forbearance, and kindness” (Bell, p. 101) developed some ambivalent reactions.  The task system brought slaveholders their wealth and prosperity.  It also had its own problems in operation.  But the way of organization of labor in the task system was not an integral way to slavery.  In other words a task system of organizing labor was not in the ownership of the colonial and American slavery.  If the northern reformers knew how to organize labor with the task system, the freedmen probably would not only enjoy freedom in political and legal terms, but also in the actual conducting of their daily life.

     The broken of the old does not mean a new way of life will come by itself.  When a sweatshop is closed in the morning, where would the girls who slaved in the workshop get their supper and meals in the evening and many days to come?  Where can they go and whom can they turn to for help?  For the Chinese peasant workers a task system of labor and some capitalist welfare would probably better their working and daily life than the current status.   The economic power of China to a great extent has been built on the backs of peasant workers.  The owners and managers of the system should clearly understand this point.

A Hierarchical Structure among the Bonded People

     There was uneven power status among African Americans in the colonial and American slave period.  “People of mixed racial origins were ‘terribly afraid of being thought Negro’” (Ira Berlin, 1998, p.161).  There was “a three-caste society of white, black, and brown.” (Berlin, 1998, p. 291)  “At the turn of the century {the 19th century}, there were more free black men and women in Charleston than in Boston.” (Berlin, 1998, p. 320) “These  men and women, generally light-skinned, urban, and born in the New World, separated the free colored population even further from the world created by plantation slaves.” (Berlin, 1998, p. 321)  

     Nothing is more shocking than to read that former slaves, once they gained some power and wealth, started to own slaves themselves.  “During the early years of the nineteenth century, Charleston’s free blacks invested heavily in slaves; almost one-third of the free black families entered the slaveholding class.” (Berlin, 1998, p. 323)  How the “Brown people” and the slave drives position themselves and identify themselves deserves very careful study.  This is the case when the oppressed adopted the consciousness of the oppressing, conducted themselves in the manner of their former masters, and even abused the powerless just as they were abused.  As McFeely (1994) reported,

Slaves already on Sapelo most probably were lined up at the island’s dock and, as they found their voices responded to, given the task of sorting the new people.  Then, according to Thomas Spalding’s careful scheme for establishing units of slaves of a size appropriate to observation and discipline, one man, “chosen for his ability to command and fluency in speech, would be given the ten men, with the right of issuing food when and where he pleased, or to retain it and not call for the daily ration.”  Not too subtly, a hierarchical structure based on the power of food, of life, was established among the slaves; more subtly, the manipulation of established people into imposing the discipline of masters was achieved, along with the indoctrination of the newcomers. (p. 52)

It was such an evil cycle deprived of sympathy, empathy, and improvement for humanity. “The driver, with lash at his side, was a slave with authority” (Bell, p. 144)  “Much of the success of the plantation rode on the strong black shoulders of the driver.” (Bell, p. 146) Slave drivers served and operated a system that deprived themselves of their freedom.  More important they also became the dark force of slavery and drove against the humanity.

     The question to be asked is if there exists also such a hierarchical structure among the peasant workers.  If so in which ways such power status enabled people in position as patrons or in which ways it was simply an abuse of power and status. 
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