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Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made by Eugene D. Genovese is a
seminal work that delves into the complex social, cultural, and economic
dynamics of the antebellum South. Published in 1974, this groundbreaking book
reshaped the discourse surrounding American slavery, offering a nuanced
perspective on the lives of enslaved African Americans and their impact on
Southern society. Genovese's meticulous research and compelling narrative
provide readers with a deeper understanding of the institution of slavery not
just as a labor system, but as a social order that shaped the lives of both
the enslaved and their enslavers. This article explores the key themes,
arguments, and contributions of Genovese's work.

Historical Context

To appreciate the significance of Roll, Jordan, Roll, it is essential to
understand the historical context in which it was written. The 1970s were a
period marked by intense debates about civil rights, race relations, and the
legacy of slavery in American society.

The Civil Rights Movement and Historical Scholarship

- The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s had prompted a resurgence of
interest in African American history and the legacy of slavery.

- Scholars began to challenge earlier narratives that romanticized the
plantation South or minimized the brutality of slavery.

- Genovese's work was influenced by this shift, aiming to provide a more
authentic representation of the lives of enslaved people.

The State of Slavery Research in the 1970s

- Prior to Genovese's work, much of the scholarship on slavery focused on
economic aspects, viewing enslaved people primarily as laborers.

- Genovese sought to expand this narrow focus by exploring the cultural and
social dimensions of slavery.

- His approach was interdisciplinary, drawing on history, sociology, and
anthropology to paint a comprehensive picture of the enslaved experience.



Theoretical Framework

Genovese employs a sophisticated theoretical framework that challenges
traditional narratives and emphasizes the agency of enslaved people.

Dialectical Materialism

- Influenced by Marxist thought, Genovese's analysis is rooted in dialectical
materialism, which examines the relationships between social classes and the
material conditions of life.

- He argues that slavery was not merely an economic institution but a social
system that shaped the lives of all involved.

Agency and Resistance

- One of Genovese's key contributions is his exploration of the agency of
enslaved people.

- He argues that enslaved individuals were not passive victims; instead, they
actively resisted their conditions and created their own culture.

- This resistance took various forms, from subtle acts of defiance to
organized rebellions.

Structure of the Book

Roll, Jordan, Roll is structured in a way that allows Genovese to
systematically explore different aspects of enslaved life.

Part One: The Social Structure of Slavery

- Genovese begins by examining the social hierarchies within the enslaved
community.

- He discusses family structures, kinship ties, and the role of religion in
providing a sense of identity and community.

- He highlights how enslaved people created a rich cultural life despite the
harsh realities of their circumstances.

Part Two: The Enslaver's Perspective

- In this section, Genovese shifts his focus to the perspectives of
slaveholders.



- He analyzes how the institution of slavery shaped the identities and social
relations of white Southerners.

- Genovese argues that slaveholders were often deeply conflicted, torn
between their economic interests and moral concerns about the institution.

Part Three: The Dynamics of Resistance

- Here, Genovese provides a detailed account of various forms of resistance
among enslaved people.

- He discusses everyday acts of defiance, such as work slowdowns and escape
attempts, as well as more organized efforts like revolts.

- Genovese emphasizes the importance of solidarity among the enslaved in
fostering a culture of resistance.

Part Four: The Legacy of Slavery

- Genovese concludes by examining the long-term effects of slavery on
American society.

- He discusses the lingering racial inequalities and cultural legacies that
continue to shape the United States.

- He argues that understanding the history of slavery is essential for
addressing contemporary issues of race and inequality.

Key Themes

Genovese's work is rich with themes that challenge conventional
understandings of slavery and its legacy.

Culture and Identity

- Genovese emphasizes the importance of culture in the lives of enslaved
people.

- He explores how enslaved individuals created a unique cultural identity
that blended African traditions with elements of American life.

- This cultural synthesis played a crucial role in providing a sense of
community and resilience.

Economic vs. Social Analysis

- A critical theme in Genovese's work is the tension between economic and
social analyses of slavery.



- He argues that while slavery was economically profitable, it was also a
deeply social institution that affected all aspects of life in the South.

- This perspective challenges scholars to consider the broader implications
of slavery beyond mere economic calculations.

The Role of Religion

- Religion emerges as a significant theme in Roll, Jordan, Roll.

- Genovese examines how religious beliefs provided enslaved people with hope
and a framework for understanding their suffering.

- He also discusses how slaveholders used religion to justify the institution
of slavery, creating a complex relationship between faith and oppression.

Impact and Legacy

Genovese's Roll, Jordan, Roll has had a lasting impact on the field of
American history and the study of slavery.

Influence on Scholarship

- Genovese's work paved the way for a more nuanced understanding of slavery,
influencing generations of scholars.

- His emphasis on the agency of enslaved people has become a cornerstone of
contemporary slavery studies.

- The book has also encouraged interdisciplinary approaches, integrating
sociology, anthropology, and cultural studies.

Critiques and Controversies

- While Roll, Jordan, Roll is widely acclaimed, it has faced critiques,
particularly concerning its Marxist framework and portrayal of enslavers.

- Some scholars argue that Genovese downplays the violence and brutality of
slavery in favor of a more complex narrative.

- Despite these critiques, the book remains a vital contribution to
discussions about race, power, and history.

Conclusion

In Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made, Eugene D. Genovese offers a
transformative perspective on the institution of slavery and its profound
impact on American society. By exploring the lives of enslaved people and the



dynamics of resistance, Genovese challenges readers to reconsider traditional
narratives and appreciate the complexities of slavery. His work continues to
resonate in contemporary discussions about race and inequality, making it an
essential text for anyone seeking to understand the historical foundations of
American society. Through this book, Genovese not only honors the resilience
of enslaved individuals but also underscores the importance of their
contributions to shaping the cultural and social landscape of the United
States.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of 'Roll, Jordan, Roll: The
World the Slaves Made' by Eugene D. Genovese?

The main thesis of 'Roll, Jordan, Roll' is that enslaved African Americans
created a distinct culture and social system that allowed them to resist
oppression and maintain a sense of identity, despite the brutal conditions of
slavery.

How does Genovese's work contribute to the
understanding of slave resistance in American
history?

Genovese's work highlights the various forms of resistance employed by
enslaved people, illustrating that their responses to slavery were complex

and multifaceted, encompassing both overt rebellion and subtle forms of
resistance such as cultural preservation.

What methodologies did Eugene D. Genovese use in
'Roll, Jordan, Roll'?
Genovese employed a combination of historical analysis, oral histories, and

sociological methods to explore the lives of enslaved people, focusing on
their social structures, family life, and cultural practices.

How does 'Roll, Jordan, Roll' address the
relationship between slavery and capitalism?

The book examines how slavery was integral to the development of American
capitalism, arguing that the economic system relied heavily on the labor of
enslaved individuals, which shaped both Southern society and the broader
American economy.



What impact did 'Roll, Jordan, Roll' have on the
field of African American studies?

Genovese's work had a significant impact on African American studies by
providing a nuanced understanding of the enslaved experience, challenging
earlier narratives that marginalized the voices and agency of enslaved
people.

In what ways does Genovese explore the theme of
community among enslaved people in 'Roll, Jordan,
Roll'?

Genovese explores the theme of community by detailing how enslaved people
formed strong social networks, maintained family ties, and developed cultural
practices that fostered resilience and solidarity in the face of oppression.
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